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It was early May, and very warm out in New Mexico. In fact, the temperature was absolutely, miserably, hot. The world shimmered as the sun warmed the sidewalk to the point that it would fry an egg and then burn it to a crisp. I was dressed in jean shorts and a tank top as I walked along, my dark blond hair in a braid to keep it off my skin. In defense of the heat, I was hiding in a shadow, hoping to get a little relief. I hadn’t been out of my car for more than a minute and I was already sweating, and I was a native to New Mexico. The tourists would have died of a heatstroke by this point.

Across the street was the elementary school. A single story building designed in a large U, it was entirely surrounded at this moment by parents and buses waiting to pick up their children, sunglasses on, air-conditioning flipped to high as they all sweltered. The only oddity in this scene was currently standing on the corner.

Three horsemen, dressed in black and sitting on black horses, clustered together on the corner. I couldn’t say what was bothering me, but something about them wasn’t right. It wasn’t their appearance, although that wasn’t helping. From neck to foot, they were dressed in black, with black leather even covering their fingertips. The one on the right and left wore a cloth covering over their heads, black, of course, but it was the one in the center that most puzzled me. To my disbelief, the one in the middle wore a helmet, as if he was a knight preparing to joust. It was a large, metal, cylindrical helmet, like a very, very old knight’s helmet from the medieval times. Tall and a crimson red, it was somehow spotlessly clean, almost as if it were new. There was a slit for the eyes, and a narrow one in the center of the front that I guessed was so he could breathe. I would have thought that perhaps no one was inside the helmet, as still as the man was and considering the heat, but as the horse lowered his head a little, a quick motion from the hands holding the reins stopped the horse’s search for grass.

The bell suddenly rang to dismiss the students and I narrowed my gaze as the three men moved, the hooves ringing on the pavement as they pulled back so they wouldn’t mingle with the sudden crush of people. Ahead, I could see children start to trickle out of the building and immediately clamber into their parents’ cars, vans, or in school buses, trying to get to an air-conditioned place. I stayed in the shadow, on the lookout for my little sister, Catherine, and keeping an eye on the horsemen.

I had been about to leave the shadow when one child in the midst of students seemed to catch the attention of the three horsemen. The girl’s eyes widened and then she took off in obvious terror, darting to the alley across the street, heedless of any dangers. The horsemen galloped after her, the one in the red helmet taking the lead. I sprinted after them without thought, dashing around a school bus, weaving through the teachers’ parked cars, knowing something wasn’t right. The alley would put them out of sight from anyone nearby. And anyone chasing a child was going to need a good explanation why.

Before I could get to the dark-haired girl, just a few steps into the alley, the horseman wearing the helmet caught up to her and grabbed her arm, ignoring her struggles as he lifted her off the ground.

“Hey!” Without pause, I scooped up a chunk of brick and heaved it. It hit the wall next to the horseman and shattered. The other horsemen wheeled around and the lead man whipped his head towards me, hand resting on his belt.

They all paused, seeming a little surprised to see me. The lead man hesitated.

“You want to get your hand off that child,” I said coldly. “Right this second.”

His grip relaxed and she slid to the ground, backing away. She looked as if she were about to cry and didn’t know where to go.

“This does not concern you.” The leader’s voice echoed in the helmet. “Leave,” he ordered.

“Whatever you’re doing concerns me now,” I snapped back. “I’m not leaving without her unless you’ve got a good explanation for this kidnapping.”

The horseman stared impassively down at me, but said nothing.

I walked forward, ignoring the other two horsemen I had to pass while my heart pounded, and offered my hand to the girl. “Here,” I said softly. “I’m Joan. Are you okay?”

She took my hand and clung to it tightly, hiding herself behind me. “Yeah,” she mumbled, obviously intimidated by the men.

I glared up at the horsemen, challenging them. And preparing for a fight, I put my back to the wall, shielding the girl. The lead horseman met my gaze, then turned and spurred his horse forward, past us. The others followed, going side by side down the cramped, red-brick alley, their horses’ hooves kicking up damp, red dirt from the morning’s brief rain, leaving me with the girl.

“Do you know what this was all about?” I asked her.

“They’re trying to take me.” Her brown eyes welled with tears. “And my momma.”

“Don’t cry,” I said softly, crouching down in front of her. “It’s all right. I’ll take you home. Where’s home?” My sister was already on the bus and the bus was gone. I had to make sure this girl got somewhere safe now.

“I don’t know. Momma told me I had to stay put, but I didn’t, and maybe they scared her away.” She wailed it.

I took her hand in mine again. “Let’s wait and see,” I said quietly. “And if she doesn’t come, you can come home with me tonight.”

We waited on the metal bench outside the school for over an hour. Leslie, that was the only part of her name that she’d give me, looked as if she were going to burst into tears at any moment. Talking helped, so I encouraged her to talk. From what she said, and didn’t say, I managed to piece together quite a bit. They were obviously on the run from someone. They moved a lot, but they were now living in a car. The father had died in jail. The story was fuzzy, but it had something to do with a war, being accused of treason, but Leslie was insistent that her father was innocent even though he’d died in prison.

When the mother didn’t show up, I packed Leslie in my car and drove her home with me. Leslie had been unable to give me a phone number, and I saw no other option.

Cathy was waiting in the living room. “Hi!” She smiled and blew a bubble from the gum she was chewing, then popped it, giggling. “Who’s this?”

“Leslie. She couldn’t find her mom after school. She’s staying with us tonight.”

“Okay. Is Jim coming?” Cathy was unconcerned. We’d taken in children before. Jim was our godfather and a police officer. I’d be putting in a call to him in a few minutes.

“I haven’t called him yet. Homework?”

She made a face. “Only a little.”

“Then it shouldn’t take you very long.” I pointed to the table. “Leslie, do you have any homework?”

“I’m homeschooled,” Leslie explained hesitantly.

“Then why don’t you both have a snack while Cathy does hers?”

“May I use the bathroom?” Leslie asked.

“Of course. At the end of the hall.”

While Leslie was in the bathroom, I had a quick conversation with Cathy. She didn’t know Leslie and hadn’t seen her before. Cathy, being the social butterfly that she was, always had a wealth of friends around her, so it didn’t surprise me that she hadn’t met Leslie. She hadn’t seen the horsemen either.

Leslie fidgeted with her long, black hair when I asked her again if she knew anything about the horsemen. She just said her mother had told her to stay away from them because they wanted to kidnap her.

Cathy snorted. “They can’t now,” she said. “Joan’s the guardian angel for our school. There’s hardly any bullies now. Nobody messes with Joan. Dad calls her the fighting queen.”

I smiled. “Nobody messes with the Ilions,” I corrected.

Cathy beamed and popped a bubble.

After I coerced my sister into doing homework, I stepped outside to call Jim, leaving a voicemail for him to call me back. As I sat on the steps to our white, one-story home, I started thinking over the encounter today. My first thought was gangs of some kind. Leslie’s mother didn’t have to be very old to have a child this young. But the horses were new, and I’d never seen a gang member who was afraid of showing his colors or his tattoos. And he’d sounded supremely confident, not like most gang members I knew around here. The ones I knew usually backed down when confronted, or they pulled out their weapons. If they didn’t, they sounded utterly arrogant and used every foul word they could in the space of a sentence. These horsemen hadn’t backed down at all and they hadn’t even insulted me. Even when they’d left, it hadn’t seemed like they were backing down, but more like biding their time. They were too smooth, too military-like. It didn’t make sense and I didn’t like it.

As the phone in my hand started to ring, something in my brain clicked. I didn’t move, realizing what had bothered me about the horsemen; no one else had said anything about strange men in odd clothes on horses. No one waiting in their vehicles had seemed to notice them at all. It was as if no one had seen them, except me.
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I took Leslie to school the next morning to wait for her mother. Jim had stopped by, but all he could do was wait for the mother to appear and file a missing child report, especially since Leslie refused to give her last name, or her mother’s name. Leslie was too scared to even come out of Cathy’s room and meet Jim, or my father. Jim said he’d start the paperwork, but he left Leslie with me. I mentioned the three men in black, but didn’t say anything about the horses. For some reason, it wasn’t sitting well with me that no other adult had intervened when three men in black on horses had galloped across the road in plain sight. It should have at least garnered an irate honk on the horn.

I left Leslie on the bench, and promised to be right back, and to come inside if she needed me. When I stepped out from talking to the secretary, Leslie had disappeared. Panicked, fearing the worst, I’d called her name and looked for nearly an hour. No one had seen a little girl, or her mother. All I had was a note on my windshield that thanked me for protecting Leslie and bringing her back to her mother. I hoped it really was from Leslie’s mother.

“Well, Joan, I’m afraid this time that’s all you can do,” my father reasoned when I told him, unhappily, that Leslie and her mother had disappeared.

“Something’s wrong,” I muttered, stabbing a tomato on my dinner plate. “They’re running from somebody. I don’t like those men. I have a feeling they’re going to keep coming around. So help me, they touch another child for any reason and I’ll make them wish they’d never seen me.”

My father smiled, shaking his head at the same time. I couldn’t help but notice a few more lines of grey in his brown hair. “You can’t solve the world’s problems, Joan. If Leslie and her mother want help, they can go to the police.”

I made a face as I scraped the last of the gravy up and ate it before pushing back from the table. I needed to settle. “I’m going to go have some target practice. Cathy?”

“I’m coming!” she said eagerly, her heart-shaped face lighting up in excitement.

“Dad?”

He shook his head and started gathering the dishes. “I have a call coming sometime tonight. The computer system was down today and we’re all behind. Come back before it gets dark.”

“We will.” I picked up the medicine he took for his heart and set it next to his plate. “And take your blood pressure medication!” I called as I headed out the door. Our family had a history of heart trouble. Heart problems and cancer. We’d lost too many family members not to take precautions when Dad’s blood pressure ran high.

The familiar sights of the school grounds came into view as I walked down the same sidewalk the next afternoon. The weather was much the same as the previous week, only hotter. The noon bell chimed from a church two blocks away and I knew Main Street would be busy with everyone breaking for lunch. I knew it wasn’t likely that Leslie show up, but I worried about her and half-hoped I’d see her again at the school. Although, if I was Leslie’s mother, I wouldn’t step foot on school grounds again, not if the people looking for me had almost caught up once.

I didn’t even have to round the corner to see them. The horsemen were across the street, halfway down the block the school sat on, waiting in the shade straight in front of me. I stopped to study them. The horses were all black, tall, and powerful, but the third horse didn’t have a rider. The two horsemen were all roughly the same size, dressed in dark colors, with their faces uncovered this time. I hoped this meant they were still looking for Leslie, and only knew to look here. I walked forward quickly so I could see them. Unfortunately, the leader spotted me before I crossed the street. Immediately he put his red helmet on again, turning his horse, and nudged it into a slow trot.

A man suddenly appeared out of the school, leaping onto the third horse, too far away for me to get a proper look, and then they all turned and picked up the pace, galloping in the opposite direction. I watched them go with distrust until they were out of sight down the street and hoped bitterly they were roasting in their black outfits.

My foot tapped a moment. Since the horsemen hadn’t even spoken to me, I figured I wasn’t going to get anything out of them willingly. I decided to take a different approach. They weren’t the only ones who could get inside a school, and I had connections here.

I signed myself in at the front desk, noticing the lack of names on that list, and trotted to the cafeteria. Cathy was delighted to see me. When I questioned her about the man I’d just seen leave the school, her friends all spoke up excitedly.

“He’s magic! They’re all magic because adults can’t see them.”

“Or their horses,” someone else added, eager to share information. “We see them around the playground sometimes.”

“They just left.” But I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be back. “Did any of the men give a name? What do you call them?”

“We only talk to one of them. He’s the magician,” was the reply. “Even the others call him the magician.”

“What does he look like?”

They shrugged. “Tall. He wears black all the time,” said a brunette girl.

“Did he talk to anyone just now?”

“He was looking for Leslie’s friends. We see her sometimes during recess when she comes and plays with us. We told him Leslie was homeschooled.”

“Time for recess!” one of the teachers called.

Cathy’s friends instantly abandoned the table. I waved for her to go and checked out at the office. Instead of leaving, however, I wandered around to the playground, leaning against the chain-link fence and scanning the area on a hunch. I knew my hunch had been right when one of the horsemen appeared a minute later. A glance at the teachers not twenty feet away showed they weren’t paying attention. I couldn’t imagine how they missed the man walking straight towards me. His face was uncovered this time, showing blond hair and brown eyes and a faint scar on his chin.

“You should leave,” the man said quietly.

“No,” I said calmly.

“You have no business here.”

“And you do?”

“Stay out of this matter,” he warned.

“Or what?” I turned to face him, fury obvious. “Do you think we’re all like Leslie and her mother?” I could feel my anger growing, remembering the frightened child who couldn’t even face my father or a police officer who just wanted to help her. “Did you take Leslie? Do you have her?”

The man looked surprised for a minute, then concerned. “Leslie’s gone?”

I felt a trickle of relief. Leslie’s mother had found her. The horsemen didn’t have her. “Then it was her mother.” My eyes narrowed at his worry. I didn’t like his reaction. “Who else is looking for them?” I demanded. “Why are so many people looking for these two?”

He resumed his scowl, lines digging into his forehead underneath the blond hair. “This does not concern you.”

“It does now. So I suggest you either give me some answers, or leave, because I am inches from going into a scene that I’m pretty sure you don’t want.”

He considered me a moment, then turned. His body language said he wasn’t surrendering; he was merely biding his time. I glowered at him as he walked away. His dismissal rankled. “Hey!”

He turned, raising an eyebrow.

“You clearly aren’t the one in charge here, so deliver a message to whoever is. You tell them that if they wanted to pick a fight, they have. If I ever catch any one of you inside the school or terrorizing another child, I’ll shoot you and take whatever consequences come. I don’t know who you are or what you think you’re doing, but keep your magician away from here or I’ll see just how well he does magic with broken hands. You and whoever else is after Leslie had best back off. Tell your fellow kidnappers that Joan Ilion isn’t someone to mess with and not to take this lightly or you’ll regret it.”

He waited a moment, then simply nodded, striding the rest of the way to his horse and taking off. Dust trailed behind the horse’s hooves as the man disappeared around a corner and out of sight.

I stood there, frowning, thinking, and still spoiling for a fight. My threat wasn’t going to do much. They wanted to find Leslie and her mother, and I had a feeling there wasn’t much that was going to deter them. Whoever they were working for wasn’t going to accept failure.

A quarter to three found me waiting outside the school, sitting on a bench, clearly visible in the sun, waiting for the school bell to let the children out. The church I attended was across the street, the bright red bricks the same color as the red clay dirt, the trees providing a little bit of color to offset the red. The windows reflected the school behind me, so I was sure no one was entering that I wouldn’t be able to see. The school was also red, half the buildings in town were red brick or adobe, and with very little grass outside of the neighborhood, the town looked perpetually ready for Christmas, with red bricks or pristine white buildings. Occasionally, another color, blue, brown, and one bright purple store, gave the town some color, but it was only in the neighborhoods that the city strayed from the red bricks and the concrete sidewalks with no grass. The advantage to no grass, at least here, was that no one would be able to sneak up behind me, because I could hear every footstep on the concrete. 

I had an idea that my challenge wouldn’t go unanswered and they’d show up today to find a way to deal with me. I was standing in their way, and they were going to want to get me out of their way. I was giving them a chance to talk, and I knew that the horsemen would be able to find me here if they wanted to talk. I’d chosen my spot with care. Another advantage was that very few cars would be coming down this road, so we would be pretty much alone. That didn’t mean there weren’t witnesses around, but the parents coming for their children wouldn’t be parking on this side because this was the teacher’s parking lot. So, I sat, and sweated, keeping a sharp eye out for the horsemen. I was ready to melt into a small pile, and there were no clouds and no breeze to help cool me off. At least I wasn’t wearing black.

About ten minutes before the school bell rang, I spotted the leader across the street. He was sitting on his black horse, decked out in black, the red helmet the only other color on him. We stared for a minute while I watched from the corner of my eyes for the others. No horsemen behind me, none that I could see down the streets, so the alley was the best bet. Since it was shrouded in shadow, thanks to the tall buildings creating the alleyway, I couldn’t see if anyone was there.

I gave the lead horseman my full attention as he trotted over to me on his horse. The horse’s hooves clopped on the paved street, then onto the sidewalk and stopped in front of me. “Why are you interfering in what doesn’t concern you?” the horseman asked, his voice echoing slightly in the helmet. It was the same voice.

“Why are you so determined to find Leslie and her mother?” I asked right back.

“Our business is personal.”

“It wouldn’t have anything to do with Leslie’s father accused of being a traitor, would it?” I demanded.

He was silent for a minute. “So you know.”

“I know that whatever Leslie’s father may have done, you have no right to take it out on his family.” I glared.

He shook his head, more in exasperation than anything. “You’re only delaying us. We’re going to find them. Somebody here is Leslie’s friend and knows where she is, and we’re going to find whoever it is that can put us back on the trail.”

My blood boiled. I was on my feet now, and inches from yelling at him. “You’ll have to go through me and a line of parents to get near these children!” I had my cell phone in my hand, my thumb hovering over the dial button.

“No one will see me.”

I stared in a mixture of disbelief and confusion. It sounded stupid, but the man seemed calmly assured he wouldn’t be seen. “Really? I can see you. The children can see you. How odd, that no one will see you. Will you disappear into thin air?” I said with incredible sarcasm.

“Most people don’t see us unless we want them to,” he said. “You would waste your time calling anyone. They’d think you’re imagining things.” He sounded a tiny bit smug. “But you go right ahead and call whoever you want.”

I scowled, tempted to call his bluff. “Well, you’re just wasting your time anyway. They’re gone.”

He froze. “Gone?”

I smirked now. “Leslie’s mother picked her up and took off.”

There came something like an oath from the helmet. “You don’t understand what you’re in the middle of.”

“Here’s your chance to clue me in.”

He started to speak, but I cut him off. “I’m not talking through that thing you’re wearing. Take the helmet off.” I wanted to see his face. What kind of man hid behind a knight’s helmet and thought he wouldn’t be seen if he didn’t want to be? I was seriously considering placing a call to Jim and asking if anyone had escaped from a mental hospital anywhere close.

The man deliberated, then slowly reached up and pulled off his helmet. To my surprise, he didn’t look that much older than me. His blue-green eyes were annoyed, and his face was set in a frown. His cheekbones were slightly prominent, and his skin was light, yet somehow slightly tanned. I couldn’t imagine how he was tanned if he spent all his time under all that black. The golden-red hair on his neck was plastered to his skin, not surprising since the temperature was over a hundred, but his voice was still cool. “Satisfied?”

Hardly,” I replied, just as coolly. “So, can others see you now, or do I look like I’m talking to thin air?”

“I’m not visible.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why can’t they see you?” It came out as an accusation. He didn’t look crazy. He didn’t sound crazy either, except when he said he was supposedly invisible. How hard was it to tell a sane from an insane person? What explanation could he have for being invisible to everyone but me?

He was silent for too long. Just as I decided that he was taking too long to answer, he answered. “Children are the only ones who see us.”

“I can see you.”

His look became a little perplexed. “I don’t know why either. You’re too old.” He was still sitting on his horse, forcing me to look up at him. His look was thoughtful for a moment as he studied me, then became blank. “Where is Leslie?”

“What do you want with Leslie?” My voice turned hard.

“I cannot tell you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I have my orders.”

“Then leave.”

Our glares met. I didn’t waver an inch, and he made an exasperated noise. “Her father was a traitor. He wasn’t the only one, and his family might know something about who the other traitor might be.”

“She seemed assured that he was innocent.”

“They always are.”

I bristled at the carelessness in his tone. “And how assured were you all before you made this accusation?”

Now he bristled. “We don’t make this accusation lightly.”

“You sure seem to be taking it lightly now.”

He flushed lightly, but it could have been the heat. “We had proof that Krill was guilty when we made the accusation.”

Krill. I finally had a last name. “And yet, your problem apparently hasn’t gone away. So you think chasing down his child and widow will help?”

This time he did flush in embarrassment. “Times are desperate.”

“That sounds like an excuse to do whatever you want. Like chasing down a terrorized child and stalking around a school full of children. Just what is your plan once you find them?”

His face pokered up and his tone changed to formal. “I cannot tell you.”

My scowl deepened. “Why not?”

“Joan, who are you talking to?” called the youth pastor from my church across the street, his hand shading his eyes as he leaned out the doorway, the glass in the door reflecting the sun.

“My imaginary friend,” I called back. “I talk to him all the time. Don’t you?”

He laughed. “Come on, Joan, really. Are you on the phone?”

That threw me. I looked at the man in front of me, then down at the phone still in my hand. “Yeah,” I said at last. “I am. Somebody from the university. I keep getting put on hold.”

“You want to come inside? It’s too hot out here!”

“I’m working on my tan!”

Laughing, he shook his head and closed the door, keeping the cool air inside. I decided he really couldn’t see the horseman and frowned in reaction. He hadn’t even looked at the giant horse standing in the middle of the sidewalk. I put my hand on the horse just to see if I could. My hand didn’t pass through and the horse turned his head to look at me. I gave it a baffled look. “How can they not see you?”

“I said they can’t see us.”

I growled. “But I can. You’re right here!” I wasn’t going crazy, was I? Surely Cathy would have told me if there had been signs before now that I was losing my sanity.

He shrugged.  “Are you satisfied with what you know?”

“No,” I said immediately, snapping out of my worries of insanity. “I don’t know anything, such as who you are and why no one can see you.”

“I cannot tell you.”

I crossed my arms. “Why?”

“It would make my duty more complicated.”

“Your duty?” I prodded.

“Yes.” He was clearly being obtuse. I knew he wouldn’t answer a direct question either.

“Fine. I don’t care what you’re being paid to find Leslie, but stay away from here.” Then I turned on my heel and walked away. I didn’t get more than twenty steps before he urged his horse in front of me. “What?” I snapped.

“Why is this personal to you? You don’t even know the Krill family.”

I stiffened and started to walk around, but he spurred his horse forward until my head was at his leg. I pulled out my Swiss army knife and flipped it open, hiding that action from everyone but him. “Let me pass or I’ll stab you in the leg.”

“You could try.” He sounded slightly amused.

“You have sixty seconds because I’m going to attempt to be patient.”

“Are you always so violent?”

“Only when I think someone’s dangerous.”

“You think I’m dangerous?”

He had an air of danger around him. He looked like he could easily fight back, and win, and do what it took to complete his duty, whatever it was. There was an indisputable hard glint to his eye that I recognized. Even if he was crazy, or at least partially crazy, this wasn’t a man I especially wanted to pit myself against. “Yes,” I said honestly. “You look dangerous.”

He looked slightly pleased by that.

“You have forty-five seconds.”

“If I tell you we mean no harm to Leslie or her mother, will you back off?”

“No. I have to decide that they’ll be safe.”

“And what will you do if I continue?”

Since I obviously couldn’t tell anyone, I’d have to do something different. “I’ll convince the children you’re dangerous,” I said calmly. “They’ll believe me. I’ll say that you’re going to kidnap them and kill them. They won’t talk to you again. Then I’ll send Leslie and her mother so far away you’ll never find them. And if I see you so much as laying a hand on any one of these children, you’ll regret it.”

“You’ll shoot me?” he asked, still slightly amused by that thought.

“I have a rifle in the back of my car,” I informed him. “And I know how to use it. Maybe I’d get more answers if I shot you.”

“You’d get arrested.”

“Why? No one can see you, remember?” I said sweetly. “So no one would see me shooting you, and I’m pretty sure going to court and filing complaints and all that would affect your duty.” I had him there, and I could sense it. “Twenty seconds.”

He stared down at me for fifteen more seconds until I counted, “Five, four, three, two...”

He pulled his horse back a few steps, allowing me to cross as the school bell rang. I walked around to the front of the building to see my sister exit. “Joan!” she called happily.

I pointed across the street to my car, slipping the blade back in my pocket. “Over there! Watch for cars.”

As I climbed in the car as well, I saw the horseman, whose name I still didn’t know, standing on the corner and watching me. I hadn’t wanted him to know about Cathy, worried about what the horsemen might do. Now that he did know, I stared defiantly at him, warning him with my gaze to leave Cathy alone. 
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“A woman can see you?” the king demanded. “Captain Gonhiad, are you certain of it?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the Captain answered. “She can see and hear us even when she should not be able to. She is very protective of the Krills.”

“Then avoid her,” the queen said.

“She was the one who stopped us from taking Leslie. I think she may know where Leslie and her mother are. She has a younger sister Leslie’s age and they could be friends. Both the sisters are talented fighters, Your Highness,” the Captain replied. “The eldest seems to be good with a gun and a knife, and the younger sister is also very talented with knives. She throws better than some of my guards. I have watched them practice.”

The king and queen deliberated. “Can you gain the eldest sister’s trust?” the king asked.

“Perhaps, Your Highness. She wants proof that Krill was guilty.”

“If we cannot find the Krills, we must at least make sure our enemies don’t find them. The mark may be enough to force the Krills out of hiding if they believe they can no longer trust this woman. Make sure the woman is marked. Then mark her sister.”

“Your Highness, I would refrain from going near her sister at this point. The woman is very protective and suspicious. Marking her sister would perhaps push her into fighting us. She has a reputation for being a good fighter and is not afraid of us. She did send a challenge through Guardsman Mark.”

“We will take it into consideration. Send Joseph in and see what you can do with this young lady,” the queen said calmly.

The horseman bowed and left.

*
[image: ]


Three days had passed uneventfully after meeting with the lead horseman. I didn’t like it. Their silence made me uneasy. I was drumming my fingers nervously on the steering wheel as I waited impatiently for the car in front of me to go. I was late in picking up Cathy and I couldn’t see her anywhere. Even though I knew she would be fine getting home, I didn’t want her anywhere near the horsemen. Now that they knew I had a sister, they might consider using her for leverage. I didn’t know enough about these people to be assured that they wouldn’t try and pry information from her, or worse. When I finally pulled in front of the school, I spotted one of her friends. “Bea! Have you seen Cathy?”

Bea nodded. “She went that way,” she pointed. It was the same alley that Leslie had run to.

I slammed my foot to the floor and whipped around the corner, narrowly avoiding the dumpsters set at the end, seeing Cathy talking to the horsemen. I screeched to a halt, slamming the shift into park and grabbing my rifle, which I’d already placed in the front seat. “If you make a move towards my sister, I’ll shoot you,” I said clearly, ratcheting the gun and aiming it. “Don’t think I won’t either. I could shoot your eye out from here.”

The horsemen stared at me in what I thought would be surprise, but I couldn’t tell as their faces were covered again. Cathy looked slightly relieved. The horsemen had scared her.

“Cathy, come on,” I ordered. “Run.”

She ran, and I kept my eyes and my gun trained on the head man, although I kept careful watch on the other man in black next to him. I was seething. “I told you to stay away from here,” I said, my voice biting. “I was very clear.” I hoped no one else came into the alley. It was well shielded, the view further blocked by my car. Since most of the people passing by would know me, they would at least hear me out before calling someone or throwing a fit. I took note of the area quickly before focusing on the leader again. There wasn’t a lot of litter, so they would have to use their fists to fight with, and there wasn’t any place to take cover in. The alley had no doors, no side exits, just a long, blank path that divided two buildings.

I heard a sound behind me and swung around, aiming the gun at the man trying to sneak up behind me. He held his hands up in surprise. “Whoa there! No one said anything about guns!”

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“Joe’s the name,” he said easily. “Joseph Yeller. And you are?”

I looked him over for a moment. He had light brown hair, light brown eyes, long fingers, and almost looked rather awkward, as if he was too big for himself. He didn’t seem as dangerous as the horsemen, but I didn’t lower my gun. “Joan Ilion,” I said at last.

“Interesting name,” Joe said, seeming completely at ease with his hands in the air. I couldn’t hear any movement from anyone behind me, and I didn’t want to look, just in case Joe wasn’t as safe as he appeared.

“What are you here for?” Maybe I could get some answers out of him.

“Can’t tell you that, sorry,” he said with just enough regret to be almost believable. “I work with my hands though.”

“You must be the magician.” When he merely raised his eyebrows slightly, I spoke again. “Cathy, open the glove box and take the knife out. Stab anyone who comes close to you.”

“That’s harsh,” Joe protested.

“Tough,” I informed him. “I don’t know you, and you’re messing with my sister. I don’t know what kingpin you’re working for, but I don’t like hired guns for any reason.”

“Not kingpin. Just king,” Joe corrected. “And we’re not hired guns. We’re part of the royal court.”

This one was bordering on crazy too. “King of a cartel?” I asked sarcastically.

He gave a winning smile. “No. King of our country. One we like and want to protect, which is why we’re here.”

“You’re here to threaten me with my sister because I won’t give you what you want,” I pointed out with a slight growl to my words.

“But you don’t know what I do,” he said reasonably. “I’m a likeable person, at least that’s what everyone tells me. I don’t hurt people...”

“Joan!” Cathy shrieked, just as I perceived someone behind me. I ducked and spun to face the lead horseman. He’d grabbed for me and missed. He now grabbed my gun and twisted it from my grasp, tossing it behind me where it slid under my car. Since Joe didn’t seem to have any intention of joining the fight, I focused on the man attacking me. He still wore the metal helmet that obscured a good deal of his vision, and it made a big target, ringing slightly when hit. I rang the helmet again and again as I dodged his blows. Eventually, I hit it just right and it popped off his head just as he grabbed my wrist. Before I could use my leg, he twisted my arm behind me and tried to force me to the ground with his weight. I unclenched my teeth and rammed the back of my head into his. He jerked, but didn’t let go, so I did it again, untwisting myself from him and throwing myself back and away, eyes blazing.

He suddenly laughed, his blue-green eyes lighting with his smile. “I think King Alan will take this into consideration. Mark, Joe, you’re up.”

“Ha,” Joe said. “After what she just did? You’re going to have to pin her first.”

My gun would take too long to get to, and unfortunately, the man was between me and the car. Cathy had to defend herself.

The only one left on his horse started moving towards me. I decided he had to be Mark. I pulled my knife out of my pocket and flipped it open.

“How many of those do you have?” Mark asked, pulling his horse to a stop again. I recognized the voice. I’d sent my warning to back off through him.

“Perhaps I should explain,” the lead man said patiently.

“That would be nice,” I growled. “I’ve only been asking you to do that all week.”

“My name is Martin Gonhiad, the Captain of the Royal Guard in Valeria.”

“What’s Valeria?” I asked suspiciously.

“Valeria is the country where we live.”

“There’s no such place,” I said flatly. “Town, maybe, but not country.”

“If no one can see us, wouldn’t you think that maybe a country can exist that you don’t know about?”

I grudgingly accepted this might be true, but I narrowed my eyes. “Royal Guard, huh?”

“Yes,” he said calmly. “Protecting King Alan and his family.”

“King? With the crown and scepter and a castle and the whole shebang?”

That seemed to baffle him. “Shebang?”

“Joan?” Cathy’s frightened voice came to me.

“It’s all right, Cathy,” I assured her, not taking my eyes off Martin. To him, I said, “I have places to go and things to do, so get on with it. My father is expecting me to be home when he gets there.”

“You want to know more, then we’ll tell you more. We’ll show you anything you want. Will you meet us here tomorrow? Noon?”

I thought. I’d have to make sure I had plenty of things to defend myself with. Maybe a couple bricks and a wooden plank. And tomorrow was Saturday, so there wouldn’t be as many people around. “Maybe.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Martin said, picking up his helmet off the ground. “We’ll be waiting.” He turned and walked to his horse, putting his helmet back on and leaping on his horse, then spurring his horse away, Mark following. When I turned around, Joe was already gone.

I stood for a minute, thinking, then I picked up my gun from under the car and folded my knife. “You can put the knife away, Cathy,” I said, climbing in the car. “They’re gone.”

“You aren’t going tomorrow, are you?”

I sighed. “I don’t know. Keep it a secret, all right? Don’t tell anyone.”

“But...” she began, hazel eyes wide and worried.

I turned to her. “Do you think they’re crazy?” I asked. “Do you think they’re making this up? The country of Valeria and the royal family and all of it?”

She worried her lower lip for a moment. “No,” she said reluctantly. “Leslie said the king threw her dad in the dungeon.”

“When was this?”

“When she stayed at our house. I asked about her dad. But Leslie said her dad didn’t do anything wrong.”

“But you think they’re telling the truth,” I prodded.

She nodded.

Unfortunately, I agreed. There was too much adding up in their favor. Maybe after this meeting tomorrow I’d have a clearer idea of where they stood. “Then I need to go. I need to work some things out.”

“I want to go with you! I’ll watch your six,” she said, showing she’d spent a little too much time with Jim listening to war stories lately.

“You have a science fair that you’ve worked hard for. I don’t need you to watch my back.” I sent her a half-smile. “Besides, I need you at the science party to see if Leslie shows up. And if she does, I’ll need you to call me.”

She nodded unwillingly. “All right,” she muttered. “But I still think I should go.”

“Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I don’t think they want to hurt me, and I’ll have my gun with me.”

“He took your gun.”

“He won’t next time.” This was a promise to myself as much as it was to my sister. “You know I’m one of the best fighters in the town.”

She relaxed at this. “Yeah. Okay.” She put the knife back in the glove box. “But if they hurt you, I’ll shoot them.”

I smiled. Cathy was a good shot. We practiced all the time. “I believe you.”

The next day, at noon, I was sitting in my car, staring at the alley, contemplating getting out. I’d told Cathy I’d go, but it seemed like such a stupid idea now. I’d dropped Cathy off at the entrance for her school science fair early that morning and sat in the parking lot ever since. Dad was out of town today. I’d spent the morning, when I wasn’t helping my sister glue down pictures and facts on her poster, trying to find any hint of an existence of a place called Valeria and hadn’t found much that seemed to correlate with their story. I tried to convince myself they were crazy, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how no one could see them but children. And me.

After ten more minutes of sitting there, I saw Joe exit the alley, looking casual in jeans and a buttoned-up, plaid shirt. “Hi,” he greeted, the very epitome of friendliness. “Are you coming?”

“Deciding.”

“You don’t trust us?”

“Hardly. I don’t know anything about you.”

“That’s not true. Martin told you about us.”

I gave him a deadpan look. “Yeah. I will, of course, believe anything anyone tells me, even if they say they’re from a country I’ve never heard of and the royal guard to some king no one else seems to know about.”

There was a slight twinkle to his eye I wanted to take exception to, but his tone was inoffensive. “I suppose it would be a little hard to swallow,” he conceded. “It’s likely why only children can see us. They’re more likely to believe in things that no one else does.”

I considered it a moment longer, then got out of the car. “Touch me, and you’ll regret it.”

He held his hands in the air. “No touching. Understood.”

Martin was waiting in the alley, alone this time, but still on a horse, helmet nowhere in sight.

“Do you have a lifeline to that horse?” I demanded.

“No,” Martin said. “But this is faster.” A bucket of what I hoped was water was in his hands and I watched it, tensed and ready to move. He noticed. “You won’t melt, will you?” he asked in what I thought might have been humor.

“No,” I said shortly.

“You seem upset,” he noted.

“Don’t use me to get to my sister,” I snapped. “And don’t use her to get to me. Or I’ll become your worst enemy.”

“Understood,” Martin said calmly. “Do you want answers now?”

“Yes.” I made my voice slightly less hostile.

“Then ask your questions.”

“What’s the water for?”

“It’s part of the process that allows you into our country.”

“Getting wet?”

He smiled. “We call it purification.”

“We call it a bath.”

“It isn’t about throwing water on you. You have to let Joe mark you.”

“Mark me?”

“I have to mark you as one of us,” Joe explained. “The water lets me do that without much pain and allows me to conserve my energy.” He hurried to explain before I could reach for my knife. “It’s not very painful. A slight sting. Only those with the mark can enter our country right now.”

I hadn’t remembered seeing a mark on Leslie. “What does this mark look like?”

He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled the top away to show what looked like a small tattoo between the collarbone and shoulder. It was in the shape of an upward arrow.

“An arrow?”

“It’s the symbol of the Valerians. Our royal family has always been skilled at archery, and all the inhabitants know the ways of fletching.”

“Are you a very big country?”

“We encompass Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico.”

I considered this. “How many other countries are there?”

“Thirteen in your United States.”

“Oh.”

Joe buttoned his shirt back up. “Satisfied now?”

“No.” I was thinking. I didn’t know if I’d be able to leave, or what they wanted from me. I wasn’t sure if I’d be allowed to leave once they claimed me, and I didn’t know what Leslie’s mother would think, if I managed to find her. I was the only adult who apparently knew these men existed, outside of the country of people she was running from.

“What if we showed you?” Martin offered. “We can show you the proof that Krill was a traitor. We’ll show you why we need to find his family. We’ll tell you everything.”

“Will you be bringing me back as well? Or is this a one-way trip?”

“You may leave whenever you want. I swear by the crown.”

“Whenever I want,” I repeated.

Both of them nodded. They looked like they would keep their word. And my curiosity demanded to be appeased. “All right.”

Martin hefted the bucket and I closed my eyes, flinching slightly as the water hit me. The water wasn’t cold, but I was completely drenched. It was actually a slight relief to get out of the burning heat for a while. Joe stepped forward and pulled my shirt until he could draw the symbol with some kind of marker underneath the point where the collarbone met my shoulder, then pressed his fingers to it. I felt an electric buzz pass through me and I jerked, feeling the electric buzz spread all over me, conducted by the water. “Done,” Joe said, stepping back.

I looked down and saw that I now had what looked like a tattoo, exactly the same as Joe’s. “I’ll never be able to explain this to my father,” I sighed.

“He won’t be able to see it,” Martin said, offering me a hand. “Do you want a ride?”

“Will people see me or will I be invisible?” I asked sarcastically.

He shrugged. “I can make you invisible if you want.”

I stared. “Really?”

“As long as I retain contact with you.”

I thought for a second, then took his hand. He hauled me up behind him and I looked down at Joe. “What about you?”

He smiled. “I prefer to walk.”

Martin spurred his horse forward before I could say anything more, and I had to clutch him in order not to fall. It caught me off-guard when he headed straight down a set of rusted railroad tracks next to the shinier, often-used pair of tracks. I shifted nervously at the sound of a train’s horn, letting out something that sounded like a squeak. He snorted, sounding very much like his horse, and then we suddenly burst through into a different place.

I tried not to gape at the surroundings, knowing that I had to be in the same place I’d known for years, the same town I’d been born in, but there was nothing I recognized. We were suddenly in a place I hadn’t ever been before. I didn’t know how we’d gotten here either. I hadn’t seen anything, but something had to have happened. There were people dressed in brown uniforms, and we cantered past what looked like a toll gate with steel bars, set in front of the cul-de-sac we’d just left. The men in uniform there nodded to Martin and stared at me, and I deduced I wasn’t invisible anymore. The hills we left looked more like tiny mountains that shrank as we galloped away.

We went around what I had to call a village, with a mixture of modern technology and medieval houses. Ahead was a castle, also ancient looking, with grey colored stones that had to weigh more than me and a wooden drawbridge that was at least a foot thick. There was a moat too, a good twenty feet wide, but I couldn’t tell how deep it was as the water looked positively green.

Once inside the castle, Martin slowed his horse some, allowing me to relax my grip on his waist. All around, people were staring, and although my inclination was to scowl at them all, I held it in and kept my face cool. Martin dismounted, and I followed immediately after.

“Well, Martin,” someone I identified as a stable hand said, “who’s this? A passenger you picked up on the way?”

“No,” Martin said, handing his horses reins over to the man. “A new guard.”

He eyed my clothing. “Did you pass through a rainstorm?”

“No,” Martin said again. “She’s from through the gate.”

The man’s jaw dropped. “The other side? But she has to be at least eighteen!”

“Twenty-one,” I informed him. “I’m twenty-one.”

He crossed himself. “Mary, Mother of God,” he whispered. I couldn’t tell if that was good or bad by the way he said it.

Martin handed the reins to the man again; he’d dropped them when I’d told him my age. “We’ll be leaving at any moment,” he informed the man. “I’ll need him to be ready, Merrill.”

Merrill nodded frantically and stared at me as Martin started off. Since I didn’t know where else to go, I followed him, annoyed I was dependant on him, and knowing he was making sure I knew I was dependant on him.

The guards at the door saluted Martin and stared at me as well. “Wait here,” Martin said.

“Why?” I demanded before he left.

“Because I have to tell the king you’re here,” he said patiently.

After he left, the guards continued to stare at me. “What?” I snapped.

“Where are you from?” the guard on the left asked. “Wyinn? Pailio? Geidy? Linson?”

“I don’t know any of those,” I confessed. “I’m from New Mexico.”

Their eyes widened. “But you’re too old,” the one on the right stammered.

“I’m starting to feel about eighty years old,” I muttered to myself.

Martin came out and motioned me inside. “Curtsey when he looks at you,” he murmured to me.

“I don’t know how.”

He stared at me for a moment, caught off guard.

“What? Did you honestly think I’d know how to curtsey?”

“Fine, bow then. I assume you know how to do that.”

“Yes, I’ll look wonderful in my wet clothing,” I said sarcastically, ignoring the jibe.

“It’s not about how good you look. It’s a sign of respect,” Martin said reprovingly.

“I know that. I don’t know if I respect him,” I said in a lower tone of voice, so not everyone would hear me. “I don’t know anything about you people or anything about him.”

Martin shook his head and pushed open the big, wooden doors. 
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It was a throne room. I suppressed the wide-eyed stare, but I couldn’t help the awe. It looked like it had been pulled straight out of a movie, with two thrones at the end of a red carpet, marble floors on either side. Tapestries and banners hung from the walls and the ceiling and chandeliers flooded the room with light. High on the walls were round, stained glass windows, and lower down were long, thin windows of just clear glass to provide natural night. And just to further impress anyone who entered, the walls were lined with soldiers in brown uniforms. At the end of the red carpet, on the two embellished thrones, sat a king and queen respectively wearing a flowing robe and a regal dress. They looked to be in their mid-thirties or very early forties. They didn’t look particularly evil either, but they did look intrigued, more so the queen than the king. The only thing odd about this picture was that they had electric chandeliers instead of hundreds of candles, and I could see vents along one wall to keep the room cool. I stared incredulously at it for a moment, taken a little off guard by the modern touch in the ancient setting, then moved again, now a step behind Martin.

I stopped when Martin did, and copied his bow, deciding respect would help here rather than fighting. The men lined around the room, and stationed at the entrances, were all armed and watching me.

“A bow?” the queen said. She had dark blue eyes that were intently studying me under black hair, with a circlet made of gold resting on her hair.

Since she was looking at me, I answered. “I don’t know how to curtsey and I’m not wearing a skirt.”

My frank answer amused them. “What is your name, young lady?”

“Joan Ilion.”

“An interesting name,” the king commented. “And where are you from?” In contrast to his wife, the king had light blond hair and eyes the palest blue I’d ever seen. He wore a circlet as well and studied me less intently.

“New Mexico.”

“Yet you can see us.”

There wasn’t an answer for that, so I didn’t say anything.

“Did you always live in New Mexico? Were you born elsewhere?”

“I’ve lived my entire life in the same town I was born in,” I said a little stiffly. “I’ve never heard of any of these countries before.”

“She has no mark on her from any other country here,” Martin spoke up. “Except maybe Linson. I have not seen her hip.”

“Why would you need to see my hip?” I asked tartly.

“Each person here marks what country they are from in a specific location,” the queen explained. “If you had a tattoo from there...”

“I don’t have any tattoos,” I said. “Except for the one Joe gave me.”

“If you would show us anyway,” the king suggested.

I held my scowl. “Which hip?”

“Right.”

I pulled down my jeans on my right hip enough for them to see there wasn’t a tattoo there.

“She could be from a different country.” The queen spoke to the king, her voice quieter. “From overseas or from one outside the English Region.”

“Where are your parents from?” the king asked me.

“My mother and father both lived in Colorado. They went to college in Albuquerque, met there, married, and moved to where I live now; about fifty miles from the Colorado border.”

“I see. Do either of them have any tattoos?”

“Not that I know of.”

The spoke quietly to each other again for a moment. “And your grandparents?”

“My family has lived in New Mexico, Colorado, Texas, or Arizona for three generations,” I said. “Cathy and I make the fourth generation. Before that, my father’s side moved here from Scotland and my mother’s side lived who knows where. They were Native Americans.” I felt impatient. I was supposed to be getting answers, not giving them.

Martin caught my edginess. “We want to make sure you’re who say you are. If you have family here somewhere, or if you are a descendant of someone who used to live here, then we would like to know.”

“Because you think I’d suddenly switch sides if I found out I was related to your enemies?” I demanded. “Let me make it easy then. My family has never mentioned this place, or anything related to this place. They’ve never mentioned people who no one else could see, they haven’t passed down any weird rhymes or phrases that would explain why I’m the exception to your age rule, and there’s no one left in my family but my immediate family. No cousins, grandparents, aunts or uncles, or anyone anymore. No one else is left, at least not that we know of. My father’s side all died of cancer and heart problems, and my mother’s entire side died in an earthquake during a tribal ceremony about twenty years ago.” And my mother would have been dead too if she hadn’t just delivered me. As it was, we had to go to sixteen family funerals and twelve tribal funerals.

“We’re just trying to be careful,” the king said. “You understand.”

I did. I just didn’t understand why everyone was making such a big deal out of this. I realized that this was apparently rare, but surely I wasn’t the only one to see them. “There hasn’t ever been anyone who’s seen you when you don’t want it?”

“No,” the queen said instantly. “Not that we know of. That’s why we want to see if you are a descendant of someone here.”

“You see,” Martin explained. “We’ve never had anyone see us, once they’re older than thirteen. Exactly thirteen years from the time they’re born, we’re invisible to them.”

“Which is the same time that we can make ourselves visible to you,” Joe said, ambling forward. “Your Highnesses,” he said with a bow.

“Joseph,” the queen said with a smile. “Was your mission a success?”

“It was, Your Highness.”

“Mission,” I repeated, dread filling my stomach. It wasn’t possible for him to have walked back so quickly.

“Today?” Martin demanded, looking from Joe to the king. “Your Highness...”

“We decided that it would be more effective if both were marked,” the king said calmly. “Better to protect our daughter. You said yourself that the girl was capable of protecting herself.”

I was afraid I knew where this was going. “What girl?” I whispered hoarsely.

Joe edged away from me and I knew before he even said it. “Catherine.”

Fury filled me instantly. I didn’t want any of their explanations, or promises, not anymore. They’d crossed the line in the sand that I had marked as my uncrossable line, and I was done with them.

“You prefer to walk?” I repeated in a low hiss, stalking towards him. “You prefer to walk?” My voice rose to a shout. “I told you to leave her alone!” I pulled my knife out of my pocket and flipped it open. Joe backed up a little quicker. I realized that if I stabbed Joe, I’d probably get put in this world’s version of jail, and then I’d never get out. I pointed the knife at him, and it was three inches from his face. “If I see you again, I’ll shoot you. It’ll be worth whatever punishment I get and your little magic tricks aren’t going to save you.” I whirled around and started to walk out.

“Joan, wait,” Martin protested, motioning for the guards at the wall to stay where they were.

I nearly shook with anger as I faced him. “You set me up,” I hissed at him. “You got me away from Cathy and I was an idiot for letting you do it. I don’t know anything about this, and I don’t care anymore. In fact, I’m starting to understand why Leslie and her mother are running from you! If I have to carve the tattoo out of my skin, then I will. How dare you lie to me about this! How dare you threaten Cathy’s life and safety!”

I ran out the door, past the startled guards to the stable. The horse was already waiting. I snatched the reins and pulled myself on the horse, taking off before anyone could protest. When I arrived at the gate, steel bars were already in place over the path, too thin for anyone to get through. I pulled the horse to a stop, then climbed on the roof. Most of the guards were on the same side of the bars that I had been on, prepared to grab hold of me. I only had to outrun two of them
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