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Preface

It is said that history is woven by the victors as a glorious declaration of their achievements. However, I have come to understand that history is actually adjusted by those whose lives made no contribution to the actions of their ancestors. Much of what led to these "victories" is purged under the belief that the past deserves only our honor. Their mistakes and failures are woven out of the truth, replaced by a narrative of strength and self-reliance. Our ancestors are lifted on pillars high above us, casting judgment and condemning us to relive the very failures they’ve hidden.

Such has been the fate of Chelonian since the Second Age rose from the ashes of The Long Night—a century-long period of decimation, a time when the realm was forsaken by even the light of day. Very little is actually known about its conclusion, save for the decree that if we were to thrive, mankind must lead the way.

It was then that the realm was divided into four domains. The first, four kingdoms of men who sought to forge new innovations, desiring never to again be consumed by forces beyond their own control. The second, the land of the elves, forever focused on the preservation of knowledge and magic of life itself, the Mirë-galadeth. Unlike mankind, they sought to ensure the mistakes of the ancestors were never forgotten. The third, the realm of The Aoire, who were charged to nurture all that was left from a beautiful age long since past. The fourth domain, the Proryn Desert, a land swept away by the sands of time, sealed away from the others by an everlasting and perilous wasteland, void of life. A constant reminder that life is never guaranteed.

The generations that followed forged an alliance, seeking to ensure that the horrors of the past would never again come to pass. Yet, as is the way of mankind, the pact began to falter; the histories of our forefathers had been rewritten to serve the ambitions of those currently weaving their own fate.

It was over a decade ago, on the evening of a blood moon, that the alliance finally shattered. Setios, under the rule of Emperor Maximus, launched a devastating assault on the elves of the Emerald Isle. Though they fought with unmatched resolve, the elves were no match for the brutal might of Setios. Their ancestral home was burned from existence. The motives behind the attack remained obscured to the rest of the realm, but the outcome was clear: Setios had begun its campaign to consume all of Chelonian.

In the years that followed, each kingdom of man turned its eyes inward, determined only to protect what was theirs. In their fear, they forgot the truth that once held all life together: that we must fight for the living. Only together can we live to see tomorrow.

I have seen firsthand the destruction wrought by those who believe they are honoring the traditions of their ancestors. Now, I, along with my friends, have set out—not in the names of our kings, but in the name of life itself. The alliance, long broken, was reforged in the unlikeliest of ways; together, we will save Chelonian.


Chapter 1 - The Forest of Sherwater

As I move through the thick brush, I watch as the forest breathes life all around me. The trees sway, lifting their limbs as if stretching after a long sleep. Sunlight breaks through the canopy in scattered beams, striking the little plants below. They glow as if the light itself loves them. Most people never see this forest for its true beauty, as they fear it for what it is. The trees press in from all sides, shadows twist and change, and nothing stays the same long enough to get your bearings. The forest is alive, and it doesn’t want to be crossed. But lately, soldiers from Setios have been pushing deeper in, following their emperor’s orders, and leaving destruction behind them.

It falls to me and my companions, Sir Fredrick and Frela, to protect the forest. To make sure life here can thrive the way it’s supposed to. Because of that, we’ve been entrusted to find the soldiers and stop them from going any farther—by whatever means we have to.

I glance at my companion, Sir Fredrick, who is staring off into the distance as if he can see straight through the trees. Standing next to him always makes me feel small. He’s huge—tall and broad—and his skin is as dark as the night sky. Sometimes I really do believe the rumors, that he’s a black bear trapped in a man’s body.

While people do not know him by name, everyone knows of his might. Rumors often swirl of the dark skinned giant who can crush a man’s skull with his bare hands. What they do not speak of is his talents with a blade. Watching him fight is terrifying—and kind of amazing.

We met almost two years ago, when he stepped in to protect me during a fight I never should have started. He took down my attackers so easily that I asked him to come with me on my travels. Thankfully, it worked out for both of us. I’m one of the few people in the realm who can talk to him through sign, and before I knew it, I’d become the friend he’d been missing for a long time.

I still don’t know where he’s from, and I don’t really care. This arrangement works perfectly for us both, as I do not care to speak about the events of my past either.

He looks over at me and smiles a little when he catches me staring. Then he signs, “Men are coming. We need to be ready.”

Right as his hands stop moving, a crow’s call echoes through the trees around us. It’s the signal from our other companion, Frela, telling me the same thing.

Signing with haste back to Sir Fredrick, “Frela confirms it. They’re coming this way.”

We move quickly, each of us slipping into the thick brush and hiding, ready to ambush them when the moment is right.

The quiet breaks when I hear a twig snap under someone’s foot just ahead of me. I focus through the thick green plants covering the forest floor and spot it—a flash of crimson. A Setiosian soldier, almost fifty meters away.

The Setiosians move through the forest like they own it, like they’re its masters. Watching them makes my stomach twist. If no one stops them, they’ll ruin everything that makes this place beautiful and magical—all for the glory of their emperor, and their desire for unification.

“Be quiet, you idiot!" One of the soldiers snaps in a low voice as he pushes through the brush to stand beside another.

The Setiosian Empire consumes most of the eastern lands of Chelonian and continues to grow. They’ve taken advantage of how little the Kingdom of Thenada seems to care about the land south of its border. Seemingly, with each week that passes, the Setiosian soldiers cut deeper into the forest, trampling and burning the life of the forest despite our best efforts.

“What are you so afraid of?” Another soldier sneers, his voice dripping with condescension as he effortlessly dismisses the man’s fears. “Scared a bug might touch you?”

Attempting to ignore the mockery, the first soldier nervously scanned the shadows, a prickle of fear creeping in as he muttered, "No, shut up! Just...be quiet and watch your step."

He continues glancing nervously around him, peering from side to side as if searching for some mysterious creature. Two of the other soldiers laugh softly as they continue their march through the forest.

I quickly signal to my right, making sure Sir Fredrick sees me, and sign how many soldiers are up ahead. There are six of them. Five look like new recruits, with one commander leading them from the front. They’re all wearing standard Setiosian leathers and bright crimson uniforms, which makes them stand out—and makes them easy to spot.

Frela’s crow-call floats through the air again, echoing off the trees and giving away nothing about where it came from. The soldiers jerk their heads up, scanning the branches, but they can’t find her.

I feel the nerves build as I imagine the hero I had dreamt of becoming. Trying to calm the growing anxiety, I breathe deep and say to myself, There’s  only six, we’ve got this.

Turning my concentration back to the present, I sign to Sir Fredrick again, telling him to move in and take out the commander—wearing the ebony cloak—while I deal with the others. Being that the commander has been battle tested, it would be wiser to allow Sir Fredrick to take care of him. I can focus my efforts on the five who I doubt have ever been in a fight before.

Sir Fredrick nods and moves slowly along the forest floor away from my sight.

Creeping forward, ducking behind a fallen stump, I can hear them breathing rapidly. Quickly, I think of my best attack; recalling the lessons my uncle drilled into me years ago. As they come to a halt, in the clearing just ahead of us, I shift in nervous anticipation.

Now, I can’t waste the chance.

In an unexpectedly flawless motion, I leap over the rotting stump and pull the dagger from the small of my back. Just like I’ve practiced, I throw it, and it strikes the soldier directly in the neck.

“UGH!” he yells as bends over clutching at his throat, grasping to regain his breath.

The soldiers around him glance down at their fallen companion, then back up at me.

I stand there, sword drawn, facing the remaining five. I lift my free hand and curl my fingers toward myself, daring them—begging them—to come and attack me.

One soldier rushes to check on the fallen man while the other four stare at me in stunned disbelief.

The commander steps forward, pulling back the hood of his cloak. His face twists with anger as he demands, “What’d you do that for?!”

Confidence surges through me, born from the clean precision of my throw. I straighten my back and lift my chin, making myself as tall as I can.

“You Setiosians are not welcome here,” I say. “Turn back, or be cut down.”

A few of the recruits snicker at my threat. The commander just stares at me, confused.

“Setiosian?” he asks. “What are you talking about?”

I don’t waver. I shift into a ready stance, one hand firm on the hilt of my sword.

“You heard me,” I say evenly. “Leave. Or be slain.”

Laughter ripples through the group. One of the recruits, clearly enjoying himself, calls out, “My dad said you were mental. Guess he was right.”

A few of the others cup their hands around their mouths and shout, “Ohhh!” like children piling onto an insult.

He sneers at me. “Let us be, stupid girl.”

For a heartbeat, I just stare at him. Heat rushes through my chest, sharp and burning. I want to hurt him for those words — not just for saying them, but for meaning them.

But I don’t move.

I stand my ground.

A rustle in the bushes makes several of the recruits jump, their eyes darting toward the shadows. For me, it’s comforting. A reminder that I’m not alone. That I have friends who will fight beside me.

The commander meets my gaze and takes another step forward. He puffs out his chest, cracks his knuckles, and rolls his neck like he’s preparing for a fight.

“Last chance,” he says in a low voice, attempting to be as intimidating as he possibly can. “Leave now, or we will hurt you.” He cracks his knuckles, his attempt at being menacing.

I lift my chin and give him a small, fearless grin.

“No,” I say quietly, standing taller. “And I’m just the distraction.”

Almost immediately, an arrow whistles past my face and slams into the chest of one of the soldiers behind the commander. He drops hard, gasping as the air is driven from his lungs.

Without hesitation, Sir Fredrick explodes out of the shadows, charging the commander like a bear charging its prey. With terrifying ease, he lifts the man and drives him into the ground. Sir Fredrick throws himself on top of him, raining his fists down into the commander’s chest. The three remaining recruits just stand there, frozen, watching as this massive, bear-like man completely overwhelms their leader.

One soldier panics and bolts back into the forest the way he came, while the other two rush forward, trying desperately to pull Sir Fredrick off their commander.

Instinct takes over. I lunge at one of them and swing my sword. At the last second, he spots me and jumps clear, just barely escaping the blade.

Sir Fredrick is thrown off the commander and rises to his feet, drawing his sword. He looks terrifying—solid, unstoppable. Without warning, he swings, landing his blade firmly against the back of the commander. A scream, sharp and full of pain, echoes through the trees as the commander collapses to the forest floor.

“Nope!” the young soldier to my right blurts out before turning and vanishing into the forest as fast as his legs can carry him.

The soldier I hit with my dagger and the one Frela shot with her arrow are hauled to their feet by another recruit. Together, they flee into the trees, chasing after the others.

That leaves two behind: the fallen commander and the soldier standing in front of me.

I turn fully toward him and raise an eyebrow, like this is all some kind of joke. With no real seriousness at all, I ask, “Want to join your friends?” and gesture dramatically toward the path they took.

He freezes. Swallows hard. Then, slowly — and kind of pathetically — he nods.

A laugh slips out of me, half amused, half disappointed. I shake my head and grin.

“Well? What are you waiting for? Go.”

For a moment, he just stares at me, confused, before he mutters, “Why?”

I stare back at him and see it — the fear, the uncertainty. For a heartbeat, I forget that he’s Setiosian. If anything, he just looks like a scared boy, lost and hurting.

Before I can answer, he hurriedly hoists the commander onto his shoulders and takes off  into the forest after the others.

As they disappear into the trees, the commander shouts back, “You’ll pay for this, bitch!”

I don’t chase them. I just stood there, staring down the path they took, wanting to take pride in how I fought, but questioning whether it had been worth it.

“Why are you letting them go?” Frela snaps as she darts into the clearing, an arrow already nocked, ready to fire. “I had a clear shot!”

I know Frela doesn’t mean any harm toward me, but she has a lot of history with the Setiosian Empire. I know her as the fiery woman everyone talks about, though Sir Fredrick and I have been lucky enough to learn a lot more about her over time.

She’s a famous archer of the Golden Eye. Her long blonde curls and sun-kissed skin, dotted with freckles that almost look like constellations, stand out against the black of her leathers. And her skill with a bow? Absolutely unmatched. She could probably hit the wings of a butterfly from far away without even trying.

She used to live in the Emerald Isles, just east of Setios, but after the Setiosian army destroyed her home, she escaped. No one really knows what happened to her people. Elves from the Emerald Isles are almost never seen anymore.

She doesn’t talk about it, but you can see how much she’s suffered. The pointed tip of her right ear is gone—the ugly mark of slavery. Everything she has left from her home is in her leathers, painted with a golden symbol of the sun rising over a single mountain peak.

“Let the forest decide their fate,” I say, as I slide my sword back into its sheath.

I walk over to where my dagger that had been left on the ground and kneel to pick it up. Standing up and sliding the dagger back into its sheath.

I turn to Frela and watch her sign my words to Sir Fredrick, who’s walking toward her with a proud grin on his face.

She speaks as she signs. “That was not the plan, Alix.” Her voice is sharp, full of anger. “The Aoire tasked us with protecting the Forest of Sherwater, not letting its enemies run free.”

Sir Fredrick signs back to her. “We do not determine their fate. The forest does.” His message is calm and to the point, like always. He usually communicates with either smooth elegance or loud arrogance—mostly depending on how much he’s had to drink.

I pause for a second and say his words out loud, just in case Frela didn’t fully get them. Her brow furrows. “I understood him,” she says, frustration clear in her voice.

Before I can answer, she signs again. “That might be true for you, Frederick, but not for Alix or me.”

She turns to me. “Alix, you took down a soldier before he was ready, and I shot another. What do you say to that?”

Of course she’s right. Always right. It’s annoying… and somehow impressive all at once, she has always been my center, my North Star of sorts. Sir Fredrick watches me, nodding a little, like he’s silently telling me I made the right call.

A strange chirping bird sings from my pocket, trying to pull me out of the moment. I ignore it and think carefully about what to say. I want to say how amazing it was. How I felt like the badass commander of the Truviel Ranger Corps I’d always dreamed of being—the one my uncle had been secretly training me to become. Though, it was scary. I really just can’t believe I just did that.

The chirping continues, growing louder and louder.

Annoyed, Frela turns to me and unexpectedly says, “Go ahead and answer it, Alix. It’s probably your mom.” Instantly, the beautiful figure of Frela disappears, replaced by the image of my friend, Frankie. The elegant bow she carries has now been transformed into a worn-out slingshot.

Looking down at what was the sword that was in my hand now transformed into a simple branch.

And just like that, the spell broke. The three of us looked at each other and realized we were just kids again, playing make-believe in the woods, the world of Chelonian now only living in our imaginations.

We were Fred, a tall, stocky boy, way bigger than most kids our age. Frankie, a skinny scruffy girl with messy strawberry-blonde hair and clothes that looked like they’d been handed down a hundred times. And Alexis, the girl who longs for a life that is not her own. Around us, the magical Forest of Sherwater vanished, replaced by the plain woods just down the street from our houses.

Fred signed to Frankie, asking why we’d stopped as I fumbled to get the phone out of my pocket.

I sighed with disappointment as the weight of my reality returned to me. She was right. Mom was calling. I answered with annoyance in my voice. “Mom…?”

“Alexis, where are you?!” Her voice was full of frustration. “You were supposed to be home an hour ago!”

“Yeah, I’m sorry. I’ll be home soon.”

“You’d better not be out in those woods again. You know I hate it when you—”

I let out a long frustrated moan and ended the call. Shoving the phone back into my pocket angrily, I swiped a loose strand of hair out of my face and looked back at my friends.

“You have to go home, don’t you?” Fred signed, disappointment written all over his face.

“Unfortunately,” I signed back, feeling disheartened.

“But what about The Matriarch?” He signed, a worried look on his face.

“Tomorrow. We’ll find her tomorrow,” I signed, attempting to assure him.

He nodded and I turned and headed for the clearing, dragging my feet the whole way. Mom was going to be mad no matter how fast I got home, so what was the point of rushing? As I walked, I ran my hand along the tree trunks, letting my thoughts drift—but not back to Chelonian. Not this time.

Instead, my thoughts drifted to what was waiting for me once I left the woods and stepped fully back into real life. Stopping to swing the branch like a sword, like a real man. Not like me—Alix the kid—but like the hero I dreamed of being. Out here, I could be anyone I wanted. Out here, I could be who I knew I was deep down, even if no one else saw it yet.

When I finally reached the edge of the woods and spotted the pond that sat between them and my neighborhood, I knelt down and uncovered a small wooden box buried in the dirt. Carefully, I placed the branch I used as my sword inside, along with the smaller one that was my dagger.

I closed the lid and covered it with fallen leaves, then whispered, “One day, this will be real.”


Chapter 2 - Catastrophe in Pink

My walk home from the woods always feels terrible, though the beautiful tapestry of colors from the setting sun offered a sweet reminder of all that will come again. These fall days are always my favorite, as the various shades of orange and red that paint the landscape give me a sense of calm. Unfortunately, that sense of calm is replaced this evening by an anxious pit in my stomach.

My home sits at the back of the neighborhood, in a cul-de-sac at the end of Bueller Lane. Our next door neighbors, the Muellers, just had their first child, Max. I'll undoubtedly be expected to babysit him – something I'm not looking forward to. "Practice for motherhood," Mom would say.

The house on the other side of ours belongs to a kind old lady, Mrs. Bird. She has long black hair and a long pointed nose, which is why the other kids in the neighborhood call her “The Crow.” I hardly know her. For some reason, shortly after we moved into the neighborhood, Mom forbade me to speak to her. Apparently it has something to do with her background, or at least that’s why the other moms told their kids to stay away from her. Still, Mrs. Bird always waves at me with a kind smile when I walk by. Even though I wasn’t supposed to, I always smiled and waved back before moving on.

The Youngs live next to Mrs. Bird. Their family is similar to ours. They have a daughter, Becky, who… Ugh!…well, when we were younger she used to be my best friend. We were always together and shared everything, just like sisters. We explored the wonders of the world together. Our adventures were full of incredible fantasies. In fact, we created the realm of Chelonian together, straight out of our imagination.

All of that changed when we started sixth grade at Banks Junior High. "Rebecca" – she no longer wanted to be called “Becky” – fell in with the “popular” girls and changed completely. All of a sudden she started focusing more on her hair and nail polish and weight than just having fun. Well, those things never felt right for me. Instead, I enjoyed being outside, having adventures, and exploring new places. I didn’t care if I got dirty.

Recently I tried to be friends with “Rebecca” again due to mom’s persistent questioning of why she doesn’t see her around anymore. I invited her to join Fred, Frankie, and me for an adventure in our realm. That didn’t go well. She’d been with us about ten minutes when she freaked out at the sight of a spider web and ran back to her house. The Becky I knew would have made up an entire storyline about that spiderweb –  she would not have been afraid of it! I really do miss my friend, as she was my first true friend – or at least she used to be. Now the things we used to do – staying up all night, dreaming up new worlds as we played outside, catching fireflies, making forts – are “too childish” for her. Those are her words, not mine.

Stopping at the mailbox, I grab the mail, then walk up the driveway. I look through the bills, magazines, and advertisements, hoping there’ll be a letter for me from my Uncle Bengin. Sadly, there's nothing interesting – just the typical junk and the latest issue of Good Housekeeping.

Uncle Bengin, as I like to call him, my dad’s younger brother, has always been my favorite relative. He constantly travels the world, photographing and documenting all kinds of places, people, and events for publications like National Geographic. He's also the first person who truly saw me for who I am. Lots of people describe me as a “tomboy” because I like to do the same things as the boys do. Uncle Bengin, however, seemed to understand that I was never my parents’ idea of a “girl.” The summer before I started sixth grade he convinced Mom and Dad to let me join him on a trip to Yellowstone National Park. We were camping under the stars when I asked him the question I couldn't remember:

“Is it normal for me to want to be a boy?”

Instead of telling me my feelings were “just a phase” and that I would “eventually outgrow my tomboy ways,” as I knew Mom and Dad would say, he told me a story about some people he met in India. He said he was photographing the Koothandavar Festival in Koovagam, a village in the Ulundurpettai taluk district of Tamil Nadu. There, he discovered a culture that celebrated and accepted people without defining them as “boys” or “girls” at birth. He explained that he met some boys who were actually girls, some girls who were actually boys, and some who were neither.

Intrigued by this, I asked, “Uncle Bengin, can you tell me whether I was supposed to be a boy or a girl?”

I will never forget the words he said to me that night: “Alexis, no one can tell you who you are. That’s for you to figure out. I will say this — Life’s purpose isn't to stand still, but to evolve into the person you were always meant to be.”

He hasn’t come around to visit since that trip. Every so often I receive a letter from him telling me about his newest incredible adventure. But he never says when he might return. Dad says that this is typical of his brother. He's a “wandering spirit” who breezes in and out of the lives of our family, never staying in one place for too long. I can’t help but wonder whether his absence has anything to do with that night. Did I ask too much? Did I scare him away? Is there some other reason he doesn’t visit?

In the garage I notice Mom’s sapphire-blue Lexus SUV, which she has taken special care of over the years. The car is in perfect condition — well, except for that little dint on the bumper. It happened when Fred and I were riding too fast and accidentally rammed into it with our bikes. Mom was so pissed off that she grounded me for two weeks. The spotless shine means that she's been to the carwash. Mom thinks her "image" is really important, and she'll want to look like a queen tonight.

Dad’s Cadillac isn’t there. He must still be out with his buddies after their softball game. Dad loves baseball and played semi-professionally until a bad injury cut his career short. Now, he sells insurance and I know that it's slowly killing him, even though he's pretty successful. His softball games are his only escape from ordinary life. Nothing makes him miss a game, and I mean nothing. Many times he's missed my choir recitals and concerts for his softball team. It used to upset me, but I got used to it. I mean, it's not like I want to be at those recitals, either. They're just another thing Mom forces on me.

I lean down in front of the Escalade's side mirror to get some idea of what she's about to see. My fingers dive into my hair, tugging and combing in messy strokes, fighting to tame what the stubby ponytail had given up on hours ago.

Then I see myself. No — not myself, but rather a warped version of the daughter that Mom prefers — a stupid, “girly” version. The one with the neat shoulder-length hair she calls "cute." A wave of disappointment hits me before I can stop it. I look away for a second, jaw tightening, then back again, like maybe the mirror will change its mind.

My appearance has become a high point of contention between mom and me, especially my hair, lately. I’ve wanted a clipped pixie cut for as long as I can remember — short, clean, problem-free, me. But after what felt like a thousand arguments, slammed doors, and frustrated compromises, she reluctantly allowed me to cut it to just above my shoulders.

Progress, sure. Victory? Hardly.

So here I am, standing in the driveway, mirror crooked, hair mashed into place, staring at someone who has only a passing resemblance to the real me.

This war is far from over. In fact, it hasn't even started.

Sighing with disappointment and frustration, I quietly go to the door and slip off my muddy, beloved Chucks. Opening the door between the garage and the mud room, I wonder whether I can make it up to my room without mom noticing I'm back. I shut the door softly behind me and creep into the hallway. Moving like a spy, still trying to be invisible, I make it all the way to the stairs before —

“Finally, Alexis!” Mom appears at the top of the steps, ending any chance for me to avoid a confrontation. Even though she already knows the answer, she says, “You were in those woods again weren’t you?”

“Yes, Mom.” I sigh, refusing to meet her eyes.

“And look at you! You’re filthy!”

Walking slowly up the stairs, still avoiding eye contact, I reach the top and slide past her, trying to get to my bedroom. She reaches out and grabs my wrist. “What am I going to do with you!?”

She drags me into the bathroom. Turning on the faucet, she snatches a washcloth from the rack, soaks it in hot water, and hands it to me. Blocking the doorway, arms crossed defiantly, she watches as I scrub my face.

“You’re acting like you’re a child, not a thirteen-year old young lady.”

“Sorry,” I mutter reluctantly. There was no point in arguing with her, better to just let her say her peace and move on.

“You know, girls are supposed to enjoy being clean.”

“So — you — keep — telling — me.” My words are disrupted by my rubbing. 

She shakes her head. “I swear, sometimes, I just wish you were more — I don't know — like me.” While her words aren't meant to be cruel, they lash my soul.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve heard that before, too!”

“Don’t get snippy with me, young lady! You’ll never attract a man like that.”

Rolling my eyes, I shrug, and focus on cleaning the dirt from underneath my eyes. Sometimes, it's best just to comply.

She has my life completely planned out and expects me to follow that plan without resistance. I'm supposed to graduate from high school, go to college, and become a teacher…just like she had. She believes that teaching is the noblest of all professions for women, as it prepares you for motherhood. After getting a job, I'm supposed to teach a few years to learn the importance of money. Then I must marry a young man of "good Christian stock" and start a family of my own. At that point I'll leave the classroom and focus on being a wife and mother… just like her.

Even though I'm only thirteen years old, she has already identified a boy that she thinks will make a perfect husband for me. His name is Edward Diel — a ninth grader at St. Joseph's Prep. He’s the star basketball player and is already getting attention from colleges. "Eddy," as she likes to call him, is tall, strapping, and ambitious. In my mother’s mind, he's the ideal match for her daughter.

Feeling the weight of her gaze, I dig the dirt from under my fingernails. She says, “I mean seriously, Alexis. Why do you act like this?”

Fortunately she misses my next eyeroll. She goes on scolding me.

“Who were you with this time? I'll bet it was Fred again, wasn’t it?” Her words are sharp with disgust. “That boy, well, he just isn’t a good influence. You shouldn’t be hanging around with him.”

Her bright hazel eyes, ones so similar to my own, meet mine in the mirror over the sink, and for a second, I think that maybe, just maybe, she’ll say something reassuring. Something to make me feel better. Something to show that she does in fact love me.

Instead, she asks. “Honey, whatever happened to Rebecca? You two used to be so close.”

My heart drops, as again she has to bring up Rebecca. “She just…” my eyes fall to my pink-scrubbed hands. “We’re not friends anymore.”

“Well, that’s a shame.” She turns to leave. “I just wish you had more girlfriends like her.”

“Frankie’s a girl,” I say under my breath.

Mom stops abruptly and wheels around. “Please tell me you weren’t with that trailer-trash again.” Mom doesn't want me with Frankie simply because she lives in the trailer park on the other side of the woods.

Anger boils up inside me. “She’s not trash!” I yell. “She can’t help where she lives. And anyway, she’s a lot nicer to me than Becky!”

Before Mom can reply I slam the bathroom door in her face and lock it.

"Open this door now!" Mom shouts, pounding on the door and jiggling the doorknob. When I ignore her, she let out a sigh of frustration. “Just wait until your father gets home! We’ll see what he has to say about this.”

She stomps down the stairs.

Angry and frustrated, I pick up the dirty washcloth and throw it against the mirror. The splat leaves a streak of dirty water behind as it falls and lands in the sink. Dropping to the floor, I lean against the under-sink cabinet and slam my fists on the floor. I feel tears rolling down my cheeks.

“I’ll never be enough for her,” I mutter, the words too heavy to hold in. "Not adorable enough, pretty enough, or polished enough — and definitely not the one wearing heels and fake nails!

The truth is that I'd rather eat dirt than to end up like her, and she feels pretty much the same about me.

Mom hates emo and punk music like they personally offend her bloodline, often ripping my posters down  my bedroom walls. She looks at my clothes like I crawled out of a dumpster. And she seriously can’t wrap her head around the fact that I don’t give a single ounce of shit about make-up, heels, or those synthetic talons people glue on their fingers.

And still, what hurts me the most is how little respect she feels for the things I care about: My friends. The forest.

I finally face the question that's been clawing at me for years: “Why can’t she just love me for who I am?” My voice cracks — not from weakness, but from the injustice of being denied something so basic: Should I have to earn my mother's love?

For nearly half an hour I sit on the bathroom floor attempting to work through my feelings of hurt, anger, and self-doubt. I only get up when I hear Dad’s car pulling into the garage.

Swiping away the loose strands of hair, I stare deep into my eyes, those same bright hazel eyes that mom has, and I wonder; and I fated to become just like her? Is that really what life has in store for me? My sorrow turns to anger and I twist away from my reflection, slip out of the bathroom, and head to my room. “No,” I say to myself softly, “I will not become her.”

Downstairs in the kitchen Mom opens the fridge. I hear the clink of a bottle and seconds later she pours herself a glass of wine.

I tiptoe across the landing and sit at the top of the stairs. Dad steps into the kitchen with a blast of dirty sweaty air that I can smell all the way upstairs. I learned long ago that the best way to stay ahead of Mom is to sit very still, stay completely silent, and to listen carefully.

“Hey, Hon.” Dad closes the door to the garage and drops his baseball bag on the mudroom floor with a thud. “How was your —” His voice breaks off as he finds her perched on a stool clutching a wine glass at the kitchen island. I don't need to see her to know exactly how she looks. “Oh, no," Dad says, immediately concerned. "What’s wrong?”

Mom takes a long drink of her wine and releases a frustrated sigh. She sets the glass on the granite countertop. “Your daughter —that’s what’s wrong.”

At the top of the stairs I clench my jaw. My hands are fists. I can't help it.

She pours more wine into her glass. Dad asked carefully, “What did Alexis do?”

“She deliberately came home late again. And she was filthy! She’d been in the woods with that deaf boy and that trailer-trash girl.”

“Okay, and what’s the problem with that?” Dad’s tone is lightly sarcastic.

“I swear George, you just don’t understand it, do you!” Her voice raised, growing more intense. “This is not appropriate behavior for a young lady. Not to mention the manner of company she keeps.”

Dad lets out a soft sigh and answers calmly, “I still don’t see a problem.”

Mom sets her wine glass down on the counter. “Of course you don’t! You have no idea how hard it is to be a young woman today.”

Dad chuckled, then stopped abruptly, no doubt due to receiving a menacing glare from Mom.

“This is serious, George,” Mom says. “This ‘tomboy phase’ was okay when she was younger, but now that Alexis is growing up, she needs to respect certain societal conventions.”

“Give her a break,” Dad answers. “I mean, she’s just thirteen. I was the same way when I was her age.”

“That’s exactly the point!” Mom shouts. “You were a boy, doing things a boy should do. Alexis is a young woman, and she needs to start behaving that way.”

“Susan, she's just being herself," Dad says patiently. "Isn’t that what we want for her?”.

“Well, yes, of course, George, but…” Mom trails off for a few moments before continuing. “I just don’t want her to suffer a harder life than she needs to.” Her tone becomes more somber. “I want her to fit in. Have a good life. Like my life with you.”

“I know, Susan, I know.” Dad’s voice is reassuring. “I’ll talk with her.”

Mom sniffled as if she's close to tears. “Thank you,” she says softly.

Getting to my feet at the top of the stairs, I start to make my way to my room when Mom says, “And George, please get her to wear the dress I bought for tonight. This fundraiser is special. Everyone will be looking their best and I don’t want anybody thinking she’s on her way to some rock concert.”

Moving quietly into my room, I carefully shut and lock the door behind me. I look at the walls that mom insisted on painting pink. I covered them as much as possible with posters of punk and emo bands, even bands I don’t listen to. I immediately notice that the Nine Inch Nails poster is missing, as only a corner of it remains, showing mom had obviously torn it from the wall.

Suddenly I just can’t take it anymore. Why did I choose to listen to that? I bury my face in my bed. Using the sheets to muffle my voice, I scream as many cuss words as I can think of. Just as I take a breath, I hear footsteps on the stairs, moving towards my room.

The rhythm of "Shave and a Haircut" taps my door.

“Alexis?” Dad speaks softly. “We need to have a chat.” Chats with my father always end the same way: Listen to your mother, Alexis.

“Go away.” I yell. “I don’t want to talk.”

His tone changes from pleasant to serious. “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, sweetheart. Open the door. Now.”

Locking doors in our house is pointless, as dad can easily grab the lock key that sits on top of the frame of the downstairs bathroom door. Rolling on my back, I slowly let my feet touch the awful pink shag carpet on my floor. I walk over and unlock the door, then throw myself back on my bed.

He opens the door slowly and comes in, closing it behind him. I look at him from across the room. My dad is like every dad in every house like ours. He's tall, lean, but still muscular enough that you can see the traces of his days as an athlete. It's also easy to see that this life, and in particular the job he hates — has really worn him down.

He's wearing his teams’ white and green softball t-shirt and jeans, with his cap turned backwards, almost covering his graying hair. He's trying to look cooler than he actually is, but that's okay. Sitting on the bed beside me, he puts his arm around my back, and pulls me close to his chest. He's dusty and sweaty, but that's okay, too. I've always found more comfort with him than with Mom. Something about him just relaxes me, while she lives to rile me up.

He sighs. “So, your mom tells me you were late, once again.” Under his gentle criticism I hear his disappointment.

“Yeah,” I mutter, “and yes, I was in the woods.”

“With Frankie and Fred?”

“Yep.”

“So…how are they?”

Pausing momentarily to look at him in the eyes, I notice that ever-so-comforting glimmer in his deep brown eyes. And just like that, my anger and frustration begins to melt away, because I know that he really does care.

I blink and refocus, answering his question. “They’re good, Dad. Fred just made the basketball at his school, and Frankie, well she’s the same as always. I love that she's the same as always.” It feels nice to be able to talk openly about my friends to someone who won't slam them.

“Good for Fred,” Dad says,  remembering the game we went to where Fred scored the final basket, sending his AAU team to the playoffs. “He's got one helluva nice jump shot.”

Dad chuckles. His love for all things “sport” leaves him positive about my friendship with Fred.

He looks over at me, no doubt taking note of my swollen face. “And what about you, kiddo? How're you doing?”

“Yeah, well I’m sure mom filled you in about that.” The words come out a bit more bitter than I intended.

“Sure, but I want to hear it from you.” His voice is soothing. Some of my anger drains away.

“Well, I was just hanging out with my friends. We weren’t doing anything bad or crazy. We were just running around, having fun. But you know Mom — the only thing she approves of is that stupid girly shit.” My words come out in a flurry and my frustration reappears. “Like, when I’m with my friends, I just want to...well…”

“Well, what?” Dad asks in a hesitant tone, as if he's a bit concerned about what I might say.

“Well…” I search for the right words, but my mind freezes up. An anxious voice from the pit of my stomach screams at me to say nothing.

“Well…?” he prods.

“Nothing,” I say, releasing a long, sad breath. Coward! I scream at myself. To Dad, I say,  “I just like hanging out in the woods. That’s all.”

He eyes me as if he's searching my soul, trying to figure out if I'm telling the truth. After a moment he says, “Okay, sweetheart. I’ll talk to your mom.” He drops his arm from around my back and leans forward, his hands on his knees. “Honestly, I'd rather see you getting some healthy exercise than sitting in your room staring at those — what are they called? — social media sites. Just try to come home when Mom tells you to, alright?”

“Alright,” I answer, keeping my eyes down.

He reaches over and pulls me in for a tight side hug. “That’s my girl.”

Those words always make me wince, but I manage a complacent smile. After a moment he lets go, stands up and heads for the door. 

"I need to get a shower," he says as if he's only just realized that he's in his softball gear. "You need to get cleaned up, too. We have to leave for your mother's fundraiser in an hour. She said a new dress is hanging in your closet. Please wear it, for my sake. I don’t want to have to dodge any flying shrapnel between you and your mom tonight.”

I moan, “Dad —”

"No pushing back," he says firmly. "You've known about this for weeks. Just make it easy, okay? It'll be over in a few hours."

I nod without meeting his eyes.

“That’s my girl,” he repeats. He's out the door in an instant. I hear him walking down the stairs.

Oh no, I think. A dress! God, Mom knows I hate dresses. They make me feel like it's Halloween. And I always feel — I don't know — exposed. Dresses make people look at me like I'm up for auction. Seriously, every time I wear one, people start telling me how “pretty” I look, and how I'm becoming such an “attractive young woman.” Comments like that drive me crazy! Why can’t they compliment me for being smart, for how well I sing, or for just being a cool person? Who cares how “pretty” I am?

Picking up my laptop, I crank the volume and allow my playlist to drown my pain. I go to the closet, fearing the horror that awaits me. Inside I find a black plastic bag with a Von Maur label hanging between my favorite plaid and denim shirts, shirts that Mom hates. Shit…she spent money on this dress! She really plans to put me in some kind of spotlight tonight!

I yank the bag out of the closet and throw it on my bed. It doesn’t lie flat, which is a very bad sign. There must be a shitload of tulle, or lace, or maybe even fake flowers all over it. This was guaranteed to be a horror show.

Slowly I unzip the bag. There, right before my eyes, is a blindingly pink gown with yards of tulle beneath the skirt to make it stand out like a ballerina's tutu. Crazy designs are stitched with rhinestones all over the bust. It is sleeveless, with spaghetti-straps and an open back. Halloween? No, this is far, far worse!

How could Mom try to transform me into some kind of stupid, mindless doll? Why did she want me to be a creep magnet for every old guy — and young guy— in the room? Why would any sane mother want her daughter to wear this horrifying concoction?

I pick up the dress and throw it across the room. Glancing back over to my desk, I notice the framed picture, sitting right beside my computer, of Uncle Bengin and I standing together in front of Old Faithful at Yellowstone National Park. As I walk over and pick up the picture, gazing into the frozen moment of one of my happiest memories I hear his soft, soothing voice in my mind.

“Life’s purpose isn't to stand still, but to evolve into the person you were always meant to be.”

Renewed by his words, I return to the closet, and begin picking out what I felt would be right for me. Clothes that feel good when I wear them. Clothes that make me look the way I want to be seen. An outfit that Uncle Bengin would agree, looks like me.

I grab my black jeans and beloved dark blue, short-sleeved button down shirt. I add my black leather jacket. I'll look great. I can even "class the outfit up" a bit by adding one of Dad’s ties.

I looked at the dress lying in a heap on the floor. Then I turn my attention to the outfit I put together. A thought crosses my mind.

“If I have to wear that dress, I'll at least put my mark on it!”

Grabbing my favorite black leather jacket off its hanger, and adding a pair of cleanish Chucks, I lay them next to the pink catastrophe. I turn my head thoughtfully from side to side.

I smile. “Yes, that’s more like it.”


Chapter 3 - Life is too Short to Wear Boring Shoes

Eyeing myself in my full length mirror, I can’t help but feel quite proud of my outfit. I swept my hair back into a messy bun, pinned in place by a collection of colorful hairclips. Mom should be happy that my squeaky-clean face will be on view for everyone. I struggled into the horrendous pink gown and put on my black leather jacket to hide those spaghetti straps and the grotesque twinkling rhinestones. My Chucks hug my ankles beneath the avalanche of tulle. I've added my own signature to this disgusting pink concoction. Mom can’t get too upset, right? I mean, technically I'm wearing the stupid dress, which is what she wants...

I strategically linger in my room until Mom's ready to leave. Hugging Doc Quackers, my worn yellow plushy duck, I mutter a soft prayer:  “Please, please just let me get through this.”

Mom yells up the stairs. “Alexis! Let’s go, we’re going to be late.” Looking at myself one final time, I fake a smile and tell myself for the hundredth time that everything will work out. Mom will get busy with the guests, forget about me, and I'll find somewhere to hide out until it's over.

Grabbing my headphones, I shove them into the pocket of my jacket and make my way down the steps. Mom and Dad are already in Dad's black Cadillac. Perfect! No way can she force me to go upstairs to ditch my shoes, my jacket, or to style my hair differently. She won't be late for this fundraiser. I smile in secret satisfaction. I've won!

Walking out of the house, I open the car door and climb into the back. Dad stares at me with his deep brown eyes in the rear-view-mirror, glances quickly at Mom, then returns his gaze to me, shaking his head in disappointment. He knows a fight is coming and there's nothing he can do to stop it.

Mom is busy applying mascara in the front seat. “Let’s go George,” she says without looking at either one of us.

“Okay,” Dad says with a shrug. “Let’s go.” He backs out, pushes the button to close the garage door, and pulls out of the driveway.

This fundraiser is one of a series of events in support of a foundation called The Preservation of Family. Mom sits on the foundations’s board, which is complicated because The Preservation of Family promotes “conventional family values to foster the development of strong healthy children.” In other words, it's an excuse for people with money to get together to show off their children and strengthen relationships between, yes, families with money. Tonight will undoubtedly be another opportunity for Mom to court the Diel family in her vain hope that somehow their son Edward will be interested in me. Simply put, I'm up for "appraisal" by Mrs. Diel, so she can decide if I'm “good enough”  to be her daughter-in-law. YEECH!

The so-called “fundraiser” is taking place at The Lorian Gallery, an upscale cultural center with a glass-roofed conservatory and a gallery filled with wonderful works of art. The “bold and beautiful” guests will, of course, be too busy eyeing each other to pay any attention to the center. In all honesty, I still didn’t know how Mom talked her way onto the board of this organization. We're not a prominent family, and don’t have anything like the money or standing of the other members.

“George, please use the valet service tonight,” Mom says, putting away her make-up. “I don’t want to walk any more than I have to in these heels.”

“Yes, of course,” Dad says, keeping his focus on the road. I can tell he's trying not to say anything that might make her mad.

Mom folds up the mirror and glances over at Dad, making sure his suit and tie are lint-free. Satisfied with his appearance, she finally looks over her shoulder at me.

“Alexis, tonight is —” Her eyes widen in horrifying shock as she takes in my appearance. “What in heaven's name are you wearing?”

“Ummmm,  the dress you bought.”

“Why do you have on that ugly jacket? And where are your shoes?”

“My jacket keeps me warm and my shoes…” A smirk creeps into my voice as I formulate a witty response. In an exaggerated, theatrically mocking tone, I declare, “Well, Mom, life’s too short to wear boring shoes.”

“Are you insane?” she barks back, unimpressed with my wit.

“Here we go.” Dad says under his breath.

“You knew about this?” Mom asks him in disbelief.

“No,” he answers sharply. “Of course not.”

Attempting to deflect her rage away from him, I put on my most “innocent” voice.  “Exactly what’s wrong, Mom?”

Mom instantly shifts into overdrive. “What’s wrong?" she screams. "What’s wrong? You’re what's wrong!”

Dad hits the brakes so hard that we all lurch forward. He pulls the car over to the side of the road, a Jeep leaning on its horn behind us.

“Susan,” he says, first facing her, then turning to me, “you did not mean what you just said. Alexis, your mother did not mean that.”

“Yes, I did!” Mom yells. “She can’t dress appropriately for one evening?  Do you know what the ladies on the board will say? They’ll say Alexis is making fools of us and a mockery of everything they stand for. And frankly, I agree! I don’t understand what’s wrong with her!”

I sit in silence, frozen by her words. Tears well up in my eyes as she continues.

“I’ve worked so hard to give her everything, and she throws it aside like none of it matters. But it does matter!”

While these words are meant for me, Dad is getting the brunt of her rage. Turning, she points at me in disgust. “I don’t understand you. Why can’t you just be —”

Cutting her off, I shout: “Like you? Well, I’m not like you and I never will be!”

Both of us are beyond furious. Before she can say another word I open the car door, scramble out, and slam it shut behind me. Several cars and a bus pass before I manage to jog across the road, intent on getting as far away from them as I can. The street is too busy for Dad to make a U-turn, so both he and Mom get out of the Cadillac. Cars shoot by, barely slowing down.

“Don’t you walk away from me!” Mom screams. “Get back here!”

“Alexis,” Dad calls. “Be careful! It’s not safe!”

Turning around, tears flowing down my face, I say, “I will never be the daughter either one of you wanted! Don't you get it? I can’t be that person! I am not your….”  My voice cracks just before I can get out the last word.

My words are met with silence as the three of us stand and stare at each other from opposite sides of the road. People driving by must think we’ve either had some kind of emergency or are completely crazy: a man in a formal tux, a woman in a low-cut cocktail dress, and a teenager in, well, what exactly is the teenager wearing? Certainly she didn’t intentionally put that jacket on with that pink party dress!

Looking both ways, Dad cautiously crosses the street. He walks up to me but doesn’t try to touch me. He starts to speak, then stops. “Alexis —” Words elude him. Cars roar by, curious faces peering at us.

The silence goes on. The night is cold and the car exhaust smells horrible, but we don't know what to say to each other. Mom is still fuming beside the car. Without looking in her direction I feel her burning gaze. I don't know what to do. Really. I'm lost.

Dad finally steps close. He places a gentle arm on my shoulder and, after looking both ways, carefully guides me back across the street. He speaks quietly to Mom.

“Susan, I think we’d better go home. None of us are in the right frame of mind for tonight. Let’s take some time to cool off. We’ll all feel better in the morning.”

“Absolutely not," Mom says, her snarls. "This night is too important.”

"Let me drop you off at the Lorian and take Alexis home."

"No way. She's going to do exactly what I say." She turns to me. “You get in this car right now, young lady. I don't want to hear any nonsense, do you understand? When we get there I’ll do what I can to make you presentable.”

She jerks her car door open, slides into the passenger seat, and slams the door. Dad looks at me, his eyes pleading with me to just go along with whatever she wants.

“Alexis?” He says softly. “You know how much this means to your mom.”

Wiping the tears from my eyes, I say, “I don’t care what it means to her.”

He brings me in for another one of his side hugs, rubbing my back through the jacket. “I know sweetheart, I know. Don’t do it for her. Do it for me.”

I look back across the road and think for a second about making a break for it. But, if I ran, where would I go, especially while wearing this monstrosity of a dress? I look back to see dad’s eyes looking ever so tenderly down at me, and I cannot help but to feel sorry for him. He doesn’t want to see mom and me fight. He just wants us to get along.

I sigh and wipe my face. “Okay — but you owe me.”

“That’s my girl,” he says for the ten-thousandth time. He opens the rear door and I get in. Mom is back to fixing her makeup, deliberately ignoring me. I sink into my seat and fold my arms, hoping she feels my hostility. Dad eases the car back onto the road.

“Now, you'll take that jacket off before we arrive,” Mom says, eyeing me in the visor mirror. “Your shoes are a loss, but your dress will more or less hide your feet.” She pauses. Her eyes move from my clothes to my face. “You didn’t put on any mascara or lip gloss, did you?

“You know I hate wearing makeup.” I turn to look out the window.

“I don't understand. There's nothing wrong with looking pretty.” She's trying for a loving tone, but it's as fake as a bouquet of plastic flowers. Pretty — I can't stand that word!  Why was she so obsessed with how “pretty” I am? Is that all that matters to her?

She goes on talking. “When we get there you and I are going straight into the ladies room. I’ll do your makeup for you, and for heaven's sake — I'll need to figure something out with your hair!”

I'm about to argue, but Dad catches my eye in the rearview mirror. The car is silent until Dad pulls into the valet line at The Lorian Gallery. A bunch of people are outside, dressed as if they're at the Oscars instead of some pointless fundraiser. A valet opens the front passenger door and offers his hand to my mother. I reluctantly — but obediently — pull off my leather jacket and place it on the seat beside me.

My door opens and the valet’s hand appears. I climb out and stand behind Mom. Dad joins us as yet another valet hands him a ticket, gets into the Cadillac and drives away. Standing together for a moment, we almost look like the ideal, all-American family. Mom's wearing an elegant red cocktail dress, with perfect makeup and hair. Dad, wearing his best black tuxedo, looks like he stepped off a billboard. And then there's me, the “pretty” daughter in the atrocious pink gown, wearing Chucks, no makeup, and her hair pinned away from her face.

“Jennifer, don’t you look lovely!” Mom calls out to a woman walking ahead of us on the red carpet.

“Why, thank you,” the woman says with a glance over her shoulder. “And don’t the three of you just take the cake!”

I feel like rolling my eyes, but manage a thin smile. Dad somehow finds my hand and squeezes it, leaning down to whisper, “That’s my girl. Just hold onto that pretty smile.”

We enter the lobby. Open doors lead to the conservatory, a deep room with a raised dais on one end and a high glass ceiling. The place is packed. I recognize a lot of the people from other events Mom made me attend. Mom grabs my hand and leads me straight to the women’s restroom. An older lady is washing her hands as mom walks me to a sink and sets her purse on the counter. She digs for lip-gloss, blush, mascara, and a hairbrush, and turns to me.  "Take those clips out of your hair."

“Come on, Mom,” I begin, but she silences me with a glare. I pull out the pins and my brown hair falls to my shoulders.

“Now hold still,” she says. Taking my chin in one hand like I'm a toddler with a dirty mouth, she lifts my face to the light and uses her other hand to coat my lashes with mascara. I hear muffled laughter as two girls enter the restroom. I recognize Sophia Hupbert, the daughter of State Senator Hupbert, and Debbie Ness, whose father, Howard Ness, is Dad’s boss. I do my best to ignore them while Mom goes on to smear blush on my cheeks.

“There,” she says after putting pink gloss on my lips. She stares at me for a moment, smiling for the first time that evening. “Very pretty,” she says, pleased with her handiwork. I turned to look at myself in the mirror. My lashes are blackened and my cheeks are brick-red. The lip-gloss is bright pink — a perfect match with my disgusting dress. God! I look like a clown!

Mom turns her attention to my hair. Sophia and Debby sidle up to the sinks closest to mine. They glance at me, then their eyes meet in the mirror. “Very pretty,” Sophia murmurs mockingly under her breath. Smirking, they tear paper towels from the dispenser and walk past us as they leave, barely able to control their laughter.

Mom heard Sophia's comment. Shaking her head, she leans in and whispers, “Don’t listen to those silly girls. They’re just jealous because you look so nice.” Staring at Mom’s idea of “nice” in the mirror, I can see why Mom thinks I'm pretty. I look like I just stepped out of one of her soap operas. But this for sure isn’t me.

She turned to me, her fingers smelling of expensive floral perfume as she lifted my chin. Our hazel eyes met—hers sparkling with victory, mine clouded with a quiet, growing dysphoria. To her, she was polishing a gem; to me, she was applying a thick, suffocating layer of lacquer over someone who didn’t exist.

With as much tender love as she could manage, she said, “I do all of this because I love you. I want them to see how beautiful you are.”

The hypocrisy tasted like the bitter gloss on my lips. She loved the version of me she could paint over. I forced my muscles into the shape of a smile—the kind that didn't reach my eyes—and lied. “I know…I love you too.”

She beamed, finally satisfied. She took one last lingering look at her own reflection, tucked a stray hair behind her ear, and swept out of the bathroom. The air seemed to follow her, leaving me alone with a face I didn't recognize.

Following her out of the bathroom, I abruptly halt. Suddenly, I become aware of the music playing in the conservatory. Bland classical music that is typically played and ignored at these events. But tonight the chamber orchestra arranged on the dais at the far end of the room is playing something I recognize. I follow Mom into the conservatory, transfixed. She immediately stops to speak to a group of people she knows, but I keep walking, drawn by some invisible cord, until I'm standing near the orchestra.

All the men in the orchestras are wearing tuxedos, and the women are in black dresses. As usual, they're older folks who perform without paying much attention to the crowd. My gaze moves to the conductor, who seems younger than the guys that usually lead these groups. He's in a tux, too, but as he sways from side-to-side, waving his baton, I notice that he's wearing black Chucks. A conductor in Chucks? Really? Is that even possible?

At that moment I realize the musicians are playing Linkin Park’s “Numb”!  It's almost as though they're performing it just for me. This song captures my feelings, though I doubt anyone else in that room noticed, or would even care about its meaning. In fact, I'm pretty sure they only care about looking better and proving they're more successful than everybody else in the place.

I move around the dais until I'm standing a few feet from the orchestra. I wait until the conductor spots me. He offers me a kind, but nervous smile. He probably expects to get in trouble for playing a song like "Numb" for these people. I smile back and coyly lift the hem of my stupid pink dress to draw his attention to my Chucks. His face breaks into a grin. Then he quickly returns his attention to the musicians. Raising his arms, he directs them to play louder.

I look around and see that Mom is focused on some pointless conversation with her over-dressed, over-made-up friends. As I reluctantly walk to her side I feel a little bit better, knowing there's at least one other poor soul like me in the place. I mean, why else would he have the orchestra play a song that talks about the emotional numbness that comes from being crushed by others' expectations?

Still singing along with the song inside my head, only half-listening to my mother’s empty chatter. She shows me off as if I'm her prized steed, ready to be auctioned to the highest bidder. Dad is off in a corner with the men, certainly discussing the baseball team’s current standing. He can spend hours on the intricacies of the team’s starting lineups, their chances in the playoffs, and who might win the World Series. Boring, maybe, but far more interesting than being stuck with Mom.

“Hey,” I say to Mom, “Is it okay if I go find somebody my own age?”

She glances at me, thinking it over. She often complains that I don’t have any friends from the "right" families. Well, here's a chance for me to spend time with her kind of girls. Of course, my goal is to lose myself in the gallery, which is crammed with cool works of art — which, of course, none of the other guests seemed to care about.

“Okay,” Mom says, “just be sure you’re back in time for dinner.”

I take off as fast as I can, walking toward a group of girls my age just in case she's watching. A quick glance over my shoulder tells me she's already busy with another dumb conversation. Perfect. I quietly slip out of the conservatory and head down a hallway toward a gallery room—the Stewart Collection.

As I walk the music echoes down the hall. Without thinking I beginning singing along,  expressing everything I feel but never dared to say out loud:

"I’ve become so numb, I can’t feel you there

Become so tired, so much more aware…"

Pausing, I catch my reflection in the glass of a closed door. The words become more powerful. A single tear slides down my cheek.

"I’m becoming this, all I want to do

Is be more like me and be less like you."

Gazing at myself, trapped in the pink dress, I wince. This is me… but not me. Not quite. I stared into this strange version of myself.

"I′ve become so numb, I can′t feel you there

I'm tired of being what you want me to be..."

Rubbing my eyes, I look again. My reflection has returned to normal. I shake my head, dismissing it. Right. My mind is playing tricks on me. I continue to whisper the lyrics as the melody softens…

"I′ve become so numb, I can't feel you there

I′m tired of being what you want me to be..."

Gathering myself as the song finishes, I take a final glance at my reflection, hoping that maybe… just maybe… I might see the person I want to see looking back at me.

But of course, all I see is the same confused, dejected girl, swallowed in an uncomfortable mountain of hideous floating pink. I sigh, disappointment settling heavy in my chest.

“One day… maybe,” I think, turning away from the glass. I walk into the gallery housing the Stewart Collection.

The huge, white-walled room is completely empty of people, but filled with magnificent works of art. The sounds of voices and music fade until they're nothing but a distant murmur, and the sudden quiet wraps around me with comforting grace. The gallery contains many works by great artists, but my gaze is drawn to The Avenue of Les Alyscamps — a gorgeous Van Gogh landscape painted in Arles, France. The card beside the painting says it's on loan from the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia.

I stand there for a few minutes, imagining myself wandering down the painting's glowing road, the ancient Roman necropolis resting beneath towering trees, their leaves alive in every shade of flame.

Walking a few more steps, I come to a replica of a marble statue called The Sleeping Hermaphroditus. I've heard Mom talking about it at home. She said that the foundation is upset that the gallery acquired it. Curious, I draw closer, wanting to see what all the fuss is about.

First of all, the statue is beautiful. Carved from pure white marble, a person is lying on their stomach. Their long, slender legs are wrapped in messy sheets with folds so natural they look real. I can see the person’s sloping, graceful back and their curved butt, which is uncovered. When I walk to the other side of the statue, I can see their face resting on their raised arm, and the shape on their breasts.

So, what's the big deal? Galleries are full of paintings and drawings and statues of naked women. This statue is, if anything, more striking than what I’d seen many times when I get dragged to art shows with Mom.

I had almost turned away when something about the sleeping figure caught my gaze. Is it a mistake? Is it meant to be a joke? There, beside the curved hip of the figure is a penis. A penis? But the sleeper also has a woman’s breasts! How could —?

Then I think about the statue’s name: The Sleeping Hermaphroditus. So is that what "Hermaphroditus" means? Someone who is a woman and a man? Did people like that really exist, or was this something from Greek mythology?

I remember Mom saying that some of the women in her organization said the statue is “unnatural.” They complained that it shouldn’t be seen by children and had started a petition for its removal. I stare at the statue and don’t find it unnatural. In fact, to me, the statue is fascinating. Beautiful. Even strangely exciting. I don’t really know why. It just seems to speak to some deep, unknown part of me.

I'm thinking so hard that I miss the footsteps behind me.

“It figures she’d be obsessed with the freak,” someone says with a sneer. Turning, I find three guys, led by Jackson Nol, a moron who shows up at all of these stupid events. Jack's a bully, which is no surprise. He's short and fat, with a head of frizzy red hair matched by a face of acne at war with his freckles. He's wearing a black suit that's way too tight for his belly and a tie that probably belongs to his father.

Unfortunately, Jack is with Edward Deil — yes, from the Deil family, who Mom hopes are her future in-laws. Edward is the exact opposite of his buddy. Tall and blonde like a magazine model, and a star athlete as well, Edward is one of the most popular guys at his school. The third boy, I don’t know his name but he looks oddly familiar. He's standing near the door, his face nervous and twitchy, like he might be a lookout for the other two.

I retreat towards the Van Gogh painting, hoping they’ll leave me alone. Jack takes a couple of steps forward, grabs my wrist, and viciously jerks me around to face him.

“Look at this,” he sneers. “Alexis is pretending  to be a girl!”

I'm not surprised by this greeting. This isn’t the first time he has come after me. Dad says boys tease girls they like, but this isn’t teasing. Jack's a real dick and I'm one of his favorite targets.

Edward shakes his head. “Come on, let’s go. She’s a waste of breath.” He turns away.

“Hold on!” Jack says in a sing-song voice. “I want to dance with the pretty girl in the pink dress. How about it, weirdo?” He's still got my wrist. “Come on and dance with me.”

I pull my hand away and start for the door. “Get bent, asshole.”

“Not an option, freak!” Grabbing my shoulders from behind, he pulls me close. His arms circle my waist. He begins to grind his hips against my butt. Crying out, I gouge his hands with my nails. He yells, “Bitch!” and lets me go. I spin around to face him and shove him with all the force I can muster. He stumbles backwards and almost falls. “Fucking freak! I bet you're a fucking queer, like that fucking statue!”

He turns to Edward. “That’s what my dad says. He says she acts like a boy because she’s got some kind of mental disorder or something.”

Suddenly rage boils in my blood. Before I realize what I'm doing, I run towards Jack and tackle him. He lands on his back with an "Ooof!" Straddling him, the pink tulle of my skirt floating over both of us, I begin pounding him in the chest and face as hard as I can. He tries to hit me back, but his suit jacket is so tight he can barely move his arms. He snorts like a pig, trying to catch his breath. I feel someone grapple at my back — it must be Edward — but that only makes me hit Jack harder.

Suddenly a fist cracks my right cheek so hard that I'm knocked to the floor. Lights spark and the world goes dark for a second. My right shoe catches in the tulle and something tears as I sprawl in a cloud of red-stained pink. I manage to pull myself up on one elbow. Edward is shaking out his hand, as if the punch hurt him, too. I bring my hand to my face and find blood pouring from my nose. My right eye is already swelling. I almost bit through my bottom lip when I fell and my mouth is full of blood.

Edward quickly pulls Jack to his feet. Sheepish but determined to win, Jack adjusts his jacket and stupid-looking tie, then kicks me in the ribs. All the air whooshes from my lungs and for a few seconds I can't breathe. I curled into a ball to protect myself in case he kicks me again.

“Jesus, you idiots, that’s enough payback!" the third boy shouts from the door.  Let’s go!”

Jack pauses, then spits on my dress, snarling, “Fucking Fag!”

He joins Edward, who laughs. “Damn, dude — you got your ass kicked by a girl.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Jack mutters. “That goddamn queer hit me first!”

That's the last thing I hear as the three exit the gallery. I can’t move. My head is spinning. Everything hurts. Somehow I twisted my back when I fell. I wonder if Jack’s kick broke my ribs. The blood from my nose and mouth tastes salty and warm. My right eye is almost swollen closed. I don’t know whether to scream for help or lie there and cry.

Suddenly footsteps enter the room. I hear the voice of an older man.  “Miss — what in the world happened? Are you okay?”

Squeezing my eyes closed to stop my tears, I only shake my head.

Though it felt strange, almost vulnerable, to be carried like a child, I didn't pull away. Instead, I let my head drop against his shoulder, my left arm hooking around his neck. I closed my eyes and breathed in his cologne. It wasn't sharp, it smelled like rain on dry soil and old wood—an honest scent that reminded me of Uncle Bengin.

He carries me out of the gallery, ignoring the blood that smeared his clean white shirt. I can hear the music and voices growing louder as we approach the conservatory. For an awful moment I think he's going to carry me into that room full of high-class people and present me to my mother like a wounded animal. But then he turns down the hall to a small, completely silent room. He sets me on a padded chair and vanishes through a rear door. Doing my best to look around with my uninjured eye, I realized I'm in an office. The walls are painted a bland off-white, with informational posters and various instructions taped near the door. I wipe my nose, praying I won’t bleed on the chair or the linoleum floor.

The man returns and carefully places a hand towel filled with ice against my right eye. I wince in pain but managed not to cry out.

“Let me have a look at your nose and mouth,” he says. He uses a warm cloth to wipe the drying blood from my face. “Can you tell me your name?”

I nod and manage to get one word — “Alexis” — out through my swollen lips.

“Well, Alexis, you’re gonna be okay,” he observes, handing me a bunch of tissues to try and stop the blood that still trickles from my nose. “You’ll need a couple of days in bed and some ibuprofen to bring down the swelling.”

I stare up at him, trying to make out his face. He's tall, with graying hair, and very blue eyes. Though my ribs hurt, the bleeding from my nose and mouth has nearly stopped. I take a deep breath and murmur, “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome,” he replies with a kind smile. “So, can you tell me what happened?”

Taking a second to decide how to respond, I mutter, “Nothing.”.

He smiled kindly. “Well, that sure was some hard-hitting nothing. I don’t suppose that statue came to life and socked you, did it?”

I give him a look of disbelief. Is that supposed to be funny?

He tips his head to the side. “You know, I saw a movie once where everything in a museum came to life at night. I always kind of wished that would happen here. I’d love to get to know some of those statues.”

I attempt a polite smile — after all, the guy is trying his best to be nice — but everything hurts too much.

“Okay,” he says with a laugh. “You don’t have to try to make an old guy feel better about his bad jokes. My name is Reggy — Reggy Holt. Are you here with your parents?”

I nod reluctantly. I dread what's going to happen when Mom sees me. No way will she believe that Jack came after me for no reason. She'll be mad that my makeup's messed up. Then she'll see the dress. Shit, the dress! I look down to see the blood-smeared bodice and shredded tulle. There must be some way to fix this. I can rinse off the top. Tear the ripped fabric off and throw it away. Maybe I can even clean my face up enough to go somewhere and wait until this thing is over. I might not look so bad in the dark.

Carefully I shift the ice on my swollen eye. The pain stops me cold. “Fuck!” I murmur under my breath. There's no way I can avoid my mother finding out about this. The only thing I can do is try to get my father on my side.

“George Cuely’s my dad,” I say softly.

“Cuely? The baseball player?”

I nod. The man said, “I’ll bet he’ll be proud of you. Most boys would be screaming in pain right now.”

He picks up a radio from his desk and speaks to the static. “I need someone to find George Cuely and bring him to my office.”

“Ten-four,” a voice replies. Mr. Holt turns back to me. “Don’t worry, they’ll get him.”

I swallow hard, hoping this is a good move.

About ten minutes later a man in a blue uniform — obviously a security guard — taps on the door. “Mr. Holt, this is Mr. Cuely.” Dad's standing beside him.

“Thank you, Bob,” my savior says. He goes to meet Dad at the door. “Mr. Cuely, I’m Reggy Holt, the Director of Security. I've got your daughter here.”

"Alexis is here? Why —" The question comes to a dead stop.

He sees me leaning back in the chair, holding the makeshift icepack against my eye. I've got tissue stuffed in my nostrils to stop the bleeding and my lips are swollen and smeared with drying blood. Dad bolts past Mr. Holt and kneels by my side. Mr. Holt follows him and leans his hips against his desk.

The look of horror on Dad's face tells me exactly how I look. “My God, baby! What happened?”

I don't answer. I'm not sure what to say, and anyway, talking might make my mouth start bleeding again.

“It's clear she really got tangled with someone,” Mr. Holt says. “I found her in the Stewart Collection gallery and brought her here for safe keeping.”

Dad gently pulls the ice away and examines my eye. “Who did this to you, Alexis?”

I press my lips together and shrug. I don’t want to tell him about Jack and Edward. I know he won’t understand the things that were said about me “pretending” to be a girl.

“Did you see what happened?” Dad asks, looking up at Mr. Holt. The security director crosses his arms, both angry that someone did this to a girl, and embarrassed that it happened right under the noses of his staff.

“It’s clear that your daughter was attacked, but I don’t know by whom. I was on my way from the conservatory to my office when I noticed this young lady lying on the floor in the Stewart Collection. I picked her up and brought her here, then had a member of my  team come and find you. She hasn’t said anything about anything, to tell you the truth.”

He looks down at me and adds, “She doesn’t appear to need additional medical assistance, but I’d be happy to call EMS if you’d like.”

“Thank you, Mr. Holt,” Dad says, getting to his feet. “I’ll take it from here.” He returns his attention to me. “What happened Alexis?”

Taking a second to collect my thoughts, I think hard about whether the truth or a lie would be a better move. Jack's the son of a rich businessman. His dad can make my dad’s life very difficult. I doubt that Jack’s dad would look kindly on any accusation of assault made against his son, especially since technically I hit him first. And as for Edward — suffice it to say that Mom's obsessed with his family.

So it's probably best to lie.

Through swollen lips I say, “Somebody hit me, but…but I didn’t exactly see them because they came from behind. And anyway, it's not that bad. I'm okay, Dad. Really.”

I'm fumbling, but who can blame me? I was hit pretty hard in the face and then kicked in the ribs. It's all I can do to pretend I'm alright.

Dad asks Mr. Holt if there are any security cameras in the gallery. My heart plunges. What if my fight with the guys was captured on film?

Mr. Holt looks at me. I can see on his face that what happened in the gallery was certainly caught by the security cameras. He can hit a button on his computer and show Dad every excruciating detail.

I send him a pleading look and he hesitates for a moment, taking in my appearance and what I said to Dad. He seems to understand that I don’t want my father to know who hit me. Maybe he thinks I'm ashamed. Or maybe he realizes it has something to do with the stupid rich people eating caviar on toast and drinking champagne down the hall in the conservatory.

After a moment he says, “Yes, Mr. Cuely, there are cameras in the gallery, but they're pointed in the direction of the doors and the most valuable works of art. Your daughter was assaulted in a blind spot. It’s highly unlikely that we got film of the person or persons who attacked her.”

Dad makes a sound that signals his frustration. I manage a grateful smile at Mr. Holt, which he grudgingly returns. He asks Dad if he should contact the police.

“No, that won’t be necessary.” Dad and I both know that the last thing Mom would want is for the police to show up and interrupt her event — especially not because of her own daughter!

“Fine,” Mr. Holt says, “then I’ll ask you to sign this release form.” He hands Dad a form attached to a clipboard, along with a pen. Dad quickly signs and hands the clipboard back to Mr. Holt.

“How about I take you home?” Dad asks in a kind voice, smiling encouragingly at me. “I’ll come back and pick Mom up afterward.” I nod in agreement as he helps me to stand. He slips his arm around my waist. I set the cloth of half-melted ice on the edge of the desk and hobble to the door. I turned back and give Mr. Holt a weak, but grateful smile. He raises one hand, his mouth a thin line.

Dad slips his tux jacket over my shoulders and walks me out of a side door. We make our way to the valet stand. After a few minutes the valet pulls around with Dad’s car and we depart in silence.

It takes us a while to get home — not because of traffic or road work, but because Dad drives as slowly as possible. Time doesn’t even seem real. I look out the window with my earbuds in and think about standing on the side of the road, fighting with Mom. I think about Jack and Edward. About what they called me. About how it felt when Edward hit me and Jack kicked me.

Most of all, I think about the anger I felt when they called me a queer. Could it possibly be true? I mean, I had almost yelled at Mom that I was not her daughter. What had I meant by that? Well, of course I know what I meant, but why would I almost say it? They surely aren’t ready to hear it, and I’m not sure I'm ready to deal with everything it means, either.

I've struggled with this ever since my trip with Uncle Bengin, but never actually said it to anyone else out loud. No, this is something I only contemplate when I'm alone, lying awake at night. Many times I call out to Someone in the Great Somewhere. Asking for help. Asking for answers.

But there's nothing.

Still, somehow, in this fucking pink dress on the side of the road, the words almost came out. The words I've never had the guts to say. The feelings I've never shared with anybody.

What would happen if I really opened up? I imagine the horrified look on Mom’s face. The concern in Dad’s eyes.

No, there's no way they’ll be open to it. There'd be another huge fight — or possibly something much worse.

No, it's better to keep my feelings secret. To just pretend to be their daughter. Right? Right?

No! I can’t do it! But then, if I'm not their daughter, what am I?

Shit! This is all too much. Maybe I should…

“We’re home.” Dad speaks quietly,  breaking my concentration.

“Thanks Dad,” I say softly, “for everything.”

His answer comes with a reassuring smile. “Anything for my girl. Now, go on and shower, then straight to bed. We’ll deal with Mom in the morning.”

Nodding in agreement, I grab my leather jacket and carefully climb out of  the car. My chest is throbbing and my head hurts like crazy. Fumbling my way into the house, I slowly and plainfully climb the stairs to my room. I hear Dad drive away. I reach my bed and carefully lie down, wincing at the pain where Jack kicked me. I grab Doc Quackers and wrap him in my arms. I don’t try to stop the sobs that wrack my body, even as my tears burn the cut on my swollen eye.

As always, my thoughts journey straight to the place I want, no, need to be — the forest. My true home, My sanctuary…

Sleep. Deep sleep. Protective sleep. Lulls. Pulls Caresses. Calls…

A strange feeling blooms. Not bad. Not scary… just different.

And then it shifts.

A warmth, low and irresistible, coils up from the deep belly of the woods.

Like a beacon.

Like an invitation.

A call.

It isn’t loud.

It doesn’t need to be.

It’s that slow, magnetic pull. The kind that doesn’t ask permission —  it just knows I'm going to follow.

The forest’s wild locks stream in the wind, whispering the answers here when you are ready to seek them…

I jolt awake and realize I'm still in my bed.

I roll over and stare at the glow-in-the-dark stars Dad glued to the ceiling when I turned five — crooked constellations crafted with love.

My hands fall to my sides.

Then I feel the rough drag of the dress, scratching at my skin like a version of myself I never wanted.

Suddenly angry, I slowly force myself to sit up. My feet hit the floor and I swipe away the brittle tracks of tears smearing Mom's make-up.

My eye throbs like a raging heartbeat, but my ribs are hurting less. I guess that's a kind of progress.

I peel off the filthy pink rag and toss it into the corner. My jacket? Yes, I'll hang it up. And my beloved Chucks go straight back to their rightful home.

I yank on an oversized T-shirt of dad’s favorite band, Fleetwood Mac, that he gave me forever ago, drop onto my mattress, lie flat on my back and stare at the stars like they can tell me my future.

And that’s when the thing I've been arm-wrestling for years suddenly takes shape. For the first time I feel like maybe I can find the words.

I take a deep, deep breath.

“God, it’s me. Alix. I need help….I’m lost…I don’t get why I feel this way. If I’m their daughter… then why don’t I feel like their daughter?”

And then it explodes: a scream of rage. Of desperation. A plea sent hurtling into the void.

“God! Tell me! What am I?”

I open my eyes, hoping some magical answer will appear...

Nothing. Just plastic stars and silence.

“Ugh!” I scream, my voice echoing through the empty house. “I need to know. I need to know who I am! Why can’t you just tell me?!”

My tears stage a comeback tour. My sobs are ugly. Filled with hurt. Confusion. Hopelessness.

I fold into myself and yank the blanket over my head, trying to hide from my confusion and desperation.

And then the warmth returns.  Not from the forest.

From inside.

Deeper. Quieter. Scarily persistent.

I throw off the blanket and draw in a shaky breath, again staring at the ceiling.

The pull grows stronger. Hotter and hungrier, as if it has the answers.

I scramble to my standing mirror and stare at the reflection. It looks like me. Moves like me. But the feeling is…uncertain.

The warmth coils up again — Reach, it says. Reach!

My fingers hover. The pull thrums louder.

I whisper to the mirror, believing it owes me honesty. “I’m here.”

I lift my hand. It doesn’t meet cold glass, but rather warm water. A ripple. An opening. A passage.

It gives under my fingers like liquid starlight bending around a secret.

The reflection doesn’t pull me in.

Something beyond it does.

And recklessly, without thought or hesitation, I follow the call I’ve been feeling in the deepest parts of my soul for my entire life.

My hand breaks the surface.

And then the rest of me is submerged, right along with it.

Because fate, apparently, does not knock.

It just takes your wrist and guides you through the mirror and toward your real self  in the middle of the night.


Chapter 4 - From Memory to Purpose

The world does a full blender spin-cycle around me and I drop to my knees as if gravity filed a personal complaint.

The warmth surges again, nuclear this time, burning hot enough that I swear it’s trying to blast its way out of my ribcage like a hero with zero other options.

I clamp a hand to my chest, squeeze my eyes shut, and brace myself, whisper-praying to the heat to chill the hell out already!

And shockingly? It listens.

Within seconds, the spinning stops. The fire in my chest retreats too, shrinking back into a low, pulsing hum — warm, steady, alive — but no longer a mutiny against my organs.

It isn’t gone, though. Now it’s buzzing under my forearm, as if to say: relocation complete. Deal with it accordingly.

The warmth of sunlight kisses my face, guiding my consciousness from one plane of reality to another. Birds are singing. The breeze sweeps past, crisp, smug, and part of this dramatic awakening package.

I sit there blinking as the world reloads around me.

No eye pain. No chest ache. Just a god-awful pounding in the back of my skull, like someone rebooted my existence by knocking some sense into me.

The bed beneath me? Gone. Replaced by a bedroll on the forest floor.

Bedroom walls? Vanished. Replaced by trees. So many trees!

Fire smell? Ember-whispers. Dirt smell? Debatably spiritual.

And for a brief moment I genuinely consider the possibility that I finally lost my last argument with sanity and it just packed up and moved to another dimension.

I scramble to my feet and stagger to a creek because if I’m hallucinating, I should at least rinse off like a rational lunatic.

I splash freezing water onto my face. The cold hits me like a slap.

Yeah, no dream feels like that!

I lean forward, dripping, bracing, prepared to see illusion-me. Instead… A man stares back.

“What the —?”

Jumping back and landing on my butt, I reach for my face, finding the once- smooth skin drier and rougher. My heart is kicking like an adrenaline-riddled, double-bass drum.

“What in the world?” I stumble back over to the creek to get a better look. The man in the reflection seems somewhat familiar, like a mixture of my dad’s and someone else.

“Good, you're awake,” a familiar woman’s voice says. Quickly turning, I recognize the figure standing beside me as my friend and companion, Frela. The tips of her long, curly blond hair, clasped with a leather thong, dance in the breeze. Her eyes are cool, slightly annoyed.

“Frela?” I murmur.

She snorts, “Who else? Heavens! That blow must have done a number on you.”

“Blow? What blow?”

“Seriously, you don’t remember?” Her eyes dance over me in concern. “Are you feeling okay, Alix?”

Did she call me 'Alix'? Quickly I turn back to the creek and stare intently at my reflection.

Holy shit! It is me, only different. I'm older, and…I'm a man! My hands grasp my face once again, as memories begin to flood my mind.

I am Alix, Guardian of Sherwater. The shoulder-length curls I despise in that other life are now clipped into a short, tapered cut that looks and feels right. My face and jaw are stubbled. That feels right, too. The only part of me that seems unchanged is the color of my eyes — hazel, with green flecks, like my mother’s.

My hands glide down to my bare chest, tracing the thick, raised lines of the scars that form a jagged X where my nipples should be. As my fingers map the ridge of the tissue, I feel no shock—only a deep, resonant ache. It is not the phantom sting of the branding iron that haunts me, but the weight of the punishment those marks represent. As if my banishment is not punishment enough, these marks are the physical signature of my crime, carved into my skin over a decade ago as a permanent brand of my "transgression."

I pull my gaze from the scars and scan the surroundings, finding the familiar, ancient canopy of the Forest of Sherwater. This is the same earth where we fought for our lives against the Setiosian soldiers—though whether that battle occurred yesterday or merely hours ago, I truly cannot say.

I turn back to Frela and mutter, “I think I’m good.”

“Great.” She lifts her chin. “Next time you'll think twice before challenging me.”

“What?” I can’t recall her striking me.

“Don’t worry about it. Now, for the love of the Árinim, bind and cover yourself.” She points to the marks on my chest. “You don’t want anyone to see those.”

I nod, and quickly button my tunic in order to cover my chest.

Confused, I ask “Get going? Where?”

Her hands fly to her slender hips. Shaking her head, she says, “Must I spell everything out for you? Ready yourself. Get your things. Sir Frederick is scouting the path just ahead of us.”

Before I can respond, she wheels away and begins to run, with the lightness of a doe, deeper into the forest, leaving me to gather my belongings alone.

Walking over to my bedroll, I cannot help but contemplate this bizarre reality. What had surely been just moments ago, I was Alexis Cuely, battered and blood-stained in my bedroom. Now, as those memories shimmer away, memories of my life as Alix, Guardian of Sherwater, become clearer.

I am here, in Chelonian.

I am a warrior.

I am a protector of the forest.

My items lie along the ground as if they are tossed down in haste. I grab a thick cloth that is well worn, untie my tunic, and begin wrapping it across my chest. I pull the fabric tight, pushing my breasts down until they resemble the flat, firm lines of a man’s chest. I feel the wrap firmly against my skin, retie my tunic, and reach for my leathers.

My dark brown leathers still show traces of the mostly faded grey howling wolf sigil of my home, Truviel, which was stripped away when I was banished. I sheathe my sword, a weapon that I stole shortly before departing my home. Like my Uncle Henry’s long sword, Frostfang, my sword is perfectly balanced. His sword though was hewn from a single piece of rare Juarelian Steel, known for its perfect craftsmanship and refined Truviel iron, creating a magical blue tint. My sword is not unique in that way, but it serves me well.

Bending, I pick up my beloved steel dagger, given to me years ago by my uncle. This dagger has long been my favorite possession. Its hilt is wrapped in fine leather from the hide of a Neular Cat, a fierce small predator with a dark brown coat that lurks along the edges of the forest. This cat is known for its speed and agility. It uses the forest as camouflage before surprising and quickly dispatching foes more than four times its size. While the dagger is a fine weapon, nothing compares to Frostfang, whose scabbard is lined with the leather of a Bilgbeast. The beast's enormous fang serves as its hilt. Only those considered to be the strongest warriors are capable of slaying such a formidable beast.

Returning my thoughts to the present, I toss the rest of my gear into my pack, noticing a scroll of parchment lying beneath my bedroll. Secured by a thin strip of leather, it bears no seal. I unroll it and find four words:

Live to see tomorrow

“Odd,” I murmur. I turn the document over, but it bears no other marks. Quickly rolling and tying up the missive, I stow it in my bag, along with my bedroll and my few articles of clothing.

I hear Frela’s voice in the distance. “Move, Alix! Sir Frederick thinks he found something.”

“Coming!” I answer, shouldering my bag and running toward the towering trees. I find her standing like a radiant beacon in a tangle of thick roots beside Sir Frederick, whose towering muscular frame casts a sharp shadow. He signs something that I cannot make out. Frela signs back, frustrated that she can’t completely understand what he wants her to know. While she has learned to sign fairly well in a short amount of time, she still has difficulty when Sir Frederick signs words that are not commonly used.

As I approach them she says, “It took you long enough! Tell me exactly what Sir Frederick's saying.”

Turning to Sir Frederick, I quickly ask him to repeat himself. He rolls his eyes in annoyance before signing, “I followed the Matriarch’s signs as you described them. A huge black bird-like creature flew over the pond beyond the trees and vanished into that hollow trunk near its shore.” He points far into the distance before turning back to me.

Signing that I understand him, Frela chimes in impatiently, “Well, where is she?”

Smiling, I say, “We need to double up your lessons, don’t we?”

Annoyed, she mutters in Lioráeth, "Au sámen arya thalaneth.”

I respond in the common tongue, “You’re welcome to find another teacher.”

Grunting in irritation, she turns to Sir Frederick, who pulls out a small slate and chalk from his bag. He quickly writes what he signed moments before — a patient and kind offer to assist her in her studies. Handing the slate to me, he again signs his message, this time making sure to go slowly enough that Frela compares his signs to the written message.

She nods and says, “Understood.” Turning, she sets off in the direction of the pond. I know her inability to fully communicate with Sir Frederick frustrates her. In the past she signed well enough to communicate with her fellow elves for military purposes, but unlike me, she hadn't learned to sign as a child. She has made incredible progress since she joined us, though the pressure she puts on herself to be fully fluent will never lessen. Frela is a perfectionist.

I hand the slate back to Sir Frederick, whose handsome dark face opens in a smile as he wipes it clean and returns it to his bag. He then follows her, his long legs stepping easily over the thick foliage. I am close behind.

The legends say it is dangerous to approach the Matriarch without an invitation. She is a feared creature, long ago sworn by The Aoire to protect life within Sherwater. While there are many tales casting contradictions about her appearance, no one has ever managed to provide a clear first hand account of her description. It has been said that she is most like a black feathered Harpy, with talons as sharp as daggers, and a far sharper wit. Others claim that she transforms herself into a beautiful golden seductress to lure those who would damage the forest into her snare.

Lately rumors of her demise have been whispered across our world. Sir Frederick, Frela, and I seek to determine whether or not this is true. Our fears for Sherwater have grown far greater as the Setiosian forces move deeper into the forest. Sherwater's eastern border, which meets the lands of Setios, was once lush and abundant. Now the trees are dying and the dense undergrowth withers, leaving the reek of foul decay. Such decay signals the severing of the connection with the Mirë-galadeth of The Aoire — the magic force that sustains all life within the forest. We fear what will surely follow if the Matriarch has been lost, or has forsaken her duties. We aim to do whatever we can to aid her in the protection of these sacred lands.

Frela, whose steps are as light as a breeze, stops and turns back to us, signing, “How far ahead?”

Sir Frederick uses his great height to peer into the distance. He signs, “About a hundred meters.”

Each of us looks toward the clearing, where a murky pond is wreathed by decaying foliage. The pond mirrors the decay we have seen along the eastern border. This is clear proof that something here is not as it should be.

Sir Frederick continues to sign. “The one we seek lies just ahead, though much disguises her.” He points to the other side of the pond, where we see a gaping hole in the trunk of what was once a great oak tree. The weeds surrounding the pond stink of a putrefaction so foul that we can smell it from where we are standing in the thick screen of trees.

No — this is not as it should be.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Frela signs to each of us.

Before we can respond, she springs forward, clearing a path through the weeds with wide sweeps of her sword. Following cautiously, I take my sword from its scabbard and hold it at the ready, my eyes fixed on the other side of the pond. I soon need to cover my nose to protect my senses from the horrific stench.

Coughing and spitting, I mutter, “What in all that is holy is that smell?”

Sir Frederick, bringing up the rear, crouches, prepared to strike if something evil assails us. Indeed, it feels like we are encountering a brew made of Pain. Misery. Fear. Loss...and Death. Never have I ever known any odor like this before — and certainly not within the boundaries of Sherwater.

Suddenly the warm glow of the Blessing, the gift bestowed on us by The Aoire, seems to fade. Sir Frederick, Frela, and I freeze, each of us pulling back our tunics to stare at our forearms. Then we look up, exchanging a confused and frightened glance. We have never felt alone since we received the Blessing. We have never known a day without its shield of safety. Whatever lies ahead, we’ll have to face it without the presence of the Mirë-galadeth.

Raising his shoulders, Sir Frederick pushes forward. Even when he's afraid he never lacks courage. He guides our small party toward the cavity carved into the oak tree. The opening seems to have grown larger upon our approach. It now appears to be tall enough to swallow each of us whole.

Still wielding his sword, Sir Frederick turns back to us. He tilts his head toward the opening, ready to lead us toward whatever awaits us inside.

Something stirs in me and I move out in front of them both. "Stay here," I sign, looking at Frela to make sure she understands.

"Wait, Alix — you shouldn't go in there alone —"

I touch the place on her forearm where the Blessing, suddenly dormant, lies beneath her sleeve. "I have to do this alone," I sign, knowing this is true. "If I don't return, both of you must leave this place. Continue the fight for Sherwater."

Sir Frederick blinks slowly, then turns to keep watch over the pond. Frela huffs softly, then nods crisply. Pausing only for a moment, I climb over the threshold and enter the hole. I am plunged into total darkness. Losing my bearings, I look over my shoulder, hoping to see my companions.

Suddenly a bitterly cold hand seizes my forearm and drags me downward. I reach out for anything to stop my fall, but there is nothing. I shout as I twist and turn in a spiraling void.

At the very moment I thought I would die a blinding light penetrates the darkness and I discover the earth beneath my feet. I rub my eyes, attempting to adjust my vision to the light, and find myself surrounded by the soft glow of firelight. A small hearth breathes warmth into what appears to be a room. Beside the fire, sitting in a wooden chair, is a greying woman, wrapped in a long hooded robe made of black feathers. She stares at me, her gaze intense and unyielding.

A low, hoarse voice fills the room, even though she smiles. “At last — Alix, Guardian of Sherwater has come to speak with me.”

Her black eyes look through me, as if she is weighing the depths of my soul. She raises a hand and points to another chair that appears on the other side of the hearth. “Come. Sit by me and warm yourself. We have much to discuss.”

Knowing it is wise to keep some distance in case the stories were true, I reply, “I’m most comfortable right here, Madame.”

She laughs, the sound like tearing parchment. “I assure you that I have no talons, nor am I a Harpy.” Seeing my confused expression, she says, “I am well aware of the legends many have wrought about me. But you have no need to fear, Alix, Guardian of Sherwater. Be seated. We have much to discuss.”

I make my way around the fire and sit. She turns her attention to the flames, holding her hands out, seeking their warmth. She is withered, as if she is nearing the end of her life. Her skin is pale and ghostly beneath her feathered robe. The hood is pulled up, leaving only her piercing black eyes and pale lips visible to my gaze.

“Where are my friends?” I ask, scanning the room.

She gives a low chuckle. “Right where you left them.”

“Where am I?”

“You are here with me.” She turns her gaze from the fire and looks directly at me. “You were not brought here to waste time with meaningless questions. Be mindful, Alix of Sherwater. Ask wisely, and you shall leave knowing more than when you arrived.”

Unprepared for this command, I waver. “What is killing the forest?”

She scoffs. "You already know the answer to that!"

"Will we be able to stop it?"

"That depends," she answers, her voice growing crafty, "on what you ask next."

Frustrated, I wonder why the old fool speaks in riddles.

Disappointment fills her gaze. “Old fool, am I?" she says, reading my thoughts. "That is hardly the case. Now come, Alix — be honest about the questions that have brought you here.”

I peer into her inhuman eyes, anger rising along with my frustration. I wonder how to escape. Will I need to kill her in order to be free?

“Threatening me will not aid you,” she says sarcastically.

“You have no right to read my thoughts!” I snarl.

“I cannot help but read your thoughts,” she says, “for you see, young Alix of Sherwater, you and I are one and the same. We both chose to forgo the comforts of our birthrights in order to define our lives with greater things.”

Her words both lure me in and frighten me. “What comforts did you leave behind?”

Her eyes leave my face, returning to the fire. She lifts one hand and her talon-like fingers make strange dancing motions, shifting and dividing the flames with ease. Images arise before my eyes. In the fire I see her life roll out before me, as if I am one with her memories.

Her voice, hoarse and bitter, fills the small room.

“Once, like you, I was the child of a great man. I was the firstborn son of King Nero of Setios and heir to the crown. For many years, I strove to be the ideal son and heir. I studied, learned combat, and engaged with my father’s ministers. But questions and pain began to cloud my mind. My brother, known to you as Emperor Maximus, sought to help me discover the source of my trouble, claiming that he would assist me in understanding my place in the world. My brother, you see, sensed that somehow I was unique, and meant to live a life different from the one I was given.

“On my eighteenth name day I received a gift — one that would decide my fate. My brother had brought before me a great paladin, one who could read the contents of my soul. I believed his gift to be one of loving intention, and allowed this paladin access to deepest thoughts and feelings. Indeed — I gave him access to my soul.

“But I was deceived, for my brother did not in fact seek to end my suffering. His goal was to see me put aside so he could gain his greatest desire — my title. He used the paladin to discover my true self — the woman you see before you today. My brother went to our father, the king, and informed him of his discovery. My father, who once saw me as his greatest gift, now only saw evil. Now I was, in his eyes, his greatest shame.

“My father ordered my execution in order to make sure no one else discovered his shame. For many nights I was kept in a secret cell in a cave deep beneath his throne, awaiting my end. I was given little to eat or drink, and I slept fitfully, filled with desperation. It was on the night of the blood moon that I was graced to have the Matriarch from The Forest of Sherwater come to me in a dream.

"The Matriarch appeared in the form of a beautiful woman. Her voice was like the wind in the trees, like the river in a meadow, like the sun on the rocks. She said I should not be afraid, for she was like me, and could provide me with a life free from my suffering. I agreed to accept her quest to serve the forest, and instantly I was transformed into her. I gained her strength, her abilities, and her purpose. I became a  protector of all life.

"On the day slated for my execution my brother and father came to my cell. They found only a single black feather on the pallet where I slept as a captive. Over the following years they scoured the realm, searching for any trace of me, determined to end my life. In this, they have failed.”

The old woman again moves her hand and the images vanish with a crackle of sparks. She places her hand in her lap and sighs. The sound is filled with sadness.

I am deeply moved by her story, which is uncomfortably similar to mine. Unsure whether to believe her, I ask, “Why have you shown me these things?”

Her eyes leap sharply to me — then, to my surprise, a single tear winds its way down her withered white cheek. “I will make you the same offer I was given many years ago. Take my place, Alix of Sherwater. Become the Matriarch. As the Matriarch you will have incredible knowledge and unimaginable freedom. You will have the power to defeat your enemies. You will have the chance to determine the future of our world.”

I stare at her in disbelief, whispering, “Become you? But I — I can't!”

“Yes, you can," she says, her voice weighted with the secrets of Time. "You see, I have witnessed your journey and studied your soul. You possess the same natural gifts that were granted to me at birth. You will make a great and powerful Matriarch, should you accept this role.”

I am struck dumb because I don't know what to say. Her words offer me more than anything I've ever dreamed. My friends and I have spent the last year serving as the forest’s guardians, struggling to hold back the encroaching wave of the Setiosian Empire. To become the Matriarch would give me the ability to repel their forces. The wisdom to lead and convince others to follow. Perhaps even to piece together a new alliance of our warring nations.

But this choice would also mean giving up what I have fought so long, and so hard to claim. It would mean…

“Yes,” she says, reading my thoughts. “It would mean that you would no longer be yourself. You would become me.”

Something shifts inside of me. Everything I've survived— the loss of my loved ones, the years of pain, loneliness, and suffering — I went through it so I could live my own life, not a life determined by others.

I don’t want to be someone else. The Matriarch may offer me power, control over others, and the chance to change our world. But I can't give up who I am. My life, my being, my truth matter. I want to continue to be…me.”

This realization feels powerful. Real.

She continues to stare at me, the piercing eyes narrowing beneath the hood. After a long moment, she nods. She knows what I am thinking. She doesn't wait for me to say it.

“So, Alix of Sherwater, you've made your choice.”

Her talon-like fingers rise toward the fire once more.

"Wait —" I say out loud. “Matriarch, if you know my truth, why offer me this choice?”

She lowers her hand with a bitter smile. “All who are like us must be offered this choice. We either choose the path of seclusion that is forced upon us, or the path of discovery that we must seek ourselves. The choice I made years ago is right for some. But others choose the path towards the unknown. You, like many before you, will use your life to weave a new tapestry, one of your own design. Be warned, however, that the power of the path that you have chosen will tempt you in many unforeseen ways. The misery of súmnareth will seek to use you to fulfill its own purpose. While its temptation will be alluring, choosing the path of súmnareth will destroy whatever you sought to weave.”

Her hand comes up and the flames begin their swirling dance. Darkness clouds my vision and the ground drops out from beneath my feet. Her voice echoes faintly in the void. “Stay true to yourself, for you are the needle that guides the string.”

In the blink of an eye the earth returns and I am standing inside the hollow in the great oak tree.

“Do you see anything?” Frela says at my side.

Opening my eyes, I find my companions standing next to the trunk, looking at me. I step out of the opening, once again taking in the foul taste and stench of the air. I sign, "Did anything happen while I was gone?"

"What do you mean? You only just went in." She exclaims, confused.

A chill moves through me. I sign, “Follow me. I’ll explain everything once we're clear of this place.”

As we distance ourselves from the decaying pond, the simmering warmth of the Blessing returns, giving all three of us a sense of relief. Still, my mind is besieged with questions. What should I make of my strange encounter with the Matriarch? Was it a dream? Did she really offer me the chance to assume all of her gifts?

Tossing my pack on the same patch of grass where I slept the night before, I walk over to the small creek. Once again my eyes are drawn to my reflection in the clear glassy water. I find myself thinking about everything the Matriarch said. I admit that I felt a strange kind of kinship with her — almost as if she was related to me by blood. Squatting to scoop some water from the creek, I splash my face, hoping the cold water will clear my mind.

Frela drops her pack close to mine. She sits in the grass beside me and sighs. “Well, that was pointless. We spent an entire day trying to find someone who apparently doesn't exist, and now we're right back where we started. It’s like we’re going in circles!”

Sir Frederick appears, his powerful legs folding as he places himself on a nearby boulder, his ever-vigilant eyes quickly scanning the trees. His supernatural tracking skills more than make up for his inability to hear or speak. He often notices things Frela and I miss — the suspicious movement of a branch when there's no wind. A bird abruptly shifting direction mid-flight. A scent in the air before a fast-moving rainstorm.

Pulling a cloth from my pocket to dry my face, I sign to Sir Frederick that I have something important to share. He faces me, and I describe, with painstaking precision, the events that transpired with the Matriarch. Frela gasps several times, enthralled by my encounter with the mythical creature.

“So she isn’t a…?” Frela asks, signing the question, fumbling to find the right word to sign.

“No — or at least, she didn't appear in that form to me." I pause, trying to decide how to sign the word "harpy" to Sir Frederick.

He knits his brows and signs, "She is not a monster?"

I thought about how to answer. "Not exactly, but she's not human, either.” I speak my words as well as sign, for Frela’s sake. “She drew her memories from the flames in her hearth. She bent the darkness to her will. She also knew exactly what I was thinking. She said she has watched me for a long time and knows a great deal about me.” Frela's eyes meet mine in an unspoken question and I give her an imperceptible nod.

Turning to Sir Frederick, she signs, “How did you know where to find her?”

He signs back, “I followed a large black bird that called to me in my mind. The bird flew to the opening in the trunk and did not come out.”

Suddenly it dawns on me that if she read my mind, she has read the minds of my companions.  Is she with us now? Listening to everything we think?

“What else did she say?” Frela asks.

“Well, she gave me a choice.”

“Which was?” Sir Frederick signs with more curiosity than I was expecting.

I sign very carefully and deliberately as I speak. “She offered me the chance to become her.”

“Become her?" Frela echoes, confused. "You mean, take her place?"

"Yes. If I agreed to become the Matriarch I would acquire her magic and her power — but I would no longer be myself. In other words, Alix of Sherwater would no longer exist."

"That is a heavy price,” Sir Frederick signs, his expression thoughtful.

"Yes," I sign. "Far too heavy."

“Since you’re here," Frela says in a gently mocking tone, "it appears you realized you can't live without us.” She playfully splashes me with water.

“Exactly," I say, splashing her back, "but it wasn’t that simple. Her offer somehow felt like a test. Like she was judging my character — or trying to see if I would agree to become something else.”

Avoiding my eyes, Frela reaches for a wildflower. “And what, pray tell, would that be?”

“I’m not sure," I sign. "Much of what she said was in riddles. For example, she said that one day I will weave my own tapestry.”

“So, you are to be a weaver?” Frela says in a teasing voice.

“Perhaps.” I pause reflectively, then sign, “Perhaps I'm destined to become a weaver of fate.”

Sir Frederick knits his brows, his perceptive eyes fixed on my face. Something changes in his gaze. It’s almost like he’s spent years waiting for me to say these words. He rises from his boulder, goes to his pack, and returns with a small leatherbound book. He holds it out to me, lifting his chin. My eyes meet his as he signs, “I have been entrusted to carry this tome and see that it reaches the one who will understand its meaning. I think it was meant for you."

I take the book and read the title: The Testament of Caligula of Setios. I open it carefully, mindful of its age. The pages are yellowed, as if they’ve been turned many times. It is written in a troubled hand, the words scrawled almost haphazardly across the pages.

Lifting my eyes, I sign, “Why give this to me?”

He smiles, signing, “Because of what you said. You are to be the Weaver of Fate.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” I sign back.

“Then read and understand,” he responds. Looking towards the woods, he signs, “I’m going to find us some dinner. Frela, will you join me?”

Frela nods, picks up her bow, belts her quiver to her back, and follows him.

Cradling the small book in my palm, I begin to read.

…




The Testament of Caligula, King of Setios

Today marks my sixtieth name day, and much has changed since I first used the power of the Ring. The realm of Chelonian has been woven many times before. I fear many others will seek to destroy that which I have woven. It is only now, as I approach my twilight, that I realize the error of my intentions. The haste and arrogance of youth shaped my tapestry in ways I did not intend. I am left now with a single choice, one that I avoided for many years.

My son and heir, Nero, will soon rule this land. I fear that what I have done will sow the seeds of his undoing, and bring about the end of my line. I sought to weave a realm he would rule with ease, one in which he could inspire others. Now I see that I was wrong. My hands caused an error that I am unable to mend. Therefore a bargain was struck — one that would ensure that Nero lives to rule this kingdom. Such is the desire that all fathers have for their sons. In doing so, I bargained with that which should never be trusted, a power far greater than any mortal should ever challenge.

My arrogance blinded me, and unable and unwilling to see the error of my ways, I am now left to my súmnareth. The Ring, the tool I used to traverse the knots and tangles of my kingdom, now weaves the path of my fate. The Ring has been lost to me, lost to us, and never shall we be able to use its power again.

For she has it, that damned creature! She manipulated my desires, ripping apart my will with her talons. Her song was too soft, her gaze too enticing. I lost myself to her, and have woven a tapestry that will be my inevitable demise. All of this was done with the hope of protecting that which I believed to be rightfully mine.

Nero shall be the last true heir in the line of Setios, for his son will betray us all — betray what we have built, and usher in the darkness my forefathers have fought so long to keep at bay. Without the Ring, I fear that súmnareth will prevail, and cause the last of our sons to fall. All this because of my wretched desire, My desire for an heir. All of this will fall by the means I created.

Therefore I must now choose whether to protect my line or to protect the realm.

My last wishes are here. Protect this tome, and see that it finds the one who is chosen to weave a new fate for all.

​King Caligula of Setios


Chapter 5 - Trust in Flames

Closing the book and setting it in my lap, I ponder its words. The pages capture the thoughts of the long-dead Setoisian ruler — thoughts filled with anger, fear, and despair. He writes of his deception by a taloned creature. Of the loss of a ring whose power helped him build a just kingdom. And he confesses his fear that his son and heir, Nero of Setios, will be steeped in súmnareth and set events in motion that will bring darkness to all of Chelonian.

Everything Caligula feared is coming to pass. Nero’s son, Emperor Maximus, began the Blood War between Setios and the nations of Chelonian a decade ago. A truce brought hostilities to a halt several years back, but now the Setiosian army has begun cross-border incursions into neighboring realms, including Sherwater.

Protecting the forest from Setiosian troops is what has kept us here for the past year. Reading Caligula's confession, however, changes everything. My thoughts, restless and troubled, return over and over again to the Matriarch's offer. Caligula's warning about his son's descent into súmnareth aligns with the path the Matriarch laid before me like a dark promise.

A sharp caw pierces the silence, drawing my eyes upwards to a crow perched in the tree above me. The bird ruffles its feathers and stares back with oddly familiar, intent black eyes.

“Listen to me!” I shout. “I refused! Do you understand? I don't want to become you!”

The crow caws again, the sound mocking. I scoop up a stone and hurl it at the branch. “If you’re not here to help me, leave me alone!" The crow streaks into the air with a shrill, triumphant shriek and vanishes into the trees.

My eyes return to the book. What, exactly, does it mean? What became of the ring he lost? And that creature with talons...was it the Matriarch? Was she alive a century ago, when Caligula penned this confession? I understand that I am missing something. There must be some reason why this book has come to me.

Opening the book, I start at the beginning and read it again, more slowly this time. The sloping, wildly scrawled lines capture King Caligula's anger and despair as he realizes he has destined his kingdom to súmnareth. He seems to know that Nero's heir will spread súmnareth throughout Chelonian.

My heart pounds in my chest. I cannot — or perhaps, will not — allow myself to imagine what this book could mean to me — Alix of Sherwater, Guardian of the Forest.

Nearly two hours have passed. The sun moves over the meadow, but I pay no attention to the passage of time. The rumble of my stomach at last breaks my concentration, and I scan the clearing for some sign of my friends. As if she hears my thoughts, Frela emerges from the trees, whistling an elvish song.  She carries two Ambercrest Pheyns, good-sized birds with amber feathers and yellow beaks. Moments later Sir Frederick appears from downstream with a massive silver Filuard Trout in his sack.

“A successful hunt I see,” I sign.

Sir Frederick gazes at me for a moment, noting that I'm still holding the book. Then he gives me a crisp nod, reaches for his knife, and sets about cleaning the fish. Frela, still whistling, gathers firewood. I place the book on my bedroll and begin plucking the Pheyns. Between the birds and the fish we’ll have plenty to eat.

That night our meal is quiet, as we all contemplate the uncertainty of the path that lies before us. We have been together for just over a year, and in that time we’ve done our best to care for Sherwater Forest, as The Aoire instructed us. We believed that the Matriarch shared our purpose. But we cannot ignore the decay we witnessed that morning. Something terrible is happening in Sherwater. I cannot help but wonder whether I could stop the destruction of the forest if I had accepted the Matriarch's offer.

As we rest beside our small fire, the singing stream sends sparks spiraling up toward the stars. I look into the velvet of the night and realize how much I love this forest. I never want to leave.  Here, I feel at home. Here, I can be my true self.

The night darkens as our fire burns to embers. We converse quietly, our faces relaxed, our bellies full.  “You are a very fine cook,” Frela signs to Sir Frederick, having finished the few bits of fish she allows herself. Elves are natural vegetarians, believing in the sanctity of all life. Frela, however, abandoned some of her ancestral convictions when her home was lost to the Setiosian Empire. She has developed a growing taste for meat, but not without a sense of guilt.

Gazing at Frela, I watched the firelight dance across the soft landscape of her face, turning her constellations of freckles into a shimmering map of the stars above. I couldn't help but reflect on how complicated the threads of her life truly were—yet I would never dare to pull at one. I’ve seen what happens when someone asks for more than she is willing to give. The last man who tried found his questions silenced forever, pinned to a tree by an arrow sent straight through the center of his mouth.

Turning my gaze to Sir Frederick, I watched him eat with the calculated politeness of a prince and the raw hunger of a bear. Though his past remains a knot I cannot untie, every movement he makes carries the well-honed confidence of an elite soldier. He is, without question, one of the handsomest men I have ever known, though he wears his beauty like an old, forgotten cloak. I have caught Frela’s gaze roaming admiringly over his massive, muscular frame more than once; he unfailingly ignores the attention, offering her only the steady, ironclad respect one owes a sister-in-arms.

Indeed, Sir Frederick is the least emotional and wisest of us. Slow to anger, but quick to act, he is completely himself in every situation. In all honesty, I am jealous of that balance. I often wish I had the courage to be myself in the world beyond the forest. Yes, I have found peace and safety within Sherwater—but what will happen if I cross its border?

As I watched him, my thoughts reflected on our bond. I always called him Sir Frederick. Not because he demanded it—he was the least vain man I’d ever known—but because that title felt like a fortress. In Truviel, titles were weapons used to keep people in their place. But with him, the ‘Sir’ was a reminder of the code he lived by, a code that had seen the truth in me when my own blood chose to be blind. To call him just ‘Frederick’ felt like a thinning of the shield he’d spent years building around me.

Frela’s eyes glow golden in the fire. She speaks to me while signing her question. “Did you learn anything from Sir Frederick's book?”

I sign as I reply, “I think so, but I don't fully understand what it means.”

I am reluctant to admit to my companions that my questions about the destruction of Sherwater, my meeting with the Matriarch, and the words of King Caligula, far outweigh my answers. In truth, I am lost. I don’t want them to feel we have no purpose. I am especially afraid that without a purpose, Frela will lose herself. The old tales forewarn that elves who lack a purpose often fall into darkness. Elves who lose their sense of identity are corrupted and doomed to serve others — someone whose desires are steeped in súmnareth — and deeply evil.

“First,” I sign to Sir Frederick, “I must ask how you came by this book.”

Sir Frederick chews, wipes his mouth, and sets his plate down beside him. He signs, “That tome was entrusted to me by honor and duty.”

“Seriously, my friend, you have to give us more than that.”

Frela signs, “Alix is right. Where did it come from?”.

His hands moved with a heavy, rhythmic grace, each sign a stone being laid in the foundation of a truth I wasn't ready to hear. “Before we met, I was a Paladin of Setios. It was the legacy of my father, and I wore his armor with pride.”

“Caelren-vorn!” The word tore from Frela like a physical blow. The soft tenderness I had seen in her face moments ago vanished, replaced by a cold, jagged fury. “You served the empire? You are a traitor!” She was airborne before the word finished, clearing the hearth in a single, predatory leap, her dagger aimed at the throat of the man she had admired only seconds before.

I was on my feet in an instant, moving before my brain could even process the threat. By some frantic stroke of luck, I managed to wrap my arms around her waist mid-air. We hit the dirt hard, rolling through the embers in a shower of sparks like two feral tumbleweeds. After a moment of desperate, undignified thrashing—all elbows, knees, and hissed curses—I managed to drive her weight into the earth and pin her shoulders to the ground.

I lay there panting, my lungs burning as I struggled to keep her down. To show her I was finished playing, I pressed her face a little harder into the dirt. “That’s enough, Frela,” I growled, my voice thick with the adrenaline of a man who nearly saw his companion's throat opened.

I glanced up, expecting to see a defensive stance, but Sir Frederick hadn’t even flinched. He had calmly retrieved his plate and returned to his meal with the unwavering dedication of a man who found a near-stabbing to be nothing more than a bit of dinner-theatre.

“Frela,” I say insistently, “we need to hear him out. We owe him that.”

Releasing my grip, I watch as she rolls over and slowly gets to her feet, dagger still in hand. She stares at Sir Frederick, her chest rising and falling, as he continues to chew, politely extracting fishbones from his mouth and tossing them into the fire.

“You dare to ignore me?” She says, forgetting that he is deaf.

Feeling the heat of her rage, he swallows and again sets his plate on the ground. He glances up at her, his dark eyes penetrating. “As I was saying,” he signs, “I once served as a Paladin of Setios, but it was during the reign of King Caligula.”

“That was over fifty years ago,” I signed in disbelief. His face is ageless. “Just how old are you?”

He shrugs.  “Age does not define me. Paladins live as long as their sworn oath remains.”

“Well, that clears everything up,” Frela mutters while attempting to convey irony in her signing.

“You will soon understand,” he replies, ignoring her snipe.

“So what is your sworn oath?” I ask, intensely interested in what he will say.

“At present, that is for me alone to know,” he signs, telling us nothing.

Frustrated by his response, Frela lets out a disgruntled huff before signing slowly, making sure she uses the correct signs, “Then how can we trust you? You are Setiosian, are you not?”

Shaking his head, he signs, “No, I come from Juarel, where I served in the elite guard. Then I was elevated to a paladin under King Caligula. Afterward I fought with Cornelius of Thenada. Now I am a Guardian of Sherwater. And most importantly, I am your friend.”

Frela paces slowly, circling the fire and contemplating what we have learned. Sir Frederick watches her without turning his head, lest she attempt to attack him again.

After a few moments she squats on her haunches and signs methodically. “Did you fight with the Setiosian Army when they invaded my home?”

“No,” he responded, his hands moving with a sharpness that signaled a clean break from the accusation. "The invasion of the Emerald Isle was ordered by Emperor Maximus shortly after the death of King Nero. I was not in Setios when the torches were lit." His words acted like a dousing bucket on the tension, lifting a suffocating weight from the camp.

Frela went silent, her gaze tethered to the dancing flames as if she were reading the ashes for a hidden truth. After a long, hollow sigh, she turned to him. The fire-hardened fury had drained from her face, leaving behind a map of exhaustion. She began to sign, her movements slow and methodically disheartened: “Then I will not hold the blood of my kin against you.”

Sir Frederick nods politely. We all know that Frela would have been no match for him in close combat, if it had come to that.

We sat in silence for a few minutes, Sir Frederick still eating, Frela staring intently into the fire. She is attempting to calm her uncertainties. I, too, contemplate this newfound information, wondering how it will affect us.

It is known that elves are naturally endowed with the gift of long life, often living at least three lifetimes the length of a human. What I had not known was that Sir Frederick was so much older than I am. I must seem like a child to both of them, as I am just over thirty. What can I offer them other than an untried, often naive young warrior?

“So, what now?” Frela asks, breaking into my thoughts.

Mustering as much confidence as I can, I say, “I think — though it hurts my heart to say it — our best chance of helping the forest is to leave it. I propose that we make our way to Thenada. We need allies if we're going to drive Setios from Sherwater."

Frela's disapproval is mixed with anger. “Are you mad? Thenada is too busy defending its own borders to fight for Sherwater!"

"Perhaps," I say, signing to Sir Frederick as I speak, "but until this morning we all believed the Matriarch cast some protection over the forest. We saw first-hand that this isn't true anymore. And we can't fight Setios alone, Frela."

"You let those soldiers escape just a few —"

"Yes," I sign, saying, "and now I see that was a mistake. None of us knew then that the forest is dying right before our eyes. The decay will spread faster as more Setiosians enter Sherwater. We need to do what we can to keep them out."

"But how can we do that? We're just three people!" She exclaims furiously, forgetting first to sign, then correcting her mistake and signing for Sir Fredricks sake.

“We're much more than that," I say, watching Sir Frederick to make sure he is following the argument. "You have the speed of a wolf and the eye of an eagle. Sir Frederick is a warrior of unparalleled strength. And —"

I pause, thinking hard about what I'm about to say. "—And according to the book Sir Frederick gave me, it is our responsibility to end the súmnareth created by King Caligula and save not only Sherwater, but the entire realm.”

Frela is struck dumb. Her face registers shock, wonder, and something close to... joy. Frela is an elf. Having a purpose defines her. What greater purpose could she have than this?

Sir Frederick's gaze deepens. He smiles, his eyes dark with approval, then signs, "Tell us precisely what is in the book." 

I sign, “According to the book, King Caligula made some sort of contract with a taloned creature in order to ensure that his heir, Nero, would ascend to the throne. In doing so, however, he lost what he describes as a 'Ring’ that helped him build a strong, just realm. Without the ring, súmnareth will spread. He feared that Nero would live in darkness and bring darkness to every nation he conquers.”

“Was this an ordinary ring?” Frela asks. “Like a ring one wears?”

“I don’t really know. In losing this ring he apparently also lost control of his kingdom. Now his grandson, Emperor Maximus, is set to destroy everything he left behind.”

“Let him destroy Setios!” Frela says, her voice bitter.

“It’s not just Setios,” I say, signing, “All of Chelonian is in danger.” I take a deep breath and add, "The evil took root when Caligula's heir, King Nero, banished his firstborn son, for making the choice to become the Matriarch."

Frela's silence is swallowed up by the final shifting of the embers and the wind stirring the trees. Sir Frederick watches me closely and I wonder what he thinks.

After a moment Frela says, “But the Matriarch is a woman, or at least that’s what you said.”

Without looking at Sir Frederick I answer out loud, my hands still. “She’s, well…she’s like me.”

Frela stares at me over the fire, clearly concerned. Since our first meeting we have grown very close. In quiet moments we have shared a great deal about what we've endured in our pasts; and yet, much of our experience is a mystery to each other.

Sir Frederick, on the other hand, knows very little about my past. He doesn't ask me what I've just said, but I see curiosity in his perceptive eyes.

Pushing out a long sigh, I continue. “Sir Frederick, it’s time I told you who I really am.”

He looks at me, his eyes filled with something I don't understand. It's almost as if he anticipated this — as if he's been waiting for this moment to arrive. Though I'm unsure about what his expression means, I forge on. Sir Frederick has been honest about his origins tonight. It is only fair that I am honest, too. Collecting my thoughts, I begin.

“I was born of royalty. I am the child of King Geedorah and Queen Susette of Truviel."

Frela’s voice was a ghost of a whisper, barely carrying over the crackle of the wood. "Alix—you told me—I mean, I know you were banished, but you never said—"

I shook my head, the weight of the secret finally unspooling between us. When I lifted my eyes, I turned to Sir Frederick, my hands moving with a steady, unflinching rhythm.

"I was born into a daughter’s life," I sign, "but I always knew my soul was meant for a man’s path. When the King and Queen learned that I intended to live as my true self, I was cast out from Truviel and subjected to forced branding." I let my fingers graze the rough leather over my chest, tracing the jagged history beneath. "These scars were intended to be marks of my disgrace—the brand for those they deemed ‘unnatural.’ To my people, I am a broken thread; but to myself, I am finally myself."

Frela is still staring at me.  “Why didn’t you tell me you're the rightful heir to Truviel?”

"Because I'm not. I forfeited the crown when I chose this life. In some ways I'm lucky. My parents executed my beloved uncle, Lord Henry, for supporting me."

My head drops, the weight of my past bearing down on me. I hadn’t told anyone the entire truth about my banishment from Truviel. The memories come flooding back, bringing with them all the pain I daily attempt to push away.

Frela rises, leaps lightly over the fire and drops down next to me. She places her hand on my back, rubbing it gently. "You should have told me, Alix."

The words stumble before rushing from my lips. “I feared that you and Sir Frederick might —  might think less of me.”

“Less of you?” Frela states, puzzled. “Why would we think less of you?”

“My whole life changed after I was banished. I was cast aside from everything I knew. I lost the one person who understood me. And to be honest, until The Aoire made me a Guardian of Sherwater, I had no clear purpose.”

I laugh wryly. "Before coming here I did things — shameful things — to survive. I didn't know how to live alone, as my new self, and sometimes I nearly slipped into súmnareth. It wasn’t until he —” I point to Sir Frederick — “saved me from my misery that I began to rebuild my life.”

Both Sir Frederick and Frela, their faces patient and filled with kindness, allow me to go on. “You both are my friends, and I did not want the story of my wretched past to ruin that.”

Frela quickly pulls me into a tender hug. She whispers, “Alix, nothing you have done or will ever do is going to change how we feel about you.”

Sir Frederick signs with a tender expression, “Our shame is the history we carry; our choice is whether we let it weave our future.”

I nod, grateful for his words. I know that he, like Frela, will stand with me no matter what. Clearing my throat, I sign, “So now you know that the Matriarch is much like me. She, too, was born into royalty. She was the first son and heir of King Nero. She was cast aside, as was I, when her truth was discovered, and became the being we know today. The actions taken by King Caligula, her grandfather, set in motion the events he described as ‘súmnareth’ in his book. He somehow knew that this 'súmnareth' would eventually cause all the nations of Chelonian to suffer.”

I pause before continuing. “After she was deposed, her younger brother, upon rising to the throne, declared himself Emperor, and began the Blood War. He seeks not only to control all of Chelonian, but also to find and destroy the Matriarch. This is why súmnareth spreads from Setios, bringing despair and death to all in its wake.”

Sir Frederick signs, “I believe you are right, Alix. It is no longer enough for us to dwell here in Sherwater. We must do our part to end the súmnareth of Emperor Maximus and the Setiosian army.”

Frela signs, “Where is the ring that was taken from King Caligula? Would the ring be a means of beating back the súmnareth?”

“Important questions,” I respond, “and to be honest, I don't know.”

“Why don't we return to the Matriarch?”

"In all honesty, I don't think I can reach her unless she chooses to be found."

I look at my companions. "I believe our best bet is to head towards Thenada. Maybe we can find answers there.”


Chapter 6 - Eyes in the Shadows

Leaving our campsite at the first light, we head north through Sherwater towards the Kingdom of Thenada, traversing the thick green of the forest floor. The paths we follow are not those made by man; they are created by the forest itself. The Blessing on our forearms gifts us with the ability to move freely through the undergrowth as if the forest clears its way for us.

Climbing over enormous moss-carpeted roots, the music of the breeze-swept leaves gives me a sense of contentment. I have grown to appreciate the forest's deep, beautiful secrets. The trees and foliage move as they choose. The distinctive, haunting chant of The Aoire fills the air. This spectral music shepherds the forest, guiding the trees and shaping life within. The Aoire speak to the trees in their unique tongue, fostering their growth. Now the trees are being led west, farther away from the encampments of the Setiosian Army, which gather ominously on the eastern border. We are aware that their encampments have gradually been moving north as well, an infection spreading towards Thenada.

“Durn-tiré!” Frela calls out from just ahead. “Alix, you need to see this.”

Jogging forward to join her, I look up to discover the bodies of two Setiosian soldiers. They are impaled by thick roots, their faces mutilated and deformed, their arms and legs strung with vines.

Frela grunts, not displeased by the sight. “It appears The Aoire are sending a warning. I’ll bet those are the same soldiers you spared.”

She moves closer to the bodies, murmuring an elven song. I catch some of the words, which seem to wish the dead men no rest for the harm they brought to the forest. Their rotting figures twist slowly from the high branches of an ancient oak, making me shudder. These men died in a far more brutal manner than if they had died in combat. I could have offered them death with honor, instead of being left to rot like this.

The Aoire show no mercy to those whom they deem to be their enemies. When my companions and I first entered Sherwater we were careful to approach The Aoire with deference. When they entered our minds they quickly understood that we intended no harm to the forest — in fact, we came to join them in the quest to protect it. Thus we were gifted with the Blessing.

After a day's trek we reach the northern border of the forest. I stop to gaze upon the magnificent rolling hills of Thenada. The lands resemble green waves painted with droplets of purple and white, the gayflower and chickweed that carpet the fields. The Kingdom of Thenada has always been one of superlative natural beauty and high culture. From the mouth-watering cuisine to its intricate architecture and untold innovations, the Thenadans have rightfully earned the respect and admiration of other kingdoms.

Our destination is the town of Klifton, where I first met Sir Frederick. Klifton is nestled in a valley to the northeast, not far from the forest, in a region of rich earth and abundant fields. Many of the best chefs in Thenada are trained in Klifton.

“We'll dine and take our rest at the White Mare Inn,” Sir Frederick signs to us. It's no wonder he wants to return here; his stomach is clearly leading his mind.

Unfortunately, Klifton is also the Thenadan town closest to the border of Setios. The next town is at least two days' journey by foot away, leaving its inhabitants particularly vulnerable to attack. This thought rests in the back of my mind; I see a similar concern in Sir Frederick's face.

As Sherwater grows distant, the warming sensation of the Blessing fades from our forearms, reminding us that the protections offered by The Aoire’s Mirë-galadeth diminish. Soon I cannot shake the feeling that we are being watched from afar. I scrutinize the horizon, sensing that a strange shadow follows us. This feeling is unlike anything I have known before. Without the Blessing I am enveloped by a chill that hovers like a fine gray mist.

Frela glances in my direction. “Do you feel it?” she asks me, concern shaping her words.

“Yes,” I answered, again scanning the terrain. The sun is beginning to make its descent from the heavens and shadows cloak the valley in darkness.

She signals to Sir Frederick, whose keen gaze returns a warning, and we all increase our stride. I cannot help but fear that we’ve brought something with us from the depths of the forest, but what it is I cannot say. Maybe this is merely my own anxiety at work, seeking to keep me alert for what might come.

Just as the sun sets we reach the summit of a hill and the town comes into view. The purple veil of night makes it difficult to clearly see what lies below, but it is apparent that the war with Setios has greatly changed the town.

Before the Blood War began, Klifton was a day’s journey by horseback from the border. Now, despite the truce, constant encroachment by Setios’ soldiers has brought the border so close that we can see the smoke of the night fires from the soldiers guarding the border. Klifton is not a place for us to tarry.

My heart drops as we descend the hill. When I met Sir Frederick, many of Klifton’s buildings were decorated with the chiseled black marble of Thenada. Blossoms overflowed from flower boxes beneath the windows. On market days farmers poured in from the countryside, hawking their wares from colorful stands. Travelers came to the town to enjoy its famed kitchens and comfortable inns.

Now the streets are full of rubble. The houses are abandoned, their windows broken, and the gardens are barren. The town once bustled with people. Laughter and conversation are replaced by an eerie silence. Few residents can be seen, though a handful of Thenadan soldiers mill about, prepared to raise the alarm at any sign of the Setiosians.

The thriving Klifton I once knew is little more than a memory.

Warily we approach the White Mare Inn, watching for any sign of trouble. Like the rest of the town, the inn has not been spared. Once painted a beautiful pearl white, it is now darkened by soot. Sir Frederick enters first, one enormous hand on the hilt of his sword. Frela follows him, clutching an arrow with her bow. I take a long look behind us as I bring up the rear. Though the sense of shadow still travels with us, I see nothing and no one.

Inside the inn we find the last traces of Klifton's past. Beyond the foyer we enter a wide, low-beamed room with shuttered windows. We move toward one of the many empty tables. There are only three other guests — a pair of Thenadan soldiers whose faces are buried in their plates, and a figure hidden by a veil of shadow, smoking a pipe, feet propped against a corner table. I am sure that Sir Frederick makes note of the three other customers, though no reaction appears on his face. Frela openly stares at the corner table; it is not in her nature to be subtle, especially when she sees something suspicious.

A middle aged woman stands behind the bar, watching nervously as we set our packs on the floor. Her clothes are threadbare and her face is heavily weather. Her gray hair is scrubbed into a bun, though a few loose strands have escaped to hang in her face. She does not greet us.

“Wine, ale, or whiskey,” she says matter-of-factly, her eyes on Sir Frederick's strapping figure. It is impossible to guess whether she is more curious about his color or his height and obvious strength.

Pulling out his slate, Sir Frederick quickly writes, “A flagon of ale and one of your finest pies for each of us.” Without speaking she retreats through a door behind the bar.

Gazing around the once-popular Inn, I am filled with sadness. This, too, was once a busy, popular establishment. It is in this very room that Sir Frederick intervened in a drunken brawl that might have taken my life. He has been my companion ever since. It was his suggestion that we make our way to Sherwater. We met Frela, who was fleeing a life of slavery under the Setiosians, and found a shared purpose as guardians of the Forest.

The innkeeper grunts as she sets the flagons of ale on our table. “Your supper will  be ready shortly.” She walks away before we can thank her.

Without hesitation Sir Frederick lifts his flagon and empties it with a great sigh of pleasure. Frela and I look at each other, shrug, and clink our flagons in a silent toast. We then take sips, keeping a cautious eye on our surroundings.

Sir Frederick signs that he wants more. I call out, “Ma’am, another flagon of ale, please — ” But the woman has vanished.

I sign this to Sir Frederick. He tips his head toward my drink and I slide it toward him with a nod. He drinks it down and smiles at Frela. "Be my guest," she signs, offering him her flacon. "Do you think we should slow him down?" she asks me.

I shrug. We've been living off what we can hunt and catch for the past year. We've had nothing but to drink but spring water and tea brewed with the herbs growing wild in the forest. "Let him drink," I say. "In fact, all of us deserve a drink or two tonight."

Sir Frederick finishes Frela's ale. Setting the empty flacon beside its brothers, he signs, “I had almost forgotten how good it is.” He leans back, crosses his arms and stretches out his legs. The Thenadan soldiers watch him. I can almost feel them calculating his weight and height, wondering if they could take him in a fight.

This worries me, and for the first time I consider whether we should risk staying in the town for the night. I lift my hands, beginning to sign, “Maybe we —” I stop, once again feeling the chill climbing up my spine. I peer around us, seeking its source, my fear increasing with each breath.

Frela’s hand finds my shoulder. “Alix, what is it?”

I sign, “A bleakness — and it’s growing stronger.”

She looks at me and nods, feeling it too. “Can you tell where it's coming from?"

As I start to sign my answer the innkeeper arrives, setting our supper down on the table. Despite her lack of hospitality, I manage to thank her before she walks away.

My eyes meet Frela's. "I don't know the source," I sign, "but perhaps we should be prepared to leave in a hurry." I look at Sir Frederick, who has already begun to eat. Despite the state of the town, the food does appear edible. We've traveled all day with nothing more than fruit in our packs. We need sustenance, especially if we are forced to continue our journey. 

I cut into the pie, attempting to shake off the fear growing in my mind. Frela follows suit. We eat quickly, noting that Sir Frederick has nearly finished his meal.

We eat in silence. After we finish I signal Frela. We stand and approach the innkeeper, who is wiping a table with a soiled cloth. I speak to her in a pleasant tone. “Excuse me, madame. May I ask you something?”

She pauses her work, eyeing me with hostility.

Though I'm already fairly certain of the answer,  I ask, “What happened here?”

Staring at me for a long moment, she responds, “You’re a queer one, aren’t you?”

Frela snaps, “Better queer than a miserable old hag.”

The woman sets down her cloth and extends a trembling finger. “Don’t speak about what you don’t know!” Her voice is raspy, as if she has breathed a great deal of smoke.

I raise my hands in a calming gesture. “I mean you no ill will. I just wondered what happened here. It’s been nearly a year since my last visit, and much has changed.”

She drops her finger and shakes her head. “Klifton has been all but ruined.”

“What happened?”

She snorts. “Prince Nathaniel happened!” Her words drop off as she glances towards the door, then returns her gaze to me. “Nearly a month ago, under the orders of Crown Prince Nathaniel, the whole town was evacuated. His plan was to use Klifton to lure the Setiosian army across the border, then launch an ambush. A battle was waged, and Thenada emerged victorious — but Klifton was left in ruin.” The woman returns to her work, though her thoughts are clearly elsewhere.

“Afterwards, we townsfolk were told to return to the city and begin the task of rebuilding. Many chose instead to abandon their homes and seek refuge in Buinhold. Since then, those remaining have been left on their own, with little to no support from the prince or his mother, the Queen.”

Frela and I share a look of dismay. Having spent the past year battling Setiosians in Sherwater, we know nothing of the turmoil taking place in this region.

The woman sees our faces and sighs. “Don’t worry yourselves about our troubles. Do you want more food? There's enough, seeing how few guests we have tonight."

We thank her and she retreats through the door to the kitchen, leaving us alone. Frela and I return to our table. The sense of unease is still with me, even stronger than before. I notice that the Thenadan troops have finished their food and departed, likely to stand guard. We are alone in a sea of empty tables.

A shadow falls over me. I look up, startled. At first glance I see what appears to be an adolescent girl with short black hair, her body wrapped in a dark green cloak. Her pale face, smeared with dirt and soot, bears a scar that begins at her right eye and ends at her lips. Her eyes, an uncanny soulless grey, fix on me. The bleakness I’m feeling intensifies. Suddenly I know without a doubt that she is its source.

Frela and Sir Frederick tense as I stand and calmly unsheathe my sword. The girl and I are only feet apart. I am taller and visibly stronger than she is, but she does not drop her gaze. After a moment she gives me a half-smile. “That’s no way to welcome a friend, Alix of Truviel.”

Who in the hell is this? How does she know my name, and more importantly, how does she know my heritage? Since my banishment I have taken pains to disguise myself and keep my past a closely guarded secret.

“You have the advantage of recognition,” I say coolly, “without revealing your own identity.” I speak as coolly as I can, and place the tip of my sword firmly against her chest.

She looks down at the blade and up again. Her grey eyes shimmer with perverse pleasure, as if this is some kind of game.

“You may call me ‘Friend,” she says, her voice low and mocking.

The sense of bleakness now rises to rage and despair. I say, “You are no friend of mine.” I step backward to gain enough space to wield the sword. Just as I begin to swing, Frela leaps up and pushes me away.

“Wait, Alix!”

“Move aside!” I say, my voice as dark as I feel.

“Control yourself,” she says, stepping between me and the weird girl.

My gaze moves from those grey eyes to Frela’s worried face. I realize I am breathing hard. My hand is trembling. I lower the sword to avoid hurting her. Sir Frederick rises and joins us. He gently places his arms around me, his body warming and calming me. His eyes meet mine and I know he will not permit her to harm me.

Slowing my breathing, I sheathe my sword and cautiously meet the girl's dead eyes. To my dismay, she looks more amused than ever.

“Are you now able to control yourself?” she smirks.

Rage again surges up in my blood, but I close my eyes, remembering I am royal-born. I am a skilled warrior. I faced the Matriarch and refused to give her my body, though I would have gained her power, strength, and the ability to read others’ thoughts.

I will be manipulated by no one.

Opening my eyes, I sit. Frela and Sir Frederick join me, though their eyes are riveted on the girl.

“Does my friend have a name?” I ask sarcastically.

“Once, yes, but no longer,” she states.

Greatly annoyed, I ask, “What, then, does my nameless friend seek?”

“You.”

“And what does my friend want with me?”

“Your friend wants to help you.” She pulls out a small leather pouch and sets it on the table before me.

I hesitated, my pulse thrumming against the leather of the pouch, before curiosity finally overrode my caution. As I loosened the drawstrings, a ring of dark, rough wood tumbled onto the table. I picked it up, testing its weight; it felt unnervingly heavy, as if it held the density of a collapsed star. When I held it to the light, the wood didn't reflect the glow—it swallowed it. It was black as a moonless night, yet it seemed to deepen, drawing the very shadows of the inn into its grain. The voices of my companions bled into a sudden, pressurized silence until I was utterly alone in the void. Then, the ring began to pulse—a rhythmic, predatory heartbeat against my skin—whispering a velvet invitation to stop fighting, to let go, and to finally succumb to the power I was always meant to wield.

“Alix?” Frela murmurs. She leans over and places her hand on my shoulder. Her touch breaks my trance, as I blink and shake my head. Placing the ring on the table in front of me, my eyes darted back to the stranger, who has now drawn up her hood. The only thing visible are those strange grey soulless eyes.

“What is the purpose of this ring?” I ask.

“You wear it,” she states. Turning swiftly, she lifts her hands and the shadows consume her. I stare at the place where she stood only seconds before.  My sense of despair has vanished along with her cloaked figure.

Frela's confusion has deepened, but Sir Frederick's piercing eyes are steady, neutral.

I sign, “Do you know who — or what — that was?”

He smiles and leans forward.  “Yes. That was a Nárenlir vel-durath.”

“A what?”

“A Nárenlir vel-durath. Once a living child — she is now a tormented soul from the Durathor.”

Frela and I share a glance. She then signs, “Please explain.”

Sir Frederick rubs his head, mildly annoyed by our lack of knowledge, and begins to sign. “In the rare instance that a Nárenlir vel-durath returns to the realm of the living, it is to be a messenger of sorts. Their time here is short lived. They serve a single purpose and then return to the master who sent them.”

I look to Frela for help in putting the pieces of this puzzle together. I sign, “Sir Frederick, do you know who her master was?”

He shakes his head. We all look at the black wooden ring, still sitting beside its pouch in the center of the table. Picking it up, I hold it in my palm, hoping some magical answer will appear.

Nothing.

Sighing in frustration, I return the ring to its pouch and secure it in a pocket inside my tunic.

“So, what now?” Frela signs.

“Bed,” I reply. “It will do us all good to rest, so we can start fresh in the morning.”

“Go on up,” Frela signs to us both, “I’ll settle up with the innkeeper.”

Sir Frederick and I both push away from the table and mount the stairs to the rooms above. I open the door to our room and watch Sir Frederick lope straight to the bed in the corner. He is on his back and snoring before my pack hits the floor. I choose the middle bed and I lean my sword against the wall within my reach. I do not remove my dagger.

I reach under my leathers and loosen the knot holding the binding across my chest in place. It releases, allowing me to breathe easier.

Frela soon enters the room and gently lies down on the bed closest to the door, turns so that our eyes meet.

“Try to sleep,” she murmurs. “We have a long road ahead of us.” She then places a warm hand on my face. She whispers and elvish blessing:  “Thalë da, Alix”

I smile. “Thalion da.”

Closing my eyes, I allow the merciful comfort of sleep to envelop  me.


Chapter 7 - A City of Enduring Light

The morning air is typically a pleasant embrace for me. Something about the scent of renewed life has always brought warmth to my soul — a spiritual reminder that no matter how long it might last, darkness will always give way to the light.

Something about this morning, however, is different. The air seems weighted in anticipation of an uncertain future. The townsfolk of Klifton must share this sense, for those we saw in the inn last night seem to be closely guarded.

The woman who served us last night has been replaced by an elderly man who appears to be close to his reaping. He watches us intently as we sit, his one eye fixed on Sir Frederick, who ignores him. A servant girl brings a tray of cheese, bread, butter, and jam, and we eat. We plan to depart forthwith, eager to put the sad town far behind us.

While chewing, Sir Frederick signs that we should set course for the capital of Thenada, the black marble city of Buinhold. His plan is to secure a meeting with Lord Cornelius, who since their days as fellow paladins has risen to command the Thenadan Army. Sir Frederick believes we must seek assistance from Thenada to counter the growing Setiosian threat in Sherwater.

I am nervous about his plan. I have not set foot in Buinhold since before my banishment from Truviel, the neighboring kingdom. I pray that no one will recognize me. So much has changed since then that I barely recognize myself! The girl born in Truviel is a vague memory. I refuse to relive the pain and misery of her existence.

Yet I do miss Truviel’s magnificent King’s Mountains, a range that rises along the entire northern expanse of Chelonian. Within those mountains is a landscape of glorious colors and abundant animal life. Life there is difficult, but those difficulties mold the finest warriors in all of Chelonian: the Ranger Corps. My uncle, Lord Henry, who was their commander, saw my potential and trained me in the hope that I might one day join the corps, to my parents' horror. He was the warrior I aspired to be. The man I seek to honor today.

The road to Buinhold would have taken us at least two days by foot, but thankfully we have just enough coin remaining that we had collected from slain Setiosian soldiers to purchase three Haflinger horses from the Klifton Stables. There is little call these days for such fine beasts; Haflinger horses are finer-boned than those used on farms, and Frela assures us of their sturdiness and intelligence. We soon set off, leaving the ruins of the once beautiful town behind.

Near midday we reach the banks of the Filuard River. This mighty waterway flows from the King’s Mountains, cuts through the heart of Thenada, and makes its way to the Forest of Sherwater. Too perilous to cross by foot, we opt instead to head north, following the river toward the Filuard Bridge in the small fishing village of Cardinal Hook.

Feeling the steady step of my horse, a deep chestnut steed of sixteen hands, I say, “We should name our companions, shouldn’t we?”

Frela snorts,  “You cannot give a name for one who already has one.”

Glancing at between her and my steed in confusion, she chuckles, “His name in the tongue of man is Timotheos, or One Who Honors The Árinim"

Astonished, I ask, “How do you know?”

Taking a moment to glide her hand through the pure white mane of her tan mare, she says, “We elves can commune with all those who live.” She smiles, adding, “I don’t need to speak with them. Our understanding is shared through our spirits.”

“What is her name, then?” I ask, pointing to her horse.

“Aminah, the faithful,” she says in a near whisper. “And before you ask, Sir Frederick rides on Elohim, the Mightiest.” She pauses. “Be sure that you use these names with the respect you would confer on royalty.”

Rubbing my hand gently along Timotheo’s dark chestnut flank, I murmur, “It’s wonderful to meet you Timotheos. I am Alix. I thank you for your companionship.”

Timotheos nickers. I am sure he understands.

Coming to a halt, Sir Frederick turns to face us and signs, “We have arrived.”

Frela and I ride up and stop on either side of Sir Frederick. Together we peer toward what was once the village of Cardinal Hook. We see that both the village and the Filuard Bridge are overrun by soldiers. Palisades stretching nearly twenty feet into the sky encircle the small hamlet and block all access to the bridge. There are no other bridges in this region, and the river’s wide width and swift current make riding across impossible.

We take a moment to discuss our options. We expect that we have already been seen, so presenting ourselves peacefully to the guards might be our wisest opinion. We slowly guide our horses to the palisade's main gate.

“Halt!” A soldier shouts from a guardhouse as we approach. “State your business.”

“We seek to cross the river and journey to Buinhold,” I state firmly.

The gate opens wide enough to permit four horsemen to exit. They encircle us, firmly gripping the hilts of their swords. We sit very still on our horses, our hands on our knees.

A commander in highly polished steel armor rides out on a handsome black steed, looking as if he is ready to welcome the royal court. The steel used to craft his armor is an extremely valuable and rare resource. Iron deposits are rare in Thenada; the closest mines are deep within the mountains of Truviel, my homeland. Said to be protected by the mountains themselves, the mines are prone to collapse, taking the lives of many men. Thus the iron extracted from the mines is typically used to forge weapons and armor for the nobility and the royals.

The commander's armor is swathed in a cloak bearing the colors and sigil of Thenada, cardinal trimmed in gold, and a golden eagle, its raised talon sharp and ready to strike. He is a middle-aged man of average height; beneath his helmet flows flaming red hair, and a deliberately trimmed red beard. His ghostly white skin hosts an assortment of freckles.

“Identify yourselves,” the commander says, addressing me.

“We are travelers making our way to Buinhold.” I replied.

He signals to a man who produces a parchment. After consulting his record, the man announces that he sees no record of our company.

The commander's eyes return to me. Taking in the quality of my leathers, Frela's deliberately mutilated ear, and Sir Frederick's unusual size, his tone becomes considerably more threatening. “I will ask you one final time to identify yourselves.”

“We are but two men and an elf who seek an audience in Buinhold.” I answer, attempting to resolve his concerns.

“With whom do you seek an audience? The commander demands.

“With his majesty, King Gerald.”

My words cause the soldiers to tense and their horses shift nervously. 

The commander stares at me, his gaze measuring. “The king is no more,” he says in a toneless voice. “Her Highness Rennifer of Thenada, the Queen Regent, now rules in his stead.” In unison the soldiers immediately slam a fist against the left side of their chests in the Thenadan salute.

“Then," Frela says, lifting her chin proudly, "we seek an audience with Her Highness.”

Her words draw the ire of the commander, who stares at her, resentful that she believes herself worthy of addressing the queen. In elven culture, leaders and royalty are not seen as greater than, or above anyone else; rather, their leaders and royalty are expected to honor those whom they serve.

The commander, however, finds the Thenadan royalty much too highborn to meet with the likes of us. His face twists as he snarls, “How dare you speak before you are spoken to? You are nothing but a she-elf!”

In a flash Frela has drawn her bow and aimed an arrow directly at his face. “This she-elf,” she answers coolly, “needs no permission to speak!”

The soldiers surrounding us draw closer, nervously preparing to strike. I feel Sir Frederick shifting on Elohim, deciding which of the soldiers to take first. Between the three of us these poorly-trained men will have little chance.

I hastily spur Timotheos between Frela and the Commander. “We are not your enemies!” I shout at the man. “We only seek to serve the realm!”

Gesturing to Frela to lower her weapon, I turn back to the commander. “We ask for safe passage across the bridge — nothing more.”

The commander's eyes meet my gaze. I see him considering what he has to gain or lose by giving in. After a moment he gestures impatiently and the soldiers withdraw their swords.

“You, boy — follow me,” he states, turning his horse and riding back through the gates.

Catching a glimpse of Frela’s furious face, I signal to Sir Frederick, who watches with his typical stoic calm, his arms crossed. He gives me a slight nod, promising they’ll be fine. Seeing the uncertain looks he receives from the soldiers, I suspect that this is true.

Timotheos and I trot behind the Commander, our steeds’ steps sloshing in the muddy ground. The Commander dismounts and enters a tent. A soldier takes the reins from my hand and gestures toward the tent opening.

Pushing aside the cardinal-colored flaps, I see ‘Regional Field Commander Lee’ embroidered on the canvas in gold thread. I find him sitting at a table, pouring wine into a silver goblet. The air is thick with dust and heat. A map of Thenada sits on the table, small figures of horses and men placed on top of it.

The Commander motions to an empty chair. I choose to stand rather than sit. He stares at me for a moment, then sighs. “Though you have declined to give me your names, the quality of your attire suggests that you and your company are not, in fact, ordinary travelers. You might not be aware, but our war with Setios has begun again. In fact, it never truly ended.”

Pausing, Commander Lee takes a drink of wine. “I have been ordered to close this bridge by Her Highness. I am charged with ensuring that no one but those deemed to be true allies are permitted to cross.”

He raises his eyes, cool and measuring. He seems unimpressed by my brown hair and slender, almost feline frame. “You are small in stature for a man,” he observes, again lifting the goblet to his lips.

“Perhaps,” I reply calmly, “but my height allows me certain advantages in combat.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Such as?”

“I have a unique advantage in balance, and explosive movement when challenged, even by larger opponents.”

He snorts, then waves his hand back and forth dismissively. “It doesn't matter. My orders are clear. You are not to cross the bridge.”

I don’t react. “Commander, we were allies of the late King Gerald, and are therefore allies of Her Highness, the Queen Regent. We seek to aid Thenada in this war.”

He leans back in his chair, observing me closely.  He seems to be waiting for me to do something that would justify some aggression against us. "How do I know you are not Setiosian spies, sent forth to assess our defenses?”

At that moment the Aoire’s Blessing begins to warm my left forearm. This surprises me, as the Blessing seemed to wane when we left Sherwater. I push up my sleeve to reveal the vines that seem to glow just beneath my skin.

“Tell me, Commander — would a spy of Setios be honored with a Blessing such as this?”

Setting down the goblet, Lee blinks in astonishment and quickly rises. He takes my arm and examines the glowing mark. Convinced of its authenticity, his fingers leave my arm as he backs away, coming to a stop behind his desk. “I have not seen the mark of The Aoire for nearly a decade,” he mutters. "Do you come from Sherwater?"

“Yes.” I roll down my sleeve, covering my forearm. 

“And you each received the Blessing?”

I nod in reply. He says seemingly convinced, “Under those circumstances I must trust your words. You have my permission to cross.”

Picking up a piece of parchment, he writes a brief order that grants us safe passage over the bridge. Rolling up the document, he stamps it with his seal. “Present this to the guards. I should warn you that you may find things far more difficult than this once you have crossed the river.”

“I will take heed of your warning,” I say, slipping the parchment inside of my tunic.

As I turn to exit he says, “I would keep that she-elf in line if I were you. It's never a woman’s place to speak for a man, and a slave-leaf, no less.”

Facing him fully, I say, “I have heard your warning, Commander. Now I will ask you to listen to mine: it would be wise if in the future you refrain from speaking thus about a woman who could so easily permanently silence you.”

His eyes widen and his mouth tightens. No doubt he has never been spoken to in such a manner.

I leave the tent, smiling in grim satisfaction. Mounting Timotheos, I quickly return to Frela and Sir Frederick, who are allowing their horses to graze just outside the gate. Showing the parchment to the soldiers, a horn sounds and the gate swings fully open.

Within seconds we are trotting down a muddied road past the tents, cooking fires, and latrines. We take our first steps on the bridge. Made of carefully chiseled black marble, the structure arches nearly five meters above the ferocious waters of the Filuard River. I turn back and see that Commander Lee has followed us, his expression angry and uncertain. Sensing his hostility, Frela offers him a mocking wave and calls out, “Your servant, Commander!”

Our journey continues without incident until we reach the shores of Onyx Lake, a man-made body of water that lies beneath the towering black walls of Buinhold. The setting sun shimmers like an enormous orange orb in the opaque mirror of the lake. Making our way over toward the long causeway that serves as the only access to the city, I show the seal of Commander Lee to the guards posted at the city gates. Wearing official Thenadan uniform, they permit us to pass without questions. Our horses' hoofs clatter on the black marble of the causeway as we ride toward the city.

We arrive just as Buinhold is illuminated by cardinal lanterns, bright and warm, set on street posts and in windows. The lanterns emit a red-gold light from a source harvested from the earth below — a vapor that when ignited glows with the intensity of a star. This innovation is the work of the scholars in the Buinhold’s Engineering College, known for their pioneering advancements. They have found the means to safely remove and distribute the vapors throughout the city, preventing darkness from falling, even in the darkest night.

The cardinal light glistens off the black marble buildings lining the streets. All of the buildings in Buinhold are constructed of marble, as there are quarries throughout the northern border of the kingdom, where the mountains of Truviel, my homeland, meet the glades of Thenada.

The streets of the city are busy, with all manner of people going about their lives as if it were the middle of the day. Vendors eagerly peddle their wares to women with baskets full of shopping. Children dart back and forth around their mother’s legs. Soldiers walk calm along the streets, lulled by the lack of any obvious danger. Frela and I exchange glances as we catch the eerily familiar lyrics of The Lay of the Faithful Hands pouring out of the open doors of taverns and inns:

Mighty are we, the faithful few,

The ones who labor, tried and true.

Together we rise, our strength anew,

And drink our fill of golden brew..

By our hands, our glory is shown,

Cardinal Fire and Golden Throne.

Darkness fades, yet the light endures,

While Buinhold stands, forever sure…

And something opens in my mind, my body, my soul...


Chapter 8 - Dances of the Past

Entranced by the singing voices, memory transforms the world around me. I slip from the saddle, landing softly beside Timotheos, barely keeping my balance. I touch the horse to steady myself and see not my own hands, but those of a child. Shocked and confused, I look for Frela and Sir Frederick. Neither can be seen in the crowded streets. This feels as if reality is filtered through the self I have become. I know I am still in Thenada — the traders and shopkeepers peddle their wares, laborers go in and out of the tavern, and I still hear the enchanting song bursting out from behind its doors.

We stand unbowed as shadows rise,

Through night’s embrace and whispered cries.

Our will unbroken, courage pure,

For Buinhold’s light shall ever endure…




Suddenly a large hand grips my right shoulder and spins me around. I am face-to-face with a strong man in a black tunic with a hood covering his head. I meet the loving hazel eyes of my uncle, and launch myself against his chest with all the power in my child’s body.

With a chuckle, my uncle, Lord Henry, wraps me in a warm hug. I haven’t allowed myself to think about  how much I miss being held by him, for when he holds me in his arms, I have always felt safe, loved, and accepted.

After a moment he stands back to look at me. “My, my — what troubles you, young sir?”

At first I met his question with a puzzled look. Then I realize this is but a memory of my trip with Uncle Henry to visit his sister, Queen Bethany of Thenada. Though the trip was meant to be diplomatic, Uncle Henry invited me along to allow me to experience life as he knew I wanted. He was the one member of my family I felt I could trust with my secret. One evening, as we took a walk through the quiet streets, I told him in a muted voice that living as a princess felt strange and uncomfortable — like being forced to wear shoes that didn't fit. I told him that even though I could walk in those shoes, they seemed — I struggled to find the word, and Uncle Henry looked down at me, his eyes serious, and said, "perhaps you mean, unnatural?"

My heart leaped, relieved and thankful that he understood, but also with pain at the use of a word used to punish those who did not adhere to traditional customs.

He placed his warrior's hand on my small shoulder. "There's nothing wrong with living as you were born to be. I, too, often feel uncomfortable in my role and the duties it requires." He went on to reveal that my father, the King of Truviel, had betrothed him to a daughter of the King of Juarel, but he pleaded to be released from the arrangement. My father agreed to break the betrothal provided Uncle Henry consented to serve as the Commander of the Ranger Corps, the elite group of Truviel warriors bound to the king. "I love being part of the corps," he told me, "but I had no wish to assume command, nor to be bound in service to my brother." He sighed, then smiled. "Now I am glad I remained in service to your father. Perhaps I'll be of some help to you in the years to come..."

Now my uncle reaches down and dusts off my clothes, saying, “You need to pay more attention to our surroundings, boy.” His tone is chastising, but he winks to let me know he’s putting on a show for anyone listening. He firmly adjusts my cap, making sure my princess' hair is hidden.

Pretending to be ashamed of my clumsiness, I say, “Yes, sir.”

He chuckles, slips his arm around my shoulders, and goes on speaking as we walk. “The first rule of being a young man is to always keep your wits about you.”

Nodding, I repeat his words in my head multiple times: “always keep your wits about you, always keep your wits about you …”

Continuing, he leads us down a darkened alley. “The second rule is that you must always remember your duty to what really matters.”

“And the third?” I ask, looking up into his face.

With a smile, he stops and kneels before me. “If I tell you everything now, there won’t be anything left for you to learn.” He chuckles again and stands. “I have some business to attend to. I trust you can manage on your own for a bit?”

Raising my shoulders and puffing out my chest, I nod.

He says, “Good man.” With that, he turns and knocks twice on a door, with the faint carving of Luminor’s open eye of the sun, before entering and shutting it behind him.

I take a quick look around, hoping to discover what this place might be, but there is no description to explain the faint symbol on the door. Residing to sit and wait for my uncle, I find a clean spot and lean against the wall, making sure not to dirty my long-sleeved green tunic and comfortable brown pants.

In Buinhold, some doors lead to concerns that are quite legal, while others hide dealings that are unsavory in nature. I have no idea if my uncle's "business" is the former or the latter, though his behavior suggests the latter. Recently my mother has become suspicious of his trips between our home in Truviel to the city of Buinhold, though Father insists that his brother would never engage in anything that would endanger the kingdom.

When I get bored I wander back to the main street. Finding a crate to sit on, I create stories for the citizens as they go about their lives. A horse-drawn carriage carrying a middle-aged man and young boy in fine blue coats and black pants trundles past, its bed filled with closed trunks. I decide they are tailors, making their way to some prominent citizen’s home.

I notice a young woman whose eyes look heavy and whose clothes are worn and covered in black dust — she must be an artisan on her way to purchase more marble. And those boys playing in the street dream of one day joining the army and fighting in some great battle.

My eyes flick from person to person until they land on a young girl no older than me. Her blonde curls glisten in the sunlight. The skirts of her beautiful red dress spin as she dances along the street; her smile is pure euphoria. Without thinking I leap from my box and slip through the crowds until we are only inches apart. Her large eyes, brown with flecks of amber, take me in. Her enchanting smile makes my heart leap. The blood rushes to my face in a mixture of attraction and sudden shame. How idiotic I must look, entranced by a girl like this! I know how to talk to girls – I am a girl, after all — or at least, sort of. But this girl is different.

Before I realize it, she speaks to me. “Hello good sir,” she says while curtsying. Her voice is like a sweet nectar.

“Hello, my…my lady,” I return in a nervous stutter, attempting to deepen my voice so she won't be able to tell. I start to curtsy, then quickly bow, remembering that this is what boys are supposed to do.

Giggling, she says, “Did you want something?”

Nervously, I reply, “No. I apologize for interrupting your dance.”

Her smile deepens. “There is no need to apologize. Your attention is a compliment, especially from someone such as yourself.”

I am unsure how to respond. Does she think I’m attractive? Impossible! How could she — I’m only pretending to be a boy!

Before I have the chance to reply she reaches for my hand. “Come dance with me!”

She leads me toward the tavern where my uncle surprised me earlier. The drunken singing has given way to the sweet melodies of a fiddler, and now many people are dancing both inside and in the street before the open doors.

The girl faces me and puts her hands on my shoulders. I know I am supposed to take her waist, because that’s what boys do. Nervously I stammer, “My–my lady, I don’t know how—” This is a lie, for my royal station dictates that I have dance instruction. But I only know the girls’ steps! I wasn’t taught how to lead.

She giggles. “Don’t be silly! Just have fun!”

Taking a large gulp of air, I begin to lead her in a simple dance, following the fiddler’s pace. With each step I feel my confidence grow. Never in my wildest dreams have I imagined that I lead a girl in a dance, and especially a girl as beautiful as her. Together we dance in the street outside the tavern, occasionally exchanging shy smiles.

I feel as if I’m soaring. With each movement my doubts give way to a growing sense of euphoria. The moment is truly perfect.

Suddenly a hand grasps my arm and jerks me from her grasp. I am shoved so hard that I fall on the marble street. I find myself surrounded by a group of boys standing above me. All are dressed in black tunics. The tallest of the group sports an expression that almost matches his bright hair. These were the guys I’d seen playing soldier. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” The boy shouts.

One of his friends says, “I think he was making a play for your girl.”

“Is that it, moron? Trying to steal my girl?”

The girl shouts, “I am not yours, Murph!” She’s struggling to break free from another boy's grasp. “Let me go, Kingston! Murph, tell him to let me go!”

“Shut up, Juliana!” he yells. She drops her head, almost as his words were fists. Anger swells in me. I scramble to my feet, ready to fight for her. Murphy shoves me twice as hard, laughing. I hit the street and pain rockets through my back.

“Murphy, look!” One of the boys shouts.

“What the…?”

“He’s a…he’s a girl!”

The street goes quiet and I feel hundreds of eyes on me. I move my hand to my head. My cap is on the ground beside me and my long brown hair now falls in waves past my shoulders. Sitting up slowly, my back throbbing, I look towards Juliana. She stares at me, embarrassed. I don’t blame her. I’m embarrassed, too.

“You’re a sick, ugly wench!” Murphy yells when he sees me looking at her. He snatches a small steel dagger from his pocket, one that looks far greater than what a young peasant boy should possess. “You’ll see what we do to you, ‘unnaturals.” His voice thick with malice and sickening pleasure.

He quickly lunges at me. Only to halt in his tracks the moment a Juarelian blue steel blade appears, pointing directly at him..

Uncle Henry’s voice resonates from behind me. “Be wise, young man. This blade has tasted the blood of many, and will gladly taste yours as well.”

Murphy's eyes fill with terror. He glances down at me and back to my uncle. With a nervous stutter, he mutters, “I…I…no trouble here…sir.” He notices that his friends have vanished into the crowd. Juliana has run away, too, though in a different direction. I catch a glimpse of her peeking out from an alley, disgust on  her face.

As Murphy looks back at us, my uncle says, “Flee, dog —  like the coward you are.”

He nods and runs, his dagger clanking as he drops it on the street.

Uncle Henry, sheathing Frostfang, takes my arms and helps me to my feet. He dusts off my tunic before handing me my cap. I hastily work my hair into a braid and do what I can to hide it.

Taking a good look at me, Uncle Henry says, “So — I see the young man is back.”

I lower my head to shield myself from the eyes of the crowd, feeling ridiculous. Uncle Henry gently guides me away from the main street toward a small park that, surprisingly, is almost empty.

Golden autumn leaves are in stark contrast to the black marble buildings around the park’s perimeter. Finding a bench, we sit together in silence. Feeling completely overwhelmed, I close my eyes and lean my head against the back of the bench.

“Alix,” Uncle Henry says quietly, “shall I tell you the third rule now?”

Opening my eyes, I ask, “Is this because you pity me?”

To my surprise, he lets out a booming laugh. The tone is not mocking. “Pity? No, never pity.”

He slips a small dagger into my hand. The same dagger that Murphy used moments before to threaten my life.

Uncle Henry says, “The third rule is that no identity simply handed to you is yours. Never accept other people's labels or expectations. One person defines you.”

I meet his eyes. “Who?”

His smile curves, wolf-wise.

“The same person who lives it: You.”


Chapter 9 - Last Words, Last Breath

“Alix! Alix! What's wrong with you?” I jerk awake. Frela is shaking me and Sir Frederick has drawn close, his gaze fixed on my face.

I shake my head to clear it. Yes, we are standing beside the horses in a familiar alley beside a tavern in the loud, bustling center of Buinhold. But I am no longer a child and Uncle Henry is not beside me.

Blinking, my eyes, I mumble, “I was just…” Trailing off again, I glance around, still struggling to reconcile this reality, so full of uncertainty, with those days when my uncle was an anchor in my life.

“Are you alright?” Frela asks hesitantly. “Do you feel unwell?”

I try to push aside the memories that felt all too real. “No...I'm fine.”

I note Sir Frederick's gaze, penetrating and thoughtful. He seems to sense the moments when my past becomes more real than my present. I don't want him to know how much I miss my uncle. How guilty I feel that I caused his death.

"Let's get moving," I say as firmly as I can. We mount and lead the horses through the crowds until we reach the Lantern Manor. A two-story building at the end of the main road, the Manor sits near the center of Buinhold, with The Obsidian Dyarchal Palace to the north and the Engineering College to the south. Here we should be able to find safe beds for the night, before our attempt to gain an audience, first with Lord Commander Cornelius, who once served with Sir Frederick, and then, with his assistance, with the queen.

We dismount in the stables. Speaking soothingly, I thank Timotheos and stroke the pure white stripe that runs the length of his chestnut head. Frela chatters in Lioráeth with Aminah and the horse nods her head as if in agreement. Sire Frederick watches both of us with amusement, then looks into Elohim's liquid eyes. He cannot speak to his horse, but I am certain he doesn't need to. His love and respect for nature radiate in every inch of his sleek, powerful frame.

Entering the Manor, we find a middle-aged man standing behind the bar of the all-but-deserted tavern. He eyes us carefully, along with the trio playing cards at a corner table.

Making my way to the bar, I set down my pack and address the man. “One room with three beds, if possible, good sir.” Pulling my coin pouch from my pack, I thumb the few coppers that remain after we purchased the horses in Klifton.

“Aye,” he says, selecting a key from the wall behind him. “Two coppers it is.” He takes the coins and tosses the key on the bar. “Top of the stairs on the left.”

“Thank you,” I say politely. Lifting my pack, I lead Frela and Sir Frederick to the stairs. Frela mounts first, but Sir Frederick doesn’t follow. His gaze is fixed on the card players. Cards are, perhaps, his only vice. This may be because his lack of hearing allows him to fully concentrate on the game, making him a savagely successful player. Perhaps he thinks it wise to try and win a few coppers to add to our meager savings. I place my hand upon his shoulder and sign, “Not tonight, my friend. We must rise early and look our best when we go to the palace.” He gives me a rueful grin, then nods in agreement.

Joining Frela at the top of the stairs, I unlock the door to find a big single bed in the center of a small room. Sighing, I sign, “One thing’s certain — we’ll definitely be warm enough tonight.”

Both Sir Frederick and Frela chuckle. It is not uncommon for the three of us to share a bed, even though those nights are usually uncomfortable. Exhausted from the journey, I drop my pack in a corner, placing my sword beside it. The others do the same. When we are settled I carefully lock the door. Seeing that Sir Frederick and Frela have already beaten me to the bed, I climb in and squeeze between them, closing my eyes.

A weightlessness pulls me under as darkness surrounds me. I hear nothing. I feel nothing.

Snap!

I crash hard against a rough surface, pain shooting all over my body.  A shiver rushes down my spine, awakening my senses to everything around me. Blinking rapidly, I find the darkness replaced by blinding white light. I lift my head. The air is wet and very cold — much like the weather in my home.

My home.

I recognize this landscape. Yes, I have known these hills and mountains all my life. Frigid gusts whip my face, icy daggers penetrating my bones. Sitting up, I rub my arms to combat the cold. Though I am grateful for my boots and riding jerkin, my clothes are far from ideal for these conditions. Scrutinizing the horizon, I notice a small cabin in the distance, smoke rising from its single chimney.

I get to my feet and fight my way through high snowbanks that have all but hidden the path. The blowing snow makes it nearly impossible to guess the cabin’s true distance, but this cold will be my death if I don’t reach it soon, so I push on despite the piercing pain in my hands and feet. Clearing my mind of every thought except the possibility of warmth, I keep moving forward.

At last I reached the door of the small wooden structure, its windows shuttered tight and the door firmly bolted. Mustering what feels like the last of my strength, I bang both frozen fists against the door. There is no answer. Using the weight of my body, I throw myself against it, hoping it will give way, but to no avail. Again pounding, I yell, “Please help me! I’m dying!”

At that moment, as if by magic, the door swings open. The warmth of a great fire surrounds me, almost lifting me up and pulling me in. I fall on the floor as the door shuts behind me. Trembling with relief, I glance around and find myself in an oddly familiar room.

A withered voice speaks from the shadows. “I am pleased to see that you have endured.”

Peering through the flames, I see an old woman in a black cloak sitting on the other side of the fireplace. The Matriarch.

“You!” I murmur, my voice brittle with cold.

“Me,” she says with a smirk as she points to the chair beside her. I rise and walk on uncertain legs to the chair, placing my hands and feet as close to the fire as I can bear.

She stares at me with her intense, mocking black eyes. “Yes, you should warm yourself, young one.”

“Why did you make it so…so…so…cold?”

She croaks out a laugh. “I thought it might be nice for you to be reminded of your home.”

“My home…?” My mind begins to swim with memories. The images take the shape of a life, distant and faint, that gradually becomes clearer. I rub my hands together, trying to make the blood flow, and watch in awe as they become paintbrushes moving the flames across a canvas. Memories from the depth of my consciousness become as clear as day. A force pulls me closer to the fire, plunging me into my past. Some intuition brings my index finger and thumb together to—

Snap!

In the blink of an eye, the Matriarch and I travel through the flames...

I recognize the nip in the air — just enough to awaken my senses without the sting of deep cold. I am in the courtyard of the Citadel of the Vanguard, the palace within Aethelgard, the capital of Truviel. Surrounding the walls of the courtyard are the statues of my forefathers, placed high upon pillars to look down upon us. A constant reminder that they always sit in judgement of us. The Tree of Men stands in the center of the courtyard, a mighty maple-leaf oak tree with beautiful, vibrant red leaves. The tree has stood since before my ancestors occupied the valley, deep within the King’s mountains. Around the base of the trunk lies a small circular bed of grass surrounded by a low, black stone wall. Sitting atop the wall, feet dangling back and forth, staring intently into the leaves of the tree, is…me?

Overcome with shock, I whip around to find the Matriarch standing behind me, now painted in a near-transparent shroud of white. I look at my hands and see that the same flames engulf my body.

“What is this?” I ask her, though no sound escapes my lips.

The Matriarch's black eyes observe me carefully as she gestures to something behind me. I turn and...

I am almost eighteen. I sit on the wall in a flowing, deep sapphire dress trimmed with the silken fur of a white timber wolf. My brown hair has been swept into a long braid, my head adorned with a silver circlet. I stare at my hands, which rest in my lap. My entire being is in pain.

“Your Highness…” A voice I know whispers my title, then my name: "Alix..".

I turn my head slowly. My heart explodes with a mixture of hope and fear.

There he is — my uncle, Lord Henry.

He stands tall and splendid in the uniform of the Commander of the Ranger Corps. The face I’ve loved my whole life — rough-hewn, battle-chiseled, but filled with compassion, looks down on me.

There is something in his hazel eyes...A trace of darkness that glints behind all that love, like a hairline fracture hidden by polished glass.

“Alix,” he says softly, gently, as he takes a seat beside me. Placing his arm around my back, he continues, “I conferred with your father, the King.” My eyes meet his. I am lifted outside of myself. I know what he is about to say. 

“No,” I murmur.

“Alix,” he repeats, the word soundless. “Your mother and father are not willing…” Sorrow shapes his expression, and he falls silent.

“So what's going to happen?” I ask, looking down into my hands, afraid to meet his eyes.

“The sentences will be carried out, as ordained by the Council and sanctioned by the King, your father.”

"Then they will banish me?"

He does not speak.

"And my father is going to kill you, his brother?"

Tears fill my eyes when he doesn't respond. “What they do to me doesn't matter," I say. "But you should not pay with your life for my choices —"

"They are making an example of me," he says quietly. "Your father wants the kingdom to believe that if he is willing to execute his brother, the commander of his own elite guard, he will certainly strike down anyone else who challenges his authority. He argues that his authority must not be challenged in a time of war, and perhaps he is right. He is putting Truviel over everything— even his own family."

"He does not deserve to be king —" I snarl. "I would never, ever, sacrifice the people I love if I ruled a nation."

Uncle Henry squeezes me tighter. "You must make me a promise, Alix. No matter what happens today, you must live to see tomorrow. Do you understand?"

“Lord Henry!” A booming voice fills the courtyard. Five members of the Ranger Corps arrive, dressed in polished steel armor and cloaked in the sapphire and steel grey colors of Truviel, the embroidered sigil of the grey howling wolf set at their shoulders. In the center of the men stands Earl Victar, a pale bearded man who serves as my father's personal advisor.

“It is time,” Earl Victar says. I look up to see the sadness in his eyes — indeed, in the eyes of all his men. I have no doubt that they love my uncle as I do, and find my father's decision rash.

Wiping my tears one final time, my beloved uncle, Lord Henry, stands and walks proudly toward his men. As he reaches them, he extends his arms before his chest. A guard pulls out restraints and binds his wrists without meeting his eyes. I let out a cry as they marched him from the courtyard.

Scrambling up, I run after the men as fast as I can, nearly tripping over my skirts. I catch up with the group in time to hear him proudly proclaim: “I am proud to give my life so that you, Alix, may live.”

Excruciating pain tears through my chest and I grasp at the breasts that are no longer there. Tears fill my eyes. I feel myself drowning in unbearable regret and indescribable grief. It is my fault, and my fault alone, that he is no longer alive.

His bound hands wiping the tears from my eyes. And I hear his last words — the most important words anyone has ever said to me: “No matter what happens today, you must live to see tomorrow!"

Standing slowly, I struggle to regain my composure. Turning, I find the Matriarch still staring at me. A smile of compassion, unlike any she has ever shown before, graces her face. She somehow looks less like the pale, old, bird-like woman and more like…a…

Snap!

The void again consumes me, shrouding me in darkness. In the blink of an eye I am once more before her fireplace, my hands still lifted as if they are painting the flames. As the pain of the memory settles in my heart, I drop my hands to my lap.

“Why?” I ask.

“A single word, rich enough to birth a thousand thoughts,” she states, her black eyes, heavy and secretive, fixed on me.

My anger suddenly rises. “Why did you show me that? I have done everything possible to forget that day!”

“I showed you nothing. It was you who chose what to reveal to me.”

My anger fades, replaced by a crushing wave of sorrow. My head drops, the weight of my body almost seems too much to bear.

She tilts her head, her voice low and shrill. “I said this once, and I will say it again: you and I are threads within the same tapestry. In time, you will come to see that all my powers are yours, as well.”

And now I understand — the Matriarch brought me here and allowed me to return to my most painful memories to fill my heart with rage and grief. She thinks the offer of her power will tempt me to seek revenge against those who wronged me and murdered my Uncle Henry.

I peer at my hands — hands that have the power to bring my past to life — and once again I feel that terrible pull: I could do so much with The Matriarch’s power — but at what cost? Can I accept being trapped in her body? Am I prepared to surrender my true self?

I look into her face. “No, Matriarch. I choose to live, on my own terms, as my true self. That's what my uncle died for.”

Her expression shifts and her rage swells. Before a word escapes her withered lips, I bring my index finger and thumb together…

Snap!

My eyes jerk open and I leap from the bed, startling both Frela and Sir Frederick. Frela snatches up her dagger, which was placed beneath her pillow, and climbs out of bed, ready for combat. “What is it?”

Sir Frederick sits up, his hunter's eyes sweeping the small chamber.

I sign, “It’s nothing. Just I struggle to catch my breath as I loosen my chest binding. The air fills my lungs, and I gaze from one of my companions to the other.a bad dream.”

Frela heaves a great sigh, briefly grasps my shoulder, and returns to the bed. Sir Frederick stretches and lies down again, though I am certain he will not fall asleep right away.

Pulling on my boots, I say quietly, “I’m going downstairs.” Frela asks me if I want some company.

"No," I say softly. "Go back to sleep."

I exit the room and readjust my bindings before making my way down to the tavern, only to find it deserted. The room is lit by the embers in the fireplace. I throw a log onto the embers, then sit and watch as the flames come alive, consuming the log in a beautiful and powerful dance of orange and red.

Reaching toward the flames, I move my hands as I did in my dream, hoping to bring forth my beloved uncle. But nothing happens. The power I wielded in the Matriarch's presence is gone.

“I haven't forgotten, Uncle Henry,” I murmur. “I promise you — I will live to see tomorrow.”


Chapter 10 - Beneath the Golden Eagle

A vigorous shake rouses me from my slumber. The soft light says that it's barely dawn. I ended up falling asleep on a hard wooden chair beside the fireplace, and everything aches as I try to find my bearings. I see that once again Frela is dressed and prepared to depart.

“Frederick's already outside,” Frela said, her voice cutting through the remaining fog of my memory. "He thinks our best chance of catching Lord Commander Cornelius is to intercept him before he begins his morning security rounds."

She handed me my pack and sword. I reached behind me instinctively, my heart only settling once my fingers brushed the hilt of my dagger, still snug against the small of my back. It was the only piece my uncle that I had left. I buckled my sword to my hip and swung the pack over my shoulder, the weight a familiar burden.

Before following her, I turned back to the fireplace. The embers were dead, a pile of grey, lifeless ash. I moved my hand over them in a slow, desperate arc, reaching for that nuclear warmth I’d felt in the dream—pleading for the flames to jump and reveal a glimpse of Henry’s smile. But the air remained cold, the ash undisturbed. My soul felt like a frayed string. Disheartened, I turned away from the silence of the room and followed Frela out into the waking, cardinal-lit streets of Buinhold.

The morning air is heavy with the smell of fresh produce brought in by the farmers around the kingdom. A market will soon be underway. Vendors rush about, setting up tables and moving baskets of fruit and vegetables from their carts. Cooks and house servants already appear, looking for the best wares for their employers. Sir Frederick stands by a door, using his chalk and slate to communicate with a patrolling soldier, no doubt asking for the easiest way to get us into the barracks. He returns the chalk and slate to his pack and strides towards us.

“I can get us as far as Cornelius,” he signs. "You, Alix, must convince the commander to intervene on our behalf for an audience with the queen."

He leads us through the swelling crowd, opening an easy path for us to follow. The crowds part to allow him to pass, intimidated by his great size and unusual beauty. Many in Thenada have not seen men of such stature and color for a long time, say for her royal Highness, Queen Regent Rennifer. Sir Frederick comes from the seafaring island of Juarel, located along the southern shore of Chelonian. Trade with Juarel ceased when Thenada abandoned the Forest of Sherwater, as that was the only safe passage between the two nations after  the Blood War began.

We soon draw near our destination.

Rising from the heart of the capital like a shadow carved directly into daylight, the Obsidian Dyarchal Palace stands as both fortress and monument, its polished obsidian walls catching the sun and bending it into a deep, liquid glow. Unlike the pale black marble that shapes the rest of the city, every stone of the palace was hewn from a single rare vein of night-stone, a mineral so dark it mirrors the world like still water, so smooth it seems perpetually kissed by starlight. The cardinal-red lantern flames that line the outer walls flicker across its surface, weaving serpentine patterns that look unsettlingly like blood coursing through black veins.

The late King Gerald commissioned it not as a throne for himself, but as a testament to the queen who was to rule beside him, my aunt, Bethany. Two grand staircases sweep upward toward the entrance in perfect symmetry. The towering doors are inlaid with gold filigree: one bearing the king’s sigil, an eagle mid-strike with talons bared; the other the queen’s, a vigilant eagle perched in quiet mastery over its domain.

Beside me, Frela takes in the palace’s grandeur with unmistakable disdain. “Such a monstrosity,” she mutters under her breath.

I offer her a polite smile, whispering back, “Such are the ways of kings.”

Frela’s resentment for human architecture is no surprise. She believes that men and elves were meant to live in harmony with the living world, not carve it apart to raise towering monuments that defy nature’s order. I have always found the palace magnificent, breathtaking even, but looking at it now, gleaming like a living thing, I understand her feelings more than ever.

We arrive at the military barracks, a large, low building with a wide enclosed courtyard adjacent to the palace's ornate gates. The barrack's thick wooden doors are wide open. Inside the courtyard we see soldiers in cardinal uniforms with golden sashes marching in rhythmic drills or standing at attention, undergoing inspection by their officers. Blacksmiths hammer in a steady cadence, sparks flying in bright, fleeting arcs that die against the dark stone. To our right, the stables remain as I remember them, filled with proud Mérens, known for their strong, compact forms, impressive endurance, and unwavering loyalty. Grooms walk several horses, their breath curling warm and heavy in the morning air, to a group of waiting men.

A young guard, looking like he didn't get enough sleep, stops us at the door. "State your names and your purpose," he says, looking at us with curiosity. No doubt he has never seen a strapping black warrior travelling with a slender, dark-haired man and a battle-ready elf.

I say, "Please inform Lord Commander Cornelius that Sir Frederick, Paladin of Thenada and Guardian of Sherwater, wishes to speak to him." I gesture toward Sir Frederick, who stares at the young soldier until he takes a step back, practically bowing.

We watch as he vanishes into one of the buildings near the rear of the courtyard and quickly returns. "Follow me," he says politely.

The soldier leads us away from the courtyard and to the left, where a squat marble building sits in the shadow of the palace. This is the living quarters of the Queen Regent’s soldiers, its design plain compared to the palace’s majesty. Here there is no decorative filigree — just sturdy walls meant to foster rest and readiness.

Frela and I walk close behind Sir Frederick. The soldier guides us up a long, narrow staircase, the air growing hotter, closer, and smelling faintly of oil and flesh and iron. At the top is a plain wooden door, weathered and unadorned, in stark contrast to the golden doors of the palace.

The soldier taps on it hesitantly. When no one answers, Sir Frederick steps forward and raps on it with a firmness that echoes down the stairwell.

A moment later, the door flies open, revealing a soldier who stares at us with amused, pleased eyes, his weathered face and thin greying hair looking like he's been a soldier since the palace was built. He throws his arms up, shouting "Brother!" — though of course he knows Sir Frederick cannot hear him.

It makes no difference whatsoever. Sir Frederick clasps the considerably smaller man in his arms, the two holding each other in a powerful hug. Breaking apart, they grin, shake their heads, and hug again. Lord Cornelius, Commander of the Queen Regent's guard, begins signing vigorously to his friend, and they hold a rapid conversation without making a sound.

I glance at Frela. She is wholly lost, unable to follow their signs, but happy for our companion, nonetheless.

After a short time Cornelius pauses, looks over at Frela, then at me, his eyes moving curiously and carefully over our bodies. A lifelong soldier, I know he is assessing our strength and purpose. But there's something else in the way his gaze pauses just a second too long on my face. When he turns back to Sir Frederick he seems thoughtful. Then he crosses his arms, nods, and takes a step away from his friend.

"I understand you are here to request an audience with Queen Regent Rennifer," he says to me.

"Yes, Lord Commander," I say, folding my arm across my chest in the Thenadan salute. "We would be most grateful to speak to Her Highness."

"Give me a few moments," he says. "Please make yourselves comfortable in my quarters." Cornelius vanishes and Sir Frederick signs, "See? Even us old guys are good for something."

The Commander's rooms are more comfortable than I would have expected. A fine wood table sits beside a window with a view over the palace gardens. Tapestries depicting glorious moments from Thenada’s military history are hung on the walls, and in an adjoining room I make out the edge of a precisely made-up bed.

Sir Frederick takes a seat at the table and closes his eyes, his hands tucked under his arms. Frela wanders to the window and I join her to enjoy this privileged view of the queen's garden.

I cannot help but think of the last time I visited the palace. When I was a child I often came to Buinhold with my parents so that my father, King Geedorah of Truviel, could negotiate trade contracts with Gerald, the Thenadan king.

King Gerald's first wife was Bethany of Truviel, my father’s sister. Their marriage was intended to secure an alliance between our two kingdoms, and by all accounts they were happy. Nearly a decade after producing an heir, Crown Prince Edwin, Queen Bethany perished and was replaced almost immediately by a Princess of Juarel, Rennifer, who had hoped to marry my uncle, Lord Henry — before his refusal.

Many saw the union between Rennifer and King Gerald as necessary to combat the growing threat of Setios, rather than as a marriage of love. They produced a child, Prince Nathaniel, whom I have never met. My father felt that Gerald dishonored his sister by marrying Rennifer before a suitable period of mourning, and therefore broke off all relations with Thenada.

Though many years have passed, stepping into the palace courtyard feels like I am slipping into an unchanged, untouched world preserved beneath a sheen of memory. My late aunt’s garden still blooms at the courtyard’s center, the one place she managed to bring color within the palace’s stern grandeur. Black marble walls encircle fountains of pale, shimmering water, their glow casting soft reflections across the stone. The garden was her design — a reminder that power need not silence peace. Moon-white jasmine blossoms still coil up the towering walls, the delicate fragrance tempering the palace’s cold, imposing elegance. Even now, I can picture the blooms at night, glowing like captured stars and washing every corridor in a ghostly, silvery hush.

We both turn as someone opens the door. Expecting Lord Commander Cornelius, we are surprised by the sight of a tall, slender man in newly crafted leathers. He enters the room with athletic grace, holding his sword at his side. The door clicks shut and he peers at us curiously, lowering the blade until its tip rests on the floor. He leans on it with exaggerated nonchalance, striking a pose as if he were some legendary hero immortalized in song.

Truth be told, he fits that image rather well.

He’s a young man, straight-backed and broad-shouldered, with warm, creamy brown skin and short tawny curls threaded with gold. A neatly trimmed beard frames a jaw sharp enough to stir a sculptor’s dreams. His eyes, a startling steel blue, flick toward us with an intensity that could have felled lesser souls, and his smile, pearly white and impossibly confident, likely makes many swoon on sight.

The leathers he wears are striking on their own, but the golden eagle emblazoned across his chest makes him look every bit the warrior he clearly aspires to be. Groomed, refined, and effortlessly poised, his presence could rival Sir Frederick's, and that is no small feat.

“Fuuuuck…” Frela murmurs under her breath. 

"Easy, now," I state softly. If Frela has one downfall, it is men such as this. She has never cared for title or status, but show her a beautiful man who can rival her in combat and she goes to pieces. Though our visitor has barely reached adulthood, he has the looks of someone who will one day be memorialized forever in marble.

“Lord Commander Cornelius is absent,” I say politely. 

"So I see," he answers in an amused voice. He scans us casually, his eyes coming to rest on Frela. "And who, might I ask, are you?"

I step forward and give him a quick bow. “I am Alix, Guardian of Sherwater, and these are my companions, Frela and Sir Frederick. We have traveled to Buinhold to seek an audience with the Queen Regent. 

"Ah," he says, new interest flaring in his eyes. My answer has told him nothing of our true origins or the purpose of our visit. He studies us for long, analytical moments, his eyes resting for an especially long time on me. When he speaks, his tone is more formal and precise.

“I assume Cornelius is speaking to my mother on your behalf.”

This is the first time he has made reference to his own identity. I respond in a measured tone, "Do you speak of Queen Regent Rennifer?"

"Of course," he says flippantly. "I am Crown Prince Nathaniel. Did you really not know this?"

I raise my arm over my chest in the Thenadan salute. Frela follows. Sir Frederick, whose keen gaze has followed the conversation, makes no salute, but his expression shows an awareness that this is a young man of some importance.

"My apologies for not having recognized Your Highness," I say in a polite and measured tone. "We have only just arrived from Sherwater. We've spent many months fighting Setiosian troops in the forest, and are unaware of many things in the outer world. We learned only yesterday, for example, of your father, King Gerald's death. Please accept our deepest condolences."

Prince Nathaniel appears to be somewhat appeased by my words. When he speaks, his tone is slightly less sharp. “So why do you seek an audience with my mother?”

I feel a sudden jolt of unease. I came here knowing that someone might recognize me from my previous life, but Nathaniel would have been a small child when I was banished, and certainly unaware of events in another kingdom. I say, “Now that Setios has resumed hostilities, we hope to form an alliance with your kingdom to defeat them.”

Prince Nathaniel stands straight up, his brows knitting. “You just said you've spent months in Sherwater Forest. How do you know the truce with Setios has been broken?”

“We saw what remains of Klifton,” I answer, aware that the desertion of the town had, in fact, been Nathaniel's plan.

His eyes harden. “Yes, what happened to Klifton is a shame — one that will be met with retribution.” He pauses. “Precisely what kind of alliance do you seek to forge with my mother?”

As though some unseen force has taken hold of me, my hand drifts to my pocket. Before I am fully aware of my actions, my fingers close around the ring. I draw it out and place it in the center of the table. Frela’s eyes widen; her expression demands to know why on earth I would reveal it.

For a heartbeat we all stare at the ring’s strange, alluring form. Its surface does not shine. It drinks in the light, almost thrumming with power. The sudden silence that surrounds me is strange, and a long moment passes before my mind clears and my limbs become my own again. Realizing what I have done, cold dread surges up my spine. I reach for the ring, desperate to reclaim it.

But Prince Nathaniel is faster.

He snatches it, lifting it toward the bright beams streaming through the window. Sun light ripples across the ring’s wooden surface, at once revealing everything and nothing. Nathaniel frowns, his expression hovering between disappointment and suspicion.

“Well now, Alix of Sherwater. This appears to be nothing more than a simple wooden ring, and yet...”

He lowers it without making a move to return it. The knot in my stomach tightens in fear and now, frustration. I glance at Frela, whose tense posture and furrowed brow mirrors my own rising concern.

Prince Nathaniel continues, his voice smooth, “And yet, if the ring were truly simple, why show it to me at all? And why try to take it back so hastily?”

I open my mouth to speak, but Sir Frederick stirs. Rising to his impressive height, he draws our attention by lifting his enormous hands. He signs slowly to make sure we understand: “The ring contains power, though what kind, we do not yet know.”

Both Frela and I react with identical expressions of frustration and disbelief. It was bad enough that I revealed the ring. Now he has announced that the ring might have great value.

Seeing our faces, Sir Frederick signs, “If we want an alliance we must be honest about what we know.”

Frela and I exchange another glance. In near-perfect unison, we exhale, nod, and return our attention to the prince. His expression is filled with the satisfaction of one who enjoys being in control.

“Sir Frederick is right,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “We need to trust each other. We’re on the same side, after all.” My words are true, yet deep inside I feel a warning that trusting Nathaniel may come at a cost.

“I agree,” the prince replies, his tone firm. Turning to Sir Frederick, he signs, “Thank you for your honesty,” demonstrating his own ability to sign. Leaning forward, he returns the ring to the center of the table. Slowly, trying not to seem desperate, I reach forward, reclaim it, and push it deep into the inner pocket of my tunic once more.

“So,” Prince Nathaniel continues, leaning against the doorframe, one hand resting on his sword's hilt, “what is so extraordinary about this ‘simple, yet powerful’ ring?”

Before I can answer, Frela says, “Alix received it from a Nárenlir vel-durath in Klifton.”

Nathaniel’s eyebrows rise. “That is interesting.” His tone is that of someone accustomed to authority, but there’s something else in his eyes — an edge, an unsettling calculation. He places his free hand under the opposite arm. “So you’ve come to seek guidance from my mother about this ring, as well?”

“We seek to learn its source,” I reply, “and to determine how it might assist us in our purpose.”

“Ah.” He smiles, showing us perfect white teeth. “Then you do not need my mother at all. You must confer with the Sorceress.” As he speaks, he signs the words as well, glancing toward Sir Frederick.

I am filled with a sudden, terrible sense of apprehension. We traveled this long distance with a singular purpose: to find the means to protect Sherwater. The death of King Gerald, who was once allied with my father through marriage, has placed Thenada in the hands of Rennifer, who became Gerald's wife after Uncle Henry rejected her.  It is more important than ever that no one in the palace realizes that I was Alexis of Truviel in my previous life. I cannot imagine how they might react.

I realize Sir Frederick is signing. “You are correct, Crown Prince Nathaniel. We would be humbly grateful to obtain the wisdom of The Sorceress.”

This betrayal stings. No longer able to hide my feelings, I give him a cold stare, hoping to stop him from signing anything more. He keeps his eyes on Nathaniel, ignoring me.

Prince Nathaniel sees my reaction and lifts a hand as if to calm a startled horse. “No need to fret, Alix. The Sorceress is always gracious with those who seek her counsel." His smile is smooth, almost too warm.

That smile should reassure me. But something in the way he speaks makes me feel that I’m entering a deadly competition without knowing the rules. Am I a fool to listen to what my senses — or should I trust my instincts?

“How do we speak with this Sorceress?” I ask, steading my voice to hide my fears.

Prince Nathaniel pushes off the wall, his smile turning sly. “You already have,” he says, far too pleased with himself. He lifts his fingers.

Snap!
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