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Beckoning Fingers
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Kara pulled the long punty rod out of the furnace and balanced it on the metal bench with the glowing mass poised above the open air. With nimble fingers and quick movements, Kara gripped the tweezers and pulled and twisted the molten glass. Each motion changed the shape, inching it toward the image in her head. This one would be a flower, with twisting stamens erupting from the center of pink pedals.

Kara's focus was so absolute, the presence of the older man on the far side of the workshop went unnoticed until he made a deep sound in his chest.

"Is something the matter, Daddy?"

Her father, Daris, held a glass goblet in the stream of light coming through one of the high windows, twisting it this way and that. "Quite the opposite, actually. You did a wonderful job on these glasses. If I didn't know any better, I'd think they were genuine crystal."

Kara beamed with pride. "I'm glad you think so. I wanted to make them special for Koban and Zaynah's wedding."

"They are that," her father said, packing the goblets into a hay-stuffed crate. "All these years learning as my apprentice, but I'm not sure I have anything else to teach you."

"That's not true. I still have much to learn before I'm as good as you are." Kara frowned at her forming glass. "Actually, I can use your help now. These stamen won't stay standing."

Daris left his task and looked over Kara's shoulder. His unkempt, graying brown hair tickled her ear as he shook his head. "You're pulling the glass too hard, snapping the structure. Designs with elements as thin as this require extra care."

"But I need to form it before it cools too much, don't I?"

"There is a balance between speed and patience you must find. Take your time and pay attention to what the glass is telling you — feel what it needs in order to make it move the way you want. And remember that you can always put the glass back in the fire to soften it up again. Which you will need to do, now." Daris' stubbly chin jutted toward the cooling glass.

Kara swept the punty back to the furnace and pumped the bellows once to rejuvenate the fire. As she did so, a soft tinkling sound drifted in the air from the front half of the building. Kara twisted to see the clock hanging on the wall, the pendulum oscillating as the hands met at the top of the face. "Oh, I didn't realize what time it was."

"That boy is always painfully punctual," Daris chuckled. "I'll tell him you need a moment." He squeezed one of Kara's shoulders and walked through the small doorway leading to the storefront.

Kara pushed the distraction out of her mind and focused on the warming glass in the fire. Tongues of flame wrapped around the intruding substance, attacking it with its destructive force. The multi-colored glass started to glow and Kara pumped the bellows again to increase the heat and speed the process along.

The flame surged upward, inhaling the influx of air and giving off a fierce heat that warmed Kara's face. The warmth was familiar, comforting, enticing. The arms of the flame did not shrink as they should have, but continued reaching upward as if in celebration. The outline of the fire turned a soft shade of blue, and the inside swirled and danced like a girl at the spring festival. And the heat — oh, that vibrant heat — reached into Kara, piercing her chest like the rays of the sun after a storm.

A tingling warmth filled her limbs with a soothing, healing, welcoming embrace. Kara desired that warmth. That desire consumed her, and everything else fell away.

The hollow clatter of the punty as it hit the stone floor barely registered, and Kara stepped toward the beckoning fingers of the flame. As she neared, the fire swelled and the blue around the edge swirled inward. At the center of the blue flame, something floated and spun on the waves of heat. The object was a darker blue than the surrounding flame, but it was hard to make out.

A soft whisper caressed her ears, more felt than heard, but it filled her with a longing she had never known. She wanted to find the source of that voice — needed to hear its secrets — and it seemed to come from the glinting object. Kara's arm lifted and the scorching heat kissed her fingertips, but it did not burn. Her heart pounded with the thought of reaching her prize and holding it in her hand.

An urgent voice spoke her name, but she couldn't find a reason to respond to anything but the flame.

A pair of firm hands grabbed her outstretched arm and flung her back so she slammed into the low workbench. The pain in her hip overpowered every other sensation and her eyes focused, seeing her surroundings once again.

Red, angry tongues of fire leapt out of the furnace to scorch the stones above the opening. The punty with its molten head had fallen on the wooden pedal of the bellows, setting it ablaze. Kara's father had already pulled a thick blanket from its shelf on the far side of the room and was beating the fire.

Kara stared in a daze until yet another set of hands gripped her arm and pulled her further away from the action. These hands turned her to face a handsome, clean-cut young man with light tan skin. He gripped her shoulders, careful not to hurt her, and his deep brown eyes gazed at her with intensity and concern. Riptha, Kara's best friend, said, "Are you alright?"

Kara nodded wordlessly, then they both turned toward the splashing, hissing sound of Daris throwing a bucket of water onto the fire. Steam and smoke filled the room, and they darted away, coughing and covering their eyes.

When the air cleared enough to speak, Daris demanded, "What happened?"

Kara looked between her father and the now empty furnace. "I-I...I don't know."

"You don't know?" Daris choked. "You were mere steps away from entering an inferno and you don't know what happened? What were you thinking?"

"I don't know. It was like the fire hypnotized me or something. It was...I don't know what happened." How could Kara explain it when she herself didn't understand? And why did she feel as empty and cold as the wet furnace?

Daris' face flushed red and his eyes flashed; not with anger, but fear. "That's not good enough, Kara. Fire is dangerous. You can't let your guard down around it, not even for a second. How many times must I tell you that?"

"I know, but—"

"'But' nothing! You could have gotten yourself killed if Riptha and I hadn't heard you drop the punty. Do you want to end up like your mother?"

Her father's voice reverberated off the walls and struck Kara like a punch. Her jaw tightened against the lump that formed in her throat. A tense silence followed.

Daris worked his jaw until he finally let out a long breath and rubbed a hand over his face. "Are you alright?" When Kara's only response was to continue avoiding his eyes, he insisted, "Are you hurt?"

Kara swallowed, pushing away the indignation. "No, I'm not hurt."

"Good," Daris sighed. "Well, you two may as well go."

"I can help you clean up—"

"No," Daris snapped. After another calming breath he added, "I promised you could have the afternoon off. You two go and I'll clean up here. Have a good time." Without looking her in the eye, he turned away.

Kara whipped around, yanking free the leather thong tying her hair back as she marched to the coat rack. As she kicked off her thick leather slippers, she flung her work apron on one hook and pulled a wide satchel from the other. Kara looped it over her head as she stepped through the narrow doorway on bare feet. The quick, clacking footsteps behind her confirmed that Riptha followed. They hurried through the short storefront lined with glass-covered shelves. When they made it to the exit, Riptha reached past her and grabbed the handle, but he did not open the door.

"Kara, what happened back there?"

"I said I don't know." Kara glared at him and pushed against the door, forcing it open despite Riptha's grip. The two stumbled into the bright afternoon sun.

Kara stepped onto the dirt road and turned with a grim determination that blocked out the milling crowd around her. Normally she felt lighter when surrounded by the colorful flowers and shining shells that decorated most people's cool, free outfits — it reminded her of the vibrant forest where she loved to play as a child. This time, though, the only color she could think about was the blue of the fire she had just seen.

Riptha hurried after her and caught up when the brick walls of the few hazardous businesses ended and they were instead surrounded by the wooden structures of other crafters. Then, because most had the fabric walls of their shops open to the refreshing breeze, Riptha stepped close enough to keep their arms from touching, yet guarantee she could hear his quiet words. "You said it was like the fire hypnotized you. Did you feel like it drew you toward it?"

"Kind of...it's hard to explain. I don't know what to think of what happened, and as for what I remember..." Kara slowed to a stop and bit her bottom lip. "Riptha, when you and my father came in, did you...see anything...strange?"

"You mean stranger than you about to willingly reach into the fire?"

"No. Yes. I..." Kara looked into his eyes. "What I mean is, did the fire look different at all? Did you see any odd colors or something...inside of it?"

Riptha's brow wrinkled. "It looked like regular fire to me. Why? Did you see an object in the flames?"

"I'm not sure what I saw. It doesn't make sense." Kara started walking again, slower and with a tight grip on the strap across her chest.

"What do you mean?" Riptha asked. "Try explaining it to me, and maybe we can figure this out."

The memory of what she saw and felt made Kara's heart race again. Confusion, fear and a lingering longing jumbled inside of her to create an overall feeling of frustration. "I don't really want to talk about it right now. Can we just forget this ever happened?"

Riptha's mouth twisted, and he ran a hand through his neat, dark-brown hair. "I doubt that, but if you don't want to talk about it, I won't force you. For now, at least. We should discuss this sometime, though."

Kara rolled her eyes to the sky. Then, with her attention off the path in front of her, she collided with someone coming out of a shop. Kara grunted and stepped away from the thin woman with gray hair tied in a tight bun at the top of her head. Kara said, "Excuse me, Mrs. Lei, I didn't see you."

"Clearly. It's alright, Kara. I moved too quickly and wasn't paying enough attention." Mrs. Lei wiped her skirt, as if their brief contact soiled it, while making disapproving noises the entire time. When the old woman looked up and saw who stood on the far side of Kara, her tight lips smoothed into a sweet smile and she curtsied low. "Good afternoon, My Lord Morain. Please forgive my rudeness, as I did not see you there."

When Riptha nodded, a practiced smile plastered on his face, Kara took a few unnoticed steps toward the nearest crafters hut where a group of children learned how to make baskets.

Riptha said, "Not at all, Mrs. Lei. How are you this afternoon?"

"I am well, My Lord. It is a surprise to see you walking about the streets today of all days. Not that it is not a pleasure, of course, but am I mistaken in believing today is your birthday, My Lord? Twenty-one, isn't it?"

"Yes, excellent memory, Mrs. Lei."

Mrs. Lei beamed. "How can one forget such an important occasion? I was, however, surprised not to hear news of a ball this year. I hope Her Grace is well."

"My mother is well, thank you," Riptha responded. "I am sure she would have gladly thrown the usual celebration, but we decided this year would be more intimate. My parents and I will enjoy a quiet dinner this evening, just the three of us."

"That sounds lovely. And this afternoon? What brings you to the market, if I may ask?"

"Of course. Before dinner with my parents, I will spend the afternoon with..." Riptha's smile vanished at the look Kara shot at him, but it was too late.

Mrs. Lei remembered Kara's existence and swiveled her head to her. "Ah yes, of course, I should have realized. Spending the afternoon just the two of you?" The woman barely kept the drool from slipping out of the corner of her mouth.

Kara answered, "Not that it's any of your business, but yes. Is there a problem with that?"

Riptha's eyes bulged in warning.

Mrs. Lei said, "Of course not, dear. I am not your guardian, so, as you say, it is none of my business. What plans do the two of you have today?" This she asked of Riptha.

Riptha answered, "Kara's kept it a secret, so I do not know what we are doing. Unless she's ready to share..."

"Nope," Kara said.

"No, My Lord," Mrs. Lei said.

Kara eyed the woman. "I'm sorry?"

"You should learn to address him by his proper title, dear. He is the marquess, after all."

Kara groaned, "Come off it, Mrs. Lei. I've known Riptha since we were four years old. I will not start calling him 'My Lord' all the time just to make myself feel important."

"That is not what it is about." Mrs. Lei planted bony fists on her hips. "He is the second most important man on the island, and as such he deserves your respect."

"It really isn't a big deal," Riptha said.

"You're too generous, My Lord," Mrs. Lei curtsied again. "However, Kara must learn to act appropriately toward her betters. Otherwise, she will continue her undignified behavior."

"'Undignified?'" Kara's fists vibrated at her sides until Riptha darted around the old woman and gripped her elbow.

"If you will excuse us, Mrs. Lei, I have limited time before I must join my parents for dinner."

Mrs. Lei pouted — an expression that was no doubt intended to be endearing — and said, "Of course, My Lord. I trust you will insist upon proper manners, even from Kara?"

"I would accept nothing less. Goodbye, Mrs. Lei." Riptha pulled Kara along by the elbow, ignoring her angry, half-formed protests.

When they had moved away from the old woman, Kara twisted her arm and freed herself from Riptha's grasp. "Will you let go of me? And what did you mean you would accept nothing less than 'proper manners'? I'll show you proper manners if you expect me to grovel at your feet the way that old bat does."

Riptha raised his hands placatingly. "I was just trying to get you away from her before you lost your temper. The last thing I want today is to have to clean up after one of your rampages."

"I do not rampage. Besides, where does that old bat get off acting like she's better than me?"

Riptha pressed two fingertips to his brow. "Please, Kara, drop it. I swear, I can't take you anywhere."

Kara scoffed. "Can't take me anywhere. Who's the one that put her attention on me in the first place? Good going, by the way."

"Sorry, I lost my head. I suppose that means the entire island will know about our plans before long."

"Before people have finished lunch, probably." Kara crossed her arms. "That woman is most likely on her way to the candle shop already, preparing to tell all the other gossiping hens about our latest 'dalliance.' With plenty of invented details, I'm sure."

"Mmm, no, I don't think so. This time of day, she's more likely to go to the kebab shop. All those people stopping in for food — she can spread her gossip twice as far without having to leave her seat."

"You give that woman way too much credit. She can't resist clucking with the ladies, no matter what time of day it is."

Riptha raised an eyebrow and smirked. "Want to bet?"

Kara grinned. "The usual stakes?"

"Of course." The two of them brought their hands together in their childhood handshake as they turned a corner and stepped off the main road. In the shadow of a thick tree they stopped, Riptha counted down from three on his fingers, and they both peered around the corner.

From where they had come, Mrs. Lei scurried with her skirts hiked up and made a straight line for Mr. Liko's kebab stand.

The pair straightened, Kara scowling even as Riptha chuckled. "Say what you will about her, but she is efficient. Looks like you owe me one home cooked meal."

Kara grunted. "Yeah, well, I let you win because it's your birthday."

"Liar. You've never intentionally lost anything in your life. I could be on my deathbed, and you'd still fight tooth and nail to win."

"That isn't true. I don't need to try that hard to beat you. That's the problem — I wasn't trying very hard."

"You're such a sore loser. Can't you admit I won, for once?"

Kara turned so she walked backward, facing Riptha. "I will if you beat me again."

Riptha's eyes narrowed and he said, "Beat you at what?"

"A race."

Riptha's shoulders drooped. "No, Kara, I don't want—"

"Ready-set-go!" She whipped around and bolted deeper into the forest.
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Never Forget


[image: ]


Kara ran through the forest, only slowing enough to turn and make sure Riptha still followed her. Once she confirmed that, Kara stopped holding back. The air whipped at her face as she jumped over fallen branches and swerved around bushes that reached onto the rarely used path. The trees thinned and Kara turned to where the top of the trail inclined and wove along the face of the rocky cliff.

At the bottom, she glanced behind her again. Riptha still followed, although the distance had widened. Once Kara reached the soft surface at the bottom of the cliff, she squeezed her thighs and pushed her feet into the sand to continue forward. The waves crashing on the shore of the beach competed with the surging in her ears as her heart pounded.

Soon she reached the spot in the sand within sight of the driftwood fence built to protect the nest of sea turtle eggs, and Kara skidded to a stop. Sand flew out in front of her and she spun around, raising triumphant fists in the air.

Riptha staggered up, his face red and hands squeezing either side. "Just once...can we come...to the beach...without...running?" With an explosion of air, he collapsed on his back, arms reaching above his head and eyes closed.

Kara laughed through her own heavy breathing and stepped beside him. She bent with her face over his. Her long, thick black hair acted as a curtain that blocked the sun. "You don't look so good, Riptha. Maybe you're getting too old for our little races."

One of Riptha's hands wobbled into the air, a single finger pointing to the sky. "One: I'd watch it with that 'old' talk. You're only a month and a half younger than me." A second finger joined the first as he inhaled. "Two: our 'little races' exhausted me like this when we were kids, too."

"That's true. Seriously, though, you alright?"

"I'm fine, don't worry about me. Just leave me here to die." Riptha's arm fell back into the sand.

Kara straightened and laughed, "Okay, then. I'll set up your surprise and tell you when I'm done."

Riptha mumbled under his breath as she walked a short distance away.

Kara found a spot where the tide wouldn't reach them and pulled a thin blanket out of her satchel. She spread it on the ground, then laid out three containers of food and a drink skin. Once finished, she stood over Riptha again with a container behind her back. "I'm finished. Are you ready to see your surprise?"

Riptha cracked one eye open. "I'm dead, remember?"

"That's too bad. I guess I'll have to eat all the cookies by myself."

"Cookies?" Riptha leaped to his feet. "You made cookies?"

"I did, and you better appreciate them. You know how much I hate baking — especially these things." She presented the container and opened it to show the contents.

Riptha beamed and inhaled the sweet aroma. "Mmm, chocolate, banana, raisin cookies." He took one and shoved it in his mouth, eyes rolling with pleasure. "Delicious. I still say you should sell these."

"Yeah, right. You're probably the only person alive who wants them." Kara shook her head and went back to the blanket.

"I will gladly rid the world of such abominations." Riptha rushed to her side and snatched another cookie from the container, noticing the rest of her work. "We're having a picnic?"

"Mm-hmm. Nothing fancy — just sandwiches and lemonade. Is that okay?"

"That sounds perfect." Riptha grinned as they both sat, and he took yet another cookie.

Kara rolled her eyes and offered a sandwich. "Don't forget to eat actual food, too."

"Yes, dear."

They enjoyed their meal while catching up on town gossip (not about them) and what had taken place in their day-to-day lives. Riptha had finished his sandwich and was working on his fourth cookie when Kara reached into her bag. She pulled out a wooden box.

"This is for you," she said.

Riptha spoke around a mouthful. "I thought the cookies were my present."

"I can make those whenever you want. This is special."

Riptha wiped the crumbs off his fingers and took the box, opening it and pushing aside the protective stuffing to pull out the glass figure.

He held a brown ship with three white sails billowing with air. A tiny, yellow flag with a faint outline of the Morainian Crest — a noble seahorse over a scalloped shell — waved above the crow's nest on the tallest mast. The tiny boards of the deck showed intricate detail, and a rudder sliced through folded blue water that shimmered in the light. The whole glass creation rested on a sanded and sealed driftwood base.

Riptha's mouth hung open as he rotated it. "You made this?"

"I did."

"It's incredible, Kara."

"I'm glad you like it. I wanted to give you something special."

"It is — it's exquisite, thank you. Why a ship, though?"

Kara grinned and said, "Do you remember those games we played as kids where we would pretend to be pirates adventuring across the sea?"

Riptha's eyes lit up and he added, "And we'd pretend to discover sunken ships loaded with treasure."

"We used the treasure to buy the allegiance of a mermaid kingdom and they showed us every hidden secret the ocean held."

"One of those treasures even gave us the ability to breathe underwater. We visited the mermaid kingdom and attended an underwater ball." Riptha laughed, "How could I forget? We sure had detailed imaginations."

"We did," Kara said, avoiding his gaze. "That's why I made you a ship. I wanted you to remember the fun we had as kids and to know how important our friendship has always been to me. The past few years, your father has given you more responsibility, which is good, but you've been so busy we barely get any time together. It's part of growing up, but I wanted to give you a reminder of childhood. I guess, selfishly, I also wanted to make sure you didn't forget about me."

Riptha reached out and took Kara's hand, squeezing it gently. "I could never forget you, or our many adventures."

Kara smiled. "Happy birthday, Riptha."

Riptha rubbed his thumb along her knuckles. "I wish things could be how they were, but the more responsibility I'm given, the less free time I have. If I had a choice, I'd much rather..." He trailed off with his eyelids drooping.

Kara pulled her hand free and cleared her throat. "There's nothing we can do to change that. You're going to be duke someday. That's an enormous responsibility."

"You don't have to tell me. The closer I come to inheriting my father's station, the more I have to make decisions as a duke. What I want is less important in comparison." He rubbed his face, then flopped back onto the blanket, frowning at his gift. "Growing up is completely overrated."

Kara watched Riptha's expression as the weight of responsibility overshadowed his joy. It was a weight she knew well. The glass figure she had worked so hard to make mocked the memory that spawned it. However, those memories still held the spark of life, and they bloomed, giving Kara an idea. "You're right, Riptha, we should never grow up." She stood.

Riptha barked a laugh. "I don't think we have much say in the matter."

"Perhaps not, but who says we have to go down without a fight?" She stood over him with fists planted on her hips. "Riptha, I declare that for your birthday you don't have to be an adult."

Riptha propped himself on his elbows and squinted up at her. "What are you implying?"

"Today, instead of being grown-ups, we shall be kids again." Kara looked out over the waves, then gasped at the force of an amazing idea. "Better yet, I'll be a mermaid." She stalked toward the rippling waters.

"What are you doing?"

Kara turned and walked backward as she answered, "I'm a mermaid, silly — mermaids live in the water." Kara took the last, long steps into the ocean and dove into the choppy surface. When she re-emerged and flipped her hair, Riptha watched from the edge of the water. She threw an exaggerated wave.

Riptha called, "You're still in your clothes."

Kara shrugged. "So? I've swum in my clothes plenty of times before. Would you rather I swim naked?" Heat exploded in her cheeks and she warned, "Don't answer that."

Riptha crossed his arms and chuckled, but didn't comment. "What, exactly, is running through that head of yours?"

"Mermaid stuff. You should join me and be a merman. Or be a pirate and I'll show you around the ocean. Your birthday — up to you."

Riptha shook his head. "Remembering the games we played as kids is one thing, but aren't we too old to play in the ocean like this? Besides, I have to have dinner with my parents tonight. I don't think my mother would appreciate me coming home wet and sandy."

"Fine, then." Kara sloshed as regally as possible out of the ocean. She marched directly to Riptha who realized, too late, what she had planned.

"No, Kara, don't," he beseeched as he backed away. When she didn't stop, he turned and tried to run, but his feet slid in the soft sand. He didn't stand a chance.

Kara rushed after him and jumped on his back. Her wet hair smacked him in the face, and her legs around his thighs caused him to stumble and fall in the sand. She rolled off him and squeezed her hair out right above his head. Kara clicked her teeth and sighed, "Oh dear, it looks like you've gotten all wet, Riptha. What ever will your dear mummy say?" She grinned and fluttered her eyelashes.

Riptha propped his head on his hand and glared, although he couldn't squash the smile. "You're a terrible influence, you know that?"

Kara shrugged. "Maybe, but I make your life interesting, don't I?"

"That's one word for it. I'm starting to think Mrs. Lei had the right idea. Perhaps I should teach you some manners." Riptha smirked.

"You have to catch me first." Kara surged to her feet and ran to the ocean. Riptha threw off his shoes and caught her in the shallow waves, gripped her around the waist, and flipped her so she crashed into the water.

Kara breached the surface and splashed water into Riptha's face. With his eyes closed, she grabbed his hand and pulled him down beside her.

The pair continued their playful battle, and their laughter filled the air as the sun descended toward the horizon.

***
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KARA AND RIPTHA LAY in the sand, waves lapping at their legs as they relaxed after their watery battle. Kara closed her eyes and absorbed everything she felt — the cool breeze of evening drying her face, the tide lapping at her bare feet, the soft sand contoured under her body like a plush bed, and the presence of the man laying beside her. She couldn't imagine a more peaceful moment.

Kara sighed. "That was fun; just like old times."

Riptha chuckled. "You know what I didn't remember about those times?"

"What's that?"

"How uncomfortable it is to have sand in your pants."

Kara laughed and rose to a sitting position. She collected her hair over one shoulder to squeeze it out, then plucked pieces of seaweed out of the tangled mane. "Yeah, kids never notice sandy pants or tangled hair, do they?" She glanced up and froze, eyes gazing off to the western horizon.

Riptha sat up and looked at the setting sun. The serenity of the moment melted away. "I should go. Somebody made it so I need to get home with enough time to bathe before dinner."

Kara grimaced. "Sorry. Do you think you can sneak in without your mother noticing?"

Riptha stood and extended his hand to Kara. "It shouldn't be a problem. Mother's been focusing on something else lately. Honestly, I think she's planning a 'surprise' party for me."

Kara allowed him to help her stand and furrowed her brow. "I thought you said you and your parents agreed there wouldn't be a party this year."

"We did, but she's planning something. Every time I see her she's rushing around, the maids have been cleaning every inch of the entire palace and the cooking staff have been so busy the kitchen sounds like a war zone. Plus, I did a little snooping, and a delegate ship is arriving from the mainland tomorrow. And when I tried asking my father about it, he was elusive and avoided looking me in the eye."

"Okay, you're right — she's definitely planning a surprise party." Kara snorted. "I guess she just couldn't help herself. The woman loves parties."

Riptha rolled his eyes. "If she weren't such a good duchess, I'd say her talents were wasted by not becoming an event planner. Let me help pack up and I'll walk you home."

Kara waved a hand. "Don't worry — I'll pack up myself. You go before I get you in trouble."

"Sure, now you're worried about that. A gentleman never lets a lady walk home alone."

"If I find a gentleman, I'll be sure to let him do so, then." Kara giggled. "I'm only a short walk from my house and can be back before dark. Besides, you need to get home."

They stopped beside the picnic blanket and Kara picked up Riptha's glass ship and the container of cookies while he put his shoes back on. Riptha placed the ship back in the stuffed box to keep it safe and turned to face her.

Like they so often did, his warm brown eyes seemed to drink her in. She imagined she felt them moving over the contours of her face like a gentle caress. Kara didn't do anything to stop it — the imagined contact was enough to send a shiver down her spine.

Riptha took a deep, deliberate breath. "Thank you for today. I can't imagine a better birthday."

Kara's smile grew. "I'm glad. I hope you enjoy dinner with your parents."

Riptha sighed. "I will if my mother and I can avoid an argument. Although, Mother has been unusually soft spoken with me recently, so you never know."

"That's good. Maybe she's finally giving you more freedom."

"One can hope."

Kara nibbled her bottom lip, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his neck in a tight, wet embrace. Riptha squeezed her back and buried his face in her neck. Kara breathed in his scent. The spices of his expensive soap mixed with the salty seawater in such a unique way. It was her favorite scent in the world.

Kara let out a slow breath, then stepped away, a warm tinge to her cheeks. "Go before you're late and your mother has an actual reason to get upset."

"Alright. Thanks, again."

"I'll see you later."

"See you later." Riptha turned away and walked down the beach toward his home. Then Kara cleaned up their picnic and did the same.
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The light had waned and the eastern sky was a deep shade of purple when Riptha climbed the steep incline to the top of the plateau. The castle of Morain stood as a broad sentry on the furthest point of the island. The stone matched the pale sandstone of the earth on which it sat, and in fact had been formed from said stone using powerful magic. The execution was crude, so the building was bulbous in spots and the towers were all of differing heights. But it was his home and a monument to the trials his island had faced over the years. The points of firelight shining in the uneven windows welcomed him.

A muscular guard holding a long spear stood at the palm-wood gate. He wore a grass skirt with his bare, dark chest reflecting the final rays of sunlight. As Riptha approached he demanded, "Who goes there?"

Riptha did not slow in his approach, despite the lowered spear. "It's me, Koma."

Koma snapped his spear up in a tight salute. "Forgive me, My Lord, I did not recognize you in the dark."

"No need to apologize. I suppose I am glad you were not looking out for me. My mother must not have noticed I'm late."

Koma chuckled. "No, Her Grace has not said anything to the guards about you. All the same, though, I would avoid the western corridors until I had changed if I were you, My Lord. Word is Her Grace has spent the day inspecting and instructing the kitchen and serving staffs and has little patience for distraction. If I do not overstep my bounds in saying so."

Riptha smiled. "I appreciate the advice. Thank you."

"Pleasure to be of service, My Lord." Koma bent at the waist. "Have a pleasant evening. And happy birthday."

Riptha hurried down the smooth brick walkway to the wide door of the castle, where another guard let him in without asking any questions. Once past the foyer, Riptha ascended the main steps two at a time, then turned down the plushly carpeted hallway to his personal chambers. As soon as he entered his room, a pale, elderly servant dressed in sandy brown livery appeared.

"Good evening, My Lord. I have prepared a warm bath for you and laid out the clothes Her Grace approved for this evening."

"Thank you, Preston." Riptha set the box and container of cookies on the tea table. Then he scurried to the washroom.

Riptha bathed hastily, taking extra care to make sure he washed every hint of the beach from his hair. When he came out, toweling himself off, Preston had removed his dirty clothes and was picking lint off of the outfit hanging from his wardrobe door. The older gentleman helped Riptha dress, as he had every day since Riptha was a boy. The loose linen shirt was crisp and pure white and the dark tan velvet pants complimented the geometric design of the sash around his waist.

Once Riptha was dressed and his hair was brushed, Preston said, "My Lord, with your leave I will see if Their Graces are ready for you."

"Yes, thank you."

With another bow, Preston left.

Alone in his room, Riptha went to the tea table and removed the ship from the wooden box. He placed it in the center of the polished mantle over the fireplace and angled it so it looked ready to sail off the edge. Looking at it again brought up a wave of sweet memories; the strongest of which were from that day.

He could still see in his mind's eye the way Kara had looked with the bright rays of the setting sun behind her. The way they framed her pitch-black hair made her skin appear to glow like the polished dark brass it resembled. And her eyes. It never took much for her deep sapphire eyes to glow like a pair of precious jewels, but somehow they managed even in shadow. It was eerie and...enchanting.

A steady knock rapped on the door and Riptha snapped back to reality. He swallowed as he pulled his hand away from the glass ship and called, "Come in."

Preston stepped back into the room. "They are ready for you, My Lord."

Riptha nodded and followed him through the long hallway and down the stairs to the main floor. Once there, Preston took his leave and Riptha continued on his own. He passed the first dining hall, which he knew was not his destination. This one was decorated in the traditional Morainian style, with vibrant plants around the room and stylized paintings on the wall. All of which surrounded a long, low table on an ornate, homemade rug with colorful cushions around the perimeter.

The family only used that room when they hosted guests. The second room was decorated in the typical style of the duchess's home on the mainland, with little decoration, a full table and tall, cushioned chairs. Riptha and his parents typically ate in this room because his mother bemoaned the fact that she could never get used to eating her meals on the floor.

Riptha passed through the large wooden doors and his mother approached with outstretched arms. Duchess Sarina wore a purple velvet dress with sleeves that hung to her knees. Light brown hair — growing brighter as the number of gray strands increased — was in a braided bun at the nape of her neck and two dainty curls elegantly framed her thin face. "Happy birthday, darling."

Riptha gave her a gentle embrace and a kiss on each cheek. "Thank you, Mother." He then turned to his father, the respected Duke Keone of Morain, who wore an outfit similar to his own but in a dusky blue that complimented his darker complexion. Riptha bowed his head. "Good evening, Father."

Duke Keone clapped one large hand on Riptha's arm. "Happy birthday, son. Shall we eat?"

They went to the table set for three and sat with Riptha at the head and his parents on either side. They never did this if they had company, of course. When it was just them, though, Riptha often took his father's usual place to serve as a buffer between his parents.

The moment they were settled, three servants emerged from a concealed doorway and presented plates of glazed pork, grilled vegetables and a sweet relish. Another servant filled goblets with spiced wine and then every servant except one left the dining hall. The head butler stood like a statue against one wall.

Riptha and his parents began eating. Their silverware scraping the porcelain plates was the only sound.

After a short time, Duchess Sarina took a dainty sip of her wine and said, "So, Riptha, what did you get up to today?"

Riptha's knife froze while cutting his meat. Without looking up, he answered, "Nothing out of the ordinary. What of yourself, Mother? Word is you had business with the kitchen staff most of the day."

Duke Keone took a long swig of his drink, then signaled to the butler for a refill.

Sarina said, "That is true. Is it not remarkable how information can spread, no matter how hard we may try to keep it hidden?"

"Did you intend to hide your business with the staff, Mother?" Riptha kept his voice level even though his muscles tensed.

"Do not be ridiculous, darling," Sarina said with a dainty giggle. "I had nothing to hide from you nor anyone else. You, on the other hand, have yet to share what you did today. I know you were not home, so you must have done something."

Riptha released a long breath through his nose and set down his utensils. "As you clearly already know, I spent the afternoon with Kara at the beach."

"I did not know you went to the beach, although I admit I assumed as much. Was it just the two of you?"

"Who else would have joined us?" He met his mother's gaze without wavering.

"I imagine it was a perfect day," Keone interjected. "The weather was lovely."

Riptha replied, "Yes, it was wonderful. We enjoyed a picnic and a short swim in the ocean. Anything else you may have heard is nothing but island gossip."

Sarina said, "No need to get defensive, darling. Nobody here is accusing you of anything. I simply wished to know how your day was. Did you enjoy your time with Kara?"

Riptha didn't respond right away — he was too busy evaluating her question for traps. But finally he answered, "Yes, I did."

"Wonderful." Sarina smiled. Genuinely, it seemed. "I am glad to know you had a good birthday. How is Kara? Is she still apprenticing in her father's shop?"

Her question surprised him so much that Riptha froze. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't find any double-meaning in her words. Perhaps there was none. "Yes, she is. In fact, Kara's skill has grown considerably." When his mother waited patiently for him to continue, Riptha added, "She made me an exquisite pirate ship for my birthday."

"How nice. Does she intend to take over the business someday?" Sarina asked.

"I believe that is the plan, yes; once Mr. Daris is ready to retire."

"That is good to hear." His father chuckled, "If there is one thing an island full of sand needs, it's a good glassblower."

"Very true, dear." His mother agreed, chuckling to herself.

Riptha stared at the woman with his mouth hanging open.

Sarina noticed her son's gaze and scolded, "What have I said about staring like a carp, Riptha?"

Riptha snapped his mouth shut. "Forgive me, but I'm shocked. We had an entire conversation about Kara without getting into an argument. You did not even express disapproval over my spending the day with her."

"It's a birthday miracle!" Keone laughed.

Sarina frowned at her husband's outburst but responded to Riptha, "Well, I maintain that it is not prudent of you to be alone together all the time — people will make assumptions — but we agreed that you could spend today however you wished, and I am not surprised that you spent it with Kara. After all, the two of you have been close friends for, goodness, seventeen years now. The truth is, I do not wish to fight about it this once. What matters is that you enjoyed yourself today."

Riptha never thought the day would come when his mother accepted his friendship with Kara — or at least tolerated it. The thought of what it may imply spread a wide smile over his face. "Thank you, Mother. I cannot imagine a better present."

"You are welcome, darling, but of course that is not your present." Sarina motioned to the butler against the wall and he presented a black box the size of his palm. The duchess then handed the box to Riptha.

Keone said, "I must admit that your mother was the mastermind behind your gift this year."

Keeping his warning in mind, Riptha opened the box. A pair of opalescent cufflinks sat inside. "They're beautiful. Are they..."

"Seashells from the coast," Sarina confirmed. "Conch, specifically."

"Truly?" Riptha lifted them to his face to examine them.

"Yes. You never cared for the jewelry I bought you before made from precious metals or gems, but you enjoy the things of nature, I suppose. I hoped these would inspire you to wear them."

"I dislike none of your gifts, Mother. These are wonderful, though, and thoughtful. Thank you." He looked her in the eye, hoping to convey his genuine appreciation.

The wrinkles at the corners of Sarina's eyes folded when she smiled. "You like them, then?"

"I do. I am looking forward to when I have occasion to wear them."

Sarina continued smiling. "You won't have to wait long. They are perfect for the wedding."

"Koban and Zaynah's? These seem a tad formal for their wedding."

Sarina laughed. "No, of course not. I am referring to your wedding, of course."

"My wedding? Don't tell me I have to save them for that. There's no telling how long it will be if I do."

Sarina cocked her head and searched Riptha's face with a wrinkled brow. Then her eyes bulged, and she turned them, enraged, on her husband. "You didn't tell him?"

Keone's frozen face grew pale and his mouth formed a thin line.

Sarina covered her eyes with her hands. "Light of The Flame, Keone, I can't believe you didn't tell him."

Cold washed over Riptha. "Tell me what?"

Keone said, "I thought we agreed not to tell him until after his birthday."

"We agreed on no such thing," Sarina shrieked, gripping the edge of the table.

"Yes, we did," Keone insisted. "We both wanted him to enjoy this birthday without the burden."

"I understood that to mean we would not give him any requirements until after today. That did not imply you should not tell him!"

"Well, I did not see any reason to upset the boy."

The veins in Sarina's forehead bulged and she shot her husband a look fierce enough to wilt grass. "When would you give him the news then — that very morning? Yes, because that would be much less upsetting. 'Rise and shine, Riptha. Time to get dressed — it's a big day today.'"

Riptha's throat constricted as his parents continued arguing, seeming to forget he sat between them.

"We agreed you would allow me to tell him in my own blazing way. You believed he would take it better coming from me," Keone shot.

"Yes, but I assumed that meant you would, indeed, tell him!"

Riptha interrupted, "Will one of you please just tell me what is happening?"

The duke and duchess of Morain glared at each other in silence until Sarina finally hissed a breath between her teeth. "Fine, I will tell him and once again play the role of wicked, heartless mother." She looked at Riptha, her expression like stone. "Riptha, you are getting married the day after tomorrow."

He knew it was coming, but Riptha still had the brief sensation of falling. He inhaled a shaky breath and said, "I don't understand. What do you mean I am getting married?"

Sarina looked up at the ceiling. "What is so difficult to understand? In two days, you are getting married. There will be a wedding and you shall play the part of the groom. You are going to gain a wife. How else can I put this for you?"

Cold sweat broke out on Riptha's forehead and he pressed his shaking fingers into his eyes. "I understand what you are saying, Mother. What I don't understand is why you are saying it. Don't most people have a say in the matter when they get married?"

"Don't be ridiculous, Riptha. You are not like most people. You will be duke someday, and you need a proper wife to bear you an heir. Every other factor is insignificant."

Riptha could have sworn he heard a high-pitched whistle. "An heir. I am getting married and she will produce me an heir."

"I hope so. If she cannot, that complicates things significantly."

Riptha slammed his hands onto the table. "Do I get to know who I will marry and have children with, or is that a surprise as well?"

Sarina narrowed her eyes. "I understand you are in shock, so I will ignore your disrespectful tone. Just this once. Your betrothed is Lady Applena of Alma."

"Will I get to meet her, or do I have to wait for introductions at the altar?"

"She will arrive with her convoy tomorrow morning. As it is, I believe you have already met."

"We have?"

Keone answered, "Yes, you have. Two years ago, when we toured Faldon."

Riptha sorted through the chaos in his mind and tried to focus. "I remember stopping in Alma to discuss trade. Alma specializes in dyes and colored fabrics."

"Excellent, Riptha, good job." Keone smiled.

"I remember meeting the earl, but I do not remember the man's daughter."

"You met her, briefly, at dinner the first night. I believe she sat across from you."

Riptha's head spun at the memory. "The girl with the peacock on her head?"

"Riptha!" Sarina scolded.

Keone explained, "She wore a sizable hat that did resemble a peacock, dear."

Sarina huffed out a breath. "Well, in spite of her poor taste in headwear, she will be your wife and future Duchess of Morain."

Riptha pinched the bridge of his nose. "Let me get this straight — I meet this girl once, we barely speak, and then you decide we will get married?"

"That is correct," Sarina stated

"Was anybody planning to discuss this with me?"

"Somebody was supposed to." She glared at her husband again.

"I don't mean to inform me it's happening, Mother. Did it occur to either of you I may want a say in whom I marry?"

"Frankly, darling, we lost confidence that you would choose a proper wife," Sarina said. "You need a woman who can sit at your side and lead, not a glassblower's daughter — no matter how talented she is."

Riptha's face flushed with heat. "I...I didn't—"

"Please, darling, do not take us for fools. If you wished to hide your romance, you should have been more subtle. At any rate, we realized it would fall upon us to make this decision for you. Lady Applena is quite suitable and an alliance with Alma will benefit Morain."

"What, you don't have enough fancy dresses?"

Sarina's eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. "The Earl of Alma has connections and is in command of an impressive military. Your marriage to his daughter will grant Morain status and protection that we do not presently have."

Riptha's mouth fell open again. "You will force me to marry a woman not of my choosing for political gain?"

"That is why those of our status marry, darling." Sarina spoke as if she were explaining something simple to a child. "That is why your father and I married, and so shall it be for you."

Riptha's breathing slowed, and the reeling thoughts in his head finally focused. "And if I refuse?"

A tense silence filled the room. Keone held his breath and Sarina squared her shoulders. When she spoke, her voice was quiet and measured. "You do not have a choice. This is your responsibility and you will fulfill your duty to your people."

Riptha clenched his jaw. "I have always done my duty, but this is asking too much."

"You will do as you are told."

"What do you intend to do — chain me to the altar?"

"If I must."

"Then I will refuse to speak my vows." Riptha stood and planted his hands on the table so he loomed over his mother. "I am an adult and you cannot force me into this. I refuse to be trapped in a loveless sham of a marriage like yours."

Sarina pressed her hands onto the table and stood with her chair scraping the floor behind her. "That is enough! You claim to be an adult, yet you act like an impudent child. You are getting married and you will not do anything to prevent this arrangement from going through. Consider yourself under house arrest until after the vows are spoken. Guards will watch you, and if you should manage to escape know that Kara's home is the first place we will look. And if she is gone, we will contact our allies on Faldon and alert them that our son has been abducted. Then, once Kara is arrested and you are brought home, you will still marry Applena. Do I make myself clear?"

Riptha's jaw locked and he glared at his mother while she straightened her dress and sat back down. "Now, if this nonsense is over, let us have dessert." She motioned to the butler against the wall.

Riptha turned from the table and marched out of the room. His mother called after him, but Riptha slammed the door shut and cut off her voice. Riptha stormed through the castle on feet that moved of their own accord. Servants and guards moved out of the way, but Riptha barely noticed any of them. His mind was too busy with a single flash of memory that kept beating against his consciousness. The hurricane of thought fought for recognition, but with each strike he pushed it back.

A door appeared in front of him and Riptha went through. He closed the door and leaned against the hard surface to finally take stock of his surroundings. He was in the library, of all places.

Why did it have to be the library?

Riptha wanted to leave, but once again his legs carried him forward. He staggered through the room and breathed in the stale smell of paper and ink. The light of the full moon shone through the large windows to give the room a dream-like atmosphere. It wasn't until he reached the imposing mahogany desk
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