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One
He fidgeted while the other approached him under cover of the storm and considered calling off their plans. Only the threat of blackmail had carried him this far. No, he decided with a bitter glance at the other man. Better to continue. He'd lose everything if he quit now.
The castle wall hid their meeting from prying eyes while magic cloaked any attempt to overhear the conversation. It was imperative they not be seen together.
Old-fashioned cobblestones darkened with the rain that fell. The rivulets would soon become small streams, but neither one of them took notice. Their cloaks remained dry, as did the space surrounding them. One of the benefits of commanding magic.
"We must coerce her to act. She is the one."
"But she's so young." A flash of lightning made the shadows jump. The jeweled handle of the knife at his hip illuminated briefly, its dragon handle seemed to quiver in the changing light before his hand dropped over it, covering it from view.
"She's been well-trained. It is her duty and her destiny. He is contained for now, but only she has the power to destroy him. If she dies as well…" The man shrugged and then laughed. "Then so be it."
***
Skyla fell on her back, the swift blow of the tonfa club catching her off guard. She quickly jumped to her feet before she lost the slim advantage she'd managed to maintain. Her blonde hair hung in damp ringlets, making her wish she'd worn it pulled back. At least he hadn't yanked on it yet.
A kick to the abdomen sent her attacker flying backwards. He stood back up with a dangerous smile on his face, only a slight wince to indicate she'd done any damage.
"Is that all you've got?" He sought to antagonize her with words, but Skyla knew better than to let her emotions dictate her actions. She ran up the wall, backflipping into a better position.
"I felt that." Her instructor, Malla'kean, pushed a lock of dark hair out of his face that had escaped the thong and gave her a gimlet eye.
"What?" Skyla feigned innocence but he wasn't fooled.
"Princess, you have to be able to defend yourself without using magic."
"Why? What good is my magic if I can't use it to give me a boost?" She knew she sounded petulant but she couldn't help it.
"You might be placed in a situation where your magic is nulled." He sighed and crossed his arms over a muscled chest that belied his advancing years, not looking a day over thirty-five.
"You're turning me into a warrior woman," she complained. "I'm never going to be sent out to defend the Kingdom."
"Perhaps not. On the other hand, if you were killed, my reputation as a trainer would suffer. You wouldn't want that, would you?" The corner of his mouth slid up and she laughed.
"Far be it from me to sully your reputation." She swung a leg out and caught his ankles, using magic to bring him down. "But if it works, I'll use it."
Malla'kean picked himself up off the floor and wagged a finger at her. "Warrior women are sexy, you know. I'm sure that—what's his name, Trae'more?—would agree."
Skyla blushed. She hadn't known that anyone noticed her interest in Trae. Even Trae himself hadn't so much as given her more than a glance. Malla'kean must have read her thoughts.
"He thinks you're unobtainable. Maybe you should let him know you're available."
"I couldn't. My father…"
As if summoned, Prince Ther'cha'eab entered the room. "Skylather'cha'eab, if you're done here I'd like a word with you."
Skyla winced. Only her father used her full name, insisting on decorum at all times. She hated the formality almost as much as she hated her name. Following him out of the training room, they walked down the hallway of the castle, coming to stand at a window overlooking the valley.
The rolling hills beyond their cliff side perch were green and fertile, only one reason why the Kingdom flourished and prospered. Skyla loved the land, but shuddered to think of the imminence of her having to rule over it. She just wasn't ready. What if she made a mistake?
Her father spoke, bringing her back to the matter at hand.
"I'm afraid with all this unsettled weather, our plans for your coming-out party may be in jeopardy." He glanced over at her with a faint smile. "Not that you wouldn't mind."
"No, I'm looking forward to it. Really." Skyla managed to choke down her nausea over the whole event. It actually was a 'look for a suitable husband' party, something she'd rather avoid for a long while.
It wasn't that she was anti-marriage, but the thought of an arranged union for political purposes turned her stomach. Other people married for love and chose their own partners. She'd learned at an early age that her fate would be different. She would never be allowed to marry someone like Trae, who had no political power in his family.
Her father patted her hand and returned his gaze to the swollen clouds outside, their leaden underbellies ready to split open once more.
"Then perhaps you wouldn't mind clearing some of this out?" He turned to face her, his eyes silently pleading for her cooperation.
Skyla hesitated. As the heir-apparent of the Elemental Kingdom, she had a certain power over the elements—a power that had led to her mother's death. She shut off that avenue of thought.
"Mother always told me to be circumspect in changing the weather patterns." Skyla spoke slowly, refusing to meet her father's eyes in case she found disappointment lurking there. "She said we had a responsibility to respect the elements and too much tampering could cause the humans hardship."
"Of course, of course. I didn't mean anything drastic. Just a bit of a nudge to make sure your party isn't ruined." He gave her an awkward hug. "I'll leave you now to think on it."
Skyla watched him walk away, his proud bearing evident in his walk. It must annoy him, she thought, that he had no control over the elements even though he was a powerful mage.
I wouldn't feel too sorry for him.
The muttered words inside her head made her laugh. "I wondered if you were listening, Izzy. Don't be too hard on him, dear. He means well."
Hmpf. If you say so. A small dust devil popped into view in front of her, hovering about a foot off the floor. The whirlwind bobbed slightly and changed to a tiny firestorm.
"It's a good thing only I can hear you, or you'd have been banished from the Kingdom long ago."
Nonsense. Your Queen Mother created me and charged me with keeping watch over you. Nobody can undo that.
Skyla blew him a kiss. "And you've never failed me. Now, I need to go shower and change before dinner. Go get into trouble elsewhere."
Are we going to Kat's house tonight?
"I haven't decided yet." Some friends were having a get-together tonight but she wasn't sure if she should go…although, maybe Trae would be there. "Possibly. Now scoot."
Izzy spun away as a water funnel, spraying her in the face. I'm not the one who gets into trouble…rang in her head as Skyla wiped the drops away with an undignified giggle.
He was the only one who got into trouble. Mischief didn't fit into her carefully orchestrated life. She'd never have the freedom her friends had, although she didn't have their troubles, either. Maybe it balanced out for the good. Skyla sighed. No one would ever give her the chance to find out, that was for sure. She turned and headed towards her bedroom; she still had a schedule to keep.
Two
The large four-poster bed looked inviting as Skyla dragged into her room. Not using magic during Malla'kean's workouts wrung the life out of her but she didn't have time for a nap. Trailing her fingertips over one of the plump, blue pillows, she reluctantly headed towards the shower instead.
The multiple showerheads sprayed hot water over tired muscles, reviving her flagging energy, while the soft scent of honeysuckle soap uplifted her spirits. The party wouldn't be so bad, she told herself, determined to believe it.
Scrubbing the sweat from her long hair, Skyla wondered if Trae would even be among the choices for a husband. Lately, her father had mentioned several possible suitors during meals; they tended to be older and part of his inner circle of friends.
She groaned out loud. Is that all he wanted for his only child…someone to back up his suggestions when she became Queen?
Her parents' union had been arranged when her grandfather took the young, wandering sorcerer into his Kingdom and awarded him citizenship. Skyla had heard the story many times of her mother and father's first meeting; it always seemed so romantic. She knew her parents' marriage had been a happy one. Was it too much to hope for happiness when she wed?
Feeling refreshed but somewhat disgruntled, Skyla stepped out of the shower and dried herself off, using magic to remove the water from her hair before turning to the mirror to smooth it. By human standards, she was of average height and build. The only physical features that set her apart from them were the double ridge at the top of her ears and the luminescence in her sky-blue eyes.
Her hair lifted around her shoulders, strands floating on a tiny breeze of their own accord. "Stop that," she said trying to look stern but failing as a smile passed over her lips. Izzy materialized, his miniature cyclone continuing to send puffs of wind through her hair.
You looked grouchy.
She sighed before straightening her shoulders. "Not really, just not looking forward to another dinner filled with talk of 'the values of a solid marriage'." She mimicked her father's voice and sent Izzy spinning sideways, his mirth showing as he wobbled like a drunken merchant.
I overheard the cook saying dinner would be late, he said after righting himself.
A timid knock on the door interrupted them. Skyla grabbed a dressing gown and hurried to the door.
"Cook says dinner will be an hour later tonight with apologies, Princess." The small girl curtsied, her wild op-art outfit looking out of place within the stone walls of the castle. Many of the townspeople followed human fashion trends and fads, but the girl's purple and chartreuse blouse made Skyla squint.
"Thank you, Min'dia. Tell her that's fine." Skyla closed the door and hurried over to the massive wardrobe, pulling out a pair of jeans and a green tee shirt, instead of dressing for dinner.
We're going into town? Izzy's voice rose an octave with excitement inside her head.
"Yes, if you promise to behave," she warned him.
I didn't know the flowers were flammable.
His meek voice made Skyla relent. "So you've told me—over and over. Just don't wander off, okay?"
They went down the back stairs and exited through the kitchen, avoiding a lecture from her father about commoner clothing. He'd have her dress in fussy gowns all the time, ruining any chance of blending in. She didn't want people constantly bowing before her.
The back wall of the castle opened onto a road leading down into the town, its modern buildings a shocking contrast to the centuries-old stones of her home. Skyla breathed in the fresh air and welcomed the sun peeking out after days of rain. Izzy spun in circles around her head, just as happy to have escaped.
If people bowed when they nodded greetings, Skyla pretended not to notice the deference, imagining she was any other seventeen-year-old out for a stroll. She wondered what it would be like to live here, using simple magic instead of having extraordinary power, being able to make her own choices…
You're unhappy again.
"No I'm not. Well, maybe a little wistful is all. There's a difference."
Tell me.
Skyla thought about it for a moment. "I'd like to have an adventure, something where I don't know what will happen next. Or travel to other Kingdoms, maybe meet the man of my dreams and fall hopelessly in love."
You have a responsibility to this Kingdom, Princess—
"Don't you start with the 'Princess' bit, Izzy. I know my duty. I just wonder what it would be like sometimes to really be free."
We're still at war with the Shadow Kingdom.
Skyla snorted. "There hasn't been any trouble since before I was born. The only war I know about is in the stories Father tells."
But it wasn't ever settled. Izzy's whirlwind turned gray with anxiety.
"Don't worry," Skyla hastened to reassure him. "I'm not going to run off and do something stupid. It was idle conversation."
She remained silent, looking in store windows until Izzy calmed down. As her previous nanny and protector, he naturally sought to keep her out of harm's way. She'd outgrown those particular duties of his, but that didn't mean he'd quit worrying about her.
A reflected movement in the glass caused Skyla to glance up. A woman stood on the other side of the road staring at her. Nothing unusual about that, she thought and dismissed it. People stared at her all the time.
Two more windows down the street though, the woman had moved along with her and still stared. Skyla decided to cross the road and speak to her. She had a feeling the woman had something to say.
Swathed in a cloak and shawl of deep green, only a pair of golden eyes stared out at Skyla as she stood in front of the woman. The Princess gulped hard when she realized she stood inches away from a seer.
"Golden eyes are the mark of a charlatan," her father had told her often enough. "Stay away from them. They mean to destroy the Kingdom." He never explained how they could do that, though. The one time she'd asked, he'd said seers relied on dark magic and refused to say more.
"The beggar woman at the edge of town has information you need," the soft voice said. With that, the woman spun around, blending into the crowd at the corner. She turned right and disappeared before Skyla could ask her what she meant.
"What do you think that was all about?" Skyla hugged herself to dispel the sudden chill.
I don't know. Izzy spun into a waterspout. But I wouldn't mention it to your father. You know how he feels about seers.
Skyla absentmindedly wiped Izzy's water spray from her face while she thought about the odd directive. "You're right about that. We'd better head back home, though. It's almost time to eat."
However, the seer's words echoed in her mind the rest of the way home.
Three
After dashing upstairs to dress for dinner, Skyla nearly collided with her father as she all but slid through the door to the dining room.
"Decorum, Skylather'cha'eab," but he smiled indulgently, apparently in a good mood. His next words set her teeth on edge. "I've great news. Everything is set for the party. Please do me the favor of keeping the weather nice enough to hold the festivities in the rose garden. It's where your mother would have wanted it. I know she would have created the perfect evening."
"Yes, Father." Skyla checked a sigh. He'd pulled the guilt card out and waved it under her nose.
It wasn't as simple as he made it out to be—not if she cared about disrupting the Human Realm anyway. She'd have to check for ongoing weather disturbances first, then shift systems around so no one area bore the brunt of her meddling. Whatever she changed here had the opposite effect at twice the intensity for the humans. If she dissipated a storm, there could be flooding in the other Realm.
Her Kingdom was the Guardian of the Elements, meant to protect them. They weren't to be trifled with at her whim. Sometimes she thought her father forgot that, but then he wasn't of this Kingdom and wouldn't regard it as a sacred obligation.
Skyla knew it as part of her psyche—she was the fifth Element, the Aether, who stood at the crossroads of Earth, Air, Fire and Water. She gave them cohesion so as not to be lost to chaos. She'd had to master the skills without her mother's help, instead of spending the last few years as apprentice to her.
The council members gave her encouraging words about her prowess, but what did they really know? They were guessing…or being hopeful. She hadn't made any blunders—yet. On the other hand, she lacked the self-confidence to do much more than maintain the status quo, sometimes to the detriment of the humans and their Realm.
Returning her attention to her father's conversation, Skyla realized he was giving the speech about how a good Queen needs a supportive husband to stand behind her. She nodded where appropriate and bent to eat her soup.
***
Izzy spun lazy circles above her bed later that evening after she'd escaped from the dinner table, twirling a little sandstorm while she changed clothes.
We are going to the party?
"Yes. I need a break." Her father wouldn't approve but they were her friends. She was entitled to have a few friends, wasn't she?
You need friends.
"I didn't say that out loud." Startled, Skyla looked over at Izzy. He'd never been able to hear her thoughts before.
You didn't need to say it. Your face says you're lonely.
"Well, I won't be lonely tonight." With a flourish, she held up a low-cut tank top with sequins. "What do you think?"
I think you'll be beautiful, no matter what you wear.
"Yes, flattery will get you to the party with me." She watched Izzy twirl faster with excitement.
They left through the kitchen again, the help long used to Skyla taking that route to escape the confines of her isolated existence. The cook winked and looked away, as if she'd never seen her. Skyla appreciated her understanding but knew better than to acknowledge it. Once out the gate, she quickened her step, creating a bit of wind to imagine sailing along on a breeze to some exotic locale.
Lively sounds from the party reached her ears before she stepped up to the front door. Her friend, Kat'tril'en, ushered her in with a glad smile and a bow.
"I'm so glad you could come!" She leaned over and whispered in Skyla's ear. "Trae is over by the kitchen."
Skyla felt her cheeks grow warm and ducked her head, hoping Kat wouldn't notice. Some Queen she'd make. She could see it now, blushing in the middle of a meeting with important dignitaries.
"Am I ever going to fit in anywhere?" Skyla mumbled to Izzy after Kat had wandered away. The little whirlabout was hidden but she could feel him twirling against her collarbone.
Of course you fit in, wherever you choose to be.
"Thanks. I wish I had your confidence." She shook her head, determined to lose the gloomy thoughts and have some fun.
There were about thirty people inside the small house; Skyla only knew a few of them. They greeted her with awkward formality. A couple stared at her with shyness. She could live with that.
"Hi." Trae had walked over to welcome her, making her feel more a part of the group. "Did you bring Izzy?"
A waterspout developed in front of Trae's face, playfully splashing him.
"You did ask," Skyla said.
"I guess I did." Trae laughed and conjured small lights to bounce around Izzy like fireflies. Others took notice and began crowding around, adding other simple things to the mix—colored streamers, tiny bursts of light and the like.
Skyla relaxed and enjoyed the show. Her father scoffed at the townspeople's small gifts of magic, saying that some couldn't do much more than help their crops to grow or keep their animals healthy. Skyla thought they were happy with whatever magic they had—at least the people she interacted with.
Sometimes Skyla felt Izzy was the only reason the others tolerated her. He broke the ice and gave them a reason to talk to her. Otherwise, they were keenly aware that she was their future Queen and shied away from conversations.
There was a pounding at the door and a young man burst in when Kat opened it. He was out of breath like he'd been running a long ways. Skyla didn't know who he was but some of the others did.
"What took you so long?" Kat asked him.
Gulping air, it took a moment before he answered her. "There was a murder and my street was blocked off for a while."
That set the room buzzing. Skyla couldn't believe she heard right. Murders rarely happened. Most people had enough magic to defend themselves against attack.
"Are you sure?" she asked. The boy nodded without glancing at her, his eyes still trained on Kat.
"Yeah, and the weirdest part is, I heard it was a seer."
Skyla's hand went to her throat. No, it's not possible, she thought. It's just a coincidence, not the same one who spoke to her earlier today. After all, there were a number of seers in the Kingdom.
"What's wrong?" Trae reached over and took her hand; it trembled as he squeezed it.
"Nothing," she lied. "I'm just shocked by a murder is all."
"A lot of people don't like seers," he said. "I can see how it might happen."
"Why don't they like them?" He looked at her strangely as she asked. She hastened to explain. "I don't have any experience with them."
"Oh, I guess you wouldn't. They make people feel guilty, I guess—or afraid—like they can read their minds and see all their dark secrets."
"I need to leave now." Skyla wriggled her hand out of Trae's grasp. The first time he'd ever touched her and she was too upset to enjoy it.
"So soon?" He looked really disappointed but Skyla wasn't in a party mood anymore.
"Yes, sorry." She slipped out the door before anyone else could talk her into staying. She no longer felt safe.
Do you think it was the same seer who spoke to you today? Izzy asked as they made their way home.
"I don't know. I hope not." Skyla rubbed her arms against the chill, seeing the woman's golden eyes in her mind once more. "But if it was, do you think it has anything to do with me?"
Maybe, if someone saw her talking to you.
Skyla's stomach lurched and she felt like she was going to throw up. What a nightmare this night had turned out to be.
Four
The sky broke open soon after Skyla reached the safety of the castle and her bedroom. The lightning shot across the black clouds, thunder reverberating through the stone walls. As she watched, the torrential rain filled the walkway below her window. Skyla began to shake, transported back to a similar storm in her eighth year.
"Why do you have to go stop the storm?" Skyla asked as her mother tucked her into bed.
"It's my duty, just as someday you will take over." Queen Shrala'ken'bek sat down on the edge of the bed and smoothed her daughter's hair away from her face. "When the storm is this bad, it means the Human Realm is in a terrible drought. They need the rain to survive and we have to help."
"So when I wake up in the morning the sun will be out and I can play outside?"
Her mother smiled and kissed her cheek. "Yes, my love. Now, go to sleep."
Skyla felt the tears start and turned away from the window. That was the last time she saw her mother. She was told the storm killed the Queen as she struggled to control it; that it had been far too violent for even someone with her great power.
"Why did you have to leave me?" She spoke to the room, wondering if her mother could hear her. "I can't do this. I'm not ready. You were supposed to be here to help me. No one else understands, not even Malla'kean."
Another lightning strike hit nearby and Skyla scrambled into the safety of her bed, crying herself to sleep.
***
After a restless night spent huddled under the covers, Skyla woke up determined to follow her father's plans. It was the true path she was meant to take, after all. Being older and wiser, he could guide her so she would be a strong Queen for the Kingdom. Having friendships with townspeople was a youthful folly—she would never really belong. Wiping an unexpected tear from her cheek, Skyla worked on convincing herself that she'd made the right decision.
"You seem rather subdued this morning," Malla'kean said during her stretching routine.
"I've decided to take my role in the Kingdom seriously." Skyla wondered if that sounded as stilted and absurd as it felt. She lifted her head and found Malla'kean's eyes on her.
The impasse ended without a word from him. She stood as he walked over to a cabinet and opened it. Tossing her a bow and quiver of arrows, he pointed to the back door. "It's a nice day outside and you need the practice."
That stung. She was an excellent archer. Her hurt must have shown for he smiled. "You're good, but there's always room for improvement."
They walked through the outer court and past the rose garden, where her find-me-a-husband party would be held. Last night's storm had ravaged the tender red petals on the flowers. A few looked like stick monsters, nothing but thorns and stems. The gardeners would soon have them fixed, though. Skyla secretly hoped the weather would cooperate on its own without needing any intervention from her. With her ineptitude, she'd probably screw up and make it snow.
When they reached the archery range Skyla stopped, scanning the area in confusion. The targets were missing. "What am I supposed to aim at?"
Malla'kean grinned, his dark eyes full of mischief. "These."
Several floating balls appeared, bobbing in the air as if they were floating on a lazy river.
"That's too simple," she said. "What's the catch?"
"You'll see. Get ready."
Skyla drew an arrow from the quiver at her hip and set the bow, pulling it taut. As she took aim, the blasted balls spun in a crazy dance, leaping in and out of tree branches at the far end of her range. Planting her feet and steadying her breathing, Skyla aimed.
"No magic," Malla'kean admonished.
"I know," she said through gritted teeth. "Will you shut up and let me shoot?"
"Oh, you can't handle distractions?" She felt heat creep up her neck at his teasing tone. Clamping down on her tongue, Skyla aimed once more and let the arrow fly.
The ball changed color and he whistled. Pleased, Skyla drew another arrow.
"I'll have to think of something more difficult," he said as she called the arrows back to her. Only one target had eluded her. "Did you bring Izzy with you?"
At the sound of his name, Izzy popped into view, twirling gracefully on Skyla's shoulder.
"I assumed you'd be nearby. Give the Princess a target, will you?"
Skyla heard a laugh inside her head and braced herself for Izzy's inventiveness. Sometimes she thought her mother had created a demon as companion for her. Sure enough, he spun into a firestorm and buzzed around so fast she couldn't keep track of him.
"How am I supposed to track him without using magic? Only a magical creature could move that fast."
Malla'kean shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest, not saying a word to her. Determined not to lose face in front of her instructor, Skyla studied Izzy's movements. After several minutes, a pattern began to emerge. She grinned and took aim.
Izzy burst into a shower of sparks as the arrow passed through him, coming back to rest on her shoulder. "Show-off," Skyla muttered but couldn't hold back the laughter born of relief from succeeding.
"There's always a different way to approach a problem," Malla'kean said quietly. His eyes told her she'd done well. "I think that's enough for now. We'll meet again later for your staff training."
***
Malla'kean watched Skyla walk away, Izzy a small funnel cloud over her head, and smiled to himself. He made his way over to the rose garden and hovered a foot off the ground, legs crossed in a meditative position. If the groundskeepers had to walk around him, he took no notice.
When Hecate had charged him with training Her warrior Queen descendants, he hadn't realized he'd stay for so long. What was it—three hundred sixty years now? Three seventy?—he'd lost track. Of course, they didn't know the Goddess of the Crossroads had sent him. That wouldn't do at all.
Queen Shrala'ken'bek, Skyla's mother, had been an extraordinary student. He still didn't know what went wrong the night she died. It disturbed him to think he'd overestimated her abilities.
Skyla was every bit her mother's daughter—and more. If only she could gain confidence in her abilities. The unfortunate circumstance of losing her mother at such a young age had left her adrift and full of doubt. She would develop into a powerful Elemental someday. Malla'kean only hoped she wouldn't face a trial before she was ready. It could weaken her…perhaps even destroy her.
By the time he left the garden, the roses were starting to heal. In another few hours, they'd be in full bloom.
Five
Skyla pulled her long hair up into a knot and patted the pockets of her cargo pants to make sure the strips of cloth were secure. She would need them later to wind around her hands if Malla'kean decided to box instead of fighting with a staff. He liked to keep her guessing.
The tight black tank top ended at her midriff, perfect for working out. She chose her favorite hiking boots to give her kicks more attitude, Skyla thought with a grin. Her instructor often complained her fighting lacked attitude. She snorted. As if she would ever have to fight someone. In her matriarchal society, the Queen ruled—the crown passed from mother to daughter. No one would ever allow her to fight and risk the ruler of the Kingdom.
Tromping down the stairs and into the kitchen, Cook gave her a wink as Skyla snatched a piece of bread off the counter.
"You're the most beautiful warrior woman I've ever seen, Princess."
That made Skyla laugh as she headed out the door, wondering how many warriors Cook entertained in her pleasant-smelling domain. One thing for sure, Skyla thought as she munched on the bread, the older woman knew how to make delicious meals.
Malla'kean stood in the middle of the practice yard holding two staffs. She caught the one he tossed to her in mid-air and readied her stance for his attack.
As she watched him, first one, then several, mosquitoes swarmed around her. Skyla batted them away but the persistent little buggers refused to leave.
As she reached out with her mind, she heard Malla'kean repeat his favorite mantra: "No magic."
Annoyed, she walked up to him. "Why not? They're bothering me."
One bit her and she screamed, more from the shock than any real pain. "Mosquitoes don't bite! You created these. Why? That's not fair."
He looked at her with no emotion on his face. She noticed the flying beasties weren't bothering him at all.
"If you're in a fight, it won't be in pristine conditions. You have to learn to contend with other annoyances—some of which could prove deadly."
Skyla brought her staff up and swung it at his head. He blocked it easily and chuckled. "You should have gone for a thrust. Remember to use your staff as a spear sometimes."
They danced around each other, blocking and swinging, matching parry and thrust. Malla'kean swung his staff to cut her off at the legs; Skyla jumped and kicked him in the chest. He retaliated by trying to spear her in the gut. She blocked his staff with hers and spun, striking him in the head at the end of her turn before backflipping into a crouch.
Malla'kean held up a hand to signal the end of the session. Skyla let out a crow of triumph to see sweat glisten on his face—not that hers was any drier. She looked down at her arms, saw angry, red welts from insect bites, and sighed. "Now can I get rid of your dangerous menaces?"
He nodded and she banished them to what she hoped was a painful oblivion for causing her so much grief. "Why are you so adamant that I not use magic during a fight? Where would it not work?"
Malla'kean sat down on the grass, laying his staff next to him. Skyla joined him on the ground and stretched her legs out, leaning back on the palms of her hands. The breeze felt cool and quickly dried her face.
"Have I ever told you about the Dragon Kingdom?" he said.
"No. Have you ever been there?"
He shook his head. "I haven't, but I've been told that the dragons can focus your magic against you, sort of like bouncing it off a mirror."
"Well, I don't plan on fighting any dragons," Skyla said with a smile. "I don't even know where their Kingdom is."
He waved his hand at her. "That's not the point. There could be other situations where your magic won't work or have unexpected results. You need to fight as if you don't possess any magic. If you can use it, consider it a bonus."
Skyla nodded. "That makes sense, I guess. It still comes back to why do I need the skills in the first place, though."
"Because I say so."
She laughed. "Now that I understand."
Izzy zipped in as Skyla trotted back to the castle, hoping to keep her muscles limber long enough to slip into a bath.
Learn anything new today? He pirouetted around her head, different colors of sand streaming through the swirl. The effect was rather beautiful.
"Yeah. Mosquito bites hurt."
They do?
"When Malla'kean creates them with gnashing teeth, they do." She rubbed her arm at the memory. Fortunately, the welts disappeared along with the pests.
"What makes you so cheerful?" Skyla pointed at his multi-colored display.
I heard some interesting gossip. His tone in her head was that of a satisfied smirk.
"Which was…?"
It's a surprise, but you'll like it. Izzy flitted away with a laugh when she pressed him again, leaving her to go take her bath in peace.
She drew the water so it would reach her chin and stepped gratefully into the citrus scented bubbles, steam rising to promise a good soak for tired muscles. She'd only enjoyed her tranquility for a few minutes when Izzy whispered in her mind.
Incoming.
She groaned, wondering if she could sink under the water and say she hadn't heard the knock on the outer door. Probably not.
"I'm in the bath," she yelled, trying not to sound displeased. "Who is it?"
No answer, only another knock, this time louder. It must be Gray'trin, her father's butler. He was half-deaf, along with owning bones that creaked as if they needed oiling and breath that could knock down a dragon. She used magic to flick the door open a crack. "Yes, Gray'trin? I'm in the bath."
"Pardon the intrusion, Princess, but your Prince father wishes you to meet with the caterers in one hour to discuss the food and guest list for your party."
Sinking under the water might have been a good idea after all. She counted to ten, knowing he'd patiently wait until she answered. "Please tell him I'll be there."
"As you wish, Princess. Very good." Skyla winced as she listened to his grinding shuffle fade down the hallway, closing the door again as soon as he'd gone.
It won't be so bad. You'll have good news, I promise. Izzy whipped through the bubbles, splattering them in her face, then disappeared.
"You'd better be right," she muttered. Skyla couldn't think of anything more dull—or painful—than choosing the menu for her imprisonment party.
She wiped the bubbles out of her face and dried off, then rummaged through her closet to find something funereal to wear. At least she'd be appropriately dressed for the occasion.
Six
"You look charming, Princess Skylather'cha'eab," her father said as she entered the drawing room. Skyla realized her blunder and cursed—silently, of course.
The drab, lifeless dress she wore would be fitting attire, as far as her father was concerned, whereas jeans and a tee shirt would have given him an apoplectic fit. He wouldn't have excused her from this planning session though, only fumed until later. Look on the bright side, she thought and plastered a smile on her face. It's one less lecture on dressing in a dignified manner.
She nodded solemnly as introductions were made, letting the caterers' names pass through her mind and back out again as inconsequential fluff. Her father made all arrangements for the food, glancing over at her from time to time so she could indicate her enthusiasm for his choices. None of it mattered to her anyway; the sooner it was over and done with, the better.
Hm, creamed walnuts on parsley beds…your favorite.
Skyla smothered a laugh with a cough. "Stop that," she hissed. "You're not helping."
"Did you say something, Princess?" One of the younger assistants turned to her with a smile and bowed low.
"No…yes. I need some water." She turned to escape but he was faster.
"Let me get that for you, Princess." He was out the door before she could stop him. Sighing, she sunk into one of the overstuffed chairs and contemplated falling asleep.
Her water procured for her in an elegant, cut-crystal goblet, Skyla sipped and let the activity wash over her. She nodded whenever her father looked in her direction. At last, he handed her the guest list to look over.
Most of the names meant nothing to her. No one her own age had been invited. She supposed her father had carefully selected them all and her input wouldn't count. One name on the list jumped out at her, though and the first genuine smile crossed her face since the meeting started.
Prince Marcet'ken'bek, her mother's brother. She hadn't seen Uncle Marc in several years. He lived in the outermost area of the Kingdom and rarely traveled, although when Mother was alive he'd been a frequent visitor.
I told you you'd be surprised. Izzy sounded smug, as if he'd personally invited him.
"That'll be one friendly face in a sea of strangers," she whispered, catching a frown from her father as she did so.
"The guest list looks fine, Father," she said aloud and handed it back to him. "Thank you for inviting Uncle Marc."
He sniffed somewhat ostentatiously. "Prince Marcet'ken'bek has always been welcome in my home."
Maybe since it used to be his home too, he feels uncomfortable now, she thought but didn't speak the words. It couldn't be helped that Mother was no longer here to cajole him into visiting. Skyla tried to think back and remember if her father and Uncle Marc got along but she would have been too young to notice something like that. Oh well, at least she'd see him soon.
"Thank you for your help, Skylather'cha'eab," her father said by way of dismissal. "I'll see you at dinner."
Skyla nodded and forced herself to flee at a leisurely pace instead of running out of the room.
Are we going into town? Izzy asked once Skyla had gone back upstairs and changed into more comfortable clothing.
"No, I don't think I'll be doing much more of that." She turned away from him so he couldn't see her expression. Not to be denied, he skimmed through the room and hovered in front of her nose.
Yesterday you said you wanted adventure.
Skyla flopped down on her bed and lay back, staring at the mural painted on the ceiling. "I know what I said but I have to live up to my responsibilities. Running off and having adventures or finding romance is only a childish dream. I'd never be allowed to do it. Queens don't have adventures; they sit at home and rule and have a little Princess to keep the line going."
Your mother did all of that and still had adventures.
"She did?" Skyla sat up and stared at Izzy. "What adventures?"
Why do you think she created me to watch you? She traveled with groups of dignitaries to faraway Kingdoms, creating alliances and promoting peace with our neighbors.
"I never knew that." She vaguely remembered her mother's absences but never knew why. With magic, the trips never took more than a week or two.
Could she do that—go off to foreign lands and walk into the unknown as the monarch of her Kingdom? Skyla bit her lip. Or would she run away, afraid, as she had last night? Maybe she didn't have what it takes to be a courageous leader.
Izzy was waiting for some reaction from her. She couldn't admit she might be a coward. "I'll have to think about it."
Lame answer.
"Yeah, I know. It's all I could come up with." She rolled over on her stomach and buried her head underneath a pillow.
So what is the Princess wearing to her ball? Izzy asked in an abrupt change of subject, for which Skyla could have kissed him in gratitude—if he'd had a mouth to kiss.
"Something very fashionable and low-cut, suitable for showing off my assets." Skyla giggled as she recalled the matronly woman giving her a lecture on lifting and plumping to best attract a man. She didn't want a man who only saw her beauty but it wasn't really up to her.
Although, the men her father was inviting wouldn't care about personality or beauty. To them, she was the prize catch in a political board game. All anyone had to do to win her was present the best moves to her father. She felt like a small animal trapped inside of a circle of carnivores. Maybe she'd at least be given a choice of the best of the bad lot.
"The material is iridescent to match my eyes. Maybe you could whip up a blue firestorm to match and keep the men away."
I'll come up with something suitable.
"I think I'm going to be in trouble." Skyla secretly hoped Izzy would come up with something dramatic.
Seven
Skyla awoke to a racket. She looked around in confusion, not seeing much as sunrise was still an hour away. Someone pounded on her door. That must have been what woke her up.
"Go away," she mumbled and pulled the covers over her head.
More pounding.
"There'd better be a fire somewhere." She stumbled out of bed, ready to scorch whoever stood there. She threw open the door, letting the dim light from the hallway spill into the room. "Malla'kean?"
He grinned and leaned against the wood frame, his muscular body effectively barring her from closing the door. "I've warned you against sleeping so soundly, Princess. What if I were an invader?"
"I'll post guards in front of my room." She tried to shut the door anyway but he placed his hand on it.
"Did you forget about our morning hike?"
She had but didn't want to admit it. A huge yawn escaped her mouth as he waited patiently for an answer. "It's not morning yet."
"It will be light in less than an hour. I thought you might want to eat first, put some clothes on…" He let his sentence trail off and removed his hand from the door. "I'll meet you outside in one hour."
Skyla heard him chuckle as she finally got the door closed. At least she had this whole wing of the castle to herself; he hadn't woken anyone else with his incessant banging. She gave her bed one last, longing look before heading towards the shower.
"Why didn't you warn me?" She asked Izzy who chose that moment to whirl into the room.
You didn't ask me to. He spun out of her reach as she tried to bat at him.
The shower woke her up but now she noticed how hungry she was. Skyla conceded—somewhat grudgingly—that Malla'kean had been right to assume she needed this much time to get ready. Donning a long sleeve shirt and comfortable pants that were appropriate for a hike, she took the stairs two at a time and hoped she wouldn't have to make her own breakfast.
The kitchen buzzed with activity as Skyla entered, the day's meals already planned out and started. Min'dia steered her into the dining room and returned almost immediately with a full breakfast.
"You're up early," Skyla said around a mouthful of toast.
"I'm always up this early, Princess." She curtsied and left the room, leaving Skyla to wonder about the household staff and the hours they kept. The girl seemed rather young, maybe twelve or thirteen. Didn't she have schooling to attend to? One more duty Skyla needed to familiarize herself with…
Feeling the weight of duty sitting heavily on her shoulders, she walked out the front doors, which she rarely used. Turning, she studied the heavy woodcarvings that spoke of her ancestral home. The doors sported four panels, two for each side, which depicted the four elements of Earth, Air, Fire and Water.
In the center, where the four panels met, stood the crossroads and the fifth element of Aether. Symbols representing Hecate, the Goddess of the Crossroads, were etched in an ancient language. No longer spoken, Skyla's studies had only skimmed over the meanings. Standing here now, she wished she could read the language of her ancestors better.
Her mother had tried to teach her about Hecate's special meaning in their lives, but the Goddess seemed so unreal to Skyla that she didn't give Her much thought. As the Aether, she knew she should be paying homage to Hecate, but she only had a vague idea of how to go about it. One more hole in her education…
"We should go, if you're done daydreaming." Malla'kean spoke over her shoulder, making her jump. Still grumpy about being rousted out of bed, Skyla brushed past him and started down the path. Izzy twirled by her in brilliant colors that sparkled in the dawn light as the first rays of the sun bounced off him. At least he was in a good mood.
"Turn up there, Princess." Malla'kean pointed at a narrow path to her right. It led to a steep climb farther up the mountain from where the castle sat. He handed her a staff that she hadn't noticed him carrying when she'd rushed by him.
"The usual rules?" She grinned an apology to him for her earlier behavior and relaxed when he flashed a smile back.
"Yes. No use of magic unless you're in mid-air, falling to your death."
"Lovely," Skyla deadpanned.
The climb became more treacherous, with only hand and toe holds in some spots. The fact that they'd climbed it before didn't make it any less strenuous. Skyla sank to the ground in a graceless heap when they reached the plateau, grateful for the chance to rest. The view up here was spectacular; few risked tackling the climb to see it.
Tilting her face towards the sun, Skyla closed her eyes and breathed in the fresh air. The scent of pine was heavy from the stand of trees behind her that hugged the cliff. She caught a foul scent as well just before she heard a twig snap.
Her heart tripped and began to thud like a drumbeat. What if whoever murdered the seer was lying in wait to finish her off? Don't be ridiculous, she chided herself at the same time. I've let that affect me far too much. Another sound…a faint growl? Was this another one of Malla'kean's tests?
She opened one eye, expecting him to be watching her, but he wasn't. His head was turned toward the sound, his eyes squinted. Her palms grew clammy and she started to stand.
"Don't move." His whispered command unnerved her even more. "I think they're circling around us."
What was? Then she placed the smell—magehounds. Stomach clenching, her fingers searched for the staff she'd laid beside her in the dirt. Magic didn't work on magehounds, only brute strength and cunning.
Barrel-chested, with an oversized mouth holding a double row of razor sharp teeth, the slavering beasts were originally created by a sorcerer for hunting at night. Their phosphorescent eyes and feet glowed against their black fur, confusing animals in the dark.
The pack lived on, long after devouring their master, making a home for themselves in the forest and answering to no one. Maybe someone had found a new use for them.
Malla'kean pointed to his right, then to his left to indicate where she should go. Skyla held her breath and nodded. They were going to split up. Izzy became invisible but she heard him as he went to investigate.
There are two of them behind the bushes.
Skyla didn't have any cover at all so she sprang at them, trying to seem larger than life with her staff held horizontally in front of her. Magehounds generally avoided people but were fierce fighters when cornered.
One leaped at her and she brought the staff up to the left, knocking the hound out of the air. Propelling herself upward, Skyla narrowly avoided the rush of the second one coming at her legs. It ran past her and turned to charge again.
Skyla planted her staff in the ground and swung off it, her feet ready to place a kick in its face. It ducked sideways at the last moment, causing her to connect with its shoulder. The impact knocked them both backwards.
Scrambling to get up from her vulnerable position, she saw Izzy whirl a firestorm in the first one's face to buy her some time. He couldn't hurt it, but the hound decided she wouldn't be an easy meal and lumbered off. The second one growled at her then followed its mate down the side of the hill.
She bent over, breathing heavily, just as Malla'kean ran over. "They didn't have much fight in them. I wonder what they're even doing here. It's far from their territory."
Skyla pressed her hand on the stitch in her side. The muscle gave a giant twitch. "I don't know, but I'm glad they're gone. Let's get out of here before they change their minds."
What had they been doing up there? The question rattled through Skyla's mind the entire way down the hill. She couldn't shake the idea that someone had control of the beasts, had sent them after her.
I'm really getting paranoid, she thought. Looking for murderers behind every bush. Some warrior I'd make, running at the first sign of danger. That thought depressed her more than anything else. How would she ever live up to her mother's reputation?
Eight
"I still don't understand what the magehounds were doing up there." Malla'kean poured Skyla a cup of tea as they sat in the kitchen of his little house. She looked out the window and noticed for the first time that he had a beautiful view of the rose garden.
"You don't think…you know, that someone could have sent them after us?" The idea seemed preposterous now that she gave voice to it, but she still needed to ask.
Malla'kean didn't treat the question with derision—which she'd been afraid of—but gave it thoughtful consideration. "I suppose it's a possibility, but that person would have to possess powerful magic."
Skyla fiddled with her cup, turning it around in her hands. "Like someone in my family?"
He raised his eyebrows. "Or anyone on the council. For that matter, it could be someone from a neighboring Kingdom—which is more likely. Do you have a reason for mentioning your family? Only a close female relation could rule in your place."
Skyla released the breath she'd been holding and relaxed. Her female cousins didn't seem the type, being quite happy with the status of Royal Family without the responsibilities. Besides, they weren't first cousins anyway, but third and fourth. "No. I hadn't thought about the other Kingdoms. Have any of them threatened us?"
"Not in many years." Malla'kean shook his head and smiled at her. "I prefer to think the magehounds wandered up there on their own…for now."
"Why don't you get some rest while you can. Meet me back here tomorrow morning at the usual time." He pried the small cup from her grasp, its delicate flower pattern seeming at odds with his large hands.
Bemused at the sudden dismissal, Skyla allowed herself to be ushered out. She supposed Malla'kean had other things to do besides entertain the Princess. Although she'd never asked him about his life or personal interests, it wasn't a lack of curiosity on her part, but rather respect for his privacy.
Wondering where Izzy had gone off to, Skyla missed the path heading back to the castle and found her feet taking her to the bottomless lake instead. Curious as to why she unconsciously chose to come here, she kept going.
The sky darkened around her as the path grew thick with overhanging trees. Skyla knew the sun still shone but she shivered anyway. As a child, she'd believed the magic of the lake also stole the light. It still felt that way.
The legend spoke of a raw power emanating from the water, a doorway of sorts that led to another dimension. It was said water nymphs guarded the opening, but no one had ever been able to verify that. Anything that went into the lake never returned—even bodies.
The back of her neck tingled, like icy fingers tapping on her spine. The air hung heavy and Skyla had trouble drawing a breath. Something watched her from behind—she was sure of it. Gasping for air, she spun around, searching through a dark copse of trees. Nothing. No movement at all.
The wind sighed, breaking the spell. Skyla shook her head. No one else was out here. She turned to go when the feeling returned. A soft laugh came from the direction of the lake.
Determined to throw a few choice words at whoever was screwing around out here, she marched out of the cover of the trees and over to the edge of the lake. The shoreline stood empty, the emerald water sparkling in the sunlight, inviting her to step closer.
Skyla lost her balance when she heard the laugh again, sounding at once as both a sweet bell and a guttural snarl. One foot hit the water. She struggled to pull it back. Invisible hands grabbed her ankle and pulled, only releasing her when she wielded magic against whatever force lie below the surface.
Sweating as she tried to understand what just happened, Skyla hobbled back the way she'd come. She would have run if she could, but she couldn't feel her left foot.
What's wrong? Izzy stormed towards her, his dynamo whirlwind a bit larger than normal and looking stressed. You were afraid.
"I'm all right now. My foot slipped in the lake."
Are you sure?
"Really. My foot went numb for a few minutes but the feeling's coming back now." She watched Izzy's spin slow and his color turn from a mottled gray to a more serene shade of green. Skyla didn't want to mention that her foot was starting to hurt.
Couldn't you have picked a nicer pool to swim in? His acerbic tone restored her good humor.
"I thought I'd do something different today." Maybe a bath would cure this pain. It was increasing with each passing moment.
Hmpf. You had me worried. I had to leave the kitchen gossip to come find you.
"Hm…anything interesting?" Her leg had started tingling.
Nothing much. The market in to—MALLA'KEAN!
***
Skyla woke in her own bed, an anxious Malla'kean putting a salve on her foot while Izzy burned a path through the air as he shot from corner to corner.
"You're awake." Her instructor gave her a glad smile while Izzy changed to a waterspout, soaking her shoulder as he settled on it.
"How did you know?" She looked at him in confusion and he laughed.
"Izzy about blew my eardrums when he yelled. I hope he's not always that loud in your head."
"He spoke to you?" She remembered Izzy shouting but nothing after that.
It was an emergency Izzy said at the same time as Malla'kean said, "Yes. It was a real shock."
"Wait. One at a time, please." Skyla tried to shift into a sitting position but Malla'kean pushed her back down.
"You need to rest and let the medicine work. How does your foot feel now?"
She wiggled her toes. "It's fine. There's no pain or tingling. What happened?"
"The magic in the lake tried to claim you, I suppose. You know how it draws victims in."
Skyla closed her eyes, not wanting to remember seeing the little boy and his would-be rescuer both sucked down through the water three years ago. All the magic the bystanders had couldn't retrieve the bodies. That was only the latest tragedy; she'd heard of others from years before.
"You're the first one to touch that water and live to tell about it. What were you doing there, anyway?"
"I'm not sure." She opened her eyes and saw his concern. "I seemed to be drawn in that direction. Once I got there I heard laughter, but nobody was around."
Malla'kean shook his head at her and stood. "Keep that salve on until morning. I'll have someone bring dinner up to you. You're to stay in bed for the rest of the day."
After he left, Skyla turned to Izzy. "I wonder how he knew what kind of salve to give me?"
I don't know. Just be glad he did.
It wasn't much of an answer, but it was likely the only one she'd get.
"I had the strangest dream, Izzy, but I can't remember much of it now. Nymphs were underwater with me, trying to say something, but I couldn't understand them."
Why didn't you tell Malla'kean about it when he was here? It might be important.
She shrugged and plucked at the cover on her bed. "It seemed silly. Besides, it was just a dream. You make it sound like it was an evil portent."
She felt uneasy about the memory, though. At the last moment, their faces had turned into ugly, snarling masks. No need to worry Izzy with that. She shuddered and pulled the covers more tightly around her.
Nine
Pinpoints of light danced on the surface, reflecting the stars, while the moonlight sailed a path across the lake. Malla'kean knelt at the shoreline before dipping his hand into the cool water.
Retrieving a small bottle from the pouch on his belt, he filled it with water, then replaced the stopper. He rocked back on his heels and gazed at the lake, its beauty inversely proportioned to its deadly nature.
"You wish to ask a question?" The lilting voice rose on the wind, silvery bells that mesmerized, a menacing snarl that could destroy.
"Yes, Goddess." Malla'kean stood and faced the supple shimmer flowing out of the water without disturbing the mirror finish. "Why did you call her? She barely escaped."
"You question My intent?" The light increased until it hurt his eyes, but he stood his ground without blinking. "She had to be tested. Her time grows short. The Child of the Tempest must be ready."
Malla'kean bowed in acquiescence, then risked one last question. "It would help my training if I knew what she must be ready for."
"Ultimate power."
He recoiled as Hecate disappeared back into the water, beads of sweat breaking out across his forehead. If he understood the cryptic statement from the Goddess, no Guardian of the Elements had ever been sent there before. The Crossroads. It would be suicide.
***
Skyla stretched as the morning sun filtered in through the window. Her left leg poked out of the covers, still propped on a pillow. She wiggled her toes and watched the salve crack away from her foot before disappearing.
"He thinks of everything, doesn't he?" she murmured with a grin on her face. "No muss, no fuss."
How do you feel? Izzy spun at the foot of the bed, tickling her toes with his warm breeze.
"I feel fine. In fact, better than fine." She vaulted out of bed to prove her point, bouncing around the room and narrowly missing a collision with him. "I feel like I've slept for days."
Everything seemed clear to her this morning. She felt energized, as if deciding to follow the path she was meant to walk gave her clarity and a renewed purpose in life.
Izzy whirled into a corner up by the ceiling, refusing to come down until she stopped.
"Spoilsport." Skyla laughed at his antics. "I can't hurt you. You're indestructible. Why are you being so theatrical this morning?"
To keep you laughing until I tell you that your father has moved the party to tomorrow night.
Skyla deflated onto the floor, all levity gone. "What was wrong with next week?"
Scheduling conflicts with some of the guests, I think. It won't be so bad, Princess. It's not like you're getting married tomorrow night.
"Maybe not," she replied sourly, "but I'll bet it won't be too far off." The weight of that realization crushed her further. Would she have any say over her own life? The implications sent her running to the bathroom, panic making her gag.
After staying in the shower until Izzy threatened to blow the water out of the stall, Skyla got dressed and slunk downstairs. Her father was nowhere around, to her intense relief. She didn't want to discuss her impending doom with him so early in the morning.
Grabbing a pastry on her way out through the kitchen, she and Izzy walked towards Malla'kean's house. The birds sang in the trees and the sun warmed Skyla's face. It was a beautiful day and she began to relax.
"Are you well today, Princess?" Malla'kean held the door open and she stepped inside. He had tea and muffins set out on the table for the two of them.
"I'm fine. My foot doesn't hurt a bit." She slid onto a chair and took a sip of the hot liquid. "Your salve did the trick, whatever it was."
He smiled but didn't respond to her implied question. Instead, Malla'kean took the seat across from her and drank his own tea, eyes focused on nothing as if lost in thought. After a few minutes of silence, he glanced over at her and put his cup down. "How much studying have you done on controlling the elements?"
Skyla froze. She hadn't been prepared for the question. "Not much more than what Mother taught me."
His brows knitted together in a frown and she felt embarrassed. "I mean, I've kept up my skills and I know how…I'm afraid of making a mistake."
There. She'd said it. Skyla watched his face soften before he stood to clear the table. Something about that look made her angry.
"I don't want your pity. I'm not afraid because of what happened to my mother, if that's what you're thinking. I just don't want to damage the Human Realm, is all."
He turned, his face unreadable, his eyes hard-looking. "And you won't have my pity, Princess. I suggest you stop wallowing in it. Your assignment for today is to study the books your mother left you. Dismissed."
Skyla stood but he'd turned away from her again. She walked out the door, her back stiff, only her bottom lip trembling to indicate her high emotions. She bit it, too angry to give in to the tears that threatened. He'd never spoken to her that way before. She'd tried to be honest and he'd treated her like she was feeling sorry for herself.
Izzy hung back, his soft breeze caressing her cheek. She slowed her angry sprint, hurt leaching the energy from her body. "I'm acting like a spoiled girl, aren't I?"
No. You should study more, though. It's your duty.
"Duty." The word burned her tongue. She kicked at a rock on the path and watched it skip over the grass. "That's all my life is, isn't it? Duty."
Now you're feeling sorry for yourself.
"Fine. I'll go study." She sounded petulant, even to herself. Skyla's shoulders slumped and she re-entered the castle with a sigh.
Trudging upstairs, she locked herself in her room and lifted the lid on the antique chest located at the foot of her bed. Three heavy books lay inside—two of which she'd skimmed through before. Skyla pulled out the third one and caught the scent of her mother's perfume. The lavender comforted her as she dragged the tooled-leather book onto the bed and opened it.
The first page surprised her. It listed fourteen Human places where the Crossroads physically intersected, two sets of coordinates for each of the seven continents. Skyla laid her hand on the page and considered that. She'd always thought of the Crossroads as being inter-dimensional, not having fixed points in one of the Realms—and certainly not the Human plane of existence.
Were humans aware of the Crossroads? Could they feel the energy at those particular coordinates? She wondered what she would find there, if she ever went. Barren land that humans avoided? Or would the coordinates be invisible points that humans occupied, indifferent to the power each one held? Skyla shook her head at her musings. It wasn't like she'd ever find out for herself. No one had ever been to the Crossroads. It was deadly, even for the Aether.
Settling into a more comfortable position, Skyla continued to read.
Ten
Someone knocked several hours later. "Your Prince Father wishes to have a word with you before the evening meal," Gray'trin said when Skyla opened the door.
"Tell him I'll be down in an hour." Skyla shut the butler out before he had a chance to bow. She didn't need him seeing the book laid out and reporting that piece of news to her father. The dinner conversation would be filled with endless questions about the contents of the tome if he knew. It wasn't hers to share. Her mother had been quite explicit about that.
"The sacred books are only for the Aether Queen, to be passed from mother to daughter," she'd said. "No one else may read them."
No doubt she'd intended to spend many years studying them with her daughter, Skyla mused. She didn't understand much of what she'd read today. The references to the Crossroads being the gateway to the Elements were vague and confusing, as were the intricacies of shifting weather patterns. Her mother had said much of it would be intuitive. Skyla fervently hoped so.
She changed into a simple gown, one she knew her father would approve of. It draped against her body in the style of the ancient Goddesses, the soft green fabric shimmering as she moved. Skyla twirled once in front of the mirror and decided to leave her hair down, pulling a few blonde locks away from her face. Taking a deep breath, she left her room and walked downstairs to her father's study.
"Come in, Skylather'cha'eab." Her father stood and brushed his lips against her cheek. "You look lovely. Sit down."
Skyla perched on the edge of the chair in front of his desk like a nervous cat, ready to bolt at the slightest noise. Her father looked quite pleased with himself, as if he were about to grant her fondest wish. Her stomach rolled.
"I have good news. Your party has been moved up to tomorrow night." He continued to sign paperwork as he spoke.
"Yes, I heard." Her leg developed a twitch and she jiggled her foot to loosen the offending muscle.
Tap…tap…tap. Her father noticed the sound in the silence that followed and stilled the motion of his pen hitting the desk. "Really, Skylather'cha'eab, I would appreciate more enthusiasm from you. Any young woman would be pleased to have a party like this."
"I am, Father," she hastened to assure him. "I suppose I'm only nervous."
He relaxed and smiled at her. "Of course you are. I hadn't considered that. There's no need to be. Haven't I always watched over you?"
Skyla managed a weak smile for him and they left the study to sit down for dinner. If he even noticed she played with her food instead of eating, most likely he thought it was from growing excitement. She knew it would never occur to him that dread occupied her thoughts.
***
"I'm doomed." Skyla looked out the window at the cloudless sky the next morning—just what her father had ordered. She didn't even have anything to do with it. The Fates must be conspiring against her. She tried to crawl back into bed but Izzy stopped her.
You need to face the day with strength. Think of how proud your mother would be.
"I think I'm getting ill. My throat hurts." He wasn't going to use her mother to make her feel guilty. And her throat did hurt.
That's not possible. You can't get sick, Princess.
"There's always a first time for everything." He was right, though. People in this Realm didn't get sick the way Humans did. Nobody would believe her. "I'm acting like a fool, I suppose."
Yes.
She threw a pillow at him but he caught it mid-air with a firestorm, charring the edges of the material.
"Thanks. Now it stinks in here." She waved her hand. Both pillow and air were restored to their former condition.
Feeling better now?
Skyla smirked at him. "No, but I'll pretend I do."
She pulled the book back out to do more reading. It was going to be a long day.
***
The fading sunlight caught Skyla's attention when she heard people gathering outside through the open window. Other than stopping for meals, she'd spent the day in her room reading.
Walking over to look outside, she could see the caterers and entertainment arriving, each person laden with trays, instruments, or flowers. Putting the book away with a sigh, she started a bath in preparation for the evening's festivities. Maybe a good soak would help settle her nerves.
The gown she stepped into slid across her skin like a silken breeze, the blue shimmer highlighting her eyes. Skyla decided to wear her hair up for the occasion, letting a few tendrils drop around her shoulders.
The mirror showed her a young woman who looked just like her mother, so much so that Skyla shivered at the resemblance. She reached into a small box she kept on her dresser and pulled out the jeweled pendant her mother had worn to special functions. It had an intricate bronze and silver scrollwork, with the ancient language inscribed on the back. The front held tri'mons, a milky white stone more precious than diamonds and found only in this Realm.
Rare and much sought-after, tri'mons could reflect the magic of the person who wore them, revealing hidden strengths. According to legend, anyway. Set in an ancient pendant such as this, they were priceless. No one knew how old it was, passed from mother to daughter for many generations.
The pendant felt cool against her skin, resting in her cleavage after she closed the clasp on the chain. Running her fingertips lightly over it, she gave the mirror one last glance before turning to leave her room and go outside. A knock at the door startled her; everyone should be out in the rose garden by now.
"Uncle Marc!" she yelled as she threw open the door. The big man swept her off her feet before setting her down carefully.
He had the same blonde hair and luminescent blue eyes that she and her mother had shared. A handsome man, he would have had his pick of willing women if he'd stayed in the castle instead of moving to the borderlands.
"I don't want to muss you. You look beautiful, so much like your mother." He blinked a few times and Skyla realized how painful it must be to come back to all the memories. He and her mother had grown up together in this house. Maybe that's why he never came around anymore.
"Are you here to walk me out?" At his nod, she slipped her hand in his arm and held her head high. She would get through this night.
Eleven
They had her sitting on a dais. Skyla fumed at the absurdity of it. People came up to her throne—she tried to think of a better word, but that's what it was—and greeted her before floating away to enjoy the party. The only ones who stayed to talk were the select group of men her father brought over every few minutes to introduce to her. Even her uncle had disappeared.
The names of the men meant nothing to Skyla. As each one was introduced, she promptly forgot it, instead assigning labels to them.
The first man to engage her in conversation looked like a gnome—short, squat, with a wild fringe of hair. He laughed incessantly, even in the middle of his own sentences. In fact, Skyla wouldn't have been able to wedge a word into the conversation even if she'd wanted to.
A sudden breeze lifted his hair up. Each time he smoothed it down, it happened again. Skyla fought to keep a straight face. She'd have to speak to Izzy about torturing the guests…later.
Unfortunately, as soon as one stepped away, her father led over another. He seemed to have a stable of them. The next one had a fuzzy beard, complete with bits of food stored in it.
"May I bring you something from the buffet table, Princess? The creamed walnut on parsley is especially tasty." He smiled, showing evidence of his enjoyment. She started to decline when Malla'kean stepped in front of her, sending Sir Food Beard scampering off.
"Are you enjoying the party, Princess?" He had a gleam in his eye that said he was teasing her. At least she hoped he was.
"It's lovely. Izzy is helping me weed through the suitors. What are you doing here? I thought you were mad at me."
His mouth assumed a stern line and he looked so fiercely at her that Skyla wished she hadn't asked. He must have noticed her expression, for he took her hand in his.
"No, Princess, not mad. You don't understand it yet, but I'm trying to save your life. Enjoy your evening." He bowed and dropped her hand, then walked away, leaving her with her mouth hanging open. She quickly shut it and gulped hard.
What did he mean? Although Izzy remained invisible, Skyla could hear the tension in his voice.
"I haven't the slightest idea." No time to think about it now, as her father led one of the council members towards her. The man looked wizened, needing help from magic to walk. She hoped he wasn't considered a potential mate and shuddered at the thought.
"Princess Skylather'cha'eab, may I present Salat'tuk, one of our esteemed council members," her father said, his sonorous voice and pompous attitude eliciting a gag response from her. He shot her a warning glance and Skyla plastered a smile on her face. "I'll leave the two of you to get acquainted."
The old man stared at her for a moment as if weighing the advantages to a union with her. Skyla wondered if she sat on an auction block with the men bidding for her talents and prestige.
"It's warm out tonight, isn't it?" The man already had tiny beads of perspiration building on his forehead, courtesy of Izzy. "Do you prefer a sultry climate?"
"I hadn't noticed. Do you find it warm?" She smiled demurely at him, knowing her father was watching from a short distance. Profuse sweat poured off his face now. Skyla frowned, hoping Izzy would take the hint. She didn't need the geezer collapsing at her feet.
"If…if you'll excuse me, Princess." He signaled to his aides who rushed over to help him. Skyla had no time to celebrate before her father marched another candidate over to her.
The evening dragged on. Not one person there was less than fifteen years older than she was—most exceeded her age by at least twenty years. She met Sir Potbelly, Sir Receding Hairline, and Sir Beanpole with a Tick.
Skyla's amusement at giving them descriptive names began to wane after she realized she had only focused on physical characteristics, never allowing them to interact with her. They might have wonderful personalities. Isn't that what counted?
"Need a break?" Uncle Marc wandered by and handed her a cup of juice, which Skyla eagerly accepted. She drank it in one gulp, belatedly tasting the strong wine. Her uncle waited until her coughing fit had ended before continuing.
"You looked glum, sitting here by yourself, with an endless procession of suitors vying for your hand. I wish I had your problem."
"You've never married?" That startled Skyla. Her uncle was strong and handsome, his long sand-colored hair pulled back from a youthful face that sported the family trait of blue eyes.
"No." He sat down on the ground next to her, even though Skyla could see her father waving for his attention. He saw it too. "Don't worry about your father. You need a break, even if he doesn't think so. To answer your question—there aren't many women in the outer region that are impressed by my noble roots. I'm afraid being a Prince doesn't qualify as a practical vocation."
"I thought you were sculpting." Skyla remembered Uncle Marc's creations as beautiful works of art.
"Emphasis on practical. I've made a few good friends though, and I have plans for the future. Maybe I'll build a castle like this one and become a wizard, selling spells and potions for a living." He tweaked her nose but she didn't laugh.
"Is it really as bad as they say?" Skyla lowered her voice to a whisper. "I've heard the Shadow Kingdom drains people's magic out there."
He studied her for a moment, then shrugged. "I don't know if that's the reason, but there isn't as much magic in the outer region. I used to think it was because this castle is the center of our power, but now…I'm starting to agree with the rumors."
He stood up. "Anyway, none of that concerns me. I have a good life; don't worry about your old uncle."
"You're not old," she scoffed. "Most of my suitors are older than you."
"I'd better move along before your father turns me into a toad or something else equally disgusting." He waved his hand in salute and blended into the crowd.
The moment he left, her father bore down on her with another prospect. She determined to let this one talk. Maybe she could glean some entertainment from his conversation. The man stammered a greeting to her, then proceeded to talk about his mother. Skyla decided she'd had enough.
It began to rain.
Twelve
The gardens smelled fresh in the morning air, their blooms reaching for the sun as Skyla wandered amongst them. Last night's rain had been good for the plants, she thought with chagrin, even if unpleasant for the party guests. She touched the petals of a rose, still saturated with moisture, and inhaled the rich scent.
Her father hadn't said a word to her, just signaled an end to the festivities and brushed past her as others dove for cover. He hadn't even used his magic to stay dry. It would be a long time before she forgot the look of embarrassment on his dripping face.
She sank onto a bench, her heart heavy. Her father meant well. How could she have ruined his plans like that? Skyla buried her face in her hands and wept. Who would want a ruler who couldn't even control her childish impulses?
Maybe that's what her father saw in her—an inept ruler who needed a strong husband to give her a steadying influence. Someone mature so there'd be no romantic flights of fancy. He certainly wasn't the type to believe in such nonsense, even more so since her mother died. If he married her off, then he wouldn't have to worry about her continuing instruction, either. She'd be someone else's problem.
"Moping again?" Malla'kean strolled through the garden with a carefree air about him.
Skyla turned her face away, her cheeks heating at his words. "I'm not moping. I regret ruining my father's plans last night and causing the guests discomfort."
"Skyla." The way he said her name compelled her to turn towards him. "You are the ruler of this Kingdom—or will be—not your father. If you don't want to marry, say so. Stand up for yourself; follow your beliefs. It's your choice, not his."
"How can I do that? He's still my father. I love him. Who's to say his plans aren't best for me? My parents had a wonderful marriage. I don't know anything about love…" The last sentence came out as a whisper.
"You will, though." Malla'kean's voice softened, spoke to her heart. "You'll know when it's right. Believe in yourself and trust your instincts. Don't let anyone else make your decisions for you—even if they love you."
He held out his hand and Skyla took it, allowing him to pull her to her feet. "Come with me. I have something of your mother's to give to you."
"Really? What is it?"
He cocked an eyebrow at her. "Patience."
Skyla shut up. She knew that look. Malla'kean did things according to his own timetable. To pester him would only invite his ire. She'd been on his bad side enough lately.
They entered the room in his house where Skyla's training took place. He stood in front of a cabinet and mumbled some words in a language she'd never heard before. She held her breath as the door panel slowly opened.
Malla'kean withdrew three items: a staff, a bow, and a quiver with six arrows. He handed her the staff first. "I don't know when your mother would have passed these on to you, but I deem you ready for them. They belong to Hecate's descendants, to be used in battle."
Skyla ran her fingers over the smooth wood of the staff. It was perfectly balanced, as if made for her alone. She rolled it in her hands, marveling at the symbols etched along its length. They were similar to the carvings on the castle's front doors…and yet different. A language that pre-dated anything she'd ever encountered.
"Do you know what the symbols mean?"
Malla'kean shook his head. "All I know is the staff and bow are both ancient and indestructible." He handed her the bow and quiver.
They, too, had runes etched along the sides, balanced exactly for her hands. The arrows looked as if they'd never seen a practice target, much less battle. "Didn't my mother ever use these?"
"They've seen many battles…with your mother and many generations before her." His face looked grim.
"She fought in battles?" Skyla wondered what else she didn't know about her mother.
"Yes, Princess. She was a warrior Queen, as you will be, but she fought to defend, not to conquer."
Skyla shook her head, trying to deny the implication. She'd freeze in battle—she knew it. "I'm not a warrior. I couldn't kill somebody, or lead an army into war."
Malla'kean wore a sad smile, his eyes shining with suspicious moisture. "There are many battles you must face. Not all of them will be in war. When the time comes, you will do what is necessary."
He refused to say more, only assumed a fighting stance for practice when pressed for an explanation. Skyla sighed and picked up her staff—her mother's staff—feeling the familiar surge of adrenaline flow through her body.
***
How was practice today? Izzy spun into the bathroom where Skyla lay soaking in a tub, twirling through the bubbles as he greeted her.
"Brutal, as usual. I think my sore spots have sore spots. What mischief have you been up to?" She stepped out of the bath, bubbles still clinging to her skin, and dripped across the floor to retrieve a towel.
I don't get into mischief. That's your specialty.
"Okay, I'll rephrase that. Have you heard any gossip about last night's party…or the rain shower?" Skyla steeled herself for the bad news and bit her lower lip while she waited. Izzy's laughter filled her mind.
Plenty, but nothing bad.
"Not even from my father?" She could hardly credit that piece of luck.
He hasn't been in the castle all day.
"Oh." Then she was still in for a lecture. She'd wondered why he hadn't sent for her yet.
A flash of light outside the window drew her attention. Draping the towel around her, she walked over to investigate. Soldiers were walking through the courtyard on their way to the stables. They didn't seem in any hurry, though. The shields they carried bounced sunlight in crazy patterns around the yard. "What's going on down there?"
Izzy joined her at the window. I didn't hear anything about this.
Skyla hurried to get dressed, rummaging through her closet for a pair of cargo pants and a blue tank top. She'd have a better view from the patio at the top of the castle. Not stopping to put on shoes, she ran lightly up the steps, the smooth stone cool on her feet. Opening the door that led to the rooftop garden, Skyla crossed over to the wall at the edge and looked down.
Soldiers were mounting the black unicorns they used in battle, but again, in a leisurely fashion as if they didn't expect to fight.
The fearsome animals never ceased to strike awe in her. Their dark manes were a true black, whereas the hair on their bodies shone with iridescence as they moved. The only white on them was the deadly horn, which spiraled out a foot or longer from the forehead. If someone was gored by the horn, the magic contained within it caused an excruciating death.
Their red eyes gave them a crazed look, especially now as they stamped their hooves in impatience to leave. Steam poured from nostrils despite the warm temperature of the air.
Perhaps it's a training exercise. Izzy let the tail of his tiny sandstorm trace a figure eight as he tried to divine the meaning of the activity below.
"No. The mounts are wearing battle markings." Skyla pointed to the phosphorescent runes on the animals' flanks that warded off magical attacks. "There's no need for the runes in practice."
The soldiers rode around the corner of the castle, headed for the western road. Skyla ran across the patio to the other wall for a better view. Shading her eyes against the afternoon sun, she saw a dark speck on the horizon where the road met the sky. It grew larger as she watched, a fuzzy darkness that seemed to engulf the light around it.
Skyla stepped back, nausea hitting the pit of her stomach like a swift blow. The disturbance was coming from the direction of the Shadow Kingdom.
Thirteen
Skyla spent the remainder of the afternoon alternating between pacing in the courtyard and running up to the roof to check on the warriors' progress. Rubbing her feet, which had been battered by the constant slap against stone, she went to her room to retrieve a pair of boots before walking out into the yard to ask for more information.
Demanding an explanation from the Captain of the Guard only frustrated her further. He gave her a vague reply, telling Skyla he'd received a message to send out troops. When she pressed for details, he said he couldn't recall any.
She didn't know what to believe. Had he been compelled by magic, or did he think to spare her the details? The first caused her considerable worry, while the second made her fume with indignation. She couldn't decide which one would be worse.
As the soldiers drew near, Skyla saw that her Kingdom's troops were escorting the others up the hill to the castle. She hurried downstairs to the main hall so she'd be present when they arrived.
Three knocks on the door by the guard signaled the approach of the visitors. Skyla quickly wiped damp palms on the back of her pants as the door started to open. To her surprise, the first person to enter was her father, his face ashen and his hands in restraints.
Skyla uttered a sharp cry and took a step towards him. He gave her a shake of his head, his eyes sad and his posture giving away how tired he was. She stopped, trying to gain her composure.
Warriors of a kind she'd never seen before entered the hall. Dark shadows encased each man like a black aura, making it hard to see individual features. Menacing was the only way to describe them. Despite her concern for her father, Skyla took a step back.
There were only ten of them. Why hadn't her soldiers fought them off and freed her father? None of this made any sense. The room took on a surreal quality; a moment frozen in time as no one moved or spoke.
Her father cleared his throat, breaking the spell. "I am a prisoner of the Shadow Kingdom. The tribunal has agreed to hold the trial here."
One of the Shadow warriors stepped forward. "Let it be known that Prince Ther'cha'eab of the Elemental Kingdom is charged with attempting to destroy the Shadow Kingdom, using the Elements placed in his care."
What? Her father couldn't control the Elements. Why were they accusing him? A glance at her father stilled her tongue. He wasn't denying the charge, impossible as it might be. He gave her a tired smile meant to reassure, no doubt, but it only heightened her confusion.
The group moved into the private chambers used for council sessions. The Shadow soldiers arranged themselves at the head of the room in a semicircle. The raised seating gave them an air of authority that Skyla didn't care for. Her father sat by himself in front of them, looking old and broken. Her heart wept. He'd always seemed invincible to her.
Somehow, word had already traveled; the spectator seating quickly filled with council members and anyone else deemed important to running the Kingdom's affairs. Skyla found herself pushed to the back of the room without a seat, her rank forgotten or dismissed in the excitement.
Prince Ther'cha'eab rose and a hush fell over the crowd. "I stand here today and admit my guilt." He waited for the shocked whispers to die down.
"However, it was never my intention to harm the Shadow Kingdom. I acted as a father who loves his daughter." His eyes sought out Skyla, smiling when he found her. His declaration of love brought tears to her eyes.
"I discovered a beast descending upon our Kingdom with such powerful magic that even I couldn't destroy it. I honestly can't say who might have created it, but a monarchy has many hidden enemies. Suffice it to say, when I heard the rumor of its existence, I sought it out. Not being strong enough to destroy it, I sent it to the one place I knew it couldn't escape from—the Crossroads."
The Shadow warrior spoke for the first time since her father began his confession. "And yet you did so without knowledge of the consequences such a beast in that Realm might create. Our Kingdom is slowly being destroyed by the havoc it's wrecking in there."
The Prince held his chin up and turned to the warriors sitting in judgment against him. "I would do it all over again to save my daughter."
"Brave words but, as the Aether Queen, she must now go to the Crossroads and destroy it."
Her father dropped to his knees. "No! I beg you. No one has ever gone there. To do so would mean death."
"If she's not willing to correct your error and kill the beast herself, she forfeits your life."
The room erupted in a buzz that filled Skyla's head. She clamped her hands over her ears in an attempt to block it. They were going to execute her father?
Strong hands grabbed her forearms, lifting her when she would have fallen. It was Malla'kean. He'd been standing silently behind her during the proceedings. She hadn't even known he was there. The room stopped spinning and she heard her father still pleading for her safety.
It wasn't right. A Prince should not beg. She straightened and shook off Malla'kean's grip, stepping through the crowd until she reached her father's side.
"I accept the challenge on one condition—you allow my father to remain here for the time it takes me to complete the task."
"I can't let you do it," her father said, his voice ending in a groan.
"That is unacceptable," the head of the tribunal replied.
"Those are my terms." Her voice shook and she took a deep breath. Her mother would do this without hesitation. Could she do no less? If Skyla had ever doubted her father's love, his actions now showed her how foolish she'd been. Looking at him, seeing his pallid face as he remained kneeling, ripped into her soul. His eyes sought hers as he clasped her hand and kissed it. She gave him a squeeze of encouragement and turned her attention back to the tribunal.
"The Kingdom needs a ruler while I'm gone. If you don't agree and you execute him, you'll still have the problem with the beast." They needed to agree before her courage failed her and she thought about what she was doing.
The tribunal whispered amongst themselves as the room remained silent, each person there straining to hear the conversation.
"Agreed. We will leave once we have proof that you've gone."
Skyla lowered her head in acknowledgement, desperately needing to go lie down before she collapsed in a heap. One of the Shadow warriors stepped down and removed the restraints from her father's hands. He held her close, whispering, "I'm sorry" into her ear. Skyla leaned into his embrace, his strength the only thing holding her up.
Fourteen
Are you feeling better? Izzy called out over the sound of running water as Skyla splashed her face. Her hands trembled as she patted her face dry with a towel. He hadn't immediately followed her when she'd bolted for her room, giving her a few minutes of privacy.
"Yeah, peachy." The enormity of the task ahead of her loomed like a big, black hole about to suck her in. For all she knew, that's exactly what the Elemental Realms were. Nobody had ever been to the Crossroads before—or if they had, they hadn't returned to write about it. Her books certainly didn't say what it was.
"I'm not even crowned yet, but I'm going where no Queen has ever set foot. How do you think I feel?" She shouldn't take her anger out on Izzy, but she felt rage building inside over the injustice. The anger kept her fear at bay for the moment, though. She couldn't give in to the quivering mess trying to take over. If she backed down, then her father would die.
You'll have me to help you.
Skyla set the towel down and entered her bedroom, watching Izzy's gentle spin. "You're going with me? You'd do that?"
Of course. Wherever you go, I go too.
"I've always been able to count on you, haven't I?" Her tears came too easily, but no one was here to see except Izzy. After a moment, she collected herself, determined not to think about what might happen tomorrow. It made no sense to let her imagination run amok. She'd know soon enough what the Crossroads were really like. Right now, she needed to say goodbye to her father in private. He might have valuable insight on the beast that she could use. Skyla left her room and walked downstairs.
Her father sat alone in his study. One of the Shadow warriors guarded the door, attempting to stare her down. The aura surrounding him looked malignant and Skyla clamped her tongue between her teeth to fend off a convulsive shudder. She tried to ignore him as she stepped inside, holding her head high.
"I wanted to ask for any information you might have about the beast." Her lip trembled. She bit it, inviting the pain as a distraction.
"I'm so sor—"
Skyla cut him off with a wave of her hand. She couldn't take his apologies right now…nor could she unleash the anger threatening to bubble over. "What do you know?"
"It changes shape. It will try to get your sympathy." He was all business now, acting like they were discussing something ordinary. "Don't trust it. You may be lulled into thinking it's a person. That's how it presented itself to me, but don't believe it. I don't know how to kill it; if I had, I would have taken care of it myself." His hand shook as he reached out to her, not quite touching her arm before pulling back. "I'm—anyway, be safe."
She nodded, then turned and ran out the door. For once, his voice didn't follow her, admonishing Skyla for an exit unbecoming of a Princess. Running outside, she let the darkness hide her from prying eyes. The warm air caressed her skin, drying the cold sweat of fear from her body.
"What am I going to do, Izzy? I mean, I don't know how to do any of this." Skyla watched his little windstorm sparkle in the dark like tiny gemstones caught in a whirlpool. She smiled, grateful for his attempt to cheer her.
You will be fine. Haven't I already said so?
"So you say. I wish I had the same confidence in me that you do." She sat down on a bench and stared up at the stars, trying to find her composure. The tiny points of light in the vast blackness of space gave her no peace at all. She felt insignificant compared to their majesty. "From what I've read, I'm sort of like a key that unlocks the Elemental Realms."
Really? How does that work?
"Since I'm the Aether—the fifth Element—when I stand at one of the true intersections of the Crossroads, they unlock. Don't ask me what that means, though. I have no idea." She snorted, her sense of the ridiculous restored. "I'll finally get to see the Human Realm, at least. That's where the Crossroads are located."
"Come on. Let's go see Malla'kean and say goodbye." She tried to sound cheerful, as if she were going on an ordinary journey. Izzy sparkled brighter in response, encouraging her efforts.
Skyla found Malla'kean leaning in the open doorway, the light from inside spilling around him. He must have been waiting for her. She saw that he held her staff and bow in his hands. Of course. She would need those. How silly of her to forget that.
"You had other things on your mind." He grinned but the smile didn't reach his eyes.
"How did you know what I was thinking?"
"I didn't, but I know your expressions. You looked puzzled for a moment." He held them out to her, his face now solemn. "You are stronger than you think, Skyla. You also have a kind heart, which you need to guard. Do not be tricked."
"That's what my father said."
"It's good advice. You are a Child of the Tempest, one of Hecate's daughters. Remember that."
"I will." Skyla only wished she knew what that really meant.
***
The morning dawned bright and sunny, the kind of day meant for carefree play. Skyla would have felt better leaving in the midst of a thunderstorm. At least it would have matched her mood.
The quiver of arrows rode on one hip over her cargo pants. She strapped a knife in a leather sheath onto her thigh before pulling on sturdy hiking boots. Skyla tossed a light jacket on over a tank top and strung the bow over her shoulder. Tying her hair up into a loose knot, she pronounced herself ready and grabbed the staff that had once belonged to her mother.
"I almost forgot," she murmured and crossed the room to her dresser. Her mother's necklace still lay there from the night of the aborted party. Skyla drew it around her neck, comforted by the weight of it against her throat. Perhaps a silly thing to wear, but she felt better taking a reminder of her mother into the Crossroads with her.
"Enough stalling," she said to the empty room, looking around as if she might not ever see it again. She knew the odds of coming back were against her. Closing the door gently behind her, Skyla walked downstairs and into the courtyard.
Only her father, the Shadow warriors, and Malla'kean were present. Skyla shot her instructor a grateful look. She knew he was responsible for stopping this from becoming a major spectacle. Glancing over at her father, Skyla found him staring at the ground. It was just as well, she thought. This wasn't the time to have an emotional reaction. She needed to be clear-headed to attempt the jump.
"Are you ready, Izzy?" The splatter on her cheek told her he was. She smiled and closed her eyes, invoking the magic that would transport them.
A whirlwind kicked up and she risked a look. The spectators were dissolving—or she was—depending on one's point of view. A sonic boom split the air and the sunlight turned milky. I'm on my way, she thought, and the world ceased to exist.
Fifteen
It all happened in a flash, and yet, Skyla could pick out each detail from the montage as if time had stopped. Perhaps in a way it had—at least, for her.
She appeared in the middle of an intersection, first noticing the tall buildings surrounding her. One had 'The Bank of St. Louis' written on its side, with a water fountain placed in front. Sunlight sparkled through the spray of water, giving off the colors of a rainbow. Humans stopped their walking to stare at her, their mouths agape at her sudden appearance. A few started to scream and point in her direction.
More noises filtered into her awareness. The transportation devices that Humans used shared the road with her. Skyla saw fear on the faces of people as the hunks of metal barreled towards her, tires screeching and horns blaring with no time to avoid her. The scene dissolved into mist as quickly as it had appeared, leaving Skyla to wonder if the Humans would remember her as an apparition and nothing more.
Once more the intersection solidified, this time as two dirt roads that crossed each other, the land surrounding them barren except for a few small trees. She felt rooted in place for a moment, a lynchpin hammered into the exact spot where four corners met. A loud clank reverberated through her skull…then nothing. Not even a breath of wind to break the silence. Was this the Crossroads? Not much to look at, she thought.
I thought we were goners back there. Izzy twirled in front of her face, his waterspout the only thing moving in this lifeless place.
"I thought so too," Skyla admitted. "This place is rather anti-climatic after all the activity in the Human Realm." She laughed. She couldn't help it.
Let me in on the joke, will you? I could use a good laugh right now.
Skyla wiped the tears from her eyes. "It's just funny, that's all. I don't know what I was expecting—flashing lights, maybe warning signs to keep out, giant golems who attack—anything but this." She studied her position. The sun hung straight up in the sky, even though she'd left in the early morning hours. Did time move differently here? Not at all?
Another oddity was her direction. She'd been facing east when she left, but now stood facing north. Skyla wondered if it made any difference, then decided it didn't. The Element of Earth belonged to the north. Nothing seemed to be happening here; she may as well start walking in that direction, even though all four roads stretched as far as the eye could see with nothing to show but more dirt. Conjuring a canteen of water for herself, Skyla took a sip and hooked the container to her belt.
"Let's go see what's out there," she said to Izzy. Maybe this would be easier than she thought.
***
Hours of walking hadn't made a difference in the sun's position. It still sat directly overhead, although the air temperature was mild. Skyla gratefully accepted whatever cosmic force was at work here. Traveling in full light through an unfamiliar place beat walking in the dark. Not that she wasn't able to ward off an attack…but she'd always had Malla'kean fighting by her side before.
A speck on the horizon appeared, growing larger as she approached. In time, Skyla could tell it was another person. A traveler? That seemed unlikely. As far as she knew, only she could materialize inside this Realm.
"I wonder if the Crossroads lead to more than the Elemental Realms," she said, pointing at the figure coming towards them. "Maybe they are portals to other Realms as well."
There's something odd about this. Izzy took off before she could stop him. Muttering under her breath, Skyla began to jog. That's when she saw what he'd been talking about. The figure running at her was a reflection. She was heading towards a giant mirror.
It wasn't solid, Skyla realized when she drew close. It rippled, a slight undulation that caused it to shimmer as if swaying in a gentle breeze.
"Did we take the wrong road, Izzy?" Frustrated, wondering if she'd spent the last several hours moving in the wrong direction, Skyla lifted the palm of her hand up to the reflection.
The cool substance gave to her touch, leaving an impression of her hand on the surface when she pulled back.
What is it? And don't be silly. How could you take the wrong road? There were four directions, one for each element.
"I don't know." He was right, of course. The Crossroads was the nexus to the Elemental Realms. Each road had to lead to one of them. Skyla put her hand back up and pushed harder. She heard a popping sound and then her hand went through, dragging her arm along up to her elbow. Hastily pulling back, she checked to make sure her fingers were still all there.
"I guess we're supposed to walk through this." The substance stretched as far as she could see, acting as a wall to protect whatever lay behind it…or to protect her from it. Yet Skyla stared at it for several more minutes, indecisiveness threatening to keep her immobilized. What if something she couldn't handle lay on the other side? Or even worse, what if she got stuck in the wall, unable to move in either direction?
She pushed that image from her mind and drew a shaky breath, gathering her magic around her. Lifting her head high in an effort to seem bolder than she felt, Skyla stepped through her own reflection.
A cocoon of darkness enveloped her. Warm and flexible, it held neither sight nor sound, only a tactile sense that told her to rest. She was weary…maybe she could sleep for awhile. Izzy murmured something in her mind. Skyla struggled to piece the words together. Wake up? Is that what he said?
Her eyes snapped open and she had trouble breathing. Panic overcame her. She was being lulled to her death. Pushing against the barrier, Skyla fought to get out.
Sixteen
Warm, moist air accosted Skyla as she pushed her way through the dense material of the reflective wall. She turned to look at it, expecting it to mirror where she was, but it showed the barren landscape she'd just left behind. Good. At least she'd be able to find her way back out again.
She took a few deep breaths, slowing the wild beating of her heart. They'd made it in. She stared into the distance, trying to figure out what to do next.
The Earth Realm seemed to be a dense jungle. All manner of plant life grew here. Skyla sniffed the air, picking up scents of warm earth and decaying vegetation.
Don't move.
Skyla looked down at Izzy's warning. A vine crept up her pants leg, undulating much as a snake would. Had Izzy determined it was harmful? "Do you think it's poisonous or something?" she asked.
No. I think it's me. He sounded disgusted.
"You?" She lifted the short length of vine and held it up to her face. "Why are you a vine?"
How should I know? A little help here, please?
Skyla waved her hand in front of the Izzy-vine to change him back. Something landed on her head instead. She pulled the offending piece off with her free hand and discovered a clay helmet, which crumbled as soon as she removed it.
"My magic seems to be a bit wonky in here. I think you're stuck with being a vine until we leave." She wound Izzy around her neck like a scarf, ignoring his grumbling while she looked around.
Huge flowers dazzled her eyes, vying for attention amidst gnarled trees whose age must go back to the creation of the Elemental Realms. Skyla stepped off the dirt path and onto the grass. It screamed and stuck to her boots, almost rooting her in place before she jumped back onto the safety of the dirt.
"How am I supposed to go after a beast if I can't even move off the dirt path?" The vine at her neck wiggled, not bothering to answer. It was a rhetorical question anyhow.
A movement in the heavy vegetation caught her eye and Skyla headed towards the thick brush. Standing clear of the groundcover, she tried to peer into the tangled greenery but couldn't see a thing. Still, she had the impression that something watched her.
The vine around her neck tightened and Skyla gasped for air. "Izzy, you're choking me."
Sorry. I tensed up. He relaxed his grip on her throat. Something is out there.
Skyla held her hand up for silence and Izzy remained quiet. She could hear heavy breathing nearby. Holding her staff in both hands, she tried to extend her senses.
A stir of air on her right side came a split second before the snarl. Skyla whirled, ready to hit whatever had snuck up on her. The staff sliced through a ghostly dog sitting next to her leg. It wasn't growling at her, but rather at something on the path ahead.
"Who are you?" Skyla almost stumbled in her effort to back away from the apparition. The dog glanced at her briefly before turning its attention back to the path.
How do you know that hound isn't the beast you're looking for?
The dog whipped its head to look at the vine on Skyla's neck and barked once.
"I guess it can hear you, Izzy." She felt the vine tremble slightly and tried not to smile. Izzy would be feeling vulnerable right now. She shouldn't laugh at him. "Hecate has ghost hounds. I'm thinking it belongs to Her."
The black dog was twice as large as any hound Skyla had ever seen. Standing on all fours, its head came to her shoulder. The amber eyes glowed as it turned to look at her again. She felt its impatience to get moving.
She started down the path again, the dog following at her heels. If Hecate sent it, then maybe She was helping her. That thought boosted Skyla's confidence.
They came to a clearing without grass, giving Skyla more room to walk. The only problem—which way to go? She stood still, idly tapping the end of the staff against the toe of her boot as she scanned the area. The dog whined and Izzy began to strangle her again.
"What the—" Her hand jerked and she forgot what she was going to say. The staff she'd been holding rippled and thickened, finally settling into the figure of a man. Big. Powerful. Gorgeous. Naked.
Skyla tried to hold her gaze on his face, but her eyes kept sliding down. He had the same runes as the staff tattooed on his muscular chest, but they stopped before…she jerked her head back up.
"Who…who are you?" She felt the blush on her cheeks and tried to imagine the sun was to blame.
"I am your staff, my Queen." He grasped her limp hand and bowed low over it.
Naturally. "Yes, but how did you transform? And I'm not your Queen—not yet—oh, never mind. Why didn't you show yourself before?"
"You didn't call me before." He looked at his surroundings. "I believe I can only manifest in this form inside the Crossroads, and then, only for short periods of time. What is your will?"
"Uh…how did I call you?" Her own man, at her beck and call…but only in the Crossroads. Life could be so unfair.
"You tapped the staff against your foot."
"Oh." Skyla swung the bow off her shoulder and studied it. "I suppose you're somebody too?"
The bow didn't react. Skyla tried tapping it against her foot as well. Still nothing.
I think it's a bow, Princess. Her vine necklace shook with laughter.
"I just thought I'd check."
"You have a sentient vine?" The stick-man looked puzzled. "It called you Princess. Are you not Queen? You have one of Hecate's ghost hounds with you."
"I guess everybody can hear you in here, Izzy." Skyla turned to the man. "Those are good questions but the answers are too long to go into right now. I'm here to track and kill a beast in order to save my father."
"I am at your service, Princess." He bowed again and Skyla caught her eyes roaming his body for the umpteenth time. How was she supposed to concentrate?
"I wish you had some clothes," she muttered and heard Izzy snicker. Waving her hand in a desperate attempt to keep her focus on hunting, Skyla thought of clothing. A pair of bronze arm cuffs clasped around the man's wrists. That covered a lot.
"Forget it." She blew out a breath in frustration. "I don't suppose you have a name?"
"No, but I will take one if it pleases you, Princess."
"Never mind."
"As you wish. I will answer to that." He bowed once more.
Skyla shook her head, the Izzy-vine convulsing against her throat in hysterics. "Just forget I said anything, Stick-man. We've stood here long enough. Let's get moving."
Seventeen
After several hours of walking, the jungle terrain vanished. One moment Skyla had been fighting her way through a tangle of vines, the next found her tripping into a mud pond.
"Ack! Where did this come from?" She tried wiping the mud from her body to no avail. The stuff clung to her in globs, stiffening almost immediately as if made from glue.
"How am I going to get this off of me? Does anyone see any water?" The mention of water reminded her of how thirsty she was. She'd drained her canteen a long time ago and magical efforts to refill it had gone awry. She'd have to rinse the sand out once she found a stream.
I don't see any but I hope you find some soon. I hate to think what will happen if this mud cracks off my leaves.
"I'm sorry, Izzy. Does it hurt?" She couldn't try to remove it; her fingers were caked with mud.
No, it's just heavy.
Skyla glanced over at Stick-man. Not a speck of mud on him…anywhere. "It figures," she muttered.
"Did you say something?" he asked.
"Never mind."
"Yes, my Princess?"
Exasperated, she tried shoving a lock of mud-laden hair out of her face. It flopped back into her eyes. "That's not your name, understand?"
"As you wish. Might I—" He disappeared and the staff re-formed in her hand. Skyla noticed the mud didn't cling to it.
"Why'd he do that?"
Remember? He said he could only hold that form for a short length of time.
"Right. I forgot." That could be inconvenient. She felt herself blush again. He'd been a distraction anyway. "Okay. We need to find a water source."
Ghost-dog barked once and headed off to the right. Skyla stared after it for a moment before deciding that direction was as good as any. She used the staff to help walk out of the mud pond and onto firmer ground.
As she hiked across a flat of firm mud, long dried out and cracked from the heat sucking the moisture out of everything, Skyla noticed the sun lay at a mid-afternoon position in the sky. "Did you notice the sun suddenly move when we came out of the jungle, Izzy?"
If you'll recall, I was taking a mud bath at the time. His small leaves shook, sending flakes of dried mud down Skyla's top.
"I see your barbed wit is back." She smiled and felt the mud on her face crack. Maybe it would all fall off by the time they found water.
If they found water…although she was the only one who needed it. Food too. This place would likely kill her. The realization hit Skyla like a fist in the gut. A strangled hitch of breath escaped her lips before she could clamp down on her emotions.
What's wrong?
She shook her head, the dry air seeming to sear her lungs as she fought to breathe. Her throat closed. She wouldn't cry. Not now. "I-I was j-just thinking about the other day, when I t-told you how I wanted to have an adventure, that my life was too restrictive. I take it back. I w-want to go home."
You can't go home, Princess. Izzy's voice whispered in her mind like a balmy breeze, soothing her.
She felt like a cranky child, but she couldn't help it. She was scared, out here all alone. Even the Elements conspired against her. Wasn't she supposed to have control over them?
She should have come more prepared, should have brought food and water, at the very least. It wasn't fair. The books must have had some helpful advice and guidance within their hallowed pages that she missed.
Sniffling, she tried to use her magic to take them back home. Nothing happened. She and Izzy were stuck here, waiting to die.
Ghost-dog barked to get her attention, stopping by an outcropping of rock up ahead. Skyla fought to reign in her emotions. Shading her eyes, she could make out a few scraggly trees amidst the boulders. Her heart beat heavily in her chest. Could there be water over there?
She ran, ignoring the stitch in her side caused by dehydration. After scrambling over a few boulders, Skyla discovered the small pool of water. It looked clear, fed from a tiny waterfall that wasn't much more than a trickle. She rushed to kick off her boots before laying the staff and bow down next to them.
Skyla jumped in, clothes and all, reveling in the cool water as it washed the mud from her body. She took a sip. Its sweet taste hit her parched throat and she gulped it down. Removing the canteen from her belt, she rinsed out the sand and filled it.
Ghost-dog growled seconds before the ground started to shake. Skyla looked up and saw boulders rocking at the top of the waterfall.
Get out of the water! Izzy's warning pounded through her head at the same time her eyes saw why. The falling water had turned red, thickening as it flowed into the pool. It looked like blood.
Skyla didn't spare another glance, throwing herself out of the pool as quickly as she'd first jumped in. The water turned sluggish as she watched, fouled by a coppery smell that assaulted her nose. The ground shook again and small chips of rock rained into the pool.
"We can't stay here," Skyla said and slipped on her boots. She gagged at the thought of swimming there only minutes earlier and hoped that the water was as fresh as it'd tasted. No point in worrying about it now, she guessed.
The dog yipped in high-pitched barks, as if to hurry them along. Skyla took the hint and stood, swaying as she did so.
"I hope that's from lack of food and not from the water," she said to Izzy.
Look at your arms, Princess. The tone of his voice wasn't encouraging.
Skyla held her arms out and shrieked. Small runes glowed blue underneath her skin, becoming more pronounced even as she stared at them. They looked familiar too. She picked up the staff and found they matched some of the runes on the stick. Tapping the staff against her foot, she waited impatiently for the transformation. Nothing happened.
"Stick-man! I need to talk to you." Still nothing.
Maybe there's a time period that must elapse before he can appear again, Izzy suggested. How do you feel?
"The dizziness is gone, if that's what you mean. Otherwise, I feel like my whole world is falling apart."
The earth rumbled harder this time. A boulder fell into the pool, the splash of blood or whatever-it-was barely missing Skyla. Time to go. She picked up her bow and trudged after Ghost-dog, hoping it would find some food next that didn't turn out to be poisonous.
She hated this place. Only the thought of her father, back home and under threat of execution, kept her from crumpling to the ground and waiting to be picked off by whatever means this Realm had in store for her. Skyla imagined Malla'kean chiding her for that attitude. Right now, she didn't care. She would make a lousy Queen and she knew it.
Eighteen
Soon after leaving the red pool behind, several things happened at once. The terrain changed again and with it the position of the sun…as in, it disappeared completely. Skyla squinted her eyes, trying to see in the darkness. The rapid change was like walking through a door without warning. After a minute of blindness, she realized she stood inside a cave. Light filtered in through an opening up ahead and she walked towards it.
Millions of stars shone in the night sky—at her feet. Hunger won out over trepidation when Skyla saw fruit hanging just overhead—from upside-down trees. She placed one foot gingerly onto the sky. It felt solid enough. Leaving the safety of the cave, she picked an apple from a branch and devoured it while staring at the starscape.
Her feet felt as though she stood on a sheet of ice or a window. Skyla bent down to touch it, expecting something cold and hard. Instead, the warm surface caressed her fingers. Her hand sunk into the downy texture, even though her feet didn't.
Strange planets and moons floated by, so close Skyla felt she could touch them. A dark mist whirled about her as well. She wasn't sure what to make of that, but Ghost-dog wasn't complaining, so she dismissed it.
While still processing how the sky could be both hard and soft, she took a closer look at the trees. "They look like they might fall on my head at any moment, Izzy."
They are beautiful though, don't you think?
They were. The upside-down trees sparkled in a rainbow of unnatural colors, their roots spread out to form a graceful canopy. When she looked closer, Skyla imagined she saw the shapes of woodland animals resting amongst the branches, screened from sight by a multitude of various leaves.
After sating her hunger on a variety of food, some of which certainly didn't grow on trees, Skyla laid down on the starscape. She had the oddest sensation of floating. Looking around, she panicked when she saw how far she'd drifted away from the cave entrance. Standing back up brought her motion to a halt and she walked back to it. She didn't want to stray too far from what might prove to be her only shelter.
Now that her eyes had fully adjusted, she found the cave not as dark as she'd first thought. Or maybe it was her presence here. The walls had the same glowing runes as her new tattoos. Skyla glanced at her arms and saw the runes softly pulsating as if in tune with the wall etchings.
Maybe the Earth Realm would take care of her after all. It gave her food and a time to sleep. Skyla positioned herself on the cave floor—not as comfortable as the stars, but who knew where she might float off to—and started to fall asleep. She was so tired.
Her imagination took over, thinking the dark mist settled down next to her, but it was warm and somehow comforting. With that thought in mind, she fell into a deep sleep.
***
Derrok spied on the warrior Queen sent to destroy him with bitterness in his heart. That smug sorcerer, using deceit and trickery, had dispatched him to this prison of night. Now she arrives, taking his only source of shelter. He considered his options. With the magic not working in this place, perhaps he could shift and overpower her with brute strength. At least his camouflage still hid him.
Something about her made him hesitate though. He'd seen plenty of beautiful women, but this one had an ethereal quality about her. She was playful too. Derrok watched her float amongst the stars as if she owned them and wondered why it hadn't occurred to him to try the same. Probably because he'd been too busy trying to find a way to escape.
He wanted to hurl himself off a cliff. What was he thinking, watching her like a doe-eyed fawn? She'd cut him down without thinking twice, the ruthless bitch. Since she was here, it meant she was stronger than the sorcerer who'd tried and failed.
Even that hadn't been a fair contest. Derrok had been drugged before being dumped here—wherever 'here' was. But she couldn't use her magic, which made her vulnerable. Or could she? His eyes narrowed as he continued to study her.
At one point she called out to someone named Izzy. Derrok heard a second voice reply, although he couldn't make out the words or see anyone else. Did she have a demon with her? That could ruin his chances of leaving this eternal night.
He fumed at the injustice and whirled past her on his way back into the cave. Up close, he saw the phosphorescent runes on her arms that matched the glowing blue of her eyes, the same markings that graced the walls of the cave.
She carried a staff and bow with ease. Derrok considered if she was proficient with them, or relied on magic to fight. Although her skin looked so soft he ached to reach out and touch it, he could see the ripple of well-developed muscle as she moved.
All of which confirmed his earlier opinion; she was the warrior Queen he'd been told to expect. The one who would kill him. His anger flared as he waited in the cave to take her by surprise.
The woman moved with weariness as she entered the cave and he hesitated yet again, watching her stretch out on the ground, her blonde hair fanned out around her head like one of the Goddesses. Perhaps that is what stayed his hand.
Whatever the reason, there was no honor in killing someone while they slept. Derrok floated down beside the Queen and felt her relax into his mist. She seemed so young. He stopped that train of thought. He couldn't afford to feel protective towards her; that would mean his death, and likely the deaths of his friends as well. As soon as she woke, he'd take her by surprise, not giving her the chance to call upon her magic. It was the only way.
But what if he needed her help to find his way out of here? Maybe he should follow her instead, learn the secret of escape first. After all, she couldn't touch him in this form—if she couldn't use her magic. That was a big if. He sighed and felt her respond in her sleep, nestling closer to him. Giving up on trying to plan it all out, he let his mist envelop her and slept as well.
Nineteen
Izzy's leaves tickled her nose, then slapped her eyelids as he inched his way up Skyla's face. Can we get up now? You're crushing me.
"Sorry." Skyla sat up and stretched, working out the kinks where the uneven ground in the cave had dug into her muscles. Surprisingly, she'd slept soundly, feeling warm and safe all night…not that it wasn't still night here. The light—or lack of it—hadn't changed at all.
She glanced over her shoulder and found a pair of glowing eyes tracking her movements in the dark. Her heart slammed into her ribcage. Skyla rolled, finding her feet in one swift motion as she'd been taught.
It's the hound.
"Oh, right." Feeling stupid, she took a closer look. The ghostly outline of a dog moved closer to her, its smooth gait reminding her more of a large cat on the prowl.
"We'd better get moving and find a way out of here." Skyla picked up her staff and motioned to Ghost-dog. "I don't want to be stuck in a cave if the beast shows up here."
***
Beast? Was she hunting something other than him? Derrok followed the woman out of the cave, puzzled by her comment. Her mention of a way out excited him, though. He hadn't been able to find one so far.
And the vine around her neck—that was what he'd heard talking to her last night. Surely not a demon. It wouldn't be able to put up any kind of a fight in that form.
His mist floated close behind her, watching the effortless way she moved. Perhaps he should reveal himself, offer his help in tracking the beast in exchange for her guidance out of this place.
On the other hand, maybe she considered him to be nothing more than a beast. He decided to wait.
The hound she traveled with dropped back, its ghostly features circling his mist. It sniffed at him before rejoining the woman, apparently unconcerned by Derrok's presence—at least in this form. What would it do if he manifested into a man? He couldn't stay this way indefinitely.
They traveled across the starscape, much farther than Derrok had been able to go on his own. No matter which direction he'd tried, invisible walls thwarted his progress. She could move freely through this endless night, but to what end?
A bright light engulfed her. Derrok hurried to stay close. If this was a doorway, he didn't want to be left behind.
Sunlight assaulted them. Derrok looked around at the towering cliffs, wondering where this woman had taken him. Did she live here? Nothing looked familiar.
"I feel like I'm just wandering around. How am I supposed to find this beast?"
For a moment, Derrok thought she was talking to him. The vine at her neck ruffled up and down, as if giving her a shrug. Derrok shrank back, but she didn't turn around, only started walking along the cliff.
He'd never held this shape for so long. Soon Derrok would have to expose himself to her, one way or another.
***
That black mist followed us out here. Izzy's voice was the barest of whispers in Skyla's head, mindful of the fact that others could hear him in this Realm.
She glanced over at Ghost-dog. It didn't look perturbed by a possible intruder, but then again, maybe it was just an observer to all this, sent to study her reactions and witness her failure.
Now or never. Heart fluttering like a trapped animal, Skyla slid the bow from her shoulder and palmed one of the arrows out of the quiver. She set it in one fluid motion, spinning around to face her foe.
The black mist hung motionless in the still air, as if inviting her to go ahead and shoot. Heat suffused Skyla's face. What good would an arrow do against a mist?
"Taunting me won't work," she said with more bravado than she felt. "Show yourself."
"As you wish." The mist spoke with a deep voice that sent shivers down Skyla's spine—which had nothing to do with fear. The sensation disturbed her. She gripped the bow tighter.
The mist began to spin, slowly at first before picking up speed. A man coalesced inside the funnel, becoming solid as the wind dissipated.
Huh. Skyla licked her lips. He was the most magnificent beast she'd ever seen. Fully clothed as well. Too bad. She looked away, hoping he couldn't read her thoughts.
Dark hair fell past his wide shoulders. He studied her with intense eyes, the color of polished jade. Skyla could have lost herself in that gaze but for the hard set of his mouth. That brought her back to reality.
"Are you the beast that stalked me back in the Kingdom?" She had the satisfaction of seeing confusion cross his face, wiping the smug look from it.
"I don't know who you are…and I'm not a beast."
Skyla drew herself up in a regal pose. "I am Princess Skylather'cha'eab, future Queen of the Elemental Kingdom."
A lazy smile replaced the hard line of his lips. "Funny name. That's quite a mouthful."
She ignored his jibe. "Who are you?"
"Derrok."
"Just Derrok?"
"Yes. Is something wrong with that?" His grin grew wider.
"Where I come from, a longer name denotes royalty and magical prowess."
He shrugged. "Where I come from, it doesn't. Are you planning to shoot me because I have a short name?"
Skyla lowered her bow, feeling flustered. This was her domain. She needed to take control of the situation. "You don't belong here. How did you arrive?"
"That's a long story. I'll leave, if you'll show me the way out…what did you say your name was again?"
Skyla stiffened. She couldn't admit she didn't know how to leave, either. "You may call me Princess." With that, she turned her back on the man before he could notice his effect on her and started walking.
"Mind if I tag along…Princess?" He drawled her title out as if he found it amusing.
"Why should I let you? I find your company boorish." Although, he didn't belong here. Shouldn't she try to help him?
"What harm would it be to let me follow you? I'm not armed. I might even be able to help you find this beast you're looking for."
Skyla studied him for a minute before she had to turn away. He was doing it again—trying to dazzle her with his smile, as if she would fall at his feet.
"Suit yourself." Gorgeous or not, this man infuriated her. He had no right to ridicule her customs.
She walked stiffly, too aware of the male presence at her back. After an hour of silence, her muscles began to ache from the tension. Skyla rotated her shoulders in an effort to relax. She needed a diversion to center her thoughts elsewhere.
The diversion came quickly, in the form of a rockslide raining from the cliff in front of them. Chips of stone bit into her flesh as Skyla scrambled to avoid the onslaught. Amidst the whirling dust, a giant foot came into view. Another appeared beside it. She craned her neck from her huddled position as her eyes traveled up…and up some more.
A golem stood before her, the earthen warrior blocking the path. As Skyla gaped at the twenty-foot high mountain of menace, more detached themselves from the cliff to join it.
Twenty
Desperation drove Skyla to try magic against the five behemoths blocking the narrow corridor. She realized her mistake as soon as light glinted off the leg of the one in front. Instead of blowing it up, she'd turned part of it to metal.
"Nice trick, Princess," Derrok said. "Bronze makes it indestructible."
"I'd like to see you do better," she snapped back. The fact that he was right made him even more irritating. What she wouldn't give for an earthquake right now.
As if summoned, the ground jerked with a vengeance. The roar of plummeting boulders momentarily deafened her. The sensory deprivation deepened with dust so thick Skyla couldn't see or breathe. She hid her face in her arms, hoping to create an air pocket until the dirt settled.
Several minutes passed before Skyla dared poke her head up. The sight filled her with awe. The five golems had shattered, leaving nothing but a pile of boulders in their wake. Unfortunately, the rubble completely blocked the pass. It would take a couple of hours of climbing to reach the other side.
"Where did that come from?" Derrok lifted himself out of a mass of pebbles. Skyla wondered if she looked as bad as he did. A glance at her clothes told her the answer was yes. They both wore a thick layer of gray dirt.
"I think I did that—or at least it's what I was thinking about." Did she call the earthquake? Or had Hecate sent it?
"You?" He snorted derisively, his glance full of skepticism, making her doubt herself. "If you did, you made a mess of the path. It'll take you a long time to reach the other side."
"Don't you mean us?" Why was she even bothering to correct him? He could stay here, for all she cared.
"No." He grinned at her, his annoying attitude not hampered by the grime coating his body. Skyla blinked as he changed into mist, rising up and over the blasted rock pile before disappearing from sight.
"Bastard."
Princess, if your father heard you use such language—
"He'd be using it too, if he were here." Skyla angrily brushed at her pants, then decided it wasn't worth the effort. She needed a bath and there was little hope for that in this place. She stomped over to the pile of boulders and began the arduous climb. "That man had better be gone by the time I reach the other side."
Izzy made no comment, so she refrained from talking and concentrated on finding footholds amongst the rocks. A sharp edge sliced the palm of her hand open. Skyla swore again when she saw the offending piece. The bronze leg sticking out from the rubble mocked her, a trail of her blood on it shining in the sweltering sun.
She dug a strip of cloth out of one of her pockets and wound it around her hand to staunch the flow of blood before resuming her climb. A few feet later, she had to pause again to tie another strip around her forehead to keep the sweat out of her eyes.
The sun beat down without mercy, much hotter now than when she'd started. Finding water would be a top priority when she reached the other side.
An hour later, she'd made it to the top and sat for a moment to rest. Skyla could see a valley beyond the cliffs from up here. Its greenery beckoned to her like a light at the end of a dark tunnel. There must be a source of water to support the plant growth.
She didn't see Derrok waiting at the bottom of the rocks. Maybe he'd gone on without her. Good riddance. Skyla ignored the small voice of disappointment in her head and started the climb down.
A screech alerted her right before a pair of sharp talons would have snatched her off the hillside. Skyla dropped flat against the boulders, feeling the downward thrust of giant wings sweep cold air across her back. Darkness descended as the enormous bird momentarily blotted out the sun.
The bow jumped into her hand without conscious thought as she rolled onto her back, an arrow already locked in place. Clamping down on her surprise, Skyla took aim and struck the deadly avian in the head. It burst apart, falling to dust on the ground below. Another earthen golem, just like the warriors.
That was too close. Can we get off this pile of rock before something else attacks us? Izzy ruffled his leaves against her neck for emphasis.
"I'm worried about running out of arrows if this keeps up," Skyla said as she started climbing down again. "There are only five left and I can't use magic to call them back."
I see six in the quiver.
Skyla reached down and tilted it towards her. There were six. The arrow had come back on its own. "I think we just discovered the special properties of the bow and arrows, Izzy." Knowing that made the climb down a bit easier and Skyla made the descent with a smile on her face.
Her good humor evaporated when she came face to face with Derrok at the bottom of the hill. He cracked a grin at her, wiping an imaginary speck of dust off of clean clothes, his freshly washed hair gleaming in the sunlight. Skyla ground her teeth, feeling like something that crawled out of a barn. She probably smelled that way, too.
Pushing past Derrok without a word, he stopped her with a gentle hand and held a gourd filled with water out to her. Skyla guzzled it, being almost faint with thirst.
"Thanks." She handed the makeshift cup back to him, too proud to ask where the water had come from. If he could find it, then so could she. This place was her birthright, not his.
Derrok resumed his position behind her, following without saying a word. They cleared the cliffs after half an hour, entering a valley filled with vegetation Skyla hoped was edible. It also had a small stream, with a large pool farther down.
She tripped in her haste to reach the water, heaping injury on her already bruised ego. Picking herself up out of the dirt, she turned to find Derrok facing the other direction, scanning the valley. Did he mean to spare her the embarrassment?
One look at the sparkle in his eye as he turned back towards her told Skyla the answer was no. He gave her a mock bow.
"Why don't you wash up, Princess, while I go find us something to eat?"
"Whatever. Just go away." She was too worn out, too filthy, to argue with him. How could someone so magnificent looking, be so thoroughly aggravating?
He left without another word, striking out in the opposite direction from the pool. Skyla waited until he'd blended into the bushes before stripping off her clothes and wading into the shallow water. Just as she ducked underneath the water's surface to rinse out her hair, the sun disappeared and night fell.
Twenty-One
His arms filled with what food he could find, Derrok cursed as he stumbled in the dark back to the pond. He could see the ghostly outline of her dog up ahead, providing a direction for him to walk in.
What kind of crazy place was this, anyway? He'd be glad to get out of here.
The Princess was interesting company, if a bit full of herself. Derrok hadn't given her much of a chance to thaw out, ridiculing her at every turn. He had no use for royal snobbery, though. Maybe if he were nicer, she'd unbend a little.
He squinted, trying to see through the heavy shadows. There was a glow in front of him, like the odd tattoos on her arms, but more pronounced. As he got closer, Derrok could see a well-built man standing next to the Princess, his body unclothed and covered with strange luminescent markings.
So. She had company, did she? Derrok knew her story about tracking a beast had been a lie. The man was drying her hair, of all things. Did she need servants wherever she went?
Derrok uttered a growl low in his throat as he watched her lean into the man's ministrations, as if she was used to naked men heeding her beck and call. The Princess wouldn't ignore his nakedness that way—not that she'd ever get the chance. He huffed at the thought and walked up to them, dropping the food at her feet.
"You didn't tell me we were having company for dinner." Derrok tried to stare the other man down but the fool only smiled at him.
"I do not require food, but thank you for your offer."
Derrok ignored him and addressed the Princess instead. "Is this the beast you're looking for? He seems pretty tame to me."
Stuff it, wise guy.
He blinked, before realizing the voice came from that vine she wore around her neck. "I was talking to the Princess."
She still hadn't turned to face him. That's when he noticed her shivering. She must have been in the pond when the sun disappeared. Derrok felt guilty for his snide remarks.
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