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Chapter 1

My Parents Negotiate with Unicorns and Dragons
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I wake to the thunder of dragon wings outside my window. I groan and roll over. Why do dragons always have to be such early risers? I toss the covers back and pad to the window. Outside on the far hill, a herd of unicorns race the shadows of the squad of dragons above them, neither one willing to lose. Dad will have a busy day today. 

Or just another average day in the life of the king of Averell. Busy isn’t anything to worry about. Hectic is somewhat concerning. None of us really worry until Dad starts using the word chaotic. That means either the dragons are about to go to war with someone or the naiads are threatening to cut off water rights. Basically, chaotic means someone may die if Dad doesn’t calm everyone down pronto. 

I lean over, but I can’t see the dragons land in front of the castle gate. A squad of dragons is a sight to behold when they land. If they are in a good mood, they will change into their human forms before they enter the castle. If not, they will stay as scary dragons until right before the diplomatic meeting with my father and the unicorns starts. 

A knock sounds on my door. My mom’s voice comes through the wood. “Ami? It’s time for school.” She pronounces my Averellian nickname as Ah-mee, with the emphasis on the second syllable. 

“Okay. I’m up.” I leave the window and head for my wardrobe. When I open it, I reach past the myriad of fancy gowns and pick out a pair of black slacks and a comfortable, striped shirt. It’s loungewear, and not something I’d wear if I had to attend the official diplomatic meeting. I just need something to wear until I change again into school clothes in my other home. 

But that’s how life goes when your mom is a human from Michigan, USA and your dad is the king of the fantasy-like kingdom of Averell. My family has two homes, two names, two lives. Here in Averell, I am Princess Amarani Coriantha. I have tutors and maids and duties I have to fit into the after school hours. 

But I am also high school freshman Amy Corin with all the stresses and homework of a normal teenager, just with the craziest after school extracurricular activity that I can’t talk about with anyone on the Michigan side of the portal. 

I take one more glance around my room, from my canopy bed—I’m a princess, I couldn’t help it—to the dried twig toy that somewhat resembles a unicorn. A gift from my best friend Trygg as a joke years ago. I don’t see anything out of place in case the maids come in to clean. Nothing here from the other side of the portal to give us away. My backpack and stacks of homework all wait in the farmhouse in Michigan. 

English homework. I shudder. At least the diplomatic negotiations may involve the Flame of the dragons trying to crisp the Stallion of the unicorns while the Stallion or one of his herdmates makes sarcastic comments about the Flame’s eating habits. English class has nothing more exciting than Mr. Vandersmit droning on about English sonnets. 

Okay, he’s probably a really good English teacher, if you’re into learning grammar and poetry and how to write a research paper. But I’m not. Worse, I have to take literature classes in two different realms. Think a Shakespearean sonnet is bad? Try learning an old Gnomish quartet ballad in the original language. Um, yeah. They have letters to signify different grunts. And they rhyme the grunts. 

So I guess English isn’t the worst class to study. 

I hurry across the plush, green rugs in my bedroom. In the connected sitting room, a plush, backless sofa fills most of the space.  I step into the hallway just as my brother Ryan—pronounced Ry-ahn with an emphasis on the second syllable on this side of the portal—skids to a halt outside my door, nearly running into me.

Ryan’s too long, light brown hair sticks out in all directions. He has his red shirt only partway on and it clashes with the green-brown slacks he’s chosen. “Ami! How much time do we have?”

Suppressing the urge to poke him, I dodge out of his way and head down the hallway. “Relax. We still have over an hour to get to school today.”

He rocks back on his heels and finishes pushing his arm through his shirt sleeve. “Oh, good. What would we do without your internal clock?” 

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “And it’s more like internal clocks. Plural.” 

It is weird, having two internal clocks clicking inside my head at all times. But that’s the story of my life. Two internal clocks. Two homes. Two realms churning through my blood. 

Ryan and I make our way into the breakfast room. The early morning sunlight pours through the broad picture windows facing the far hills. A countertop stretches along one wall while a large table takes up the center of the room. 

Mom already sits by the table, devouring her toast spread with wildenberry jelly, a bright sky-blue fruit spread, and reading the morning paper. She already wears a flowing, deep purple dress that drapes from one shoulder. Hardly her normal breakfast attire, but she and Dad have to rush to greet the dragons and unicorns right after breakfast. She looks up from the paper long enough to smile at each of us. “Good morning.” 

“Morning, Mom.” I elbow Ryan as we both grab a piece of bread from the plate set on the table, then madly rush for the spelled heating rock. 

Ryan gets there first and smirks as he sets his toast across the flat rock. He taps a rhythm on the edge of the rock to tell it how long to toast his bread.

Since I have to wait for my turn with the heating rock, I head for the beverage dispenser, a device of magically powered steel tubes. I set a mug in place, tap the rhythm on the base for the particular brew I want, and wait while the dispenser hisses, gurgles, and squirts various ingredients from the tubes. “Anything interesting in the news this morning?” 

“The gnomes are complaining about the naiad monopoly on the water system again. And a group of the naiads are staging a protest of the new gnome building site that they claim is interfering with an underground river.” Mom’s light brown hair is already pinned up in a high bun on her head, perfect for keeping her crown in place once she puts it on after breakfast.  

Ryan turns his piece of toast over on the hot rock. “Another problem for Dad to solve.” 

Even though Dad technically only rules over the silvarans in Averell, thanks to his reputation for justice and wisdom, the other rulers have been turning to him more and more often to help mediate disputes. 

The dispenser chirps that my brew is ready. I cradle the mug of frothing, orange cassasi, the warmth seeping into my fingers. Coffee and cappuccino on the Michigan side of the portal are good, but cassasi is life. It comes in everything from sweet to sour to bitter, depending on which color bean you use and other ingredients you toss in. “Don’t forget the school science fair is coming up.” 

“Ah, yes. We’ll do our best to make sure the naiads and gnomes don’t schedule their mediation meeting on that day, however the days line up. And we’ll have to see if Gary can spare an evening away from his studies.” Mom sets her newspaper aside, her eyes swiveling to the ceiling briefly as she mentally makes a note. “Anything else on the schedule?” 

“Not this week.” Ryan takes his toast from the hot rock and spreads wildenberry jelly on it. He must be feeling generous to me this morning because he puts my piece of bread on the rock without me asking. 

“Good.” Mom pauses to rub at her temple. With the preparations for this meeting between the dragons and unicorns, she hasn’t spent as much time on the Michigan side of the portal as she should. “I won’t have time for grocery shopping this week. I don’t think we need much, but could you stop after school for a few essentials?” 

“Yeah. No problem.” I flip my toast and take another sip of my cassasi. When my toast is done, I slather on the wildenberry jelly. 

As I take my first bite, Dad hurries into the room, buttoning the cuffs on his dress shirt. His light blond hair is sticking out in several directions. One guess where Ryan got his habit of always running late. 

Dad’s skin has a slight blue-silver tone to it that is common for silvarans, the Averellian version of humans. I’m thankful I only inherited a silver sparkle to my freckles that I can easily cover with a layer of make-up. Dad and Gary, my oldest sibling currently studying at a university in Averell, have to slather on the make-up whenever they need to look normal over in Michigan.

Here in Averell, everyone thinks Mom is from some far-off island on the other side of the world, and that is pretty much our excuse for everything from our skin tone to Mom’s Midwest accent. 

The truth is much more complicated. Mom is a human Guardian, descended from those chosen time out of mind to guard the portals between Earth and other lands.  It’s Mom’s job to make sure Earth and Averell don’t mix in bad ways, such as people who don’t know what they are doing stumbling into either realm and causing issues. The royal family of Averell has always acted as the Guardians on this side, thus the reason Largone Castle is built over the portal. Well, one of the portals that we know about, anyway.

It can be dangerous to let the realms mix too much. Not to mention, the havoc it would cause if, for example, a dragon stumbled into Michigan or if hordes of people from Michigan poured into Averell. 

The two realms still influence each other. After all, where do you think the idea for the electric light bulb and video chat came from? And where do you think Averell got the idea for indoor plumbing? 

Ideas can pass between realms, but the people, animals, and creatures can’t. Bad things happen. Really bad things. Universe ending things. 

Technically, Mom and Dad never should have married. Mom wasn’t supposed to go through the portal in the basement that first time. We’re breaking the rules of the Guardians, living in both realms as we do. But we are careful. To be a family, we have to be. 

Dad kisses Mom on the temple and glances from her to Ryan and then me. “Morning.”  He reaches for a piece of bread. He doesn’t wait for it to toast but stuffs half of it into his mouth. 

Mom huffs and picks up the newspaper again. “Good thing the Flame and Stallion can’t see you now. What would they think?” 

Dad swallows, a few crumbs still stuck at the corners of his mouth. “The Flame eats whole animals in one bite. I don’t think she’d mind. And the Stallion doesn’t care for formality. Have you seen my crown?” 

“You left it in the office, dear.” Mom flips to the next page of the paper. 

“Ah, of course.” Dad finishes his slice of bread. “I’d better retrieve my crown and head for the hall to greet the Flame and Stallion.” 

“I’ll meet you there.” Mom sets down the paper, stands, and smiles at Ryan and me. “Have a good day at school. Remember to be back in time for the formal banquet tonight.” 

“We will.” Finishing the last of my toast and cassasi, I push from the table, and both Ryan and I fall into step with Dad as he heads for the study. “Think you’ll get them to compromise?” 

Dad snorts without breaking his stride. “Not likely. The unicorns’ heads are harder than their horns, and the dragons’ tempers are only slightly milder than their flames.” 

The bad feeling between the dragons and unicorns had lasted for a thousand years. At least it has simmered down right now, not the outright war it was twenty years ago. 

“Sounds like you need to whack their heads’ together.” 

“Don’t tempt me.” Dad pushes open the door to his study and holds it for me while I step inside. 

My feet sink into the dark blue rugs. Tall windows overlook the Ellian Forest while mountains break through the haze in the far distance. To one side of the room, a massive fireplace dominates while bookshelves fill the other walls. 

While Dad reaches for his crown where it rests on the large, dark wood desktop, I head for the bookshelves. My fingers find the hidden switch as Ryan dashes across the room to join me. 

I roll my eyes. Even when we have plenty of time, Ryan rushes around like he’s late. It’s a good thing Gary is the oldest, not Ryan. Gary is cool and level headed. Once he graduates, he will live mostly at the castle in Averell learning under Dad. 

In a way, Gary is the luckiest of the three of us. He’s the only one not torn between two realms. He’s Dad’s heir. His duty and heart will always lie in Averell. 

But Ryan and me? We don’t have a clear duty. We belong to both. Someday, we’ll have to choose where we belong. The existence of the other realm is a secret only a handful of us know. That isn’t something we can share, not even with someone we’re dating. That means, someday, Ryan and I will have to make a choice to either build a life in Averell or a life in the United States or wherever in that world we decide to make our home. We can’t keep breaking the rules laid down by generations of Guardians forever. 

One of us has to become the next Guardian on the Michigan side. As the next oldest, that duty will probably fall to Ryan. 

Leaving me caught between both of my homes. I don’t have a clear duty or place in either one. 

Can I make that choice? Both realms have a place in my heart, my being. How can I choose? 

I shake the thoughts from my head as the bookshelf swings forward, revealing a dark opening and a set of stairs. I rub the first glowstone set into the wall. 

The glowstones flare all along the stairwell, filling it with a soft, white light not unlike a string of LED light bulbs. With a final wave at Dad, Ryan and I set off down the stairs. 

The stairs wind down in a sharp curve, and I set a fast pace. These hidden stairs go all the way from the second floor to a secret room deep in the dungeons of the castle. A distance made even longer because the first floor has to be extra tall to accommodate dragons as guests in their dragon form. Not that I blame them. If I was a huge, fire-breathing, terrifying dragon, I’d use that form for making diplomatic calls. 

The air cools as we near the bottom. The stairs end in a small room. Three sides are built from stone blocks, though one of the walls looks a hint newer than the other two. At one point, one of my ancestors added this stairway in the castle and walled off the dungeon entrance into the room. 

The last side is formed from natural stone. Well, most of it is. In the center, an oval-shaped shimmer moves along the stone’s surface, rippling and shining like a mirror held underwater. Half of the shimmer reflects a blurry image of vibrant green hills while the other half shows an old, white farmhouse. 

It’s this side—the farmhouse—that I reach for. I stick my hand into the shimmer. A cold tingle sweeps through my body, and I’m yanked off my feet and jerked into the portal. 

The sensation of hurtling forward through the portal is hard to explain, especially since it lasts only a heartbeat. It’s all tingles and squeezing and pressure, yet insubstantial all the same. 

A breathless moment later, I stumble out the other side. I quickly jump out of the way, getting to the door seconds before Ryan crashes inside, barely staying on his feet. 

I fling the door open and step onto the light gray carpet of the basement hallway in our second home. A modest, two-story farmhouse in a small town in west Michigan. As in, planet Earth. North America. The United States. 

Here, I am simply Amy Corin. I take a moment to adjust my mind from Averell to Earth. Averellian to English. 

I let out a breath, feeling my muscles relax. While in Michigan, I can shove aside worries about the dragons and unicorns and gnomes and naiads and simply be a fifteen-year-old high school freshman. Granted, a freshman with a packed schedule. Somehow, I have to get good grades, have something of a social life in two different realms, and spend half my time in a fantasy realm with all the duties and responsibilities and tutoring sessions of a princess. 

Ryan barrels past me down the hall and thumps up the stairs. His footsteps shake the ceiling as he dashes for the stairs to the second story and his bedroom. 

I follow at a slower pace, carefully closing the door to the hidden portal. We still have plenty of time to get to school. I clamber up the basement stairs, slide across the wooden floor in the kitchen, and head up the stairs to the second floor. 

My bedroom here is less messy than might’ve been expected, considering I don’t have a maid to clean it for me. A little dusty, perhaps, but at least the clothes are put away. 

I peek out the window overlooking cornfields and swathes of trees. As much as I love Averell, it is always a bit of a relief to step into this home. Here, I can be average. I don’t have the eyes of a kingdom resting on me. I can walk outside without worrying about drinking from the wrong river and angering a naiad or crushing a unicorn’s favorite grazing patch. In Averell, every step has to be weighed, even a casual stroll through the countryside. 

Earth is blissfully safe compared to that. Sure, we can get in a car wreck on the way to school. But at least we won’t have to worry about starting a war while we are at it. 

I find a clean pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and clean underwear. I change into my Earth clothes, dump the clothes from Averell on my bed to change into after school. While my Averellian slacks and shirt look similar to Earth clothes, we don’t dare wear Averellian clothes outside this house. Not only would that risk mixing the realms too much, but Averellian items have a tendency to fall apart here, which would be embarrassing if my pants ripped in the middle of class or something like that. Sitting on my bed with the portal nearby, they’ll last well enough until I can wear them back into their own world. 

Depending on how Earth and Averellian times move today, we might have to hurry after school to get back to Averell in time for the banquet tonight for the Flame and Stallion. Usually Averell moves faster. Sort of. The way Earth time and Averell time interacts isn’t something that can be figured out with a formula or be programmed into a clock. Thus the strangeness of my internal clock that must be a product of me having a mom from Earth and a dad from Averell. 

Generally, Averell time moves faster than Earth’s. But how fast, that depends. Sometimes, a minute on Earth will be a minute and a half in Averell. But other times, a minute on Earth will be hours in Averell. We’ve discovered that the more we use the portal to go back and forth, the closer the times line up, as if the portal itself ties the two together. But even that isn’t an exact science or magic or whatever you want to call it. 

Thankfully, Averellian days and years are slightly longer than Earth days and years, so it tends to even out in the end so that I am fifteen in both Earth and Averell, even though the exact date of my birthday may not line up in both places. 

It’s weird. I know. A bit mind-bending. Honestly, it makes more sense if you don’t think about it too much. 

After grabbing my backpack and packing a lunch, I’m ready to go. We climb into the family 1995 Chevy pickup and set out for the three-mile drive to school.

Contrary to Ryan’s worry, he parks in our designated parking spot twenty minutes before school starts. I grab my backpack, duck inside, and make my way toward my locker. A few others from my class are already there, and I nod to them as I walk by. 

The other nice thing about Earth is being invisible. Well, not really invisible. More like, not being popular. Here, I’m not part of a sports team or club or anything like that since being a princess is enough of an extracurricular. 

But I’m not one of the unpopular girls either. Thanks to being a princess, I know how to smile just right and be friendly to everyone, getting me into that happy middle where I’m liked by almost everyone. A good place to be, in high school.

At my locker, I glance around, searching faces, my stomach tight and my skin tingling. Is he here already? Will I have a chance to work up the courage to say hi before school starts? 

I shake my head, tossing out thoughts of one particularly cute boy. Even if he is here, I’m not going to flirt with him. This is just a silly crush. Nothing more. It isn’t like my parents would let me even think about dating yet since I’m only fifteen. 

I switch my books from my backpack to my locker and slide onto the floor to use a few minutes to work on homework. I pull out my English essay. Might as well slog through this. It takes ten agonizing minutes just to add a single sentence. 

“Amy!” 

Erin, my best friend—my best friend here on the Michigan side of the portal anyway—slides to the floor next to me. Her dark brown curls bob with her movement. Even sitting, she’s shorter than me. “You’re here early today.” 

“Ryan managed to get up on time.” I add another sentence to the first draft of my English essay. This draft isn’t due until later in the week, but I have to work ahead. I won’t have a spare minute most evenings if the talks between the dragons and unicorns drag out, and we end up hosting formal banquets to try to mellow things in between the formal meetings.  

“Brothers.” Erin shakes her head. She has two older brothers and one younger brother herself, along with two sisters. “I barely had time to tame my hair this morning because my brothers took so long doing their own hair. Seriously. It took forever.” 

The bell rings. Erin pops to her feet and holds out her hand. “Time for class.” 

I let her pull me to my feet. Time for English class. 

[image: image]

I MAKE IT THROUGH ENGLISH class. After that, the rest of the classes are easy, though my favorite class is science, the last class of the day. 

Mrs. Mindstra, our science teacher, clicks the projected presentation and lectures on basic physics. It’s just skimming the surface, since we will get physics again our senior year, but freshman year is an introduction to all the different branches of science. 

Erin and I have claimed our usual seats in the middle of the row closest to the door. I glance around the room, but I purposefully don’t glance toward the back where a certain someone always sits with a few of the other nice guys from the boys’ junior varsity soccer team. 

After the lecture, Mrs. Mindstra hands out a sheet with instructions for the group project for the school’s upcoming science fair. I half turn in my seat to grin at Erin. She rolls her eyes and fakes a silent groan. My grin widens. This is why we rock being friends. She takes care of all the English and history stuff, and I’m the math and science person. Whenever we possibly can, we wrangle working together on group projects.  

I straighten in my seat and quickly read the instructions before Mrs. Mindstra even starts explaining them to the class. We are supposed to build a model to represent one of the basic physics formulas. Not too hard. Hands on, I like that. Due in a month, but we need a proposal of what we plan to build by Monday. Groups of three. 

Wait, three? I re-read the instructions. Yes, groups of three. I bite back a groan. That means Erin and I have to work with someone else on this project. Or, even worse, Mrs. Mindstra plans to assign groups. 

Assigned groups should be banned from school’s vocabulary. Permanently. Surely, she won’t force us to work with assigned groups for something as important as the science fair.

I smooth out the handout and focus on Mrs. Mindstra as she reads the instructions I’d just skimmed. When she finishes, she looks up at the class. “Get into groups of three, and you can start brainstorming your project.” 

At least we get to pick our groups. I turn around in my seat and grin at Erin. Now we just need to find our third person before we are split up to fill other groups. That would be the worst disaster of all. 

The classroom buzzes with chatter and the creaking of desks as my classmates shuffle around into groups. I don’t see any of the girls glancing around like they are still looking for a group to join. 

As the chatter dies down, Mrs. Mindstra sweeps a glance over the room. “Anyone still missing a group?” 

One hand raises into the air near the back of the room. I lean backwards to see around a group of girls, and my stomach flips a somersault and drops into my toes. 

Brett Haverink. 

My crush. 
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Chapter 2

We Decide to Build a Trebuchet
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Brett isn’t the doodle-hearts-in-my-notebook kind of crush, nor am I that kind of girl. If he ever asks me out once I turn sixteen this summer, I’ll certainly say yes, don’t get me wrong. But I’m not the sort of girl to get all swoony and ditzy over some boy, thinking he has to be my soulmate. This is the sort of crush I fight every step of the way. I’m attracted to him. That’s it. Doesn’t mean I have to get all weird about it. 

Still, it would be awkward having to do a group project with him. I’m bound to say something silly or have to fight stomach-flipping every time I look at him. This is science. My comfort zone. He definitely doesn’t fit there. 

“Ah, Brett.” Mrs. Mindstra frowns. “Looks like Amy and Erin still need a third member of their group, if you don’t mind joining them.” 

“Not a problem.” Brett grabs his stack of books, crosses the room, and pulls up a desk so he sits facing Erin and me. Erin flashes him a grin, and I force myself to do the same. 

Act normal, act normal, act normal. Does my grin look too big? Too cheesy? What would someone who doesn’t have a crush on him say right now? “I’m, uh, sorry you couldn’t get into a group with your friends and got stuck with us.” 

I duck my head and try not to groan. Did that sound like I don’t want him in my group? Ugh. Some princess I am. I can’t even sound diplomatic with a bunch of high schoolers. How am I ever supposed to keep my poise around dragons and unicorns and gnomes? 

At least at the feast tonight with the Flame and Stallion, I will be in possession of all my faculties, not under the silliness-inducing powers of a crush. Maybe next time I have my tutoring session with Head Magician Ellis Melkor I could ask him if he has a charm against crushes. It would solve a lot of problems if I could just spell this crush away. 

Until then, I will just have to go about this the old-fashioned, Earth way and ignore it. 

Brett flashes a grin and stretches his arms behind his head. He’s at that perfect height of not too tall, but not too short with sandy brown hair and the most gorgeous blue eyes. He has that skinny, runs a lot look to him. “It’s fine. Really. I figure it’s going to work out in my favor. The two of you will do all the work while I sit back and relax.” 

He isn’t helping those annoying butterflies in my stomach at all. I seriously need to ask for that crush-warding spell. 

“Not a chance.” Erin shakes her head with just the right toss to imply she rolled her eyes without actually doing it. 

“So, uh, what formula do you guys want to do?” I open my notebook and scan my notes of the past few days of class to avoid looking at Brett. 

Across from me, Erin shuffles her notes and leans closer. “Not gravity. Everyone is going to be doing that one. Or acceleration.” 

“How about the parabola of a thrown object?” Brett turns his notes around and taps a sketch he’d done. It’s a trebuchet launching a rock into the air. “We can build a trebuchet.” 

Erin arches both eyebrows. “Cool. I think. Are you into medieval weapons or something like that?” 

Brett shrugs. “I like history.” 

I will have to remember to build the trebuchet according to Earth’s history and not Averell’s. Averell’s trebuchets were designed differently, since they operated using spells to keep them moving instead of a weight on the end and had the ability to toss far larger objects, along with spell globes. 

“Sounds like a good idea to me.” I stay focused on Brett’s sketch of the trebuchet as I try to ask casually, “We can’t build this at school. We’ll have to meet up after school or a weekend at someone’s house.” 

Something that could get tricky for me. I rarely invite people over. It’s complicated, with a portal to another realm behind a door in the basement and my parents gone in Averell most of the time. The times I’ve had Erin over, I’ve had to clear it with my parents in advance so that Mom and sometimes Dad can be there. We lock the door to the portal and make sure the whole family knows not to use the portal until one of us returns from Earth. Like I said, complicated. 

Brett leans back in his desk and his chin drops. “Not my house. Sorry.” 

I remember hearing that his parents are going through a messy divorce after his dad left his mother for another woman. His mom is fighting for custody of him and his siblings, all younger. 

Before the silence can stretch too long and painful, Erin snaps her notes shut. “We can build it at my house. My dad has a whole bunch of tools and saws and stuff in our garage, and he’d be more than happy to help us with the power tools. But we can’t get a start on it until next week. My dad is out of town on a business trip until then.” 

“We’ll have to plan out what supplies we need and put the proposal together before we can start building anyway. Do we want to stay after school or meet at someone’s house for that?” Brett has his gaze still focused on Erin. “I can’t stay after school tonight. But I’m free tomorrow night.” 

“Tomorrow night works for me too, but both of my parents will be gone.” Erin turns to me. “How about your house?” 

I quickly check my internal clocks, trying to figure out how Averell’s time will overlap with Earth’s time as best I can. “I think my parents will be home. I’ll have to ask them. But that would work.” 

We’ll have to make it work. That’s how we do things when we live in two different worlds. 

“That’s settled then. Your house after school on Friday.” Erin grins. 

I force myself to grin back. Let’s just hope the dragons and unicorns cooperate so that my parents can get a night off. 

[image: image]

AS SOON AS RYAN PARKS the truck in the driveway, I bail out and dash into the house, Ryan on my heels. Time in Averell has moved faster today than I hoped. We have to rush to get ready for the formal banquet tonight. 

I dump my backpack in the kitchen, run to my room, and change into the Averellian clothes. Only minutes after arriving home, Ryan and I sprint for the basement and throw ourselves through the portal. 

By the time I run up the never-ending stairs from the dungeon, I’m panting, and my side stabs. Next to me, Ryan huffs like he’s a baby dragon learning to breathe fire. 

I peek through the peep hole. Dad’s study on the other side remains empty. I push the lever and open the secret door. Ryan and I tumble into the study, and Ryan closes the door behind us. 

When I skid to a halt in my room, a maid is waiting, a dark blue dress spread out on the bed. Back in Michigan, it would be a dream prom dress with wide, full skirts made of layers of a clear, sparkling fabric over a bottom layer of silk. The bodice is tight and beaded with wide straps over my shoulders. 

The ticking of my internal clock tells me we don’t have much time. I throw on the dress, and the maid zips it up for me. There isn’t time to properly curl and pin my hair, but with a few pins and hair ties, the maid puts it up into a messy bun and wedges my tiara securely into it. 

I slip my feet into my strappy heels, and, with that, I’m ready. My breathing has even slowed to normal after my dash up the stairs from the dungeon. 

When I step out of my room, I find Ryan leaning against the wall, waiting for me. Together, we head for the great hall. At the large doors carved with depictions of all the races in Averell from swooping dragons to galloping unicorns to tunneling gnomes, the guards nod at us and open the doors. 

I wince when I see everyone is already seated at the large banquet table. Time to put on the full princess act. I hold my head high and step forward, my heels clicking on the marble floor. Ryan’s polished boots make a deep rhythm as he keeps pace. 

Dad pushes back from his chair at the head of the table as I halt to his left, and Ryan to his right. “My children: Prince Ryanno and Princess Amarani.” 

Ryan bows, and I curtsy. I don’t make eye contact or look too closely at the visitors yet. I need to concentrate on acting regal and composed until I’m seated. As gracefully as I can manage in heels and a poufy skirt, I walk the length of the table and slip into the empty chair in between two of the unicorn diplomats while Ryan sits across from me between two of the dragons. Mom holds court at the foot of the table. This seating arrangement scatters our family so that we can interact with as many of the people here as possible.  

Dad reclaims his chair at the head of the table. A quick glance around the table shows me that Ryan and I are the only young people here. We are here because this is Dad’s castle, but neither the Flame nor the Stallion brought their children. They must not have felt secure enough in their diplomatic negotiations to risk it. 

To Dad’s right, the Stallion is in his human form. Well, I guess you should call it humanoid form, though that sounds too science fiction. To be accurate, it would be silvaran form. The Stallion’s dark black hair, the same color and texture as his mane in his unicorn form, falls to his shoulders and over his forehead into his eyes, nearly covering the circular splotch on his forehead that looks like a dark brown birthmark. When he bites into his salad, his buck teeth flash against his brown skin. 

Across the table from him, the Flame of the dragons slices into her steak. She’s also in her human form, with sharp features, narrow eyes, and skin that has a faint sheen to it, almost like scales, yet not. Her long, black hair is loose down to her waist and streaked with blood red, natural highlights the same color as the scales of her dragon form. 

When she glances up at me, she arches one perfectly curved eyebrow. For a dragon, her eyes are remarkably cool. 

But that’s a dragon for you. Since they can eat anything they want, they get a little haughty about their own self-restraint. 

I concentrate on keeping a straight posture and proper table manners. Besides handling the various eating utensils properly, I have to make sure I don’t clack my teeth too loudly, which could offend the unicorns as mocking their propensity to accidentally chomp due to their overly large teeth, and I can’t slurp because the dragons might think it an insult to the slurping noises they make as they eat due to their pointed teeth and thin tongue. 

Of the two, I’d rather annoy the unicorns. They have a much better sense of humor than dragons. 

If only Tryggvey could be here. He’s my best friend in Averell and the nephew of the Stallion. Trygg’s father’s here, sitting next to Mom and telling her something that has her eyes crinkling up in the closest thing to laughter she’ll do while at an official banquet. 

Probably just as well Trygg isn’t here. He probably would’ve snorted water across the table at the dragons or done something equally disgusting and offensive. He’s skilled like that.

“King Finian, what is your stand on the naiad-gnome dispute?” The Flame purrs the words as she stabs the hunk of steak she’d just sliced off. Her voice is throaty with a sibilant note. 

“It’s a big ruckus over nothing, that’s what I say.” The Stallion shakes his head, flinging his long, shaggy hair around his head. 

The Flame cocks her head. “I don’t remember asking you, horse-face. But if I had, I would remind you that poisoning the water supply is a concern we all share. I might dine on red meat and you scrounge on grass, but we both need water.” 

She smiles, showing rows of gleaming teeth, sharp and pointed even in this form. She delicately bites the hunk of meat off her knife and slurps, her throat working as she swallows most of it whole. 

The Stallion grimaces, though if it is from the Flame’s table manners or the topic of conversation, I don’t know. 

“I think both sides will have to be weighed carefully.” Dad cuts into the conversation before the Stallion can say something that is sure to be some sort of insult. “Yes, we need to be careful with our water supply, and the naiads have a right to be concerned. Yet we must not place so many restrictions that we hinder industry either. Averell already lags behind the other continents when it comes to magical and technological advances.” 

The Flame waves her slim hand. Her nails gleam a deep red in the light of the glowstones, the same color her claws are in her dragon form. “Technological advances hardly do us any good when our water is undrinkable.” 

The Stallion snorts, a few pieces of grass sticking out of the side of his mouth. “I doubt it will come to that. The naiads don’t have a problem cleansing the water now. It’ll take a lot for the waters to get so polluted their spells can’t cleanse it.”

“Perhaps.” The Flame swallows another whole hunk of meat. “But we have seen the results of messing with the natural order of magic before.” 

The room silences. A tense silence. 

I ease my fork onto the table, sneaking a glance at Dad and Mom. Dad’s back is straight as a sword. Mom’s mouth is pressed flat enough to show white at the corners. Out of the corner of my eye, Ryan is also glancing around the table, a knife in his hand. 

This isn’t a topic my family discusses often. They’ve told us some about the war that happened twenty years ago, and I’ve learned more from Trygg and my tutors. A rogue magician rallied some of the dragons to her side, lots of people died, and the current Flame took over after that. My parents met just before the war started, and Dad’s parents—our grandparents—were killed. Dad always chokes up any time he mentions their deaths. 

The Stallion stabs at the pile of greens on his plate. “I heard a naiad say Melltra Larrona was spotted near the wasteland.” 

I sit straighter. Melltra Larrona is the daughter of the magician and one of the rebelling dragons from that war twenty years ago. She disappeared after the war, with people only catching sight of her occasionally. 

“My people routinely scout the wastelands, and we have seen no sign of her.” The Flame pushes away from her seat. “I believe this evening is at an end.”

Dad quickly stands, followed by Ryan and Mom.

The Stallion just snorts and keeps eating his plate of hand-picked, fully organic, non-magically grown falala greens and sweet grass. Only the best, for this banquet.

I slide to my feet as well and join my parents and brother off to one side of the table. 

The Flame sashays into the large open space in the center of the hall, her movements part a walk and part a slither. She pauses in front of Mom and Dad. “Thank you for once again hosting us so graciously. I look forward to continuing the negotiations tomorrow.” 

Tomorrow? They didn’t finish the discussion today? I have to work to keep my expression a pleasant neutral. What am I going to do if neither Mom nor Dad can get away for a few minutes while I have Erin and Brett at the house over in Michigan? It would be a little hard to explain to my high school science group that my parents wouldn’t be home because they were too busy negotiating a treaty between dragons and unicorns. 

“Of course. You are welcome here any time.” Dad gives her a half bow. “I look forward to continuing the progress we made today.” 

The Flame arches one of her eyebrows again, as if “progress” isn’t what she’d call the results of today’s meetings. In a blink, she transforms into her dragon form, a huge red body with iridescent red wings. The transformation is instantaneous, lacking any of the sparkles, bright light, or burst of noise you might expect. 

She bobs her great head in Dad’s direction, turns, and saunters toward the exit. Her long, ropy body moves in waves back and forth with the movements of her legs. 

The other five dragons in her diplomatic team also transform and sidle after the Flame, disappearing out the large doors built big enough to accommodate dragons in their dragon form. 

A few minutes later, the beat of wings reverberates as the six dragons soar into the sky past the upper windows of the hall. 

The Stallion finally pushes back from his chair, picking a sprig of grass from between his two front teeth. “Entertaining as usual. Can’t wait to see what other manure they bring to the table tomorrow.” 

Behind the Stallion, the other five unicorns snort and shake their heads back and forth in the unicorn version of laughter. Trygg’s father, of course, snorts the loudest of all. 

I work to keep a straight face. Is it any wonder unicorns and dragons don’t get along with attitudes like that? At least unicorns can joke about it. 

Admittedly, I am a little biased in the unicorns’ favor, what with Trygg being my best friend. 

Dad gives his half-bow again, but this time he’s smiling broader than he had for the Flame. He might be a little biased toward the unicorns as well. “Ah, yes. I’m sure they flew away saying the same thing about you.” 

“Probably. Though they’d be much more delicate about it.” The Stallion snorts again, the sound deepening as he transforms into his horse form mid-snort. His horse body is built more like a draft horse, chunky and barrel-chested. His brown fur is shaggy rather than sleek while his dark mane and tail are thick and wild instead of flowing. The horn rising from the middle of his forehead is dark brown and glossy, the same color as his hooves. 

With a shake of his head, he canters toward the doors. The rest of the unicorns transform and canter after him. 

Ryan pulls his crown from his head and scratches at his forehead. “I take it things didn’t go well today.” 

Dad sighs and also tugs his crown from his head. “About as well as could be expected. At one point in the afternoon, the Flame threatened to eat the Stallion, and the Stallion started in on dragon dropping references, and if not for your mother, we never would’ve gotten them back on track.” 

Mom shakes her head so slightly it doesn’t dislodge her tiara. “Apparently that tone of voice works just as well on unicorns and dragons as it does on children. Now I need to change out of this dress so I can breathe again.” 

“And I need to get out of this suit.” Ryan bolts for the stairway, headed for the family wing of the castle. 

I breathe out a sigh of relief and trail after them. At least at this banquet, I managed to keep my head still enough to keep my tiara in place. A few years ago at a feast with the President of the gnomes, I accidentally nodded my head too vigorously and dumped my crown in my soup. The gnomes, at least, thought the event absolutely hilarious and to this day the President reminds me of it when he visits. 

In my room, I change back into the black and white striped shirt and black slacks. My favorite. Nothing on Earth compares with the fabrics we have in Averell. My slacks are as comfortable as yoga pants, soft as the finest silk, but as sturdy as the toughest denim. And they fit just right, not too tight, yet not too baggy either, though that probably has more to do with the fact that I’m a princess here and my clothes are custom made for me, rather than bought off the rack at a department store or picked up at a thrift store. 

My family gathers in my parents’ sitting room, which we have turned into the one room in the castle where we can hang out as a family without worrying about keeping up appearances. Of course, when we really want to let our guard down, we hang out on Earth for a few hours, but those times are few and far between. It’s much harder for the entire royal family to disappear without a trace from Averell than it is for your average middle class family to simply not exist over in the United States for a day or two. 

Mom sinks into her favorite seat, a puffy chair that also rocks back and forth. She rubs at her temples. “I think I have to spend tonight in Michigan. I’ve been in Averell too long.” 

Her headaches and nausea are normal, even if I don’t like seeing her feeling ill. It’s the side effect of someone from Earth being in Averell for longer than their body can handle. Dad has the same thing if he stays on Earth too long. 

As near as we can figure, Averell and Earth are related. They are compatible enough that we can move between them, and their histories and cultures influence each other to some extent. But the underlying power that controls all things shows in different ways. Earth runs by science. Averell by magic. A slight difference, but enough that someone from Earth can’t stay in Averell too long. In science fiction language, you might say they are phased differently.

The only thing we’ve found that helps is unicorn horn powder. Mom sprinkles it on her food so she can eat Averellian food without being violently ill. Dad takes a packet of unicorn horn powder with him when he plans to eat at our farmhouse in Michigan. After all, he can’t miss out on the wonders of pizza, even if he is from a fairy tale realm. 

Gary, Ryan, and I don’t have any of these problems. Maybe because we are some strange mix of both. It boggles my mind, when I stop to think about it, that we are some union of science and magic. Something that can exist with and in both. 

Dad nods and slips into his chair next to hers. “I can get away for a few hours before I have to come back here.” 

Ryan stretches out on the sofa. It’s puffier than the sofas on Earth. Instead of having a back a back, it is wider with lots of large pillows that we can prop up whatever way we wish to be more comfortable. 

I flop onto the other side of the sofa and reach for a pillow. Ryan snatches it away from me before I can get my fingers on it. When I scowl at him, he grins and tosses it back, hitting me in the face. 

Brothers. So immature, even when they are princes. 

I fluff the pillow and prop it behind my head and shoulders so that I’m half-sitting up. “Do you think you could also go back tomorrow night? I got roped into inviting a couple of kids from school over to the house to plan our group project for the science fair.” 

“I should be able to, as long as the negotiations don’t get too heated tomorrow.” Mom sits up straighter. “Who is coming?” 

“Erin and Brett Haverink. He got assigned to our group last minute.” I do my best to keep my tone and shrug casual. 

Mom’s gaze gets a glint to it anyway. Do moms gain crush-seeking radar when their daughters are born? Mom always seems to know exactly which boy I might have a crush on. 

“Assigned. Sure. Of course.” Ryan swats me with another pillow.

I yank the pillow free from his hands and hit him with it. “Yes. He was the only one left without a group, and we were the only group needing another person.” 

Ryan grins. “So either he’s really good at planning this all out—and if he is, I need to get tips on how he managed it—or he’s thinking himself lucky to be assigned to a group of all girls.” 

Sports, food, and girls. That’s all high school boys think about. Or, at least, that’s all my brothers tell me a high school boy thinks about. I’d add that they think a lot about status, hence the discussions that revolve solely around sports, food, and girls to appear macho to other boys who are trying just as hard to be macho. 

And they say the life of a high school girl is complicated. 

Dad’s gaze sharpens. “Maybe both of us will see if we can get away for a few hours to be there. Wouldn’t want to let this Brett get the impression that you don’t have a dad around.” 

Looking after me and intimidating boys. Too bad the things that make him the most formidable—his crown and his hobby of learning how to use Averellian medieval weaponry—aren’t things that can be shared over there. Though Brett might mistake a clonmoran for a broadsword. 

Then again, Brett is into history and medieval weapons. He and my dad will probably get along just fine. 

“It’s just a science project. And Erin’s going to be there too.” Time to tweak the subject before my brother and parents get too fixated on their teasing Ami spree. “It would be nice if you were there, Dad. We’re planning to build a trebuchet.” 

That distracts everyone. We spend the next while discussing how big we should build this trebuchet and then discussing ideas for Ryan’s science fair project since his group has yet to decide before Mom has to head for the farmhouse. 

Just as well. My internal clock tells me we should go to bed if we want a decent amount of sleep before school tomorrow. 

Tomorrow. As in, the day my crush comes over to my house to work on a science project. That tomorrow. 

It will probably be the most embarrassing day of my life. 
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Chapter 3

My Crush Causes Realm-Shattering Trouble
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“Ryan will drive us over to my house.” I sling my backpack over my shoulder as we leave school. I walk quickly, not looking at Brett strolling a few paces behind me. 

Erin shrugs into the second strap of her backpack. “Must be nice to live so close. Though, if your dad is anything like my dad, he probably tells you lots of stories about walking uphill in the snow both ways.” 

My dad never walked to school. He had tutors come to him in the castle, back when my grandparents were still alive. No walking through the snow. No traditional school. 

We find Ryan already putting his backpack in the truck box. Normally we toss our backpacks in the narrow, rear seat, but today we have to fit four. 

I fold the passenger seat forward and hold the seatbelt out of the way for Erin while she climbs inside. I scramble in after her and drop onto the bench seat. When Brett pushes the passenger seat into place, I have to sit sideways since the space is so narrow. 

Thankfully the ride home only takes a few minutes, then we all pile out of the truck and walk to the house. When Ryan unlocks the door and pushes it open, I can tell by the dark kitchen and lack of dinner cooking that Mom and Dad haven’t been able to pull themselves away from Averell yet. 

I try not to frown. It’s an understood rule that we aren’t to have anyone over when they aren’t home, especially a mixed company of boys and girls. Still, this is right after school, and Ryan is here. Mom and Dad will be here soon. Hopefully. They don’t have my internal clock telling them what time it is on Earth. 

“I guess my parents aren’t home yet. I’ll grab us a snack, then we can get to work.” I dump my backpack on the floor in the mudroom. “You guys can make yourselves at home at the table if you’d like.” 

Erin shakes her head. “We usually work down in the basement on stuff like this. It’s way more comfortable.” 

Yes, but that was just the two of us, my parents were home, my family warned about visitors, and, most importantly, the door to the secret portal was locked. Now Brett is also here, looking around the kitchen as if fascinated by the woodwork, and I can’t lock the door because my parents may come through the portal at any time, and, when they do, it’ll be a little hard to explain how my parents are arriving home by way of the basement instead of the front door. 

But if I act odd, Erin will only question me more. “Right, of course. We can work down in the basement. There’s a table and comfy chairs down there. Erin, why don’t you show Brett the way?” 

It will be fine. We’ll be so busy working Brett and Erin won’t question how my parents end up in the basement. The portal doesn’t make any Tardis noises or anything like that when it’s used, so that isn’t an issue. 

As Erin leads Brett down the basement stairs, I turn to the pantry, waiting to open it until they are out of sight. It’s a little hard to explain the lack of food we keep in the house on a regular basis, especially for a family of five. But many of the meals we eat as a family are over in Averell, and much of what is left here are Mom’s favorite foods since she needs to eat more food from Earth than the rest of us. 

I locate what is left of a pack of Oreos, three glasses, and half a gallon of thankfully not expired milk. When I pass the family room, Ryan is already sprawled on the sofa with a few Oreos of his own, watching something on TV. 

In the basement, I find Erin making herself comfortable on the couch, spreading out sheets of sketch paper on the large coffee table where Erin and I have planned many group projects over the years. Brett has pulled the armchair close to the table and is digging through his backpack. 

I set the milk, glasses, and Oreos off to the one, uncluttered side of the table and take the seat next to Erin. “Did you guys have any idea where to start?” 

“I found a how to page on the Internet that had pretty detailed instructions and a materials list.” Brett pulls out his laptop, opens it, and presses the button to start it. “I actually had it saved as a project I wanted to try on my own, once I master lock picking.”

“Lock picking? As in, picking door locks and stuff?” Erin helps herself to a few Oreos. 

“I haven’t mastered door knobs yet. Just basic padlocks.” Brett shrugs, his gaze focused on his laptop booting up. There’s something to the shrug, like he doesn’t want to talk about the reasons why he’d take up lock picking. “It seemed like something cool to try.”

“That does sound interesting.” I try to sound casual as I claim my own Oreos before they’re gone and pour glasses of milk for all three of us. 

Brett swigs half his milk and returns the glass to the table when his computer finishes turning on. “What’s your Wi-Fi password?” 

I hesitate. It’s the automatic reaction. 

Erin jumps in for me. “Averell1996.” 

Yes, that. It’s one of the few references to Averell we have over here. I’ll admit to using names and places from Averell a lot in my passwords over here. Then again, “Michigan” is my code word for my mirror over there. And why not? Using words from a secret country no one else in the realm knows about makes for a better-than-average password. 

Brett types it in and thankfully doesn’t ask what it stands for. I can’t tell him about Averell, and while I could say that 1996 is the year my parents met, I can’t explain that it’s also the year my mom inherited this house and a fortune from her grandmother’s second cousin, as well as—though she hadn’t known it at the time—the duties of a Guardian of the portal into Averell. 

Brett pulls up the website and swivels the laptop around so that Erin and I can see. Erin leans forward, alternating between eating an Oreo and taking swigs of her milk. 

She wipes a few crumbs from the corner of her mouth. “Looks doable to me. Can you print out the materials list? I’ll check tonight what scrap wood and stuff my dad is willing to let us use. The less we have to buy, the better. I don’t know about the two of you, but I’d rather not put all of my allowance into buying stuff for a school project.” 

Brett frowns and stares down at his laptop. “With my family...my mom and how things are...” 

I wave my hand, trying to appear casual. As if it’s nothing at all to admit my family is well off. “Don’t worry about it. I can cover buying whatever we need beyond what Erin’s dad is willing to donate. My dad has a very good job, and he would be happy to buy the supplies for a school project.” 

Actually, my mom was the one with all the money on this side of the portal. Apparently, several inventors throughout the years have gotten their inventions from a great-great distant cousin whispering Averellian ideas in their ears and the royalties on patents add up when properly invested. Not to mention our expenses are rather lower than average, considering we live here less than half the time. 

But it isn’t something we mention. We’re going to a local high school to get a taste of being normal teenagers, especially since Ryan and possibly me may end up living on Earth permanently some day in the future. 

It’s my parents’ way of making sure we don’t grow up all spoiled and arrogant because we are royalty over in Averell. We still have chores to do at the farmhouse. My parents don’t want to hire a cleaning service, not with a secret portal in the basement, and we don’t spend a whole lot of money buying fancy cars or yachts or anything like that. 

After all, things could get a little hard to explain if anyone dug into my dad’s history, only to realize he popped into existence in 1996. My parents have managed to get their hands on a few pieces of proper paperwork for him over the years—though I’ve never dared ask how—but none of us want to draw attention to ourselves.  

“All right then.” Erin retrieves the printed materials list from the dusty printer on the desk in the corner. “Amy, could you do your science-y stuff and figure out the equation and calculations based on how big these directions say the finished trebuchet will be? And, Brett, can you sketch out a drawing or do it on the computer or whatever to illustrate it? I’ll work on typing out the proposal.” 

I set to work figuring out the formula and doing the calculations while Erin boots up her laptop. I finish before them, probably because I have the easiest part of all of them. Setting my notebook so Erin can see it and add the calculations to the proposal, I pick up the gallon of milk. “Anyone want a refill?” 

Erin holds up her glass, still typing one-handed. I fill the glass for her again, and top off Brett’s glass even though he doesn’t ask. He looks too absorbed in getting the computer to draw the correct parabola. 

I cap the milk and head upstairs. Ryan still hasn’t moved from his place on the couch, but he glances up at me as I pass the family room. “Mom and Dad still aren’t back yet?” 

Of course they aren’t, otherwise he would’ve seen them come up the stairs. “No. Things must have gotten tense over there.” 

Even though Erin and Brett probably can’t hear me down in the basement, I don’t mention dragons or unicorns or Averell by name. It’s habit. 

When I return downstairs, Erin is alone, still typing away at her laptop. Brett’s laptop sits on the coffee table. I freeze and force myself to breathe normally. “Where’s Brett?” 

Erin waves at the hallway. “He had to use the bathroom. He’ll be back in a minute.” 

I should be feeling funny at the thought of my crush wandering through my house. That’s what a normal high school girl would be worrying about right now, wouldn’t it? Especially since I can’t remember the last time that bathroom was given a good scrub, and it is probably embarrassingly dusty with a few strands of my hair clinging to the sink bowl and floating on the tile floor. 

But my stomach sinks, and I turn to set off down the hallway. The bathroom is directly across the hallway from the door to the portal. The door I left unlocked waiting for Mom and Dad to come home. 

Did Erin give him directions or did she just wave him in this direction expecting him to find it? She wouldn’t have any reason to panic. After all, she thinks the room across the hall is just a storage closet.  

But the door is unlocked. 

Erin glances up, laughs, and swats my seat on the couch. “He’s a guy. He doesn’t need an escort to the bathroom.” 

It would look rather odd to rush after him. I sink onto the couch. Tap my notebook. Straighten the pages scattered on the table. Listen for the sound of water running through the pipes above the basement ceiling. 

Two clocks tick away in my head. Too much time is passing in this realm, and even more in Averell. 

He’s a guy. He shouldn’t take that long. I have two older brothers. I’ve waited my fair share to get the bathroom after them. 

Something is wrong. My breath is knotted tight in my chest. My fingers tingle as if I’ve forgotten to breathe in the last few minutes. The Oreos I ate weigh as much as a boulder in my stomach. 

Erin turns back to her laptop. Returns to typing. I wait until her head bends, her eyes focus, before I ease from the couch and walk casually down the hallway. 

I reach the end. The bathroom door is open. The light off. 

But worse is the other door. Also open. The faint gleam of the portal shining through. 

No, no, no, no. 

For a moment, all I can do is lean against the door. Stare at it. 

This is what decades—perhaps centuries—of Guardians have existed to prevent. This is what my parents have lectured me to be careful about. I’ve grown up always keeping this door locked. Always having friends over when Mom and Dad are home. Always watching every move I make to prevent this very thing. 

Brett Haverink, my high school crush, has stumbled into Averell. 

And it is all my fault. 
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Chapter 4

I Run Off with a Unicorn
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I don’t know how long I stare at the door and the portal. Heartbeats. Hours. Perhaps both with Averellian time speeding away in my head. 

Time. How long has it been? It could’ve been only a few minutes here, but hours over in Averell. I check my internal clocks, trying to calculate. An hour. Maybe two. That’s how long Brett has been in Averell. 

A lot of trouble can happen in two hours. Especially over there. 

What am I supposed to do? I have to fix this. Somehow.

I nearly step into the portal but stop myself when I’m partway into the room. No, I can’t disappear too, or Erin will come looking. First things first. I have to get her out of the house, then I have to look for Brett. 

I shut the door and try to stroll at a normal speed down the hallway and across the basement. Erin doesn’t even look up from her typing. Good.

My heart is pounding by the time I go upstairs and approach Ryan in the living room. Confessing this to my brother is going to stink. But I have to tell someone. “Ryan, we have a problem. Brett just stumbled through the portal into Averell.” 

For a heartbeat in this world, Ryan stares at me, unseeing, uncomprehending. Then his eyes grow round, and he bolts upright. “What! That’s...you’re going to be in so much trouble!”

“I know, I know.” I clench and unclench my fingers, fighting the urge to pull on my hair or scream or something. I draw in a deep breath. “Can you drive Erin home? I have to go to Averell to find Brett and bring him back before this gets any worse.” 

Any worse. I don’t even want to think about all the ways this could get worse. This isn’t like all the fantasy stories where the person gets to blithely stumble around in wonder. It wouldn’t be a story if the main character gets killed two minutes into the new realm. 

Averell is a dangerous place to a stranger. Brett can easily be eaten by a dragon or anger a naiad and get drowned or something. 

Even if he survives all of that, his own body could kill him. He can’t eat or drink anything over in Averell, and if he tries, he will only make himself violently ill. Since his body hasn’t acclimated to Averell the way Mom’s has over the years, he will begin to shake and hurt within a day as he literally starts to break down. Without unicorn horn powder, he will die from thirst, starvation, illness, or simply disintegration from being too long away from Earth. 

It won’t come to that. I’ll find him first. He hasn’t been gone that long yet. 

While Ryan fetches his keys, I tromp back downstairs and halt in front of Erin. Of all the things I have to do as the daughter of a king and a Guardian, this is the worst. The lying. I do my best to avoid it. 

There are times, like now, I wish with my entire being that I could tell Erin the truth. There are so many times I daydream about bringing Erin to Averell, watching her eyes widen when she sees a herd of unicorns gallop across the hills and dragons fly overhead. I want to giggle over Averellian politics with her and watch her twirl around Largone Castle in one of my dresses, holding the skirt since she’s several inches shorter than me. 

But I can’t. That’s the reality of being a Guardian. I can’t just take friends through the portal for the fun of it. 

“Uh, Erin, change of plans. Brett had to leave suddenly. Family business. Ryan is going to take you home. You can text your mom that you’ll be home earlier than expected.” 

Erin shuts her laptop. “I’m almost done with the proposal anyway. But I can always stay until my mom picks me up. We can hang out for a while.” 

My inner clock is ticking, ticking, ticking that Brett is wandering farther and longer in Averell. “Sorry. Can’t. My parents were delayed at work, and you know how they are about me having people over when they aren’t home. I’ve already pushed it enough having you and Brett over here as long as you were.” 

Blame the parents. It works every time, especially since my parents don’t mind me using them as an excuse to do the right thing. Or the necessary thing in this case. 

“Okay.” Erin gathers her things. I shift from foot to foot as she slides her laptop into her backpack and gathers each of her papers from the table. She holds up my notebook. “Can I take this with me? I’m not finished typing out that part yet.” 

“Yes.” I say it too quickly. I can’t help it. My chest is burning. My head is ticking with two different clocks. My feet are tapping with the urge to run down the hallway and dive through the portal. 

Finally, she has all her things, and we head upstairs. No sooner does she stroll out the door, waving, and Ryan shuts the door after them with a final glance at me, then I spin and race to my room. My hands are shaking as I change into Averellian clothing, and I nearly tear my t-shirt in my haste to change. 

I force myself to slow down. Trying to hurry will only cost me more time. 

When I’m dressed in Averellian slacks and shirt, I tear down the stairs and dash to the portal. I stand in front of it, taking a moment to catch my breath. 

Half of the portal swirls with a view of Largone Castle, its turrets rising into a purple-blue sky. The other is rolling hills and grass. 

Which side of the portal did Brett go through? I’m not sure which I’m hoping for. If he went through the castle side, he would’ve gone up the stairs. Maybe he was stopped by the hidden door into Dad’s study, but he probably would’ve come back through the portal if that was the case. Or he got out and is even now wandering Largone Castle where he could cause an international disaster if he does the wrong thing when around a dragon or unicorn, especially since he doesn’t speak Averellian. Or, worse, he could be spotted by my parents and they’ll know I failed to keep the portal secret. 

But if he stumbled through the other side, he is now wandering who knows how far into Averell. No way he just stayed near the portal entrance. It’s human nature to go off exploring the moment a person steps foot in an enchanted land. Since he has yet to return through the portal, he either must still be wandering and possibly lost or he has already found trouble. 

I’ll check Largone Castle first. If he’s there, he should be easy to find and drag back through the portal. 

If he isn’t there...I shake my head. I don’t even want to think about that option. 

I reach my hand into the left side of the portal. It sucks me in, spitting me out into the dungeon. Cool, damp air wraps around me. 

I run up the stairs but only make it to the first floor before I have to slow down to catch my breath. Why couldn’t I be in better shape? Once this is all over, I’m going to force myself to run up and down these stairs at least once a day until I can do it without stopping. 

When I arrive at the top, I fight the sinking feeling in my stomach when I see that the landing is empty. So much for Brett staying stuck in this small part of the castle. 

Peering through the peephole, I scan Dad’s study. Empty. I trigger the latch for the hidden door and step through quickly. 

I don’t see any signs that Brett might have been here, but what do I expect? That he will drop a trail of Oreo crumbs to mark his path? 

I hurry from the study and into the passageway. No one is in sight except the guard at the far end, leaning against the wall where this hallway connects with the next one. I stroll up to him, trying to appear unconcerned. I’m not sure I succeed. 

The guard straightens. “Anything I can help you with, Princess?” 

“Have you seen a boy with light brown hair and blue eyes come by this way? I’m looking for a friend of mine who was supposed to visit sometime this afternoon.” I beam a bright smile, as if it isn’t strange at all that a princess would lose a friend in her own castle. 

The guard shakes his head. “No, Your Highness. No one fitting that description has come by this way since I took over four hours ago. Would you like to ask the guard who was here before me?” 

“No, that’s all right. Just checking.” I smile and shrug as if it isn’t a problem. Brett has been gone three hours of Averellian time. He couldn’t have gone past the guard. “He must not be here yet. Are my parents still meeting with the dragons and the unicorns?” 

“Yes, Your Highness.” The guard tips his head in the direction of the great hall. As if on cue, the sound of raised voices drifts up the stairway, followed by a bellowing roar. 

I wince. Negotiations are not going well today. I can’t interrupt now. It has probably been taking all of Mom’s firm-voiced reason and Dad’s patience to keep the peace at the moment. I can’t pull them away and risk the dragons and unicorns starting a skirmish. 

I could wait for them to finish. But who knows how long that will be, and Brett has already been in Averell for three hours. He can’t have gone far, certainly not as far as he would go in six or seven hours. 

No, I must find him myself. If all goes well, I will have him back in Michigan before Mom and Dad even finish with the dragons and unicorns. If things don’t go well, Ryan will be back from dropping off Erin in about forty-five minutes Earth time, probably around six or seven hours Averell time considering how it has been racing today. If I’m not back by then, the negotiations should be finished, he will tell Mom and Dad, and they can send out a search party.

It’s the best option I can think of right now. Yeah, yeah, I know it isn’t great. But what other choice do I have? I can’t leave Brett just wandering around Averell, and the longer I wait, the farther he’s going to get. I dread telling my parents I failed to protect our greatest secret, and surely it will be easier to confess after I have fixed this. 

I turn and head back the way I’d come. Either Brett is somewhere in the family wing or he isn’t at Largone Castle at all. 

I search through each of my family’s rooms and the sitting room. No one. Not even the servants at this time of day. 

In my room, I stand in the center, staring out my window at the rolling hills. What am I supposed to do now? Searching for Brett myself seems like such a reasonable thing to do here in Largone Castle, but following him across Averell by myself is a different story. It won’t be easy, even if I am Averell’s princess. 

I have never done anything like this before. I’m always the good child. The one who obeys all the rules and never talks back to my parents. 

My parents won’t like me going off by myself. But this is my mess, and I should be able to fix it before they’ll even have a chance to realize something is wrong. 

With a deep breath, I march to my wardrobe and fling the door open. I push aside a few articles of clothing and pull out a large, canvas sack, slinging the single strap over my head and across my shoulder. The sack is my getaway bag. If the castle is ever attacked, and I can’t get to Dad’s study and the portal to Michigan, I’m supposed to grab this bag and do my best to flee the castle. 

I don’t even know why I grab it. Not really. I mean, this should be as simple as tracking Brett down and bringing him back through the portal. How far can he have gone in three hours? Especially without a specific destination in mind. I should be able to catch up with him, no problem. 

Yeah, right. Like anything has gone right for me today. 

I mean, he could be dead already for all I know. I swallow. Hard. Am I prepared to find his body and haul it back to Michigan by myself? 

He’s still alive. He has to be. I won’t let myself think about another possibility. 

After I return to Dad’s study, I slip through the secret door and head down the stairs as fast as I can without falling. Once I reach the bottom, I don’t pause for a deep breath. I don’t stop to think. I just stick my hand into the right side of the portal and let it drag me to the other portal in Averell. 

I pop out inside an earthen cave. It’s completely dark, except for the tiny pinpricks of light filtering around the door built across the entrance. Roots dangle from the ceiling, clawing at my hair and scalp. 

I peer through the peephole. The bushes outside the door are still. Underneath their spreading branches, I catch a few glimpses of the hills beyond. A distant herd of unicorns is grazing, but that’s the only sign of life. 

Safe enough. I slide back the lock and throw my weight against the door to push it open. It’s heavy since the outside is covered with a layer of dirt and brush to camouflage it, and I have to push it up and out. 

I wiggle free from the secret door and let it fall back into place with whump and a faint click. When shut, the door blends in with the rest of the small hill. 

Dad has thought about building a tower over this spot to keep it even more protected but decided against it. Not only would it be difficult to keep the portal hidden from the gnomes when they excavated the tower’s foundation, but a random tower in the middle of the unicorn’s favorite grazing pastures would both alert everyone that there’s something worth guarding here and make the unicorns suspicious of our motives. And, thanks to our need for a lot of unicorn horn powder on a regular basis, we can’t risk offending them. 

At least this particular grazing ground is a favorite of Trygg’s herd. It’s one of the safest places in Averell to wander. Hopefully that means Brett remains unscathed. 

I scramble out of the bushes, brush myself off, and climb to the top of the hill to get a better view. Shading my eyes against the late afternoon sun, I turn in a slow circle, searching for a boy-sized figure strolling across the landscape. 

I don’t see any. Nothing besides the usual birds and small wildlife, a dragon souring into the clouds in the distance, and the herd of unicorns. 

Climbing back down, I search the ground around the hill, looking for any sign to show where Brett might have gone. 

I find nothing. What did I expect? Bits of his hair and clothes scattered along the ground marking the direction he’d gone? People don’t shed hair or rip clothing that often, and he hasn’t been in Averell long enough for his clothes to start falling apart. 

Face it. Tracking isn’t something I’ve learned as either a high school student or a princess. Maybe Ryan would’ve found something. He has gone deer hunting a couple of times with friends from school, but I don’t know the first thing about reading the impressions in the ground. 

The grass appears just as springy and full as ever. No obvious footprints leading off into the horizon. 

Maybe tracking in Averell is different than what I’ve heard about tracking on Earth. Averell’s ground is different. The grass has more of a bounce to it than grass on Earth, as if there is a giant sponge underneath the first layer of soil. It’s also a brighter green, like the grass green in a box of crayons. 

Sighing, I dust off my hands. I’m going to need help. As much as I want to quietly fix this problem before it causes too much damage, I can’t do it on my own. 

I should go back to the castle and see if Mom and Dad can be pulled away from the great hall long enough to ask for help. Or I should return to Earth and wait for Ryan so he can go with me. 

But both of those options will lose time. Time I don’t think I have. Brett has been here for hours, and it is going to get dark soon. 

I set off down the hill toward the herd of unicorns. Hopefully Trygg is with them. His herd claims this section of the hills. 

As I crest the hill overlooking the herd, several of the unicorns look up. The guard stallion at the far end stares at me for a few minutes, nostrils flaring, before he shakes his mane and returns to eating with a long snort. As this is Trygg’s herd, the stallion probably recognizes me. 

Unlike horses, a pair of unicorns mates for life, so a herd is made up of several families. The stallions take turns guarding the herd. The Stallion is the overall leader of all the herds of unicorns.

One of the long-legged, scrawny young unicorns breaks away from the others, kicks up his back legs, and races up the hill at full speed. His black mane and tail whip behind him while his shaggy, brown fur ripples with the surge of his muscles and the breeze kicked up from his speed.

I hold my ground, even when it looks like Trygg has no intention of slowing down. He likes to play this game, trying to see if I’ll flinch. I haven’t flinched since the first time he did this back when we were children. 

A few yards in front of me, he digs his hooves into the dirt, skidding on the grass. In a blink, he transforms into a dark-skinned boy with black, shaggy hair down to his shoulders. He’s dressed in his usual bright blue shirt and green pants, oddly flamboyant compared to the puffy, brown fur he has in his horse form. He turns his momentum into a somersault, rolls to his feet, and halts in front of me. “Ami! You got away from the castle! Dad said those stuffy-nosed dragons were causing all sorts of head burns for your parents. I’m surprised you got away!” 

He gives me an exuberant hug, his buck-teeth flashing with his huge grin. 

I hug him too before I step back. “My parents don’t know I’m here.” 

“Ah, sneaking out. I highly approve.” Trygg bobs his head so vigorously that the lock of hair falling across his forehead and eyes swishes back and forth. 

“Of course you would.” I adjust the strap of my bag so it rests more comfortably on my shoulder. “Being a rebellious teenager is almost a sacred tradition for you unicorns.” 

Trygg’s head hasn’t stopped bobbing. “Right you are. Actually, I think my dad is getting rather disappointed that I haven’t done nearly enough rebellious stuff yet. Mom is secretly relieved, but Dad was so looking forward to being the stern father after all the trouble he gave his dad. I’m pretty sure I caught him practicing his I’m-so-disappointed-in-you-son lecture with his reflection in the pond the other day.” 

“I can help with that, actually.” I adjust my sack again. It’s going to be a pain—literally—to carry this sack if I’m already sore from its weight. But I know better than to ask Trygg to carry it. Unicorns are not beasts of burden. “How would you like to join me on a little quest?” 

“Quest? As in, take off without my parents’ permission?” Somehow, Trygg’s grin widens. “Where are we going?” 

“I don’t know. We shouldn’t be gone too long. Maybe a couple of hours at most.” 

Trygg huffs, blowing the lock of hair into the air before it falls back over his eye again. “Bummer. My parents won’t even notice I’m gone. Oh, well.” 

The less notice we attract, the better, but I don’t tell him that. “I was put in charge of a son of a foreign diplomat, but this boy ended up wandering off and getting lost. I know he went \this way, but that’s as far as I can get by myself. Do you think you could help me track him down before my parents know he’s missing?” 

I don’t let myself wince at the lies and half-truths. I can’t tell Trygg that we are trying to find a boy from my high school who accidentally fell into Averell from another realm. Knowing Trygg, he’d want to go straight to the portal and explore Earth for himself. 

Trygg shrugs. “Sounds like fun. Sure. Where do we start?” 

For the first time in the last few minutes, I breathe somewhat easier. I point back the way I’d come. “Over there.” 
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5

We Pacify a Naiad
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I lead Trygg back over the hill to a spot near the secret entrance. Not too close, obviously. 

Trygg turns in a slow circle, his nostrils flaring. He points in the direction of the secret entrance. “That way.” 

“That’s where he came from. So where did he go?” I lean forward onto my toes. 

Trygg shoots me a look. “Give me a moment.” 

He transforms into a unicorn and lowers his head, sniffing at the ground like a dog. He trots a few paces, snuffling loudly, and wanders in a few wide circles before he turns back into a boy. “If you tell anyone about this, then...then I’ll think of something sufficiently horrific.” 

“My lips are sealed.” I hold the back of my hand to my mouth, as if pressing a royal seal into wax. 

Trygg’s nose wrinkles. “Your friend smells weird.” 

“He’s not a friend.” I say this too quickly, too automatically. “And, he’s a foreign diplomat. He’s bound to smell different than a native Averellian.” 

I can’t explain just how foreign Brett is. As in, not even from this realm. How different does Brett smell to Trygg? It shouldn’t be that different since he will smell similar to Mom. 

What do I smell like to Trygg? I’m not sure I ever want to ask. I’m probably some strange mix of Averellian and something else, probably sour, to Trygg’s sensitive unicorn nose. 

Trygg nods and points in the opposite direction of where his herd is grazing. “Well, your friend went that way.” 

I heft my sack of supplies higher on my shoulder. “Lead the way.” 

Trygg changes back into his unicorn form and walks ahead of me, occasionally lowering his head to sniff the grass. 

We hike for an hour over the rolling hills and spot a few other unicorn herds, as well as a few more dragons flying overhead. Thankfully, neither the guard stallions in the unicorn herds nor the dragons pause to bother us. Two teenagers walking alone don’t pose much of a threat. 

We steer clear of a colony of skeetles. They look like a cross between a squirrel and a prairie dog with fat, round bodies and bushy tales. They also happen to be bright yellow with a stripe down the center of their back in various shades of green. Trygg glares the entire time their colony is in view. Unicorns don’t like skeetles. Their colonies pose a hazard to galloping. A unicorn can seriously injure or break a leg if they step in a skeetle hole. 

The skeetles chitter as we pass. They’re just creatures, not rational, talking people such as the unicorns, dragons, naiads, gnomes, silvarans, and dryads. 

Trygg spends most of our hike as a unicorn, but occasionally he changes into a boy to talk. Because this is Trygg. He can’t help but want to comment on everything, and I listen patiently to his rant on the evils of skeetles.

The farther we go from the portal, the more my stomach clenches. What was Brett thinking to wander this far? 

He’s now been in Averell for four hours. I know it’s human nature to wander and explore, but I honestly didn’t think he’d wander this far. 

His trail veers occasionally. Once he almost seems to turn around, before he sets off at an angle to the direction he had been traveling. 

Something is niggling at me about that. Was it something Mom told us about her first time in Averell? 

The hills flatten to a sparkling stream bordered by brush on our side and a dark smudge of thick forests spreading out into the horizon on the other. 

I don’t bother to stifle my groan. “Don’t tell me he went into the Ellian Forest.” 

“All right, I won’t tell you. But that’s where he went.” Trygg changes back into a unicorn, sniffs at the ground, and pops back into his human form a blink later. “How foreign is this foreign diplomat of yours? Who doesn’t know better than to just traipse into the Ellian Forest?” 

“He’s from the Isle of Trione.” I don’t want to lie more than I have to. Not to Trygg. But at least I can make this lie match all the other lies I’ve told over the years. 

Trygg’s eyes widen. “Like that island your mom came from? I always heard things were different across the sea, but I didn’t realize how different.” 

“Forests are a little friendlier where he comes from.” I force myself to keep walking forward, even though my stomach has now sunk into my toes, weighing down my feet. 

Finding Brett is going to take a whole lot longer than just a few hours. 

I check my internal clock. Ryan still has several hours before he will come through the portal and alert Mom and Dad. How soon will Dad be able to send a search party after us? We shouldn’t be hard to follow, not with the trail Trygg and I must be leaving on top of Brett’s scent. 

Trygg trails behind me as we approach the bridge over the river. I crane my neck to peer under and around it. I don’t see any trolls guarding this particular bridge, which means a naiad probably lives nearby. Naiads and trolls don’t get along, since trolls holding up travelers at bridges tend to make travelers wade through the water with their dirty, smelly feet. 

The bridge itself is mostly stone, with a few wooden beams forming part of the span and handrails. The wood is a good sign. It means that at some point, the dryads in this part of the forest cooperated with the naiads, the gnomes, and the silvarans to build this bridge into the forest. 

When I’m only about three feet from the end of the bridge, the water at the edge of the stream ripples, flows against itself, then shoots into the air. The water forms and solidifies into the shape of a six-foot-tall man wearing mud-brown slacks the color of the river bottom and a gray shirt the same shade as the boulders lining the stream’s edge. The naiad’s skin is a translucent white-blue while his hair is cerulean blue. “More rivulets. Have you come to steal more water like that other one did?” 

Other one. Probably Brett. 

Trygg snorts. “Of course not. We aren’t nags.” 

I grip his arm. This was going to take some finesse. “Let me do the talking.” 

Turning back to the naiad, I gesture at the river. “This other rivulet, did he have light brown hair and blue eyes? Stood a few inches taller than me?” 

“So you two are in with him?” The naiad grows a few inches in height. The water at the edge of the stream darkens and lashes into the air. 

“Never seen him, actually.” Trygg shakes his head and shrugs. 

“He’s a foreign diplomat who wandered away from Largone Castle, and we’re trying to find him.” I give the naiad my best princess smile. “I apologize for his actions. He doesn’t know our laws nor our language, which is why we need to find him before he causes any more trouble.” 

The stream quiets, but the naiad doesn’t relax. “If it is so important to track him down, why hasn’t the king sent a search party?” 

Good question. And one I don’t have a good answer for. Dad would, of course, send out a search party the moment Ryan tells him what happened. Not to mention, someone will have to come up with some story to tell Brett’s mom if we don’t find him before she is supposed to pick him up from our farmhouse. 

The naiad’s crossed arms tighten. The water behind him lashes at the river banks again. 

Nothing to tell him but the truth. 

I dip into a half-curtsy. “I am Princess Amarani Coriantha. I’m afraid I’m the one who let the boy wander off, and I’m trying to find him before my parents discover he’s missing.” 

The naiad shrinks down to six feet tall once again and nods. “I see. Young rivulets have to carve their own paths sometimes. I did myself, years ago. You may proceed, but I would be cautious. I heard a ruckus in the forest after that boy ran into it. If he managed to offend me, he will surely offend the dryads even more.” 

He probably had. I have to fight a frown. How much trouble has Brett managed to cause? 

Hopefully, the dryads have simply detained him, and I’ll be able to convince them to turn him over to me. Then we could be back on our way to the portal before dark.

I glance at the sky past the naiad’s shoulder. The sun is low, touching its lower end below the tops of the forest ahead of us. We don’t have much time before we run out of daylight. 

The naiad steps out of our way. I give him another smile as I stride past him. “Thank you for the warning. If my father King Finian comes this way looking for me and the foreign diplomat, please direct him after us. I may be a young rivulet carving my own path, but sometimes a rivulet has to defer to its elder stream when necessary.” 

“Of course.” The naiad gives me a half bow and fades back into the water. 

Trygg joins me on the bridge, and a shudder travels down his back. “I don’t like forests. Especially angry ones.” 

I pat his arm. Unicorns, like dragons, are creatures of the open sky and hills. Not the deep forest. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.” 

“And leave you to wander the dark, scary forest alone? I may be a coward, but I’m not a bad friend.” Trygg snorts and shakes his head. “Though, if you don’t mind, I think I’d rather face the forest with all four feet on the ground.” 

“I don’t mind. I’d rather you have your horn at the ready, though I hope we won’t need to defend ourselves.” And, staying in his unicorn form, would keep Trygg from talking when he shouldn’t. 

Trygg transforms, and I rest my hand on his furry shoulder. He bends down his horse head, his brown eyes now huge and liquid. His horn protrudes from his forehead, dark brown and sturdy as his hooves. 

I draw in a deep breath. “All right, I’m ready. Let’s go.” 

We cross the bridge. 
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Chapter 6

Always be Polite, Especially to Trees
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As we step off the bridge, Trygg’s hooves go from clip-clopping to muffled in the deep loam of the forest. The trees are massive, tangled things trailing moss. A dirt trail, several feet wide, vanishes into the distant trees, seemingly a straight and easy walk. 

But in the Ellian Forest, such things are deceiving. The path doesn’t always lead where it looks like it does. The trees move of their own accord, or at least they appear to move. Not to mention the forest is filled with borsins, the massive bears, and hercos, the skinny, many toothed wolves. That’s not even taking into account the dryads who jealously guard their forests, especially the Ellian Forest. It is their heartland.

I know better than to step onto that path. I halt and peer into the trees. The entire forest is still. Too still. Not a single leaf stirs. No birds chirp. No charpermuns chatter or scurry. 

I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, and try to look as much of a princess as I can in my dusty slacks. “I am Princess Amarani Coriantha. I respectfully request an audience with the chieftess of this estimable forest.” 

For several heartbeats, the forest remains silent. 

As if in a gale, the trees rustle and shake, even though there isn’t a breeze. Forms drop from the branches overhead and appear out of the tree trunks, surrounding us. They are tall and lean, dressed in clothes mottled and shifting to match the patterns in the trees behind them. Their hair flows in the same vibrant greens as the trees overhead. In the fall, their hair turns vivid shades of orange, red, and gold, before browning and falling out along with the leaves before re-growing each spring. Only those bound to evergreens keep their hair all year round.

Each of the dryads carry either a bow and arrow or a wooden staff, cultivated from the trees they both guard and maintain. They have arrows nocked to strings, but thankfully not drawn back. Yet. 

One dryad steps forward. Her hair is the deep blue-green of the spruce trees and her clothes resemble its bark. “One of your kind intruded on our forest without permission today.” 

I fight the urge to turn around and run back to Largone Castle. If I say the wrong thing now, it’ll have bad repercussions, and my parents will have to spend days trying to fix it. These dryads can easily cut off our supply of wood, not just with this forest, but all the forests across Averell. 

I tip my chin down a fraction to make sure I look humble and contrite instead of defiant. “I sincerely apologize for the intrusion. The boy is a foreign diplomat unused to our ways and customs. It is my fault that he wandered away from Largone Castle and became lost. I am now here to correct my mistake and return him to the castle before he causes a worse offense. If he has caused any damage, I will do my best to repair it.” 

The dryad eyes me up and down. My skin prickles, and I get the uncomfortable feeling that the whole forest is peering into my soul. 

Beside me, Trygg shifts and paws at the ground with a front hoof. I tighten my grip on his shoulder. I need him to stay calm. The last thing I want to do is start a diplomatic nightmare between the dryads and unicorns while I’m at it. The current tension between dragons and unicorns is bad enough. 

The dryad’s stance relaxes a fraction, and she waves her hand. The other dryads straighten and tuck their arrows back into their quivers or sling their staffs across their backs. She faces me, and something like a smile brushes across her face. “I am Chieftess Mizzorami. Your father has always endeavored to treat the Tree People with respect, and I see he has instilled that same respect in you.” 

“Yes, he has.” I incline my head again. Tracking Brett down would’ve been a whole lot harder if my dad wasn’t so respected. 

“We attempted to talk to your foreign diplomat, but he spoke nothing but gibberish and attempted to run deeper into the forest every time we asked him to leave.” Chieftess Mizzorami eyes me as if that is somehow my fault. 

“I’m sorry. He doesn’t speak Averellian. He wouldn’t have known what you were saying or trying to do.” I keep my voice even. Apologetic, but not groveling just like dad has taught me. 

But something isn’t right. Why had Brett acted so erratically? Why try to enter the forest in the first place? It is like he’s confused. Not himself.

I have to grit my teeth to keep my smile in place. This was what the memory niggling in the back of my brain has been trying to tell me. 

No, Brett isn’t himself. Mom told us about her first few trips into Averell. Thanks to time moving differently in Averell and the whole magic-science thing working havoc on her system, she lost all sense of time and became extremely disoriented. She became lost in Largone Castle, and that’s how she’d met Dad. He said he thought her strange the first few time they’d met since she hadn’t learned Averellian yet, and she had been too disoriented to think properly. 

Just like Brett is now. He must not realize how much time has passed. After all, his Earth senses are telling him it has been a little over an hour, not several hours. 

I glance around the trees, but I don’t see Brett curled on the ground or held between several dryads. Even as we’ve talked, the shadows have lengthened. It will be fully dark in the forest before another hour passes. “Where is he now?” 

“Not knowing what else to do, we delivered him to the far side of the forest.” Her mouth twitches downward, her eyes softening only for a moment. 

I close my eyes, trying to remember what lay on the other side of the Ellian Forest. My chest tightens. “You dropped him into ogre territory?” 

The dryad hesitates, then nods sharply. “Yes. We thought him dangerous, and wanted him far away from our trees.” 

I force myself to breathe evenly and not freak out. I can’t yell at the dryads. “I see.” 

Chieftess Mizzorami tilts her head. Her stance softens further. “It seems it is my turn to make amends. It is too late for you to set out into ogre territory after this boy. You are welcome to enjoy our hospitality in our forest tonight.” 

The forest around us is dark with shadows. A night breeze whispers through the trees and stirs the dryads’ hair. 

The chieftess is right. We can’t face ogres in the dark, and it wouldn’t help Brett if Trygg and I get captured by ogres. If we are under the dryads’ protection, this forest is one of the safest places in Averell to spend the night except for Largone Castle itself. 

The castle, where even now my parents must be pacing, both worried and furious. 

I’m going to be in so much trouble when I get back. My parents will have quite the punishment thought out with a whole night to brainstorm about it. Has Dad set out with a search party yet? 

“Your hospitality is much appreciated.” I dip into a curtsy, lower than the ones I’ve given the chieftess so far to show my respect. “My family thanks you for your continued alliance. If you ever wish to visit Largone Castle, you will be given the same generous courtesy you have shown me.” 

The chieftess nods, her stance even more relaxed. “The clearing where you can spend the night is about an hour’s walk from here, but we can convey you through the trees in a matter of minutes.” She eyes Trygg, still in his unicorn form. 

Trygg shakes his head vigorously, changing back into a human mid-shake. “No. Absolutely not. I’d like to keep all four hooves on the ground.” 

I wince. Trygg became dizzy and nearly barfed just walking around the upper tower in Largone Castle with me once. I can only imagine how motion sick he’d get being handed off from tree to tree by the dryads. I face Chieftess Mizzorami. “It probably would be best if we walked. Unicorns are creatures of earth, not earth and sky the way the Tree People are.” 

“I see.” Chieftess Mizzorami flicks her hand. 

A young girl steps forward from the crowd of dryads, a staff in her hand. It’s hard to tell on her smooth face but she looks about our age or perhaps a little older. Like trees, dryads tend to be both ageless and aging. Growing older, but never looking truly old until near their death. 

The chieftess waves a hand at the girl. “Flioria can guide your companion to the clearing tonight and lead both of you from the forest tomorrow morning. If you need anything, please ask her for it. If you wish, Princess Amarani, my people can take you through the trees while your companion walks.” 

I don’t like the thought of separating from Trygg, not even in the safety provided by the dryads. But Trygg isn’t paying any attention to me. His eyes, a little too wide, are fixed on the dryad girl as if he’s never seen anything as dazzling as her. 

Boys. 

I want to roll my eyes, but I can’t. Not with the dryads watching. I smile at the chieftess. “I would appreciate it.” 

I only have time to glance at Trygg before hands grasp my shoulders. I’m pulled into the trees and whisked into the dark forest. Hands grip and release my arms, my ankles, but the touch is so light and quick it almost feels like I’m floating. The cool breeze whips past my face. Leaves brush my face, not with the hard, sharp fingers I would expect considering the pace I’m going, but with a feather-light caress. 

Brett must’ve been terrified when this happened to him. He would’ve struggled, and the dryads’ grip on him might’ve tightened, felt dangerous. He wouldn’t have relaxed into the motion the way I do now or enjoyed the sight of the forest flying by while being tossed through the upper branches of the trees. 

Mere minutes later, I’m set at the edge of a clearing as gently as a butterfly alighting on a flower. My pack lands softly next to me. I peer into the branches overhead, nothing except dark silhouettes against the deep blue of the twilight sky. “Thank you.” 

Two dryads drop to the ground in front of me, a woman and a man. Both carry bows. The woman waves to the far side of the clearing. “I will return shortly with food and drink for you. Your companion may eat of the grass when he arrives. We request that you refrain from lighting a fire while you remain in our forest.” 

“Of course.” I pick up my pack, leaning to the side with its weight on my shoulder. 

The man bows to me. “We will remain on guard tonight. None of the creatures of this forest will come near you this night.” 

That’s a big relief. With night closing in, the shadows beneath the trees are beginning to look a lot like borsins and hercos. I don’t want to meet either of those in the daylight, much less at night. 

Before I have a chance to thank them yet again, both of the dryads swing back into the trees. 

I grip my pack and step into the center of the small clearing. It is barely bigger than my room in the farmhouse, ringed with thick brush on all sides. Far above, the first star winks into view, twinkling brighter and bluer than the stars over Michigan. 

Where should I sleep? Should I sleep in the center or near the edge? 

I really should’ve paid more attention when Ryan watched all those survival shows on TV a few years back. What is the first thing a person should do? Build a fire or build a shelter? 

Doesn’t matter, really. I can’t build a fire, and I don’t dare build a shelter, not even one from dead sticks, until I have the dryads’ permission. Hopefully my bedroll in my emergency pack will be warm enough. I’m certainly not going to snuggle up to Trygg to stay warm. Talk about awkward. 

I sit down in the center of the clearing. The grass is soft and springy beneath me, though damp. Opening my pack, I take stock of what I have with me. One blanket roll wrapped around a pillow. One change of clothes. Some packs of dried food that I can eat if whatever the dryads’ bring me is inedible for humans as well as a canteen filled with water. A thick bladed knife in a sheath can be used as an ax in a pinch. I hide it in the spare set of clothes. I’m not sure if the dryads’ would be offended, but I don’t want to take the chance at the moment.

I pull a glowstone from my pack and rub it for a few minutes until it glows with a soft, blue-white light. The dryads’ surely wouldn’t argue with a glowstone, since it is magic rather than fire. 

I almost wish the emergency pack had a message mirror in it so that I could talk to my parents. Explain. Reassure them that I’m all right. 

But the point of an emergency pack is to help me disappear. Dad had thought about including special mirrors, ones linked only to each other, but eventually he decided even those would be a risk. If one member of the family was captured, their message mirror could be used to find the others. 

With the barest whisper of rustling leaves, the woman dryad returns to the clearing. She carries a wooden plate in one hand and a pitcher in the other. When she holds the plate and pitcher out to me, I scramble to my feet and take them. 

The plate contains various woodland greens topped with berries and a thick dressing the color of a blushing pink sunset. The pitcher is filled with water. A wooden cup hangs from a hook set into the pitcher’s handle. 

“Thank you for the food.” I tilt my head toward the edge of the clearing. “Will it be all right if I build myself a shelter from the deadfalls? I wouldn’t use anything living.” 

“There’s no need.” The dryad woman flicks her hand at the trees at the far side of the clearing. They bend, twist, and twine their branches together with a rustle and a deep groan of moving wood. Moments later, the trees form a hammock in their intertwined branches, its curve padded with layers of leaves. Above the hammock, the branches also lock together to shape a thick canopy. 

“Wow.” I breathe out slowly. I know I’m staring. As the princess of Averell, you’d think nothing would surprise me about this place I call home. But I’ve never seen the dryads work their particular magic quite like this before. “That’s amazing.” 

The woman gives me something that might have been smile for a dryad. “It’s a nest like each of us sleep in, though ours are farther from the ground. Do you require anything else?” 

“No, but thank you. You have been more than kind already. Could you please thank your chieftess once again for her hospitality?” 

The dryad woman nods and disappears into the trees once again. 

I return to my seat on the ground and dig into the food with the Averellian utensil provided. It looks a bit like a spoon on one side and a six-pronged fork on the other. The salad is rather good. The dressing is a tad on the sour side, the greens bitter, but the fruit balances it out. 

I wash the salad down with the water, thankful that the dryads went to the trouble to get water for me. They probably have an agreement with the naiad at the stream for their water supply, but since I don’t have an agreement with him, it would’ve been a lot more of a hassle for me to get water myself. 

Once I’m finished, I lay out my bedroll in the tree hammock. I have just positioned my pillow when the dryad girl glides into the clearing, Trygg trotting at her heels in human form. If he had been a werewolf, his tongue would’ve been hanging out. 

It is pathetic, really. Teenage boys. 

I roll my eyes and ignore him as the girl tells him he can eat the grass and she’ll bring more water, all while giving him doe-eyes of her own. 

Doing my best to ignore them, I gather my pack, stow it beneath my hammock, and crawl into my bedroll. My blankets are warm, even though they aren’t thick. They are made from the wool of the yakkalack goat that lives in the high mountains in the northern part of Averell. 

The girl leaves, and Trygg flops onto the ground. “I think I’m in love.” 

I snort. “You’ve been in love seven or eight times in the years I’ve known you.” 

“I know.” Trygg heaves a long sigh. “I might have to get over my fear of heights.” 

“I don’t think that will happen overnight.” I snuggle deeper into my blankets and stare up at the stars far above me. 

I haven’t done a lot of camping under the stars. Dad and Mom took us camping a few times at local campgrounds in Michigan and a few times in our backyard, but that’s it. The bad thing about Dad being king of Averell and Mom being the Guardian is that we can’t travel far from the portal. 

We haven’t gone camping in Averell either, for obvious reasons. Kings don’t camp, and Averell isn’t a place where you can just set up a tent, build a fire, and roast some marshmallows in a tranquil forest setting. Everything in Averell has rules, down to what stream you can get water from and where you can walk without asking permission first. 

On top of that, I can’t think of a time when I’ve been this far away from my parents. At least, not like this. I’ve gone on a few sleepovers at Erin’s house, but that’s always with a phone easily reachable. Mom stays in Michigan on those nights to make sure she’s on hand in case we need her. 

Now, I have no way to communicate to my parents. I’m alone except for love-struck unicorn boy and a forestful of dryads who are currently friendly, but could become far less so if I do or say the wrong thing. 

I shiver and burrow deeper into the blankets. “Trygg, have you ever slept away from your herd before?” 

He sits up and swipes at the lock of black hair falling across one of his eyes. He cocks his head, as if thinking about his answer. Something rare indeed for Trygg. 

When he speaks, he’s the most serious he’s been this entire day. “No, I don’t think I have.” His buck teeth flash in the starlight when he grins. “I’m not sure why I haven’t. It’s a great way to get into trouble. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m hungry and there’s a whole clearing of lush grass that I may eat. I’d better start if I’m going to eat all of it by morning.” 

“Don’t stay up too late.” I roll over and tuck the blanket under my chin. 

As my body relaxes into the surprisingly comfortable hammock formed of leaves and branches, a pang forces me to catch my breath. I shouldn’t be so comfortable. Not when Brett is somewhere in ogre territory tonight. Lost. No supplies, not even a blanket to keep warm. Disoriented. Thirsty if he hasn’t dared drink anything. Sick if he has. 

What if he has already been captured by an ogre? He wouldn’t understand what the ogre tells him, but he would probably understand enough once he’s tossed in a cage and the ogre stokes the fire and eyes the spit. 

Brett should be fine. Terrified, but fine. Ogres rarely eat their victims right away. Usually they wait to fatten them up for a day or two. Trygg and I will find him tomorrow and take him home. Brett will think this is all a strange dream, though he might look at me a little differently at school. 

Forcing my mind to clear as much as I can, I fall asleep to the soothing sound of Trygg munching grass, the swish of his tail, and the sighing of the night breeze in the trees overhead. 
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Chapter 7

My Crush Becomes Lunch
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In the morning, the dryads are just as friendly and generous as they were the night before. They give me another salad for breakfast and whisk me away to the edge of the forest. I wait there, just inside the trees, for Trygg while he walks through the forest with his dryad guide. In front of me, a patch of grass slopes down into a stretch of ground broken by rocks and straggly trees. 

I tap my feet, pace, try to relax on a conveniently sloped tree that also works as a seat, and pace some more. I’m pretty sure Trygg is taking his time about walking across the Ellian Forest. 

Both of my internal clocks are ticking, ticking, ticking. Brett has now been in Averell for fifteen hours, seven hours Earth time. 

How have my parents explained Brett’s disappearance to his mom? It’s now the middle of the night over there. If we don’t find him soon, will the police get involved? A missing person search started? Will they want to search our house or suspect my parents? It will be hard to explain a locked door in the basement. 

I have to find Brett and get him back to Earth as quickly as possible. That’s all there is to it. 

Just when I’m about ready to start into ogre territory on my own instead of waiting for Trygg to get his unicorn rear end over here, Trygg finally ambles out of the forest, munching on a pepplin, an Averellian fruit that resembles an apple, even though it is purple. He tosses the core into the bushes. “Ready to go?” 

“I’ve been ready for the past hour.” I hitch my sack higher onto my shoulder and stroll forward. “Can you please find his trail so we can get moving?” 

“Someone got up on the wrong side of the pasture this morning.” Trygg huffs, turns into a unicorn, and snuffles at the ground. 

I can’t help but tap my foot while he zig-zags in front of me. The dryads said they’d brought me to the place where they’d tossed Brett out of the forest. It shouldn’t take long to find his trail.

We stand at the edge of the Ellian Forest. Ahead of us, the land falls away into a cracked and creviced landscape pitted with canyons and studded with boulders. This is ogre territory. A maze of rocks, canyons, and caves. 

Trygg halts, sniffs at a spot for a few minutes, then moves off down the slope toward the rocks. I follow. When we enter the rocks, I tiptoe, holding my breath and glancing at the jagged rocks around us. An ogre could lurk behind any of these boulders, waiting to snatch us. 

I should be safe. My dad does have a treaty, of sorts, with the ogres, though it’s mostly an understanding that my dad will pound them into submission if he hears of an ogre eating one of dad’s people. I’m not sure where the unicorns stand with the ogres. 

It can’t be good, considering Trygg slows his pace, stepping carefully to make his hoof falls are as muffled as possible on the rocky ground. His ears swivel constantly while he sniffs the breeze just as much as the ground. 

Trygg stiffens, his head erect, his ears pointed in the same direction. Somewhere in front of us and to the left. In a blink, he changes into a boy and pulls me behind a rock, shoving me down. 

I crouch, tucking my bag tightly against me, holding my breath. There’s no need to ask him what is going on. He must’ve smelled or heard an ogre. 

I smell the ogre before I hear him. Something rotten, like meat left in the sun, wafts on the breeze. The ground trembles, and rocks skitter and crack against each other. 

I risk a peek, not over the top of the boulder where I would be skylined for the ogre to see, but off to the side near the bottom where my head is still hidden in shadows. 

A pair of large, orange-brown feet come into view. Hairy and smelling a lot like Ryan’s socks. With each shuffle, the ogre huffs and grunts, swinging muscled arms that seem too long for his short, stocky body. He’s wearing something almost like a skirt or kilt fashioned from animal hides and...and something that looks like it once might have been silvaran skin with the same hint of blue my dad’s skin has. 

I press a hand over my mouth to stop any sound of escaping. This is such a bad idea. If an ogre finds me, he might not wait to hear who my dad is before he eats me. 

Is Brett already dead? What if an ogre has killed and eaten him already? 

Surely, they wouldn’t. They’d want to fatten him up first, right?  

It’s too late to turn back now. I certainly can’t leave Brett here. 

The sounds and smell of the ogre fades. Trygg transforms into a unicorn. His nostrils flare as he tests the air, his ears and head swiveling to catch even a hint of sound. 

Finally, he nods and creeps back into the semblance of a path we have been following. I should’ve felt the urge to laugh at the sight of a gangly-legged unicorn colt moving each hoof one at a time and tiphoofing forward, but I don’t. Things like that aren’t funny when there’s a horde of hungry ogres waiting around every rock to slurp the marrow from your bones. 

Trygg stiffens again, but this time when he transforms into a boy, he grabs my arm and stays where he is. He turns wide eyes to me. “Ami, I think your friend has been captured by an ogre.” 

It shouldn’t have surprised me. It’s amazing Brett managed to stumble this far into ogre territory without getting captured. But I still had hoped he had somehow wandered all the way through without trouble. 

At least there isn’t a blood spot on the ground in front of us. That’s a good sign, right? It means the ogre must have decided to fatten Brett up before eating him. And that will take a while, since Brett will only get sick trying to eat Averellian food, not fat. He’s more likely to die from dehydration than being eaten by an ogre.  

Still, it means I have to rescue Brett from an ogre. 

I should’ve have waited and told Mom and Dad everything instead of setting off on my own. Dad could’ve gone in here with a band of our knights and negotiated Brett’s release easily. I know everything in Averell is more complicated than a simple stroll over the grasslands, but I had still expected it would be easier to track Brett down than this. 

But I’m here now, and there isn’t time to go all the way back to the castle for help. 

“What are we going to do now?” Trygg braces himself against a boulder behind him. His bright blue and green clothes stand out against the gray boulder.

I almost ask him to change back into a unicorn just so he won’t stand out so much, but then we wouldn’t be able to converse. Besides, while his clothes may stand out, he’s at least smaller in his human form. “I don’t know. Look, Trygg, you don’t have to come with me. I know you didn’t sign up for ogres.” 

He huffs a breath. “We talked about this already. I can’t just leave you alone. Unicorns don’t leave their herdmates behind.” 

“So I’m a part of your herd now?” I cross my arms and give him a fake glare to hide the warmth in my chest. Trygg may not know everything about me, but he is a true friend. I can’t ask for better in any realm.  

“You’re my friend. That’s like being in a special kind of herd.” Trygg shrugs and slings an arm over my shoulders. “You’re stuck with me. So what sort of trouble do you plan to get us into?” 

That is a good question. And I’m afraid I can only come up with one answer. 

“I think we have to try to rescue him.” 
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Chapter 8

Non-Magically Modified Meat, Please
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Trygg and I crouch outside of the cave entrance where Trygg has tracked the ogre that took Brett. I peek around the jagged mouth of the cave. The cave is lit from a large fire burning in an alcove. Smoke puffs from a hole in the roof of the cave. 

A large figure moves about, silhouetted against the orange firelight. The ogre. He turns something on a spit over the fire, and for a moment, my heart stops. 

But the shape is wrong. Too bulky to be Brett. 

When I sweep my gaze around the cave again, I finally spot the cage nestled to one side in the shadows. A shape curls behind the bars. I can’t tell in the dim interior of the cave, but I think I can see jeans and a white t-shirt. 

I sink to a sitting position with my back to the rocky hillside. What are we going to do? How am I going to get Brett away from that ogre? 

Should I wait until the ogre falls asleep? 

No, I don’t dare wait. Ogres like to hunt at night. The best time to catch the ogre asleep would’ve been early this morning, not now. 

I have to go in now. The ogre is cooking and eating something else. He should be distracted. His stomach full. He won’t be paying attention to the human he is fattening up. Hopefully. 

Trygg slides down next to me. “What do you think? I’ll distract him while you sneak in?” He grins, like this is an excellent idea. 

“No. I think I’m going to go in alone.” I swallow and rub my hands together. My fingers feel cold, even though the afternoon is mild.

Trygg snorts and shakes his head. “No way I’m letting you go in there by yourself.” 

“I don’t like the idea either.” Sneaking into an ogre’s cave all by myself isn’t on my bucket list. I might not even have the time for a bucket list if I do this. But, it’s the only option I can see. “I’ll be quieter by myself. And I need you to stay out here. If something happens, don’t try to rescue me by yourself. Change into a unicorn and get away. I need you to fetch my father and bring him back here in time for his men to rescue me. They might not get here on time without someone to lead them.” 

Trygg crosses his arms. “Not happening. I’m not going to leave you or let you go in there alone.” 

“Look. My dad has a treaty with the ogres. I should be able to talk my way out of trouble.” I raise my eyebrows. “Do the unicorns have any sort of agreement with the ogres?” 

Trygg shifts. “Um, no. Not really. Sort of. I mean, the ogres leave the herds alone and we leave them alone. But I’m not sure what they would do to a lone unicorn.” 

“Probably eat you. And that ogre would smell you the moment you step inside. But he won’t smell me. I smell like his captive. That’s why I have to go alone.” 

It is a good thing the wind is sweeping down from the hillside above us, keeping us downwind of the ogre as we huddle outside. But once one of us steps inside, the ogre may pick up our scent above the smell of the fire and roasting meat. 

Trygg studies my face, then he nods. “All right. Fine. But if I think there’s a chance I can help, I’m going to charge in, horn at the ready, got it?” 

“I know.” I should have known better than to try to make him stay put. I force myself to smile. “I’ll be fine. Just stay alert. We might have to make a fast exit.” 

I slide around the boulder and tiptoe toward the cave entrance. The ogre has his back to me, turning the spit. Up close, I can tell the roasting animal is some type of mountain goat or cow or something. At least, I hope it’s one of those animals and not a unicorn or one of the sentient creatures of Averell. 

At the entrance, I pause. This is crazy. What do I think I’m doing? I should leave. We should go back to the castle and get help. That would be the smart thing to do. 

But I can’t quit now. Not after I’ve gone this far. I have to get Brett and do my best to correct my mistake. This is all my fault, and I have to fix it. 

I ease into the opening. I can do this. I have to do this. 

If I don’t, then I’m no better than the stereotypical princesses in the stories on Earth. The ones who always need to be saved and can’t do anything for themselves. I don’t want to be that kind of princess. I want to be the kind who saves the day. Who faces the dragon herself. Who fights alongside her prince, whoever he may be. 

Or, perhaps, saves her high school crush once in a while. 

With another deep breath, I force myself a step. Two. I can’t stop now. I can’t go back. 

The cave is warm inside, with the fire blasting heat at the far side. The ogre still has his back to me. This ogre’s clothes are still made from hides, but they appear clean. His orange-brown skin is shining in the firelight, not grimy like the other ogre’s had been. Perhaps this ogre has discovered the meaning of the word bath. 

Doesn’t matter if he’s a clean ogre or a filthy one. I ease along the wall, looking before I place each foot for loose pebbles that would give me away. 

Inside the cage, Brett is still. He’s curled on his side. His shirt and jeans are ripped. Even in the faint light, his skin appears paler than usual for a Michigander in spring. When I take a step closer, I catch of whiff of the putrid stench of vomit. 

Brett must’ve tried to eat something the ogre fed him, and it didn’t agree with him at all. 

I have to get him out of here and get him to drink some water with unicorn horn powder in it. 

First things first. Rescue Brett. 

I take a step forward. Something shifts beneath my feet. The whole side of the cave is slick here, and before I can catch myself, my foot slides out from under me along with a cascade of dirt and pebbles. 

I tumble onto my rear end. I try to scramble to my feet or scoot into a hiding place, but it’s too late. 

The ogre turns and peers into the darkness. He trundles toward me. “Ah, good. Another one. With two, I might have enough for a decent dinner.” 

Talk my way out of this. That’s the plan, isn’t it? I take a deep breath, stand, and brush myself off. I shoot a glance toward the entrance and catch sight of Trygg in unicorn form poised to charge inside. As subtly as I can, I shake my head and motion for him to stay back. It isn’t time yet for him to charge in. 

I face the ogre and force myself to smile. “Hello. I’m Princess Amarani Coriantha. What’s your name?” 

“Grundel.” The ogre scowls. “Princess, huh. So I can’t eat you.” 

“Um, no. Not without offending my father, which isn’t a good idea. He’s just spent the last three days in conference with the dragons and the unicorns.” I clasp my hands in front of me and concentrate on adding brilliance to my smile, which mostly involves thinking happy thoughts and flashing my teeth in best princess fashion. “And, I’m afraid, you can’t eat him either.” 

I half-turn so that I can see both Grundel the ogre and Brett. 

Brett has pushed himself to his knees. He clasps the bars of his cage. The firelight casts deep wells of shadow beneath his eyes. He blinks. “Amy?” 

Hearing English...and my English name...nearly sends me reeling. It is too surreal having Brett here. In Averell. My two worlds are never supposed to collide. Never. 

I can’t let it rattle me now. I have to get the two of us out of here without being eaten. 

“Why can’t I eat him?” Grundel reaches for a rag that looks like it once was someone’s shirt and wipes each finger before he crosses his arms. “I can’t eat you because of the ogres’ agreement with King Finian. But he’s not from Averell. I can smell it. So he isn’t protected by the treaty.” 

“Amy, what’s going on?” Brett tries to stand in the cage, but he staggers and falls back to his hands and knees. He makes a retching noise, and I quickly turn away. I don’t want to have the image of my crush puking his guts out on an ogre’s floor to be burned into my memory. It’s going to be hard enough to face him in class on Monday as it is. 

Grundel’s top lip tightens and curls at the corner. He takes a step back, and his face is...I guess on a human I would’ve called it disgusted. 

He doesn’t like his food to be sick and vomiting. 

I point over my shoulder at Brett. “That’s why you can’t eat him. He’s sick, and he’ll make you sick if you eat him.” Which is true. Since Brett is from Earth, he would disagree just as much with the ogre as Averellian food does with him. 

Grundel backs away another step. “Sick? As in, diseased?” He picks up the cloth again, as if prepared to whip out a can of disinfectant and start cleaning his cave right this moment. “Is it contagious?” 

“No, it’s not. It’s...magical in nature.” That’s also sort of true. Brett is sick because his science-based body isn’t fully compatible with the magic-based land of Averell. 

“Magically modified?” Grundel shudders. “But I only eat organic, non-magically modified creatures! I have a very sensitive stomach!” 

“I would be happy to get him out of here for you, so that you don’t have to touch him.” I rock back and forth on my heels, the picture of innocence and helpfulness. Sometimes, being a princess and learning how to hide feelings and act a part comes in handy. 

“Yes! Yes! Please take him out of here!” Grundel reaches for another cloth. “I’m going to have to give this whole cave a thorough scrubbing. Who knows what sort of diseases he brought in? Magical tampering, ugh!” 

“I sincerely apologize. He wasn’t supposed to escape the experiment room at the castle.” I turn to the cage. The key is hanging on a peg. It is out of Brett’s reach, but I stand on my tiptoes and take it down. 

I unlock the cage door. When its hinges creak, Brett raises his head and tries to get to his feet once again. I pull one of his arms over my shoulder and heave him the rest of the way to his feet. 

He smells gross. Like sweat and vomit and something rotting. 

Not the most romantic way to get close to my high school crush. Actually, I’m having a hard time finding any crush-like feelings for him at the moment. Maybe my crush is an Earth-only thing. Or maybe finding him puking his guts out is the cure for this crush that I’ve been trying to fight for the past few years. 

“Amy, what’s going on?” Brett staggers a step with my help. His face is whiter than his white t-shirt. “I think I must be dreaming.” 

I don’t have time to explain now. We have to get out of here before Grundel changes his mind. Or another ogre stumbles across us and isn’t as accommodating as this germophobic ogre. 

“Thank you.” I give Grundel yet another perfect, princess smile. “Could you direct me to the closest place where we can leave ogre territory? I don’t want one of your people to get sick if they stumble across us and decide to eat him.” 

Grundel nods. “Of course. My fellows aren’t as discerning about what they put in their mouths. Disgusting, really. If you follow the path outside to the right, you’ll leave our territory in a few miles.” 

“Thank you once again. I’ll be sure to have my father send you a steer in gratitude for your understanding in this matter.” I struggle to keep my smile in place as Brett sags against me. I’m not sure he’s even fully conscious. I bob a nod at Grundel and drag Brett from the cave. 

Outside, Trygg changes into a human and helps me haul Brett’s now definitely unconscious body behind the boulder. 

Trygg sniffs, and his nose wrinkles. “He doesn’t look or smell too good.” 

“I know.” I grimace and grip Trygg’s arm. “I’m sorry to ask, but can you carry him? We have to get out of ogre territory as quickly as possible, and it would only slow us down if I try to carry him or we carry him together.” 

Trygg huffs a breath. “Fine. Put him on my back, I’ll carry him. Just don’t tell my dad, okay?” 

“I won’t.” I grip Brett under the arms and do my best to lift him. 

Trygg transforms and kneels on his front legs. I drag, push, pull, shove, and flop Brett onto Trygg’s back the best I can. Brett’s face bounces against Trygg’s fur, and he will probably wake up tasting dusty unicorn fur. 

I set out on the trail to the right with Trygg following closely on my heels. When I glance behind me, Trygg’s ears are swiveling once again, his nostrils flaring, as he tests the breeze for the stench of ogre. 

I hold my breath as we wind our way through tumbled boulders and jagged cliffs. But as we walk a mile, then two, the boulders and cliffs become smaller. 

After four miles, we come to a stream with a wooden footbridge over it. We cross without being challenged by either a troll or a naiad. Even the naiads don’t like to live near ogre territory, apparently. 

On the other side of the stream, the land opens up once again into rolling hills with stands of trees interspersed around small streams. The Ellian Forest is a dark smudge on the distant southern horizon. We traveled north while in ogre country, and we could parallel the rocks to head south to retrace our steps, but I want to put as much distance as possible between us and the ogres. 

Instead, it would make more sense to travel the hypotenuse of the right angle triangle we’ve traveled so far. It is the shortest distance back to Largone Castle. The only bad part is that, if Dad is following with a search party, we will be heading in a different direction. 

We continue to hike another few miles before we find a thick stand of trees and brush not too far from a stream. I check for dryads living in these trees, but none answer my greetings. This stand of trees must be unclaimed, and hopefully a safe place for us to spend the night. 

While we probably could hike a few more miles, Brett needs help. He’s begun to shiver, and beads of sweat dot his forehead. It probably isn’t a good sign that he’s been unconscious for several hours now. 

When Trygg kneels, I pull Brett off. He’s dead weight and floppy as a newly dead fish. He slips from my grasp and sprawls on the grass, his neck at an awkward angle, his arms and legs splayed. 

I do my best to straighten him out and tuck a soft bundle of grass beneath his head. 

Trygg peers over my shoulder, now in human form. “He really doesn’t look good. What’s wrong with him? Is it contagious?” 

“No. I guarantee you can’t catch what he has. I actually told that ogre the truth. Brett’s illness is magic related.” I open my pack and dig out the canteen of water. The water in the canteen is already laced with unicorn horn powder so that it stays fresh when stored for a long time, so I don’t have to ask Trygg to let me shave slivers from his horn just yet. 

I lift Brett’s head. His mouth flops open. I pour a trickle of water into his open mouth. 

He coughs, chokes, and I think he swallows some of the water. I’m not sure how to go about this nursing thing. How to properly give water to someone who is unconscious isn’t something I’ve learned as a princess or in high school. It seems like a valuable life skill that really should have been taught somewhere. Maybe I should take a first aid course when I get home. 

I pour more water into his mouth, and he seems to swallow more of it this time. He groans and shifts but doesn’t wake up. 

I’ll probably have to keep giving him sips of water throughout the night. He’s dehydrated and his body isn’t used to Averell. 

Tomorrow, once the unicorn horn powder has helped Brett regain some of his strength, we’ll walk to the portal, I’ll send Brett back through, and then I’ll face whatever punishment Mom and Dad have devised. Tomorrow I’ll get all of this mess straightened out and I can go back to my nice, orderly life balancing responsibilities in two worlds. 

After eating some of the dried food from my pack, I spread out my bedroll. “I’m going to get some sleep. We have another long walk ahead of us tomorrow.” 

Trygg snorts. “It’s too early for sleeping yet. I’m going to eat. Unlike you, there wasn’t anything I could graze on in ogre territory.” 

“I gave you some of my dried fruit.” I curl in my blankets. The ground isn’t as comfortable as the hammock the dryads made for me the night before, but after the tension of hiking through ogre territory, I’ll probably fall asleep just fine. 

“It’s not the same. Besides, I’m a unicorn. I need to eat a lot more than you do.” Trygg’s snort deepens as he turns into a unicorn. Shaking his head, he trots to the nearest stand of grass and munches on it. 

I close my eyes. The good thing about traveling with a unicorn is their superior senses. Trygg will sense danger or smell if an ogre has wandered in this direction. 

My muscles relax, and a warmth settles over me as sleep begins to take me. 

But even as I fall asleep, I can’t help but wonder how I am ever going to explain things to Brett in the morning. 
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Chapter 9

I Escape My Biggest Fan

[image: image]


I nibble on my breakfast of dried fruit and the Averellian version of a granola bar, a combination of oats, nuts, and honey. This morning, Brett’s face isn’t as pale, and he isn’t shaking. I got up several times during the night to dribble more water in his mouth. I have to refill my canteen, but my stomach demanded food before I face whatever naiad guards the stream. 

Trygg grazes on whatever grass he didn’t eat the night before. I can’t blame him for stuffing his face today. He didn’t get a chance to eat much yesterday. 

Brett groans and shifts. His eyes fly open, and he stares at the trees above him, a wrinkle between his eyebrows. He’s probably trying to figure out why the trees look like maple trees, yet with smooth bark like a beech tree, and the sky has a purple cast to it. 

Before I can even set my food down, Trygg trots over and puts his long, horse nose right up to Brett’s face, sniffing and eyeing him. Brett’s eyes widen and his mouth pops open. His head tips back as he follows the length of Trygg’s horn. 

“Uh, nice...nice horse.” Brett slowly reaches out and pats Trygg’s nose. 

In a blink, Trygg turns into his human self, Brett’s hand still on his nose. 

Brett lurches backwards with a sound that was only a hair on the manly side of shriek and yanks his hand away. 

Trygg cocks his head and turns to me. “Is that some kind of foreign greeting? And he talks funny.” 

It’s a good thing Trygg doesn’t understand English or realize that Brett was trying to pet his nose a moment ago. Unicorns are not pets. 

Brett scrambles to sit upright, his gaze still locked on Trygg. “What in the world are you?” 

Time for me to step in before either of them freaks out too badly. I dump the rest of my food into my pack and stand, speaking in English. “Trygg is a unicorn. I know it’s a little weird. Unicorns here aren’t exactly what we think of as unicorns back on Earth.” 

“Amy.” Brett sags back against the tree and presses a hand to his head. “I’m dreaming, aren’t I? This is some weird dream. Did I get in a car accident or something? I’m in a coma. That has to be it. Just some weird coma-induced dreams.” 

Trygg wrinkles his nose. “He still doesn’t smell very good. And I don’t understand a word he’s saying.” 

I pat Trygg’s arm. “Sorry. He doesn’t speak any Averellian. And, he’s still sick. Once I explain how we got him away from the ogre, would you mind if I shaved the end off your horn? The powder will make him feel better.” 

Trygg sighs. “Fine. If you have to. I’ll find a few rocks you can use to grind it.” 

“Thanks, Trygg. You really are the best unicorn around, you know that, right?” 

Trygg grins. “I know.” He trots off, still in his human form. 

I sink to a seat cross-legged facing Brett. Should I let him continue to think this is some kind of dream? It would be easier when we get back home if he believes that. 

But if he tells anyone about his “dream”? If anyone wants to investigate? If he is questioned by his mom or the police about his disappearance and he has no other explanation than a weird dream he fell into at my house? 

We’re going to need his help to hide Averell after this. I have no choice but to tell him the truth. If he still believes it is a dream, at least I will have done all I can. 

I take a deep breath. “This isn’t a dream, Brett. When you were at my house, you stumbled through a magic portal to this place. It’s called Averell.” 

He squeezes his eyes shut, as if trying to piece everything together. The last day is probably nothing but a blur. “You have a magic portal in your basement.” 

I can’t tell if that is meant to be a statement or a question. “Yes. My mom is the Guardian. We’re supposed to keep other people from stumbling through because bad things can happen if someone does. That’s why you’ve been so sick and everything is such a blur. Averell is different than Earth, different enough that your body is struggling to adjust. You won’t be able to eat the food or drink the water here.” 

Brett blinks at me, frowning. His blue eyes still have a sort of hazy look to them, like he has a fever. “Why aren’t you sick?” 

“My dad is from Averell, so I’m half-Averellian.” I stare at my fingers in my lap. Should I tell him dad is the king? Saying it now would almost sound like boasting. Probably best not to. It will change how he looks at me, and I’d rather say as little about Averell as possible. “But don’t worry. If I sprinkle unicorn horn powder on your food and water, you’ll be able to eat and drink, so you won’t starve before we can get you back through the portal.” 

I don’t mention that, if we don’t get him back through soon enough, he will die anyway. Mom’s body has adjusted enough that she can stay longer in Averell, but she’s had years of traveling back and forth. Brett’s body is in shock after being thrown into Averell without the benefit of unicorn horn powder. He needs to be back in Michigan as soon as possible. 

But we’re only a day away from the portal. He’s in no real danger now that he’s with Trygg and me. 

Brett glances over my shoulder, then leans closer. “Unicorn horn powder? Does that unicorn know you’re going to chop his horn off?” 

I shake my head. That’s how it’s always shown in books and movies on Earth. People are always trying to kill unicorns or chop their horns off or something. “It doesn’t work like that here. Unicorn horns grow from the same stuff as a unicorn’s hooves, and like a hoof or a fingernail, they can be trimmed without hurting a unicorn. I can’t trim off too much, but I should be able to get enough.” 

“Hoof?” Brett wrinkles his nose. “So I’m really going to be eating unicorn toenails?” 

“Well, sort of. I suppose if we run out of horn, trimming Trygg’s hooves might produce the same effect when ground. But the horn is different. It grows from his forehead, at least.” I shrug. It’s a good thing Trygg can’t hear this conversation. He would enjoy the thought of Brett having to eat his toenails a little too much. 

“I got the stones.” Trygg returns to my side and holds out two stones. One is slightly larger and almost flat while this other is more round. They would do in a pinch. Back home, the unicorns sell their horn trimmings to the gnomes, who mechanically grind them into powder and sell it in their underground malls. 

Since Mom and Dad need so much unicorn horn powder, Dad worked out a deal with the Stallion that the castle is supplied directly from the unicorns themselves, and Mom has a small grinder she bought from a gnome decades ago. Thankfully, the unicorns are laid back enough that they don’t ask too many questions and just accept that the castle needs a steady supply of unicorn horn powder. 

Trygg turns into a unicorn and lies down so that I can reach the tip of his horn. Retrieving my knife, I carefully shave off the tip. There is a slight color variation between the dead tip and the living, blood-flowing rest of the horn, just like there’s a different between the end of a fingernail and the nail bed. 

When I’m finished, I plop the large stone in front of Brett, place the horn shavings on it, and hand him the other stone. He isn’t so weak that he can’t help grind the horn into powder. “Grind this while I ask the naiad for water.” 

“Ask the...what?” Brett fumbles the stone but catches it. 

I don’t try to explain. He’ll see for himself in a minute. Picking up my canteen, I stroll from the copse of trees, down the slope, toward the creek below. Kneeling, I hold up the canteen. “Naiad of this stream, may I have permission to fill my canteen?” 

The water ripples, then rises into a column of water five feet high. When the water solidifies, a five foot tall girl is standing in front of me. Her long hair is a deep midnight blue while her skin is a flawless light blue. Her dress is the same color as the deep earth of the stream bank. 

When she tips her head down toward me, her eyes widen. “Princess Amarani.” My name is said in a whisper with the same sort of awe I’ve heard girls in my class speak about the British royalty. 

I stand and give her my best half curtsy, even though I’m wearing slacks. “Yes, I’m Princess Amarani. I’m honored that you recognize me.” 

“Recognize you? Of course! You always wear the most beautiful dresses to the balls and I watch the entertainment news on my vision rock for any updates on you and you are always so gracious and kind to everyone and I want to be just like you when I grow up.” The naiad gives a little sigh and twirls her mud brown dress. “But Momatka says naiads don’t wear any other colors besides blue and brown. No reds or pinks or yellows. Pink is my favorite color.” 

I peer at the naiad closer, but she doesn’t look like she’s that much younger than me. Maybe thirteen to my fifteen. Yet she looks up to me? 

This probably shouldn’t shake me, but it does. I’ve always done my best to be a proper princess and fulfill my role, especially since it’s a struggle thanks to the whole two worlds and lives thing. But I’m off-kilter. Not even sure which world I truly belong in.  

Yet this naiad girl looks up to me as some sort of hero just because I get to wear pretty dresses and I know how to say the right things to the right people. 

I should say something wise. But I can’t think of anything. I feel more like the fifteen-year-old freshman in high school half of me than my princess self. “I have to return to Largone Castle as quickly as possible with my friends, but once I’m back, would you like to be my personal guest at the castle for a day or two?” 

Assuming Mom and Dad let me have friends—or fangirls—come for a visit once this is all over. 

The naiad’s eyes widen even further. “Really? Come to the castle as your guest?” 

“Of course.” My practiced princess smile broadens into a genuine one. “How can I contact you to send the invitation?” 

“Oh, just say my name to a handful of water and let it run into the water system. I’ll get the message.” The naiad waves her hand at the stream. 

“And your name is?” 

“Oh, yes, that probably would be important for you to know. You can call me Nella. That’s the closest translation in your language. Thank you so much, Princess Amarani.” She performs a flourishing curtsy, splashing water onto the banks. 

“You’re welcome. Now about the water...” I hold up the canteen again.

“Take as much as you like. My pleasure.” 

“Thank you.” I kneel and fill the canteen. When I start back over the hill, I wave to her. “I’ll be sure to send you an invitation as soon as I possibly can.” 

She grins, twirls into a water spout with a fangirl squeal, and disappears with a splash. 

When I tromp back to the copse of trees, Trygg stops grazing and turns back into a boy. “That took you a while. I would’ve gone done there to see how much trouble that naiad was giving you, but you seemed to have it handled.” 

“No trouble. Just a fangirl.” I roll my eyes. 

I drop to the ground in front of Brett. He’s still staring at the stream, mouth hanging open. 

“That’s a naiad. You can’t take water from any stream or pond in Averell without asking permission first.” I take the stones from Brett and begin to grind the rest of the unicorn horn myself. “If you want to have water, you have to negotiate a treaty with the naiads.” 

Brett leans back on his elbows. His face has faded into a pale, gray cast once again. “That sounds...complicated.” 

“It is. But that’s how things work here. At least the naiads keep the water fresh. No worries about getting a water-borne illness.” I grit my teeth at the burn starting in my shoulders. “You might as well rest while I finish. You’ll need your strength once we start walking. We have to get moving.”

“Aren’t we just going to ride him?” Brett jerks a thumb at Trygg. Trygg has returned to his unicorn form and is munching on a thick stand of grass. 

I snort as I try to hold in my laugh. It’s a really good thing Trygg can’t understand English. “You don’t ride unicorns. Not in Averell. They’re people too.” 

“That makes no sense,” Brett mumbles. He has his eyes closed. 

“It does in Averell.” I grit my teeth and pound the unicorn horn between the two rocks. 

It takes another five minutes to fully grind the horn into powder. When I’m finished, I sprinkle some into the water, shake, and sprinkle some more on a piece of the dried beef in my pack. I wrap the rest of the powder in one of the empty food packages. We’ll need it later. 

I shake Brett’s shoulder. He stirs and struggles to sit up. I have to help him the rest of the way, and he leans his elbows on his knees, head bowed, for a few moments. 

“I know you probably aren’t feeling hungry, but you should drink and eat something. The unicorn horn powder will help.” I hold the canteen out to him. 

He stares at it for a moment, eyebrows scrunched. “It’s a canteen. Wouldn’t you drink from a waterskin or something here?” 

“Just because Averell is a magical kingdom with unicorns and dragons doesn’t mean we live in the Dark Ages. We have video chats on our mirrors and news broadcasts on vision stones that act like televisions and shopping malls underground built by the gnomes. The only things that haven’t taken off yet here are long distance travel and globalization of the economy. Society operates a bit differently here, and that makes those things less of a priority than they are on Earth.”

Brett takes the canteen and sips. By the scrunched look on his face, I don’t think he’s fully wrapped his mind around it. Which is understandable. He didn’t grow up here the way I did. 

When I give him the dried beef, he gnaws a bite off one end. “So you have light bulbs and technology and stuff here?” 

“Sort off.” I pull the glowstone out of my pack and rub it. Its glow is muted in the sunlight. “Magic is the basis of this world instead of science. So we have stones that are spelled to produce light. We had video chat capabilities before Earth did. The thing is, Earth and Averell influence each other, even if they don’t have much contact. The ideas have a tendency to flow back and forth. So while Earth was in the medieval period, Averell was also in the Middle Ages. Now that Earth is modern, Averell is modern too.” 

“Is this the only other realm? Or are there more?” Brett is leaning forward now. I can almost see the thoughts and connections whirling behind his blue eyes. 

“It’s the only one I know of, but I suspect there are more. Lots more.” I take out a piece of dried meat and chew on it. A few paces away, Trygg is cropping at the grass. “It would make sense that this realm isn’t the only one. There are probably even different portals into Averell or the other continents from Earth. And there are portals from other realms connected to Averell and Earth. Thousands of interconnected realms all influencing each other. I think a lot of our fantasy and science fiction novels are more than just fiction but are other portal guardians subtly sharing the stories and ideas from the realms they can enter.” 

Brett stares, blinks, and shakes his head. “It’s...how do you not go crazy thinking about the universe being that big?” 

I shrug. “Perhaps I’m used to it, growing up as I have. And I only really have to worry about two realms. The other realms? I guess it’s the job of the Guardians to those portals to worry about them. Perhaps someday I’ll meet someone who also is a Guardian and travels between realms, but odds are that, if I do, I’ll never know it. It’s a secret no one shares.” 

Brett chews his dried beef, swallows, and nods. “So even Erin doesn’t know about this?” 

“No.” I fight back a pang. Erin and I have been friends since third grade, but there’s always half of who I am that I can’t share with her. I glance at Trygg. “And Trygg doesn’t know about Erin. Or high school. Or any of that. He just thinks you’re a foreigner from a different part of this realm. That’s how this portal thing works. I’m always keeping secrets.” 

Trygg glances up, ears swiveling, then goes back to eating. 

When I face Brett, I meet his gaze. I need him to understand how serious this is. “It’s now your secret too. When we get you home, you can’t tell anyone. Not about the portal. Not about Averell. None of it. Do you understand? No matter how much you’re tempted. No matter how much you swear them to secrecy, you can’t breathe a word of this to anyone.” 

Brett pauses, then nods. 

I don’t look away. “Do you understand? I need you to promise that you won’t tell anyone.” 

Brett swallows. “I promise.” 

It would have to be good enough. I have no choice but to trust that Brett will keep this secret. My biggest secret. My family’s biggest secret. 

Trygg plops down next to me. “So, are we going to get moving or are we going to hang out here all day? While this is a nice enough spot and all, it isn’t far enough from ogre territory for my comfort.” 

I glance at Brett. He’s chewing the last bite of his meat. His face has returned to a more normal pink. He isn’t shaking anymore. The unicorn horn powder must be working. 

“You’re right. He looks better. Let’s get going.” After closing my pack, I pull the strap over my shoulder and stand. I hold out my hand to Brett. “We have to get moving, unless you want to get captured by ogres again.” 

Brett takes my hand and lets me pull him to his feet. He takes a step. There’s a ripping sound, then he clutches at his jeans. I catch a glimpse of skin through a rip in his jeans before I quickly turn away. 

“Um, I...sorry, my jeans...” Brett clears his throat. 

“No, I’m sorry. I forgot. Your clothes are from Earth. They’re literally disintegrating the longer they are in Averell.” I set down my pack and fish out the spare set of clothes. I hold them out without looking over my shoulder. “I’m sorry. They’re my spare set of clothes. Thankfully they’re nondescript so no one will think you’re wearing girl clothes.” 

And he’s probably going to have to go commando since I didn’t exactly have a spare set of underwear. Nor would he want to put them on if I did. 

I turn my back fully to him. “Sorry, Trygg. We’re going to be delayed for a few more minutes. Brett can’t go anywhere with his clothes falling apart.” 

Trygg snorts. “Is his country negotiating for trade in clothes? Because they really should if their fabric falls apart that easily.” 

I can’t explain that jeans are plenty sturdy back on Earth. “Something like that.” 

“All set.” 

When I turn around, Brett is dressed in the brown slacks and dark green shirt I had in my pack. The shirt is far too tight in the shoulders. Well, pretty much everywhere. He looks odd. Averellian clothes don’t fit him. He’s from Earth. He’s from the half of myself that goes to high school and takes notes and lives what is called a normal life over there. Brett doesn’t belong in this half of my reality. The Averellian, princess side. 

But I have no choice now. My two realities have merged into one at the moment, and that would stay the case until I get Brett back through that portal. 

I take the remnants of Brett’s Earth clothes and stuff them into my bag. I can’t leave them here in Averell. They have to go back to Earth with Brett. “All right. Let’s go. Trygg, lead the way.” 

“Of course.” Trygg changes into a unicorn and strolls from the trees. 

Brett glances at me. I heft my sack higher on my shoulder and set off after Trygg. With our delays, we probably won’t get back to the castle before nightfall. But at least we have rescued Brett, he’s out of danger of dying at the moment, and this problem will be solved by tonight. 

Perhaps I can even get out of this whole mess without my parents being too mad at me. 
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Chapter 10

Gravity Takes the Day Off

[image: image]


As we stroll through the rolling hills, stands of brush and trees, and over footbridges across the occasional stream, Brett gapes and cranes his neck. 

I don’t blame him. It must be something to see Averell for the first time. The colors are brighter. Bolder. As if someone enhanced the color saturation in Photoshop. The sky holds a hint more purple than our blue sky over Earth. The trees burst with greens so bold they appear fake. The shapes of the leaves are jagged and round and squiggle in ways no leaves do on Earth. The birds above twitter with odd notes and melodies. 

Brett stops and bounces every once in a while, as if testing the spongy feel of the grass beneath his feet. All of Averell must be so odd to him. 

None of it is odd to me. At least, no more odd than smart phones and the constant laws of science. I grew up in both Michigan and Averell. Unicorns and magic hold equal weight to cars and television. Familiar, yet both strange and wonderful at the same time. 

It’s hard to explain, being a child of two realms like this. 

The hair along my arms prickles a moment before Trygg halts and changes back into a boy. 

He points in front of us. “Low magic zone.” 

I’d been so focused on Brett, I hadn’t been watching where we were headed. Now I see short, scrubby trees rising from the ground in front of us. Their branches stretch toward the sky at odd angles, as if constantly pulled upward. The few stalks of grass between their trunks stand up ruler straight. It is quiet without birds chattering or small animals rustling in the grass nearby. 

Brett halts and cocks his head. “There’s something...what’s wrong with those trees?” 

“It’s a low magic zone. Sort of like having low gravity. Averell has patches of low magic scattered across the country. The banbaffa tree only grows in low magic zones. It has extra wide and deep roots to keep it from floating away.” I tighten the strap of my pack and glance to either side. The low magic zone stretches are far as I can see in either direction. “Trygg, do you think we can go around it?” 

Trygg also studies the banbaffa trees before us. “I smell rocks and ogres far to our right. If we turn south, we would end up in the Ellian Forest, but it would add another night to our trip.” 

Brett has been in Averell too long already. I don’t want to add a third night here.  

“We’ll have to go through it. As long as we stick together, we’ll be fine.” I check the strap on my pack one more time to make sure it won’t float off me, and I repeat my words in English for Brett. 

Both Brett and Trygg glance from me to the banbaffa trees. Brett’s eyes are wide, as if he thinks I’m crazy. But Trygg is grinning, eyeing the trees like he can’t wait to enter them.

I raise my eyebrows at Trygg. “Do you have a better idea?” 

He shrugs. “Not really. We always had a lot of fun jumping through that small low magic zone near the castle. This one won’t be much different.” 

Trygg and I have experimented with low magic zones before. We got ourselves stuck in one back when we were seven before Dad tied a rope around his waist and rescued us. 

“Give me a minute to explain things to Brett, and then we’ll set out.” I turn back to Brett. “When we enter, keep a tight grip on the banbaffa trees. You’ll have to make each footstep as light and easy as possible and push yourself forward more than up. If you push too hard upward, you’ll shoot into the sky and will struggle to come back down.” 

Brett shakes his head. “This doesn’t make sense. How can there be a low gravity spot in the middle of your country?” 

“It’s low magic, not low gravity. Yes, the magic holding us onto Averell’s soil acts a lot like gravity, but it doesn’t always stay constant everywhere. Magic doesn’t work that way. There are high magic spots too, and believe me, you don’t want to step into one of those.” I can see why he is confused. He enjoys science, just like I do. And science doesn’t randomly stop working in some spots on Earth and work extra hard in others. It is a constant. 

But magic is quirkier than science. And studying it is a lot more difficult because every time a magician tries to stuff it into orderly laws and mathematical formulas, it bursts out of its confinement and does its own thing. Just ask the court magician Ellis Melkor. He accidentally turned himself into a pink goat with blue polka dots when he was experimenting with a spell to have silvarans duplicate the transforming properties of other peoples like unicorns and dragons. While he managed to turn himself back to a silvaran, he still randomly turns into a goat occasionally.

I take a deep breath and stand next to Trygg. “Ready?” 

“Of course. Just like old times.” Trygg flashes me a huge grin and steps into the low magic zone. 

His feet drift from the ground, and he floats toward the tops of the trees. His hair drifts around his head. He grabs some of the branches and pulls himself forward, angling his feet forward as he drifts back toward the ground. 

Before he can get too far ahead, I push myself into the low magic zone. The prickle across my arms and scalp gets worse as all my hair stands up. My feet leave the ground, and I angle myself toward the nearest tree. When I can reach the lowest branch, I pull myself forward, keeping all of the force and momentum horizontal and not vertical. 

Brett is only a step behind me, though he flails as his feet leave the ground. Since his hair is chopped short, he doesn’t get the wild mane that both Trygg and I have. One less thing for me to worry about. I don’t have to warn him about snagging his hair in the tree branches. 

I’m drifting down again. I angle my feet out in front of me. When my soles brush the ground, I push off with my toes, sending myself forward and upward once again. 

As I start upward into the banbaffa trees again, I pass a flock of tiny birds hovering in mid-air, their wings only flapping occasionally to send them off in a new direction. When I break through the tops of the trees, a farffle—a rabbit with horns and canine incisors that looks a lot like the mythical jackalopes on Earth—soars a long hop a few yards away to land on one of the upright branches. It perches on the branch as it nibbles at the banbaffa leaves. Its fur is speckled with a few patches of bright yellow amidst the normal brown. 

Brett breaks through the trees next to me, flails, and bangs his head against a branch. “That rabbit has horns! And teeth!” 

“That’s a farffle. Don’t worry. They’re harmless. They often live in the treetops in low magic zones. They’re omnivorous, but they only use the venom on their fangs to stun small animals before they eat them.” It must look strange to Brett, seeing a rabbit nibbling on a leaf at the top of a tree. Rabbits don’t live in the trees on Earth. Or have spindly horns jutting from their heads. 

I grasp a branch and pull myself along. The trees are thicker here, thick enough we can pull ourselves from tree to tree without descending to the ground. Up ahead, Trygg wades through the treetops. His long, black hair floats up and down with his movements, as if in a breeze even though it is completely still in the low magic zone. 

The air is thin here, like being at the top of a mountain in the Rockies, or so I’ve been told. I’ve never had a chance to travel that far. I’d probably be breathing hard, except that pulling ourselves along takes little effort. 

Trygg turns around and pulls himself along backwards. “Want to race?” 

It is the same thing he said all those years ago when we got into trouble in the low magic zone near the castle. I’d said yes then. 

“No.” I wave back at Brett, who is trying to reach the next branch without letting go of his handhold on the last tree. “We’d lose him in a heartbeat.” 

Trygg snorts. “He isn’t some kind of foreign prince, is he? Because he sure is helpless. It’s like he’s never set foot outside or something.” 

Well, he’s never set foot into an outside quite like this one. But I can’t tell Trygg that. I shrug and drift forward. “I think his mom is a tad overprotective.” 

Trygg raises his eyebrows as Brett manages to do an awkward flop-drift-grab thing to get to the next tree. “Maybe she has reason. Look at what happened the one time he wandered off.” 

I swat Trygg’s arm. “Not every mom expects their kids to get up and run a few minutes after being born.” 

“Hey, if you can’t run, you die. It’s the unicorn motto.” Trygg grins broadly, as if in some kind of joke. 

“Not exactly a hopeful motto.” 

“Dying can be metaphorical.” Trygg launches himself to the next tree with such abandon he nearly floats past it before he catches a branch. “Life is all about adventure and freedom.” 

“And being reckless.” I land lightly on a branch a few feet away. “And we both know reckless is one of your middle names.” 

“Unicorns don’t have middle names. Or last names. Why clutter up a perfectly good name by adding more of them?” Trygg bounces on his toes, springs, and does a backflip before catching himself two trees away. 

Brett scrambles and catches a twig near my head before he drifts past me. “Is he showing off, or is he just cocky?” 

I shake my head as Trygg flips into a handstand, tosses himself backwards, and flips twice. “Both, I think. This is actually pretty tame for him.” 

As Brett gets the hang of float-swinging his way through the trees, our speed increases until I’m pretty sure both boys are racing and trying to outdo each other with backflips and twists.  

I roll my eyes and bite my tongue to stop my lecture. They aren’t being careful, but they won’t listen to me if I tell them to slow down. They don’t even speak the same language—aren’t even from the same realm—but apparently competing and showing off are two things universally understood by boys everywhere no matter what realm they are from. If Ryan was here, he would’ve been right there with them. 

Still, I keep up with Brett and Trygg, even if they are racing each other. No way am I going to let myself fall behind. I’ve spent too many years keeping up with Gary, Ryan, and Trygg to let a pair of boys leave me in the banbaffa trees now. 

We pass several more farffles, which wrinkle their noses at us and keep eating. A flock of floating butterflies stir into motion and flap their wings to get out of our way. In the nearly silent, breezeless trees, the rustle of the leaves against our bodies and the crackling of branches sounds like an entire herd of unicorns crashing through the treetops. 

In front of us, the banbaffa trees abruptly end, once again giving way to rolling hills. Trygg and I slow, but Brett races ahead, a grin blooming on his face. He turns around and prepares to do a backflip. 

I open my mouth to speak, but my thoughts and words are too slow. Brett does a perfect backflip off the last tree...right out of the low magic zone. 

He drops with all the speed of suddenly being his normal body weight and lands on his back with a thud. 

Trygg snorts a laugh, floats down next to the last tree, and steps out of the low magic zone. I quickly follow, but I’m not laughing. I broke my arm doing something similar back when Trygg and I were ten. 

Trygg had the same reaction back then too. Chortling, snorting laughter. 

He kneels next to Brett and slaps his shoulder. “Don’t you know it isn’t a good idea to get cocky?” 

Brett groans and sits up, rubbing the back of his head. “You don’t have to translate that, Amy. I think I can make a good guess at what he’s saying.” 

I kneel next to him, wincing when I strike my knees harder than I intended. Going back to regular magic-gravity takes a few minutes to get used to. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. Good thing your grass here is kind of spongy. Falling doesn’t hurt as much.” Brett levers himself to his feet. 

Trygg slaps him on the back. “Nothing better than a person who can take a fall and get right back on their feet.” 

Brett thumps Trygg’s back in return. “I have no idea what you just said, but thanks. I think.” 

I grew up with two brothers and Trygg for a best friend. I know all of this back-slapping is boy code for new best friends. Great. Just what I need. Bro-bonding. I’m going to feel like a real jerk when I have to tell Brett and Trygg that they won’t ever see their new friend again. It isn’t like Brett can ask Trygg over to his house to play video games, and Trygg can’t invite Brett out to the hills to do whatever it is that boy unicorns do when hanging out. 

How am I ever going to tell Brett he can’t return to Averell? That he has to go back to his messy home life and the homework and high school English class and forget all about magic and Averell and farffles and racing a transforming unicorn boy through banbaffa trees? 

Someday, I will have to make a choice. If I want to marry and have a happily ever after, I will have to choose someone from Earth or Averell. And the thought of choosing one or the other when my home is in both tears my heart in two even though that decision is years and years and years away. 

But Brett? His home is Earth. He only stumbled into Averell by accident, and that accident doesn’t change the fact that he never should have known about all this. He doesn’t belong, even if this place must give him the same sort of freedom from responsibility that I have on Earth. A place where taking care of his siblings and worrying about finances and his mom holding everything together don’t matter so much because they are an entire realm away. 

I already feel guilty about taking that away from him. I shouldn’t. I won’t be the person barring him from Averell. My parents are the ones who get to decide who comes and goes through the portal.

I suppose I could sneak him in and out of our basement occasionally. With Mom and Dad busy at the castle, it wouldn’t be too difficult. 

But the other portal entrance isn’t used as often because it is more exposed. And, besides, I’m not the rebellious type. This trip is the most rebellious thing I’ve ever done, and even this is me trying to be a responsible daughter and fix my own mistake before it gets any worse. Sure, this could have gone badly, but we rescued Brett and would have him back in Michigan before this time tomorrow. We’ll be back in time for school on Monday. 

Ahead of me, Brett wobbles and presses a hand to his head. I swing my pack around and open it, fishing for the canteen. “Time for more unicorn horn powder.” 

My fingers brush cool metal, and I pull out the canteen. Handing it to Brett, I turn to Trygg. “Is there any water nearby?” 

Trygg changes into his unicorn form and sniffs the air. His ears swivel before he changes back into a boy. He points to our left. “There’s water in that direction.” 

“Perfect.” I take the canteen back from Brett and stuff it in my bag. “Let’s keep moving.” 

Turns out, the water source Trygg smelled is a small creek winding its way between the low hills, probably headed for that river next to the Ellian Forest. Thanks to the afternoon sun, we are all thirsty. Sweat has built up along my hairline while there are damp spots on the shirt Brett is borrowing from me. 

While the naiad here isn’t as agreeable as Nella, we eventually convince him to allow us to drink. Trygg immediately turns into a unicorn and drinks directly from the creek, slurping as he sucks up water between his horse lips. As thirsty as I am, I give Brett the canteen first, after I sprinkle in some unicorn horn powder. 

Once he’s finished, I refill the canteen and drink. The cool water slides down my throat, tasting fresh and clear like the well water back in Michigan. The naiads keep the creeks and rivers in Averell sanitized and drinkable, so we don’t have to worry about boiling the water first or picking up some horrible parasite or dysentery because we didn’t. 

We aren’t far from the river. The Ellian Forest rises to our left while rolling grasslands surround us. I think, in the trough between hills ahead, I spot the twinkle of sunlight on water. Once we cross that river, we won’t be that far from the portal in the hillside. In a few more hours, I will have Brett safely back in Michigan. 

I glance to our left, but I don’t see any signs of Dad with a search party. How far behind us are they? Maybe they will catch up in time to give us an escort the last few miles to Largone Castle. 

This is almost over. I’ve almost managed to get this straightened out and Brett safely back to Michigan. It won’t be fun, confessing this mess to Mom and Dad. But I am a princess of Averell and the daughter of a Guardian. Taking care of these kinds of problems might be my job someday, depending on which realm I am forced to choose. 

And, maybe, a tiny part of me is hoping that by fixing this myself, I can prove I am capable of handling the issues that come from mixing the two realms. That, perhaps, I won’t have to choose between my homes someday. 

“Uh, guys? Didn’t you say those horned rabbits only live in those low magic zones?” Brett’s voice has an edge to it. 

“I didn’t say only. They are just more common there. Why?” I turn, and I don’t need Brett to answer my question. 

Five farffles graze on the grass a few feet away. As I watch, another two join them. 

This isn’t good. Something is wrong. Farffles don’t usually act like this. I stand and nudge Trygg’s furry shoulder. “Trygg. You have to see this.” 

He stops slurping and swings his head and neck around to look behind him. When he does, he wheels around as quickly as he can in unicorn form and brandishes his horn as if prepared to spear the farffles on it if they take a step closer. 

Three more farffles have gathered. The ten farffles have lots of different colors sprinkled in their fur—red, purple, blue, green, and yellow like we saw in the banbaffa trees—so they probably aren’t just one family group of farffles that has happened to stick together longer than most once the young farffles are full grown. 

Trygg steps forward, his head and horn low to the ground. The farffles bare their teeth, but they don’t back off. Behind us, the creek is completely still. I don’t think the naiad stuck around to help us out. 

Brett swallows and clenches his fists. “I thought you said farffles are harmless.” 

“They usually are.” I ease my pack open and pull out my knife. “But something is seriously wrong here.” 

I’ve lost track of the number of farffles now surrounding us. When I glance behind us, I spot farffles lined up on the other side of the creek, cutting us off. 

We are completely surrounded by a rainbow of horned rabbits. I shouldn’t be scared. These are just farffles. The largest one barely comes up to my knees when sitting on its hindquarters, not counting the ears and horns. These animals don’t attack humans. 

But my stomach clenches tighter than my fist around my knife. This isn’t normal. And when things aren’t normal in Averell, that isn’t good at all. Averell functions by a very delicate balance of power. Anything that throws that off can prove deadly. 

“What should we do?” Brett raises his fists, as if he intends to fight his way out of this with his bare hands if he has to. I don’t blame him for the catch in his voice. Of the three of us here, he doesn’t have a weapon. 

What should we do? Somehow, I don’t think staying here to figure out what the farffles are up to is a good idea. 

We should get out of here. Before more gather. Before we are completely surrounded. 

“When I give the signal, run. Trygg in the lead.” I repeat myself in Averellian for Trygg. Both Brett and Trygg nod. 

I sink lower, tensing my muscles for a burst of speed. I focus on a spot to our right where only three farffles block our path. Trygg swings his head in that direction as well. The muscles under his fur tense. I take in a deep breath. Now. 

“Go!” I shout in Averellian, but Brett lunges at nearly the same instant Trygg does. It would be hard to mistake my shout for anything other than the signal. 

I take off with them. In unicorn form, Trygg surges ahead of us, all four hooves pounding the earth as he goes from a standstill to a gallop in mere strides. The farffles scatter out of the way of his drumming hooves, clearing a path for Brett and me. 

We charge after Trygg. There’s no way we can keep up, but that doesn’t matter right now. All we can do is sprint as fast as we can. 

We clear the farffles and keep running. My pack jounces against my legs and keeps twisting until it falls in front of me. I tuck it under one arm and try to keep running as fast as I can. 

Trygg wheels and charges past us the way we’ve come. I don’t turn around to look. Not even a peek over my shoulder. I know Trygg is using his trampling hooves to scare off any farffles that might have attempted to follow us. 

His thundering hooves draw closer, and he tears past us, taking the lead again. After a moment, he skids nearly to a halt and wheels. When he takes off at an angle to the direction he had been running, I spot the horde of farffles bearing down on us from that direction as well. Their teeth are bared, their eyes narrowed. 

Brett is a few yards ahead of me now. He changes direction, and the two of us dash in Trygg’s hoofsteps. 

I’m gasping. A cramp starts from my hip up through my ribcage on my right side. But I keep on pushing myself. I can’t stop. I don’t know what the farffles are going to do if they catch us, but it can’t be good if they’ve gathered in such numbers. 

Is this some kind of Averellian form of rabies? But why do I see only farffles? No other animals affected by it. Why do they seem so intent on getting us? 

Trygg skids to a stop again and rears. He paws the air and trumpets a savage, unicorn war cry. I’ve never heard him make that angry, that terrible of a sound before. 

A horde of rainbow-colored, evil horned and fanged rabbits surround us on all sides. 

Trygg charges into the pack closest to him. He tosses a few aside with his horn. Kicks others aside. But they climb all over him, dragging him down with sheer numbers. 

I would’ve called to him. I try to run to him. But the farffles are clambering up my legs and sinking their fangs straight through my slacks into my legs. I kick at them, stab a few with my knife, and even shriek something of a war cry myself. 

But there’s too many. I trip and fall. Clawed feet scurry over my back, my neck, my scalp. Fangs bite into my arms. 

Even as I squirm, something besides their weight drags my limbs down. I’m struggling to breath. My eyes refuse to focus. 

Farffle venom. Blackness curls around the edges of my vision. The venom in their fangs stuns their prey like mice and lizards so they can eat them. 

One bite or even ten wouldn’t do much to a human. But dozens of bites? 

Bites...farffles crawling all over me....blurriness...blackness.
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Chapter 11

We Find a Dragon Princess

[image: image]


“Ami!” 

“Amy!”

My name...being called in two different languages. 

I blink my eyes open, but for a moment, I’m not sure if I’m still unconscious, just dreaming that I opened my eyes. Everything is dark. Stone is beneath me, aching against my head and warming beneath my body. 

I squeeze my eyes shut before opening them again. This time, I can just make out a hint of light coming from somewhere above my head. Well, behind my head because I’m lying down. 

With a groan, I force myself to sit up. I’m stiff, as if I’ve been lying on this stone for too long. I’m pretty sure the back of my head is bruised just from sitting there. Places all down my arms and legs throb. 

The farffle bites. Passing out. 

But how had I gotten here? Where is here, exactly? 

“Ami!” Trygg’s voice calls again. This time, there’s a hint of panic coating his voice. I’m not sure if the panic is for me or because he’s locked in a tiny, dark space like I am. Unicorns don’t do well in tiny dark holes. 

Iron rattles over stone, like chain against a stone floor. 

“Amy!” Brett’s shout seems closer. 

“Stop it, you two. Do you want them to come back and sedate you?” A girl’s voice this time, one I don’t recognize. Her tone holds a menace, as if she intends to march over and silence Trygg and Brett herself if they don’t stop yelling. 

“Trygg, I’m here. Brett, I’m fine.” I force myself to stand. Something drags against my leg, rattling. I look down. A manacle clamps around my left ankle, a length of chain bolting it to the wall. 

What in Averell is going on here? It’s like I’m locked in a dungeon. But that doesn’t make sense. I’m a princess. No one in Averell would dare lock me in a dungeon, and I’m not just saying that out of a snobby attitude. Dad has worked really hard to establish good relations with the other races in Averell. It isn’t so much that no one would dare lock me up, but more like no one has any reason to. 

I’m in a small cell. Its ceiling is maybe seven feet tall, which sounds like a lot until you’re in a tight, dark space. The rest of it is about six by six feet, and I’m glad I’m only about five foot five inches tall. There isn’t a cot or a pallet or even a pile of hay to sleep on. Just bare stone and a six inch by six inch grate in the corner that must be what passes as the bathroom in this dungeon. 

The door is several inches thick, made of wood reinforced with strips of iron. A small, barred window is set at what is probably the normal head height for a full grown man. When I peer out, my nose is level with the sill. 

Outside my cell there is an open space surrounded by more cell doors identical to mine with a set of stairs leading upward disappearing into more darkness. A glowstone is set in the wall next to each door, but their glow is so poor I can only guess they were enchanted hundreds of years ago and the spell is beginning to wear off. 

Based on the round shape of the room, I’m guessing we are at the bottom level of a tower. Which tower in what castle is anyone’s guess. I only know this isn’t Largone Castle. My brothers and I played hide and seek down in the dungeons so often we know the entire place better than the castle jailer. 

Across from me, Trygg’s face appears in the bars of a cell. He sticks his hand through the bars and waves. “There you are, Ami. I was getting worried when you didn’t wake up right away.” 

“I think I’m in the cell next to yours.” Brett’s voice comes from my left.

I stand on my tiptoes and stick my arm through the bars as far as it will go. “Stick out your arm and wave.” 

When I press my face to the bars, I can just see Brett’s wrist and hand waving. I wave back, and I think he spots me because he pulls his arm back into his cell. 

A huge, sarcastic sigh—sounding as if the person is muttering something under her breath about ridiculous cellmates—comes from one of the other cells, though I can’t pinpoint which one. 

“Hello. Who else is here?” I grip the bars and pull myself higher on my tiptoes to see the other cells. 

There’s movement in the cell next to Trygg. A girl’s face appears behind the bars. She has black hair streaked with red and gold like the dye job of a rebellious teenager on Earth, except that these highlights are natural. She has a small, slightly pointed nose and skin darker than mine, though lighter than Trygg’s. 

A dragon in her human form. What is a dragon girl doing here? 

Probably the same thing we are, though hopefully she knows a bit more than we do. 

Although I really, really want to start with the questions, I figure we probably should start with introductions before we get into discussions about where we are and what we’re doing here. I put on my best princess smile, glance at the stairway to make sure no one is coming, and face the dragon girl. “I’m Princess Amarani Coriantha of the silvarans.” 

The dragon girl sniffs, the sound so clearly communicating that she is very not impressed that she might as well have said the words out loud.

“I’m Tryggvey, nephew to the Stallion of the Unicorns.” Trygg announces. Even through his cell bars, I can tell he has puffed his chest out and cocked his head as if trying to pose in his human form the same way he would in his unicorn form. 

I stick my hand through the bars again and do my best to point at Brett’s cell. “And our other companion is Brett Haverink, a foreign diplomat who was traveling with us. He doesn’t speak Averellian.” 

“Amy, what’s going on?” Brett probably recognized his own name, even said with an Averellian inflection. After all, names don’t exactly get translated too much. 

“I’ll explain in a minute. Sorry.” I turn back to the dragon girl and raise my eyebrows. 

For several ticks of my Averellian internal clock, she stares back, shoulders back, eyes glowing like she wants to spit fire at me. Finally, she cocks one eyebrow back at me. 

“I’m Herockghryrra.” The end of her name comes out in a growl no one but a dragon can pronounce. “I’m the daughter of the Flame of the Dragons.” 

Now that she’s said her name, her face clicks in my memory. I’ve only met her briefly on a few occasions before, and that was usually from a distance. 

Something inside my chest goes cold. There are so many implications, so much to take in, that I have to grip the bars of my cell tighter to keep myself standing. 

The daughter of the Flame of the Dragons is here. In a dungeon. That means the Flame will be angry. Will she blame my dad and the unicorns for her daughter’s disappearance? It won’t look good, that Herockghryrra disappeared in the middle of the negotiations between the dragons and unicorns. 

Dragons may have a lot of restraint, but if they become angry, bad things happen. They tend to set things on fire and ask questions later. That’s partially how the war began twenty years ago. The dragons disagreed over how to deal with the unicorns, and next thing anyone knew, the dragons were having a civil war and both sides were lashing out at all the other races in Averell, especially the unicorns and silvarans, until everyone was at war.   

If my dad is caught in the open while searching for me...if the dragons attack the castle while a large part of the army is off wandering the hills looking for Trygg, Brett, and me...if the unicorns are scattered trying to help Dad...there are so many bad scenarios I can’t even process how to panic for all of them. 

The treaty my mom and dad have been working so hard this week to put together is going to fall apart. Has probably already fallen apart as I stand here. 

I still, my fingers freezing like ice to the cell bars. It isn’t random that Brett, Trygg, and I are here. We weren’t just snatched because we happened to be an easy target. We are here because whoever controlled that pack of evil farffles knows who we are. Knows our connection to the king of the silvarans and the Stallion of the unicorns. Neither of us is the next in line, but that makes us easier to snatch than my older brothers or Trygg’s cousins. 

Whoever this mysterious person is, he or she has a big plan with a goal that can’t be good for any of our parents and relatives, the dragon girl’s mom included. 

“Were you taken by a pack of farffles too? How long ago? From where?” I hold my breath that Herockghyrra will answer. Dragons aren’t always the most cooperative. 

Herockghyrra glares at me through the bars of her cell. 

I sigh. “Look, I know silvarans and dragons haven’t always gotten along. But that war was over twenty years ago. Our two peoples have made great strides recently. Besides, it isn’t like we are at fault for your abduction. We’re down here too, remember?” 

I’m not sure if it is my logic or the hint of sarcasm there at the end that gets to her, but her shoulders relax and her glare stops looking like she is trying to roast me from across the dungeon. 

“Yesterday morning. I had just watched Mother fly away with the other diplomats for yet another day of negotiations when I was surprised by those farffles. I roasted and ate a few of them, but there were too many, and they managed to get this chain around my leg. When I woke up, I found myself here in this form.” 

When had the Flame of the Dragon noticed Herockghyrra missing? How angry had she become? 

Did Dad even get a chance to send out a search party for Brett and me? Or has he been too busy trying to keep the dragons and unicorns from turning on each other and the rest of Averell? 

If Trygg and I hadn’t been in ogre country searching for Brett, would we have been snatched then too? It isn’t uncommon for me to hang out with Trygg on long days when Mom and Dad are in negotiations and I’m not in school or hanging out with Erin over in Michigan. 

In the end, the farffles still got us. A day later than the mastermind behind this plot had planned, but it was just our misfortune that we happened to stumble across the farffles as they were returning to wherever this dungeon is.  

Brett, of course, hadn’t been a part of the plan. He was just taken because he happened to be with us. He isn’t even a part of this realm. Yet, here he is, stuck in the same dungeon we are, facing the same danger, whatever it is. 

So much for getting him back to Michigan in time for school on Monday. I really hope Erin got that proposal all put together without our help. Our whole grade might have to depend on her. 

Not that I should be too terribly worried about grades while locked in a dungeon. But, honestly, worrying about grades is much less scary than contemplating our situation here. 

I swallow. “Do you know who has us? And where we are?” 

“I don’t know, for certain.” Herockghyrra cocks her head and arches a brow. “But surely you can guess. How many other mysterious, abandoned castles are there in Averell?” 

At that, I get all cold once again. What other castle, indeed? 

I open my mouth, but I can’t say the name out loud. 

Trygg beats me to it. “Eekrok Castle.” 

Eekrok Castle. It had once been a magnificent castle. A second home for the Averellian royalty. 

But over twenty years ago, the magician Bircra Larrona had taken it over with her dragon allies. In the war that followed, much of the castle and the surrounding forest had burned. Only a single tower had been left standing in a wasteland so destroyed that even today nothing grows. 

But who...I still as I remember the discussion over that banquet. It seems so long ago, even though it has only been a few days. The Stallion had mentioned sightings of Melltra Larrona, the daughter of the rebelling Bircra and her dragon consort Fyrrgoghrr. She had disappeared after the war. There are always rumors, of course, of what had happened to her. In the wake of the war and the long peace that followed, no one seemed to care. 

But if she is behind this, everyone will have good reason to care. 

“Is Melltra behind this?” 

“I suspect so, though I haven’t seen her yet. All I’ve seen are her farffles and two brutish men when they brought the three of you here.” Herockghyrra rolls her shoulders in something that might have been a shrug if she was the type to indulge in such a low, peasant gesture. “But whoever is behind this has powerful magic.” 

“What makes you say that?” I glance around the dungeon as if I can spot what caused Herockghyrra to come to her conclusion. 

She sniffs again. “You wouldn’t know, being silvaran.” 

In the cell next to hers, Trygg leans his head against the bars. I’ve never seen his face crumple like that, his mouth flat without even a hint of a smile. “What she means is that these chains have a strong enchantment on them. I can’t change into my unicorn form, and I assume she can’t change into a dragon.” 

I sag against the door. We are truly in trouble. 
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Chapter 12

We Face Minor Problems, Such As Death
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“Amy. What is it? What’s going on?” Brett must have seen something on Trygg’s face and heard the tone in his voice, even if he couldn’t understand the words. 

Now is as good a time as any to explain to Brett. I repeat a short version of what Herockghyrra told us and what we guess is going on. I end with my big confession. “And, well, I didn’t mention it before, but I’m kind of a princess here. My dad is the king of the silvarans.”

I hold my breath, waiting for his reaction. 

“You’re a princess.” His words are slow, as if he is trying to make the title fit me. 

“I’m still me. And I’m only a princess over here in Averell. I’m just plain Amy Corin over in Michigan.” I keep going, not really wanting to hear his reaction. This would change everything between us. “I’m sorry. You got captured because you were with me. Melltra is targeting young people related to Averellian leaders.” 

“I see. You being a princess explains a lot. I wondered how you could be so sure your dad would be able to scour Averell looking for you.” Brett’s voice is soft. “It’s okay, Amy. Maybe I will freak out later, but right now, I think getting mauled by venomous rabbits took the edge off my shock.” 

“Just don’t freak out ever, okay? It would be a little hard to explain to everyone at school if you suddenly start bowing to me.” I grimace. I am not looking forward to facing Brett back in Michigan. He isn’t going to see me as a normal high school girl ever again. 

“So Trygg can’t turn into a unicorn? What happens if I can’t get any more unicorn horn powder? Will I get sick again?” Brett’s voice tightens on the last question. 

I’m so cold with all the dangers hitting me it takes me a few seconds to process it. 

We can’t get any more unicorn horn powder. Brett won’t be able to eat or drink anything. He’ll get sick and weak again. And if we don’t escape soon...Brett will die. 

I haven’t told him the true danger he’d been in earlier. There hasn’t been a need, since we had Trygg as a unicorn and it was only going to be a few hours until we got him out of Averell. 

But I can’t hide the truth from Brett now. He deserves to know the full truth and be able to face it. 

“Brett, there’s something...” I swallow and take a deep breath. “Yes, you’re going to get sick. And you can’t eat any of the food or drink anything they give you. It will just make you sicker without the unicorn powder.” 

“Well, I’ve heard prison food isn’t great. I won’t be missing much.” Brett has a hitch to his voice like he’s trying to make a joke out of it. 

If only I could joke about this. If only that were the worst of Brett’s problems. After all, the rest of us probably shouldn’t eat or drink what we’re given either. Not until we know better what is going on. But, Brett...Brett could die even before Melltra has a chance to kill him or us. 

“You’ll do worse than that.” I lean against the door. “There’s something I didn’t explain before when I told you that you aren’t fully compatible with Averell because you are from Earth. It...the effects of being away from Earth and in Averell get worse over time. Unicorn horn powder can help you eat food and extend the time you can be here, but even with it, you will still have problems. The problems just happen sooner without.” 

“What sort of problems?” 

Death. 

I can’t make myself say it as starkly as that. “You remember how your clothes fell apart? They just disintegrated. That’s what’s happening to you. It has been slowed down because of the unicorn horn powder you ingested that helped your body adjust somewhat to Averell, but unless you return to Earth, you’ll...” 

“Die.” Brett finishes for me. 

“Yeah. Die.” I rub my hands together, my skin tingling from gripping the cold, iron bars. “My mom can stay for a while in Averell, but she consumes a lot of unicorn horn powder, and her body has adjusted somewhat to Averell. This is your first time here. You don’t have a lot of time before you need to get back to Earth.” 

Brett drags in a shaky breath. “Okay. So, I’m going to die. We’re locked in a dungeon. We’re all in danger of dying from this Melltra person, if she’s the person who has locked us up. We’re all going to die at this rate.” 

“Maybe, but the rest of us can afford to take our time to come up with an escape plan. We can wait for rescue. We have options. You don’t. You could die even without Melltra ever laying a finger on you.” I squeeze my eyes shut. What am I going to do? I thought I could solve everything. I thought I could fix it before Brett’s presence caused problems in Averell. Instead, everything is such a mess I don’t know how to fix it. 

“We have to escape. If what you think is true, then we had better escape soon if you don’t want all of your parents to go to war with each other, right?” 

“Right.” Escape. That’s what I have to concentrate on. We can’t just sit here waiting for whoever captured us to make their move. We have to get out of here before the Flame’s anger over her missing daughter causes another war. 

“Would it help if I mentioned I know something about picking locks?” Brett sounds almost cheerful. 

Oh, right. He’d mentioned it what felt like years ago when we were planning our trebuchet. “Of course that helps!” I pull myself straighter and press against the bars. I still can’t see Brett since he’s in the cell next to mine. “Pick the lock and let’s get out of here.” 

“It’s not quite that simple.” Brett has to raise his voice. Across the dungeon, Trygg and Herockghyrra are arguing. I don’t bother trying to listen in. Brett clears his throat. “I just know the basics. I bought a lock picking kit off the internet a year ago. Just something as a hobby. Like I said, I’ve only mastered basic padlocks. And I don’t have the lock picking tools with me.” 

“What would you need to pick the lock?” I have to speak even louder to be heard over Trygg and Herockghyrra’s raised voices. 

“A few pieces of slim metal.” 

I close my eyes and try to concentrate even with Trygg and Herockghyrra yelling at each other. Escape. If we can get a few pieces of metal and get them to Brett and if he can pick the locks even though they are Averellian locks and he doesn’t have a whole lot of practice, and if we can do all this before he gets too weak to hold himself up, reach through the bars, and pick the locks, and if we can unlock our cells, we might have a chance to get out of here in one piece. 

Trygg and Herockghyrra are making it really hard to concentrate. 

I peer out the cell window again. Trygg is pressed against his cell window, gesturing through the bars. Herockghyrra’s eyes are flashing as she spits out words so fast even I struggle to understand what she’s saying. If she was in her dragon form, this entire dungeon would’ve been awash in flames. 

Time to break this up. “Stop it, both of you! Silence!” 

Something in my tone must have been sharp enough to get their attention. Trygg snaps his mouth shut and turns to me. Herockghyrra spits out one last word—something I’m pretty sure is a bad word in the dragon tongue—and arches an eyebrow. 

“Look. I know unicorns and dragons don’t get along. I’m not going to ask you to like each other. But we aren’t the enemy. Our enemy is the one who controlled those farffles and brought us here. So until we get out of here, let’s concentrate on working together and escaping, agreed?” I force my tone to go as stern as I can manage. Hopefully I sound like Mom. 

Trygg nods. “Okay. Sorry I lost my temper, Ami.” 

“Fine. I suppose I can tolerate working with you, Princess Amarani. As long as I am not required to work too closely with the flea-ridden nag in the cell next to me.” Herockghyrra tilts her chin, causing her nose to appear even more thin and pointed in the faint glowstone light. 

“Flea-ridden nag! I’ll have you know I have never had a flea in my life! You’re just a fire-breathing, lizard-skinned...” 

“Trygg.” I glare. I don’t need them to start up another argument. 

Trygg hangs his head. “Sorry, Ami.” 

“Okay.” I glance between the two of them, making sure I have their attention. “Brett says he has some knowledge of picking locks. He hasn’t had a lot of practice, but he’s willing to try. We just need to find a few small pieces of metal that will fit in the locks. Any ideas?” 

Trygg pivots, disappears, then reappears back at his cell window. “I think we can pry up the grate over the latrine hole. At least one or two of us should be able to come up with a few pieces that will work.” 

Herockghyrra snorts. “And how do you propose we get the metal we pry up over to the diplomat when he is locked in a cell on the other side of the dungeon, flower-eater?” 

“Ummm...not sure. Throw it, maybe?” Trygg mimes throwing something through his cell bars. 

I shake my head, cross my cell, and study the grate over the latrine. It is crusted with rust and bits of stuff I don’t want to think about, even though it is so old and desiccated it isn’t all that gross. With the grate so rusted, it should be possible to chip it out of the stone and pry it apart. 

But it will take time. Time Brett might not have. By the time one or two of us manages to get suitable pieces, would Brett be strong enough to pull himself upright, reach through the bars, and pick the lock? Even assuming we can get the metal pieces to him. 

I return to my cell window. “Brett, we’re going to do our best to pry the grates off our latrine holes to get pieces of metal. But, unless you get two suitable pieces first, I don’t think there’s a way we can pass the pieces we get to you. How hard do you think it would be for you to talk one of us through picking our own lock?” 

Brett takes a moment to consider before he answers. “Not hard, I don’t think. After all, I learned from a short instruction pamphlet, a few online videos, and practice.” 

“All right, thanks.” I switch back to Averellian. “It’s a good idea to use the latrine grates, Trygg. But you’re right, Herockghyrra. We don’t have a way to pass them to each other. We’ll have to each try to get two suitable pieces out of our own latrine grates. Brett will do his best to teach us how to pick our own locks, with me translating for the two of you. After all, it doesn’t really matter which of us unlocks our chains and cells first. As long as one of us does.” 

Trygg nods so vigorously his hair bounces up and down over his forehead.

I meet Herockghyrra’s gaze. “And no leaving anyone behind. If you’re the first one to unlock your cell, you take the time to unlock the rest of ours, got it? We’ll do the same for you. We’re all on the same team here.” 

“If you insist.” Herockghyrra sniffs and disappears from her cell window, presumably to start prying at her grate. She hasn’t exactly agreed to my plan, but this is about as much as I can expect from a dragon. 

As I return to the grate in the floor of my cell, sounds of grunting and stone banging against metal fill the dungeon. Hopefully whatever guard is at the top of the stairs isn’t too concerned with the sounds coming from down here. So far, no one has come to check on us even with Trygg and Herockghyrra shouting at each other at the top of their lungs. If someone was paying attention to the amount of noise we are making, they would’ve silenced us long before now. 

I spend the next hour tugging, prying, stomping, and wiggling the grate. For as rusty as the grate is, it’s still solidly bolted to the stones. Perhaps if I had a crowbar I could’ve pried one of the bolts lose, but I couldn’t get the right leverage with my fingers. 

But I can’t give up. How long will it be before the Flame of the Dragons attacks Dad and Trygg’s uncle? How many will die in battle if we can’t escape and stop it? 

And my internal Earth clock is slowly ticking from Saturday into Sunday. 

Some of the banging across the dungeon halts. Trygg calls out. “Stop, everyone. I think I hear someone coming.” 

Herockghyrra grunts one last time, as if stopping her efforts is all her idea and not prompted by Trygg at all. 

I call out a translation for Brett, and the sounds from his cell quiet. Only then can I hear the tromp of boots and skitter of claws on the dungeon stairs. 

A moment later, a swarm of farffles hops down the stairs and halts in a circle at the edge of the dungeon, as if prepared to cut off our retreat if we try anything. 

Three skinny men with sharp faces and overly long legs stalk down the stars after the farffles. The men are dressed in drab, brown clothing, and they would look identical except for the flashes of different color in their hair. One has streaks of blue, another red, and the third green. 

As the green-haired one lumbers over to my cell with an awkward, high-kicking, bouncing stride, I study him. There is something about these men. I can’t place what they are. They aren’t dragons, even though they have sharp features a bit like a dragon’s. They aren’t silvaran. 

The green-haired man unlocks my cell door and steps inside while across the way, the other two head for Trygg’s and Herockghyrra’s cells. A few farffles hop in after him, baring their incisors as if to warn me not to try anything. 

The man clamps manacles on my wrists before he unlocks the shackle from my ankle. I can only guess the manacle is also enchanted, though I can’t tell since I’ve only studied magic theory with the castle magician and haven’t progressed to any actual magic. 

The man grabs my elbow and steers me out of my cell. I glance over my shoulder at him. His eyes are a deep brown, but they aren’t human eyes. They are solid brown with a huge circular pupil and no white showing at all. 

He bares his teeth, showing off two buck teeth and long, pointed incisors just like a farffles. He grunts and shoves me forward. 

There is something blank in his eyes. Something too much like the looks in the eyes of the farffles hopping around my feet. Something very, very wrong. 

The green-haired man shoves me into the center of the dungeon. Herockghyrra and Trygg have similar manacles on their hands. Trygg is inspecting his, as if trying to figure a way out of it, but Herockghyrra ignores her manacles as she glares at her red-haired guard as if she can burn a hole through his skull. 

“These creatures are...” She spits out a dragon word that I’m pretty sure isn’t a nice thing to say. 

“They’re wrong,” I finish. Our guards shove us toward the stairs with a series of grunts, as if they can’t talk. 

When the farffles by our feet make similar grunting, chittering noises, it finally dawns on me just how wrong these men are. 

They aren’t men at all. They’re farffles turned into silvaran form. 

It goes against all rules of magic to perform such an enchantment. Something like that just isn’t done. Animals aren’t meant to have a silvaran form. They’re animals. With an animals’ level of intelligence. They won’t be able to talk or think the way a human can. 

Yes, dragons and unicorns have animal forms, but they aren’t animals. They are races of people with the gift of language and reason. They can turn into an animal form the same way the court magician could enchant himself into a goat. Even as a goat, he still had his same human reason and soul, even if he couldn’t talk with a goat’s mouth. 

But the enchantment doesn’t work the other way. An enchantment can’t give a creature a soul and reason beyond what it has been born with in its original state. Animals can’t become people. 

If whoever has captured us is willing to go so far beyond what anyone should do with magic, I don’t dare even guess what she will do to us. 

As we reach the dungeon stairs, I cast one last glance over my shoulder. Brett grips the bars of his cell window, forgotten and unimportant to whatever scheme we’ve fallen into. 

Our farffle-turned-human guards hustle us up the stairs and through several passageways until we are shoved through the shattered remains of what had once been huge double doors and into the crumbling remains of a Great Hall. 

Many of the huge beams still span the ceiling, even if they are black with scorch marks. Cracked roof tiles litter the marble floor, now gray with dirt and ash, while huge gaps in the ceiling let in hazy light. A few tattered banners hang from the rafters, though most are too blackened from a long ago fire to tell what color they’d once been. 

At the far end of the hall, a woman sits tall on a fire-blackened throne. She is dressed in a dark, blood red dress, matching the maroon-colored strands of red threaded through her otherwise black, straight hair. While her sharp features and hair indicates dragon blood, her skin is lighter than Herockghyrra’s and shines with the same faint silver-blue coloring of my dad’s. 

I swallow and try to stop a shiver from traveling down my spine and into my legs. Down in the dungeon, it had been easy to cling to hope of escape and pretend this wasn’t as bad as it seemed. 

But here, facing this woman, I know without a doubt that my life has never been in more danger. 
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Chapter 13

We Antagonize a Monster and Her Evil Rabbit Minions
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We are halted at the base of the dais where she sits. She glares down her long, pointed nose at us. “I am—”

“Melltra Larrona. We know.” Herockghyrra inspects her fingernails, looking with every move and drip of scorn in her voice as if she is very not impressed. “Really. Abandoned castle. Use of magic for nefarious purposes. It wasn’t hard to guess.” 

Melltra’s bright blue eyes darken with an even sharper glare, though by the way her jaw tightens, I guess the rogue magician isn’t too happy about having the thunder of her big reveal stolen from her in such a flippant manner. 

I’m not sure what good it will do to anger her, but honestly, sarcasm and flippant attitudes are the only weapons the three of us have at the moment. I do my best to match Herockghyrra’s scornful expression and bored posture. “Crumbling, dark castle. Blood red clothes. Seems like you’re trying just a little too hard at the cliché villain role. I’ll admit, the evil farffles are an interesting touch, though hardly intimidating.” 

Trygg snorts and flicks his lock of hair out of his eyes. He doesn’t say anything, just eyes Melltra up and down, snorts again, then turns his gaze elsewhere as if dismissing her to search for a sprig of grass to eat. 

The look Herockghyrra shoots me is almost approving. As if, for the first time since we found ourselves locked in the same dungeon, we may actually be on the same side. 

Herockghyrra sniffs and raises her eyebrows. “I suppose this is the moment you monologue your grand scheme to us. Sorry to disappoint you, but we already figured it out. Wasn’t that hard, really. You have the daughters and nephew of the three prominent peoples in Averell. You’re trying to start a war, aren’t you?” 

Melltra’s face gets more and more a blotchy purple-red with every word Herockghyrra speaks. 

I probably shouldn’t push her. I’m liable to get myself magic-blasted into oblivion, but I can’t let us lose our upper hand, even in this small way. “It isn’t going to work. My father and the Stallion of the Unicorns are close friends. They will never turn on each other. And our relations with the dragons have come a long way in the past twenty years. What do you have to gain, anyway?” 

“Probably revenge.” Trygg shakes his head. “That seems about the cliched motivation she’d pick.” 

“Silence!” Melltra shoots to her feet. All around us, the farffles stand on their hind legs, ears sword-straight, eyes eerily fixed on Melltra. Melltra glares at us. “You are just pathetic, ignorant children. I can’t expect you to understand. Can it really be called revenge when it is justice I seek? Your parents killed my parents. They cast me into the wilds of Averell after deeming me a monster. I ask you, can a child be blamed for her parents’ mistakes? Can a child help the blood that runs through her veins? Can a child help if she was born a monster?” 

With a screech like a dragon’s war cry, she changes form in front of us. Her wings are sinewy and bat-like, just like dragons’ wings, but they are smaller and scrawny. Her body is covered in maroon scales, even though she is still shaped much like a woman. Her head and face are still those of a woman, though scaled and ridged. 

I must have recoiled. Or gaped. Or done something to betray my shock. She swings her head at me, burning human eyes set in her dragon-like face. “You scorn me, just like your father did. You see only a half-dragon monster.” 

I stumble back a step then, stifling a gasp. Not, perhaps, at what she is saying about Dad. I don’t believe a word of anything coming out of her twisted sense of reality. No, I shake because she can talk. In both forms. No other creature in Averell can do that. 

Trygg makes a sound in the back of his throat, like a suppressed, panicked whinny even in his silvaran form, but stands his ground. 

Herockghyrra spits out the same dragon word she’d used for the farffles-turned-men in the dungeon. 

Melltra swivels to face Herockghyrra. “And you scorn me, just like your mother did. You see only a half-silvaran monster. I am deemed monster by both sides of my blood. Do you wonder why I pit them against each other now? Why I want to see them burn and bleed each other until all of Averell crumbles like this castle? You call me monster. Then monster I will be.” 

I don’t know what our parents did over twenty years ago during the war. My dad was a young prince. His parents had been killed by the dragons allied with Melltra’s parents. I don’t want to think what might have happened to have caused Melltra to become the twisted creature she is now. 

I’ve met half-unicorn, half-silvaran people before. I’ve heard of half-dragons before. Yet, I’ve never heard of something like this happening. Usually, the child either inherits the ability to transform into a unicorn or dragon from that parent, or they don’t and they take more after the silvaran parent. It’s simple genetics.  

What caused this? Why does she blame my parents? If there is any truth to her accusations against my parents, then can I reach out to her? Or is Melltra too far gone? 

Reaching out is what my dad would do. That’s why her accusations make no sense. My dad has built his entire reign on uniting the peoples of Averell in peace by reaching out and listening to them. 

I am my dad’s daughter. No matter whether Averell will end up my home for the rest of my life or if I will carve a place for myself on Earth, right here, right now, I am a princess of Averell. 

I fight back the churning in my stomach and force myself a step forward. Then two. 

Trygg grabs my arm with his manacled hands. “What are you doing?” 

I shake him off. Right now, I can’t be the average high school student part of me. I have to be the princess who holds her head high and reaches out in diplomacy before anything else. “I don’t know what happened to you or the pain you went through. But becoming a monster isn’t going to help anything. Things have changed in Averell. Dragons and silvarans and unicorns have experienced peace and are beginning to put old prejudices behind them. Come back with us, and we’ll help you. Things will be different.” 

For a moment, I think she might be softening. Her face isn’t as tense. Her eyes less sharp. 

Then she changes back into her fully human form, throws back her head, and laughs. “Oh, aren’t you just so innocent and sweet. You think you can just offer a bit of kindness and appeal to some shred of goodness left in me. You forget one thing. I have discovered I like being a monster. It is very freeing. Why would I give up being powerful to go crawling back to your parents begging for them to accept me? No, I’d rather see them on their knees begging.” 

Okay, so she is even more twisted and scary than I figured. 

I ease back a step and glance to Trygg. He shrugs, as if to say he is out of ideas as well. 

When I shift my gaze to Herockghyrra, her face still hasn’t lost its raised eyebrow, scornfully bored expression. She picks something from under one of her long, pointed fingernails. “I find it so sweet that you think you’ve started a war. At most, you’ve started a minor skirmish. But dragons aren’t the irrationally angry creatures we’ve been made out to be. My mother will sit down with the king of the silvarans and will realize there is more to this than my disappearance.” 

Melltra crosses her arms and smirks at us. “I don’t intend to merely start a war. I plan to control it. A lock of your hair left here. The princess’s finger left there. And when one side or the other appears to want to make peace, a dead body to give them extra motivation. I’ve already left enough evidence that your dear mother will believe the unicorns are behind your abduction. Your parents are already preparing for war.” 

I’m not brave enough to fully process those words here. Not when it means that our deaths aren’t going to be quick. We’ll be locked in this dungeon for weeks, maybe months, never knowing when Melltra might decide to chop off a body part or kill one of us. All while knowing our parents are out there, fighting and killing each other. Fighting and killing the wrong enemy. 

All to satisfy this monster’s version of justice and craving for power. 

I snap. I’m not thinking. All I can see is her smirking face as she gloats over the horror she is going to cause for my parents and brothers. For my country—one of them anyway. For my friends on this side of the portal. For all the unicorns and gnomes and naiads and dryads and even dragons I’ve grown up with. 

I make it all of four steps before farffles swarm over me, biting my arms, legs, neck until I collapse to my knees, then to my stomach. The last thing I see before the blackness takes me once again is Melltra’s twisted smirk. 
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I GROAN AS I COME TO. My head pounds even worse than the last time I’d been knocked out with farffle venom. 

“Amy? What happened? Are you all right?” Brett sounds particularly worried. “Trygg tried to explain using charades, but it wasn’t all that helpful.” 

I try to imagine Trygg’s version of charades performed through the bars of a dungeon cell. Yeah, not helpful at all. 

Sitting up, I press a hand to my head. “I’m fine.” I repeat myself in Averellian for Trygg. 

“Oh, good. I was really starting to worry. What were you thinking? I’m usually the impulsive one. I’m going to have to go out and do something particularly reckless to reclaim my spot as the foolish friend.” Even though Trygg’s tone is cheerful, it doesn’t have the usual bounce to it. 

“I think attacking the farffles as they swarmed Princess Amarani probably counts.” Herockghyrra’s sniff lacks some of the derision she’d used with Trygg earlier. Perhaps we are getting somewhere. 

I pull myself upright and peer through the bars. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. It was foolish.” 

“My interrogation was going splendidly until your little outburst.” Herockghyrra raises an eyebrow at me and tosses her hair back over her shoulder. 

Trust a dragon to use taunting a villain into monologuing as a form of interrogation. I shrug. “I doubt there is much more that we could have learned. We now know most of her plan, and I’m not sure she has more details planned out. She strikes me as someone who goes with the opportunities as they come.”

“Very true.” Herockghyrra grips the bars of her cell. “She’s no dragon.” 

I’m not sure what she is. Part dragon. Part silvaran. 

I know a little bit about mixed blood. I am part Earth, part Averell, after all. I literally live in two different realms. 

But no one can tell just by looking at me what I am or am not, as long as I remember to powder my silver freckles on Earth. I’ve never felt like I’m a monster. I’ve never been scorned either by silvarans in Averell or humans in Michigan. And the only weird side effect I have from my mixed heritage is having two, rather accurate internal clocks ticking away in my head. 

If things had been different, would I have reacted as Melltra Larrona has? Would I be angry too? 

I don’t know. But right now, I do know that, in a way, it doesn’t matter how she got to be what she is. That’s a problem to deal with some other time. Right now, what she is doing isn’t okay, no matter her past. It isn’t right to incite a war and plan out ways to keep the bloodshed going. 

Brett, Trygg, Herockghyrra, and I have to escape and stop this. 

“Has anyone made progress with their metal grates?” 

“I think mine is loosening. Maybe.” Trygg holds out his hands, palms up. Red marks crease his palms. 

But they aren’t loosening soon enough. Not for Brett. And not for our parents. 

“Keep trying.” It’s all I can think of. I can’t let us give up. I have to believe there is a way out of this. 

While Trygg disappears from his cell window, I quickly explain to Brett what happened with Melltra.  Brett is silent for several heartbeats after I explain. It must be a lot for him to absorb. 

It’s a lot for me to take in, and I’ve grown up in the center of Averellian politics. I’ve heard the stories of what happened in the war over twenty years ago. Some of them, anyway. I know there are some things my parents haven’t told me, at least not the details. After all, my grandparents died in that war. Dad isn’t going to tell us the details of that as a bedtime story. 

After another hour or so, two of the farffles-turned-men tromp down the stairs and slide trays through a hatch at the base of our doors. Whatever spell Melltra has on them must be powerful for her to be able to give instructions like delivering food and fetching us for interrogation.

I inspect the hard slice of bread, glass of water, and bowl filled with a watery, pink-colored slop that looks to be a badly made version of scivvey, a cross between mashed potatoes and porridge, just with Averellian grains and a pink-colored tuber sort of like a yam. 

Would Melltra poison us? I’m not sure. She hinted that she needs us alive to prolong the war, but how are we to know when she decides to kill one of us? 

But starving ourselves isn’t going to get us very far either. Not if we want to be strong enough to escape. 

“Not too bad.” Trygg calls out from across the dungeon. I’m sitting on the floor of my cell, so I can’t see him, but I can guess his face and fingers are plastered with scivvey. “For something made by brainless, enchanted farffles.” 

“I would’ve preferred the farffles.” The scorn in Herockghyrra’s voice doesn’t seem to be directed at us. 

“Maybe for our next meal a few of them will kindly fall into the pot for you. I would be happy to give them a helpful shove.” Trygg smacks his lips, probably licking his fingers clean. 

I dip my fingers into my scivvey. “I’ll go along with that. Maybe they’ll even provide proper utensils next time. They would be helpful for picking locks.” 

In the cell next to mine, Brett heaves a sigh. “I can’t eat this, can I?” 

I wince. Here the rest of us are slurping and eating, and Brett can’t eat the food even if he is as hungry as the rest of us. “No, sorry. You might be able to take a few sips of the water, but even that’s a risk. You’d be better off dumping it all down the latrine to take away the temptation.” 

“I’m sorry I can’t pass my plate over to you. If I can’t eat it, it would be better if the food didn’t go to waste.” Brett’s feet slap against the stones. His toes must be getting cold, barefoot as he is. 

“I’m fine. If it makes you feel better, the food isn’t all that good.” I eye the roll. I’m not sure if it’s worth trying to eat it, or better to save it to use as a weapon against the guards. I pick up my cup of water and swirl the liquid around in it. It has a few dark flakes in it that look and smell like ash, but it is otherwise more or less sanitary. 

Water. 

Something niggles in my memory. Nella, the naiad, telling me that all I have to do to invite her to the castle is pour water into the water system and call her name. 

All water soaks through the ground and joins the underground rivers, flowing into each other eventually. I don’t know how long it will take water to work its way into the water system from here, but I have to try. 

I’m not sure what the plan is, if I’ll ask Nella to help us escape or carry a message to our parents or what, but if she can get here, we will have options. 

I kneel next to the latrine in my cell and speak into my cup of water. “Nella. I need help.” I pour half the water down the hole before I drink the rest. 

Will she get the message? Even if she does, how long will it take? 

It doesn’t matter. It’s worth trying even something that seems this insignificant. 

We have to escape. Soon. If we don’t, Brett will die. Our parents will go to war. And the beauty of Averell will be reduced to the ashes of the castle around me. 

I can’t let that happen. Whatever it takes, I will escape. 
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Chapter 14

I Use Water to Make a Phone Call
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“Trygg, do you remember that naiad fangirl of mine we ran into?” I make myself comfortable leaning against the wall of my cell. “If everything works like she said it would, I think I just managed to send her a message to help us.” 

“Really? Is she going to warn your dad and my uncle? Tell them about Melltra?” Trygg sounds so eager. 

“No. Sorry. I’m not sure how water communication works. I didn’t dare send too long of a message and risk it getting garbled. I just asked for her help. I think she should be able to find us by figuring out where my message came from.” I rest my head against the wall. My internal clock is telling me it’s getting late here in Averell. 

It’s also approaching Sunday evening in Michigan. The time discrepancy is leveling out and slowing down once again. Has some of my family gone back to Michigan? Does that mean something is going bad in Michigan—such as the police investigating my family for kidnapping Brett? Or is something wrong in Averell? 

If we are facing a war against the dragons, the first thing my dad will do is send Mom and Ryan to stay in Michigan where they will be safe. Maybe even Gary too, if Gary doesn’t get all stubborn about his place being in Averell during this crisis. Dad lost his parents in the last war. He won’t let Mom, Ryan, and Gary stay in danger this time, even if it means facing the dragons all alone. 

Maybe even dying alone. 

No, no, no. I can’t think like that. Dad has to be fine. Mom, Ryan, and Gary will be fine. No one is going to die. No one is going to be arrested for kidnapping. We are going to escape. We are going to stop this war. And we are going to get Brett back to Earth before he dies here in Averell. 

“Well, at least help is coming.” The sounds of fabric scraping the wall comes from Trygg’s cell, as if he slid down into a sitting position. Based on his exaggerated sigh, I guess he linked his hands behind his head. “We can just relax and wait for rescue.” 

“If you think I’m going to just sit here and wait for rescue from some naiad, I will burn your tail off when we get out of this.” Herockghyrra growls. 

Dragons and naiads get along only marginally better than dragons and unicorns. Water and fire, and all that. If it wasn’t for the fact that dragons need to drink water just like everyone else, they probably wouldn’t get along at all. 

I close my eyes and try to get more comfortable. “No, we aren’t going to just wait around for rescue, but it doesn’t hurt to call for help when we have the chance. But Trygg is also right. It has been a long day. It wouldn’t hurt to sleep for a few hours, if we can.” 

I curl on the stone floor and try to get comfortable. The stone aches against my hip bone, and cold seeps through my clothes. I pillow my head on my arm, but my fingers soon go numb and my elbow hurts from the floor. 

Somehow, I manage to doze for a couple of hours before shifting and scraping sounds from the other cells tell me my friends aren’t getting any more sleep than I am. None of us are tired enough yet to fall asleep on the cold, stone floor. 

Swiping hair from my face, I sit up. “How is everyone doing? Trygg? Brett?” 

“Whatever punishment my dad has thought up for all this, it isn’t going to be worse than this dungeon.” Trygg makes an exaggerated groaning noise. “I’d even take having your dad lock us up in the Largone Castle dungeons. You guys at least have cots and blankets.” 

“I’d even take a pile of moldy straw.” I rub at my shoulder. I’m pretty sure I have a bruise from lying on the floor. “Brett?” 

There’s a pause.

“This dungeon...it isn’t warm, is it?” Brett’s voice is tight, strained. 

I clench my fists as a weight the size of Largone Castle settles in my stomach. “No, it isn’t.” 

“That’s what I thought.” Brett sounds almost resigned. “I have a splitting headache too.” 

A fever. Headache. He’s getting worse, fast. His body has been away from Earth too long, and this time, there’s no unicorn horn powder to help him. 

“How long, do you think?” 

I want to lie. Is this what doctors feel like when they have to tell patients they have terminal cancer? 

But I’m only fifteen. I shouldn’t have to be the one responsible for telling a friend how long he has until he dies. 

If I had gone about this the right away...if I had gone to my parents the moment Brett stumbled into Averell, would we have been stuck here now? 

Trygg and I might still be. Dad would’ve gone after Brett while Trygg and I stayed back at Largone Castle. Melltra’s farffles still would’ve snatched us. 

But Dad would have found Brett and gotten him back to Earth. Brett, at least, would’ve been safe. 

If Brett dies, it will be my fault for thinking I could handle this alone without help. 

I swallow and take in a shaky breath. “You’ll probably be unconscious by this time tomorrow and after that...maybe a day.” 

“I see.” His tone is so quiet I have no doubt he does see. “Amy, if you make it out of this and I don’t—”

“Brett.” I can’t let him say it. I don’t want to hear dying words. Not out of Brett. He’s just a normal kid from my normal high school back in Michigan. If not for me, he wouldn’t be sitting in an evil magician-monster’s dungeon waiting to die. 

No, he isn’t going to die. He can’t. 

“Amy, listen. Please. I can’t...I need my mom and sisters to know I love them, okay? I know they know, but I just...” Brett’s voice cracks. 

“Sure.” I push to my feet and press a hand to the stone wall that separates our cells. “But I’m not going to let that happen, got that? I am going to make sure you get back to them.” 

Silence. 

My heartrate speeds up. Has Brett already passed out? Is he already fading and dying? 

“You’re different over here. At school, you’re always so quiet. You just follow along with whatever Erin says. But here, you’re a leader.” Brett’s voice holds a bit more strength than it had a moment ago. Is he rallying? Or going a bit loopy already? 

“I’m a princess here. I’m just a normal teenager over there. Of course I’m different.” I try to keep the words light. A joke. As much as I can joke about being two different people in many ways. I’m always me, yet Amy Corin of Michigan, USA isn’t exactly the same person as Princess Amarani Coriantha of Averell. 

Until Brett stumbled into Averell, those two sides of me had never mixed. Never had to mix. Sure, my family sees both sides of me. But they all have two sides as well. All of us shift between our dual lives and realms nearly thoughtlessly. It’s just our reality. 

But it isn’t Brett’s. Perhaps Trygg or Herockghyrra would understand. In a way, they have two personalities with their two forms. But their forms are both in the same realm. Not two different realms and lives.  

Trygg’s voice is quiet. “Your friend isn’t doing well, is he?” 

I shake myself and stand. Trygg and Herockghyrra have remained remarkably silent while Brett and I talk in a language they can’t understand. But Trygg must’ve gathered enough from the tone to figure out what is going on. 

“No, he isn’t. If we don’t get out of here, I don’t think he’s going to last much past two days, if he even makes it that long.” I lean against the cell bars. Somehow, it’s easier to say those words in Averellian. As if slipping into my princess side helps me stay cold and logical, detached from someone I consider almost a friend in another life. 

Herockghyrra arches her eyebrow, her mouth curling, her nose wrinkling. “What’s wrong with him? Is it catching?” 

“It’s magical in nature. Don’t worry, you can’t get it.” I can’t let her get the wrong impression. Our fragile, almost alliance with Herockghyrra could fall apart at the slightest provocation. 

Herockghyrra sniffs. “I thought I smelled something spoiled. I assumed it was the unicorn filth in the next cell.” 

“Insults and name-calling.” Trygg shakes his head. “I guess sympathy is too much to ask from a fire-belly.” 

“Guys. This isn’t helping.” I glare at the two of them until they stop glaring at each other. “I don’t intend to just sit here while Brett dies, got that? So let’s get back to work prying up metal to pick the locks before our lock-picking expert goes into a coma.” 

I don’t wait to see if they follow my orders. Kneeling by the grate to the latrine, I attack it with all the vengeance and anger I can muster. 

I can’t let Brett die. 

I can’t let Melltra start a war. 

I can’t give up. 

A shriek of metal and a snap fills the dungeon. 

I stare down at the grate in my fingers. My grate hasn’t broken, even though it is now bent out of shape on the rusted side. 

“That, unicorn boy, is how it’s done.” Herockghyrra’s voice purrs through the dungeon. 

Trygg grunts, and metal creaking fills the dungeon once again. 

Herockghyrra has done it. That means I might be able to as well, ignoring the fact that she’s the strongest one of all of us, even in her silvaran form. 

When I turn back to the grate in my cell, I jump back and stare. Water is flowing up and out of the grate, puddling in the center of the cell. 

The last trailing arm of water flows out of the grate, and the water stands and expands, solidifying into the form of a beaming, smiling girl with blue hair. 

“Princess Amarani! You invited me! You...oh.” Nella turns in a slow circle. “What are you doing in a dungeon?” 
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Chapter 15

We Ask a Puddle to Save Our Lives
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“Nella!” For a moment, all I can do is stare, unable to believe my idea actually worked. The way my plans have been going lately, I’m not sure what I expected. “It’s a long story. Well, actually, not really too long. Melltra Larrona has an army of evil farffles that she used to capture us, and now we have to escape before she starts a war between the silvarans, dragons, and unicorns.” 

And before Brett dies. 

Nella’s eyes widen until they are as round and liquid as two deep pools at the base of a waterfall. “And you called me for help? What do you want me to do? Floods and tidal waves, you asked me for help!” 

She gapes at me with the same expression I could imagine Erin wearing if the Queen of England asked her for a favor. 

Nella expects me to know what to do. I freeze. Brett said I am different here. More of a leader. 

But I don’t feel like a leader. I called Nella here, and now I don’t even know what to ask her to do. What is the plan? Should I have her go for help? Try to free us? Help us escape somehow? 

The most important thing is getting a message out and stopping the war. Once our parents know where we are, it won’t take them long to storm this castle to free us. I would still prefer to escape first since I don’t know if they would get here in time for Brett or if Melltra would use us as hostages against our parents. 

“I don’t know a lot about water communication. Is it possible to send a longer message or would it be better to communicate in person?” Some of the knots in my chest loosen. Focus on the logical details. That’s what I have to do. “I didn’t dare send too long of a message to you in case it got garbled.” 

“Yeah, that can happen if you aren’t careful.” Nella stares up at the ceiling, rolling a handful of water between her palms. “I can send a message to my parents. They’ll help.” 

Would more of the naiads? I don’t know where Nella and her parents fall in the naiad hierarchy, and it’s probably best not to ask. 

“You’ll need to tell them to inform King Finian, the Stallion, and the Flame that Melltra Larrona has Princess Amarani of the silvarans, Tryggvey of the unicorns, and Herockghyrra of the dragons locked in the dungeon of Eekrok Castle. She has an army of enchanted farffles who knocked us out with their venom. Tell them she plans to use us to incite a war.” 

Nella’s lips move as she murmurs the instructions over to herself. “Okay. I can do that.” 

“Trygg, Herockghyrra? Do you think we should add anything?” I peer over to my shoulder. 

Trygg’s face appears in his cell window. “Nope. Sounds good to me.” 

“You do realize my mother is unlikely to listen to the water benders any more than she would listen to your father.” Herockghyrra steps up to her cell window, fingering a piece of metal in her hands as if already bored with this conversation. 

“We’ll still have to escape ourselves, I know.” I let out a slow breath to keep from saying anything sarcastic. Apparently, I have to be the mature and reasonable one. “But at least our parents will be informed, whether or not they listen.” 

“I can help you escape.” Nella bounces closer to me and reaches for the shackle around my ankle. She jabs her finger at it, wincing when the end of her finger collides with the metal around the key hole. She tries again and frowns. “Or, maybe not. I usually can use my water form to move the gears inside.” 

I don’t ask how or why Nella learned how to pick locks in her water form. “Our shackles, and I assume the doors, have been enchanted so that we can’t change into our other form, if we have one. Otherwise, Herockghyrra would’ve just turned into a dragon, yanked the chain out of the wall, and burned the door down.” 

“Oh, right.” Nella sits back on her heels. “You guys really are in trouble, aren’t you?” 

I’m not sure if I should be worried that Nella isn’t taking this completely seriously. Maybe I should send her with the message personally instead of having her stay here to try to help. What if something happens to her? Can I really ask her to put herself into danger for us? 

“Yes, we are. And it’s dangerous. Even for you.” 

Nella shrugs. “Not really. Not much can hurt water besides fire.” 

“Melltra is part dragon. I’m not sure if she can breathe fire in her other form, but I wouldn’t rule that out.” I shudder, remembering her silvaran head covered in dragon scales. 

Nella frowns. “That’s a problem, isn’t it? Well, I’ll just have to make sure she doesn’t see me.” 

I’m not sure it’s going to be as easy as that, but we can hope. “Why don’t we start with that message? That’s the most important thing.” 

Nella plops into a cross-legged position by the latrine hole. Water drips from her fingers into the hole, and she begins muttering in the naiad language, a gurgling, murmuring sort of words. 

I return to the window in my cell. “How is everyone doing?” 

Trygg grunts. “I almost have part of the grate broken off. Of course, that might not matter? Should I keep at this?” 

“Yes. Just in case.” I lean against the bars. I don’t see Herockghyrra, but the screech of metal against stone doesn’t halt. I take it that Herockghyrra is carrying through with her intention not to depend on a naiad for rescue. “Brett?” 

“I’m fine.” The strain in his voice, the way he ends those words with a cough...

He isn’t fine. 

I sigh. I can’t do anything to help him besides figure out a way to escape. 

What would Dad or Gary do in this situation? What would they do next? 

Scout the situation. That’s what they’d do. Dad wouldn’t make any move without getting more information. That’s what made him such a good king and so respected by the others in Averell. 

“Done.” Nella says from behind me. I turn as she bounces back to her feet. She grins. “What next?” 

Do I dare ask her to do this? She could get caught. Can I ask her to put herself in danger for us? 

If I don’t, Brett may die. Melltra could succeed in starting a war. 

I don’t have a choice. 

This is the part about being a princess—a leader—that isn’t so fun. I’ve never had to experience this part before. Dad and Gary are the ones with the responsibilities and duties. I usually just have to smile and make sure I don’t embarrass my parents. 

But now, for some reason, Nella, Brett, and Trygg are looking to me to lead them. Even Herockghyrra seems to be taking her cues from me. 

I can’t let them down. 

“Nella, do you think you could scout our way out of here? Maybe locate where they keep the keys?” 

“Sure, I can do that.” Nella bounces on her toes, then spins in place. “That will be easy. I will be back soon.” 

With a faint splash, she collapses into a puddle of water. The water ripples and seeps through the slot at the bottom of the door where the guards shove my food. She won’t be able to travel far that way, and she’ll probably need to return to a stream soon after she gets back to keep herself from drying out.

I stand on tiptoes and watch as Nella’s puddle of water trickles across the dungeon floor and up the stairs. I watch until the water disappears out of sight. 

Might as well put my time to good use. I’m not sure I can stand the tension if I don’t do something. 

Returning to the latrine grate, I tug and yank on it. Something gives, and I brace my feet and put all of my leg, shoulder, and back muscles into it. 

The piece of metal breaks off. I tumble backwards, slapping my hands and elbows on the stone floor. I can’t help a small shriek. 

“Amy?” Brett’s voice is whispery thin. 

“I’m fine. I just managed to break off a piece of my grate.” I push myself into a sitting position and inspect the metal in my hand. One end appears like it could be made small enough, with some work. 

Setting it aside, I tug on the rest of the grate and frown. I’d broken off the one piece that had been really rusted. The rest of it remains sturdy. I don’t think I’m strong enough to break off any more. 

No matter. Nella will find the key, and we won’t even have to pick the locks. 

Still, I set to work thinning the end of the metal by scraping it against the wall of my cell. It is rusted enough that parts of it break away, leaving the thin, sturdy core of unrusted metal behind. It is something to do, at least, to distract me from thinking about Nella. Trying to sneak past whatever guards are up there. The danger she is in. 

All she is doing is scouting. She doesn’t even have to use a silvaran form, just flow around as a puddle of water. 

And who really pays attention to a puddle of water, anyway? As long as they don’t notice how the water is flowing up the stairs or around corners in a way water doesn’t do on its own. The worst she might have is some farffle trying to drink her. 

She’s going to be fine. We’ll be fine. Our families are going to be fine. 

I push the metal harder against the stone, scraping off rust. Filing away the end until it is gleaming silver. 

My knuckles scrape against the stone wall. I grit my teeth, but I don’t stop. 

“Ami!” 

Trygg’s call halts me. I sit back on my heels, gulping in panting breaths, my ears ringing even after I’ve stopped scraping the metal shard on the stone. I clamber to my feet and totter over to the door of my cell, tingles spreading through my awakening feet. 

Only at the door do I hear what Trygg has picked up even through all the commotion coming from Herockghyrra’s and my cells. 

Splashing water, flowing faster and faster, along with some dull clinking sound like metal on stone. But above the splashing, comes grunting and stomping boots. 

Knuckles stinging, I grip the bars to my cell and pull myself onto tiptoes to try to see more up the stairs. 

A surge of water plunges down the stairs, something gleaming and clinking at its center. Three farffle-turned-silvaran guards hop down the stairs after Nella, a yard or two behind her. 

Her momentum slows at the bottom of the stairs without the slope to aid her. But now I can make out the gleaming thing held suspended in the water. 

The keys. 

She’s tried to get the keys for us. 

I grip the bars tighter, my heart hammering in my throat. I should call out encouragement to her. I should shout for her to hurry. 

But she’s already going as fast as she can, and the lump in my throat is too tight. 

She isn’t going to make it. Even if she gives the keys to one of us, the guards will take the keys away before we can use it. 

One of the guards outdistances the others, a shackle gripped in one hand. He chitters and tosses the shackle down onto the puddle that is Nella. 

The instant the metal touches the water, Nella pops into her girl form with a cry, the keys clutched in her fist. 

As the guards descend on her, she scrambles to her feet and throws the keys toward my cell. 

I can see from the moment the keys leave her hand that the throw isn’t far enough. The keys curve in a steady arc through the air before landing with a jarring clink on the stone floor five feet in front of my cell door. 

The farffle guards clamp the shackle around Nella’s ankle and drag her across the middle of the dungeon. Tears stream down her face as she struggles. They toss her in the cell between Herockghyrra and me, slam the door after her, and retrieve the keys. 

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have tried to get the keys. I’m sorry I messed up.” 

I sigh. “No, I’m sorry I asked you. I’m sorry I brought you into this mess.” 

Thanks to me, Melltra has captured someone else. She now has a weapon to use against the naiads as well. 

I can’t fault Nella for trying to get the keys. I probably would’ve asked her to get them once she returned from her scouting mission anyway. 

That pricks even more guilt in my chest. Nella can’t be more than thirteen or fourteen. And I put her in danger. I should be a better princess and person than that. 

Nella sniffs. “I was glad to help. Honest. And I still got a message out, remember? I did help.” 

“Yes, you did.” I let out a long, slow breath. I’m only fifteen. The others in the dungeon are all the same age or younger. We can hardly be expected to know what to do in this situation. 

“So what do we do now?” Nella’s face appears in the window of her cell. She scrubs the last of her tears from her face. 

“Back to Plan A. Pick the locks.” Trygg’s smile is too wide, too cheery. But seeing it relaxes the knot in my chest and brings the light back into Nella’s eyes. 

“Trygg’s right, we’ll—” I freeze at the sound of boots tromping down the stairs to the dungeon once again. 

It isn’t time for our next meal yet. 

Quickly, I place the piece of metal across the latrine grate. The shiny end doesn’t blend in with the rust of the rest of it, but hopefully the farffle guards won’t have the brain power to notice it. I probably could’ve left it in the middle of the cell, but I don’t want to chance it. Not when that piece of metal could be our last chance for getting out of here. 

By the time I return to my cell’s window, the two guards stalk down the last stairs. 

What do they want? Are they taking one or two of us? 

They both pivot and head for my cell. 
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Chapter 16

A Monster’s Morning Breath Nearly Kills Me
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I do a better job of paying attention this time as the guards lead me up the stairs out of the dungeon. The dungeon stairs open up into a small room crawling with farffles, both the two other enchanted farffles-turned-silvarans and the rest still in rabbit form. 

This room leads into a passageway. This part of Eekrok Castle remains solid, and the passageway only goes in one direction. Which makes sense. The original builders of the castle weren’t going to put the entrance to the dungeon right next to the castle’s back door, as much as that would’ve been handy for us now. 

A few other rooms branch off this passageway, but from my quick glance inside as we pass, I don’t think any of them lead to the outdoors. 

We turn a corner and pass another tower, though the doorway to this one is blocked with fallen stones. We might be able to escape that way, but there is no way of knowing how many stones we—well, Herockghyrra—would have to move before we had an opening large enough to fit through. 

Once again, the guards take me around one more tower, this one intact and probably where Melltra is living, and the large double doors to the Great Hall loom to our right. Ahead of us, daylight shines through the hole in the wall where the gates to the castle keep once stood. Dead stalks of grass wither between the cracks in the cobblestones. One part of the outer castle wall that I can see from here is nothing but a pile of rubble. 

Out there is freedom. 

We just have to figure out a way to get there without getting caught by the farffles again. 

The guards pull me into the Great Hall. Like last time, Melltra sits on her half-burned throne. This time, daylight pools in patches on the floor and walls, leaving the places not touched by the sun in even darker shadows. 

I clench my fists and try not to shiver. It was bad, standing in the Great Hall facing this monster when I had Trygg and Herockghyrra beside me. 

But now is worse. Much worse. I’m alone. Does this mean she plans to kill me now? Has my dad’s unwillingness to fight made my dead body necessary to Melltra’s plan? 

I lose the battle with my shivers and give in to the trembles shaking through my legs and fingers. When the guards let go of my arms at the base of the dais, I collapse to my knees. I don’t even try to get back to my feet. It’s all I can do not to curl into a ball on the ground. 

I may be a princess in this world, but I can’t hold my head high the way Herockghyrra does. Somewhere—in another life, another realm—I’m a normal high school girl whose biggest concern is getting her science project done and fighting an annoying, high school crush. 

Not fighting a rogue magician-monster. Not wondering about a war that could get my dad killed. Not worrying about when my friends and I are going to die. 

“You had a naiad friend come to rescue you. Who else did you contact?” Melltra’s eyes gleam, as if the dragon half of her is roaring to be unleashed. 

“No one. Just Nella.” That is the truth. I only contacted her. She contacted the rest of her family. 

“You want me to believe you didn’t get a message out?” Melltra rises from her throne and stalks down the stairs toward me. Half way down, she morphs into her half-dragon form, her wings spreading out behind her. A purple-colored smoke drifts from between her parted lips, curling on its way to the floor. “Who else knows you are here?”

I don’t think she’d believe me if I lied and said no one. And I’m not about to tell the truth. That leaves me with only silence. 

More purple smoke gushes from her mouth. The first tendrils brush my skin. I cry out and scramble back, my skin burning and itching as if I’d brushed up against one of the stinging nettle plants that line the fields near our farmhouse in Michigan. 

Her smile widens to show off a mouth filled with pointed teeth. “Who else knows?” 

I shake my head. I can’t tell her anything. I won’t. 

She opens her mouth, and more smoke pours out, too much and too fast for me to scramble back quickly enough. 

The smoke coats my arms, digging into my skin, prickling even through the fabric of my slacks. I try to get to my feet. Try to run. 

But the guards push me back to the ground, right into a cloud of the purple smoke. 

My eyes flame. The skin on my face burns and itches. I gasp, and the smoke burns down my throat into my lungs. Somewhere, distantly, the guards grunt and squeal, and their hands leave my shoulders. 

But I can’t move. I cough and curl into a ball, rubbing at my face, my arms, my legs. I think I cry out. I’m not sure. I can’t be sure of anything beyond the burning, itching, flaming pulsing through and over and in my body. I’m gagging and coughing and gagging again. 

“Who else knows?” Melltra’s words slither through the renewed gust of smoke. 

I’m fifteen years old. I’m a princess in this realm, a normal high school girl in another. I’ve never even so much as broken a bone before. Right then, wrapped in the torture of the purple smoke, I do what any other fifteen-year-old would do in my place. 

I tell. 
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WAKING UP IN THIS DUNGEON cell is becoming all too familiar, as is the worry in Trygg’s voice as he calls my name. This time, Nella is also calling my name. 

It takes longer to pick out Brett’s voice. It’s now soft, weak, as he gasps out my name. He doesn’t have much longer before he falls unconscious. I don’t even have to check my internal clocks to know that. 

“I’m fine.” I say the words first in Averellian, then in English, even though my voice croaks like I have a toad stuck in my vocal chords. I clear my throat, but the inside of my mouth and my throat ache like I have strep throat. When I breathe in, my lungs throb so much I don’t think I’m imagining that I can physically feel them inside my chest. 

It’s harder to stagger to my feet than it was after being knocked out by the farffle venom. I grip the bars in my cell’s window to stay upright. 

“Ami! You’re—oh.” Trygg’s grin fades. “It’s a good thing there isn’t a mirror in your cell.” 

“What are you...” I trail off as I see the backs of my hands. They are covered in a bright red rash. My arms too are covered. “My face...is it...” 

“Sorry. It is. A little puffy too.” Trygg winces. “It’s just a rash, right? It should go away.” 

“It’s probably a reaction to the smoke Melltra breathes out. It isn’t regular smoke. It’s purple and stings and burns. It must be some sort of noxious gas.” I drag in another breath, trying to ignore the ache in my chest. The fumes are probably magical in nature, and I’m not sure what sort of reaction I might have to them. I lean against my cell’s door. “I think I told her about sending a message to the naiads. I’m not really sure what I said. I...” 

“It’s okay, Ami.” Trygg’s deep brown eyes are focused on me, his mouth flat and unsmiling. “Considering how bad you look...it must’ve been pretty horrible. I wish...” He shakes his head, his fingers tightening on the bars of his cell. 

I squeeze my eyes shut. Even my tears sting and burn. 

I don’t want to see Trygg like this. He’s Trygg. He doesn’t do serious. He’s supposed to be all grins and jokes and reckless daring. 

But if we get out of this alive, I don’t think any of us are going to be quite the same. We can’t be. 

“I’m sorry, Princess Amarani.” Nella’s voice quakes, and I don’t have to look to know she’s crying. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help more. I’m sorry I got caught getting the keys.” 

“No, I’m sorry.” Somewhere through the haze, I remember Melltra telling me, shortly before I blacked out, that none of us would be getting any more water. “She isn’t going to give us any more food. Or water.” 

That’s a death sentence for all of us, but most of all for Nella. The rest of us can last a few days without water, even though we will be miserable. But Nella is a naiad. They are water in many ways. She’ll die within a day—literally dry up where she is in her cell—without water. 

And she’s already used so much water sending her message and during the scouting mission. 

“Melltra didn’t ask about anything else besides the message the water creature sent?” Unlike the rest of us, Herockghyrra’s voice carries the same scornful tone it always does. 

I force my eyes open. I blink several times before my vision focuses enough to make out her face between the bars of her cell’s window. She isn’t looking at me, but inspecting something below the level of the window. Probably her fingernails again. 

“No, she didn’t.” It feels like that must be somehow important. Herockghyrra wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t. But I can’t seem to figure out what she’s getting at. 

Herockghyrra raises an eyebrow as she turns to face me. “Then I don’t know why everyone is losing hope and thinking this is the end of our chances. We still have this.” 

It takes me a few seconds to recognize the object she holds up. The piece of metal she’d broken off the grate in her cell. 

Plan A. 

A surge of new strength fills me, and my hands and legs grow steadier. This isn’t over yet. 

“Amy? If you’re planning on picking the locks, you’re...” Brett’s voice trails off into a cough. He gathers a deep breath. “You’re going to have to do it soon if you want pointers from me.” 

I pull myself straighter. I’m not fragile. I’m not going to break. Not with one setback. Not with fifty. 

Because this is about more than me. It’s about more than my streaming eyes, congested nose, and itching, puffy skin. It’s even about more than just my life. 

It’s about Brett. Trygg. Herockghyrra. Nella. All of our parents. And preventing a war. 

The war twenty years ago destroyed some parts of Averell so badly the land still remains burnt and desolate. Many families, like my dad, still mourn those who were lost. 

Right now, down in this dungeon, none of us can be normal high school kids. Not if we want any hope of surviving this. 

“We have two pieces now, Brett. We’ll pick the lock with those.” I take in a deep breath.

“Good.” He coughs. “You’ll need one piece for a tension bar and one to do the actual picking. The tension bar will have to have its end bent ninety degrees and flattened until it fits in the lock. The other piece should have a small, slender tip.”

“Got it.” I retrieve the piece of metal I’d broken off my grate, hold it up, and switch to Averellian. “We don’t have time to wait for one of us to manage to break two pieces off. Herockghyrra has one, and I have one. We need to pass one piece of metal to the other to have that person pick the lock.” 

Herockghyrra meets my gaze. “I’m not trusting you with my piece. How do I know you won’t leave me behind?” 

I hold her gaze as boldly and defiantly as I can. She’s a dragon. Oddly enough, she’ll respect me more if I’m confrontational instead of meek and pleading. “I know you don’t know me. But you know my dad’s reputation. You know how honest and sincere he has been in his dealings with your Flame. Respect him. Respect me. I am my father’s daughter. I give you my solemn word I am not going to leave anyone behind in this dungeon.” 

Herockghyrra’s eyes burn into me, as if she can pierce her way into my heart. I stare right back. If she wants to take a look into my heart, she’ll see I mean exactly what I say. 

Her chin dips, a tiny acknowledgement that she has seen my sincerity. “All right. But I want to be unlocked first. If any of those farffles notice what is going on, you’ll want me standing guard while you pick the locks for the others.” 

“How do I know you won’t just leave us behind?” In my gut, I don’t think she will, but I ask anyway. I have to hear her heart resonating in her words the same way she’d needed to hear mine. 

“Dragons might have a different sort of honor than silvarans, but we do have it.” Herockghyrra’s gaze remains locked on mine. “I will not leave you behind, and I promise you, I will defend you with my life’s flame.” 

“From what I saw, we’re going to have to fight our way out. There’s no way to sneak past the pack of farffles sitting at the top of the dungeon stairs.” 

A slow, toothy grin spread across Herockghyrra’s face. Dragon’s teeth in a girl’s face. “Perfect.” 

“Aww, you do care about us. I’m touched.” Trygg’s comment breaks the solemnity of the moment. Not that I would have expected anything less. 

Herockghyrra glares in Trygg’s direction as if she can scorch the stones to get to him. “If it was just you in this dungeon, grass-eater, I’d leave you behind in a spark’s flash.” 

“Oh, come now. Admit it. You’ve become fond of us, in spite of yourself. Might we even consider ourselves friends?” 

“Absolutely not.” Herockghyrra sniffs, but for some reason, the sniff doesn’t contain the same amount of scorn I’d heard in it over the past few days. “I wouldn’t be friends with you for all the flame of my ancestors.” 

Coming from a dragon, that is the equivalent of a big group hug and sitting down to make friendship bracelets. 

“Of course not. I like being friends with you too.” Trygg meets my gaze, grins, and winks. 

Best to get this conversation back on track before Herockghyrra decides to burn Trygg’s tail off the moment I have both of them free just to show how friendly she is. 

“Herockghyrra,” I don’t let myself wince at how silvaran and non-dragon my pronunciation of her name sounds, “Does one of the ends of your piece of metal fit in the lock on your shackle?” 

She bends down long enough to test it. “Yes.” 

“Can you bend that end into a ninety degree angle?” 

Herockghyrra shoots me a look sarcastic enough to have been the dragon version of rolling her eyes. She presses the piece of metal against the bar of her cell, holds it in place with one hand, and leans her weight into bending the end with the other. Except for the tightening of her jaw and the slowness that the metal bends, I wouldn’t have been able to tell it’s even difficult for her. 

She brandishes the bent metal. “Now what?” 

“Now I think you’re going to have to throw that to me.” I look from her to the piece of metal, and back. “As long as you hit the center of my door, the metal will slide down and land in front of the slot for my food, and I should be able to grab it.”

She eyes the piece of metal and my cell across the dungeon from her. 

I don’t have to tell her she has only one chance. If she misses...if the metal ricochets or falls short...we won’t have a second chance. We don’t have a way to retrieve it. 

Herockghyrra grips the metal in her hand and narrows her eyes. “You’d better duck.” 
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Chapter 17

Apparently, You Can Learn Anything on the Internet
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I sit with my back to the door, clench my fists, and hold my breath. Is she planning to throw it through the cell window?

If Herockghyrra misses, I’ll have to come up with another plan. Maybe she can rip off another piece of her metal grate, even if I doubt I can pry up any more from mine. Maybe Trygg will succeed in getting a piece, though if he has to throw the metal piece over to my cell, we are all doomed. 

Something flashes through the light from the glowstone, glinting, before it clanks against the far wall of my cell and tumbles to the floor. 

Trust a dragon to pick the harder method—and execute it flawlessly. But dragons do have superior eyesight, even in their silvaran form. 

“Perfect throw.” I scramble to my feet and retrieve Herockghyrra’s piece of metal. I don’t have to peer out my cell window to see her smug expression. I switch to English. “Okay. I have both pieces of metal. What next?” 

“Do both pieces fit in the keyhole for your shackle?” Brett’s voice is soft, weak. I’m not sure how much longer we’ll have. Is he even still sitting up? Or curled up on the floor fighting unconsciousness? 

I sit with my back to the door and test both pieces. My piece slides all the way back; Herockghyrra’s only to the bend. “Yes, they do.” 

“Good.” Brett drags in a deep breath. “Are Averellian locks a lot like locks on Earth? Especially padlocks? If they aren’t, we’re going to be in trouble.” 

I study the shackle around my ankle, thinking. Locks are fairly simple mechanisms at their heart. Averell has its fair share of sliding bolts and door knobs. The shackles even look similar to the pictures of shackles I’ve seen in history books in my high school classes. “I think they should be similar. Like I said, Averell and Earth influence each other. If one or the other came up with the idea of how to best construct locks, it was probably transferred to the other over time.” 

“Good. That makes things easier. The basic design of a padlock hasn’t changed all that much since the Middle Ages, and if these shackles are a lot like the locks from the Middle Ages on Earth, picking them shouldn’t be all that hard.” Brett coughs and makes a noise that almost sounds like a groan. 

“Are you all right?” 

“I’m as fine as I can be.” Brett’s tone is so sharp, I know better than to press further. Then again, it doesn’t do him any good to question his health when the only thing that can help him is picking this lock and getting us out of here. “The bent piece of metal is the tension bar. The other one is the pick. Insert the pick into the lock, press down hard, and drag back slowly toward you along the side the jagged end of the key would be. You should feel and hear a series of clicks. Count them. That’s how many pins this lock has.” 

I follow his instructions. The pick is firm in my grip. At first, I drag the pick back and don’t hear any clicks. I try the other way, and this time as I pull the pick back toward the keyhole, I feel something click back into place. Twice. “Two pins.” 

“Okay. These are pretty basic locks.” Brett makes another stifled moaning noise before his voice strengthens. “Insert the tension bar and apply a light amount of pressure in the way the key would turn. Then all you should have to do is drag your pick back and forth over the pins until they fall into place. The lock should just click open, probably in under two minutes. Honestly, this simple form of picking is more luck than skill.” 

“Really? That’s it?” Somehow, I’ve always had it in my head that picking locks is harder than that. 

“Yep, at least for an old lock like this.” 

It takes a few seconds to figure out how to position the tension bar so that I can apply pressure to it with my left hand, steady the shackle around my ankle, and still freely access the key hole with the pick in my right hand. 

With pressure on the tension bar, I drag the pick back and forth over the pins. 

Something clicks, and the tension bar in my hand gives. I apply a bit more pressure, and the shackle pops open. 

For a moment, all I can do is stare. “What was that? Two seconds? And your basic padlock is just like this? Now I’m strangely paranoid. I’m going to have to upgrade the padlock on my locker and bike.” 

Nothing but silence. 

“Brett?” I stand, the tension bar and pick in my hand. “Are you all right?” 

Still nothing. He must be either unconscious or no longer able to form words loud enough for me to hear. 

I don’t have any time to waste. I stand on my tiptoes and reach my hands through the bars of my cell. The door cuts into my underarms, but I can just reach the lock. I can’t see it this time, which makes it harder. 

“You got your shackle off?” Trygg presses his face against the bars. 

“Yes, now don’t distract me.” I insert the pick and count the pins. Three pins this time. I wiggle the tension bar in the lock, trying to figure out what way the lock turns. Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to picture the way I would normally turn a key in an Averellian lock. 

I put pressure on the tension bar and rake my pick through the lock. The pins are stiffer in this lock than in the shackle. 

Nearly a full minute passes before something clicks in the lock. The tension bar gives, and I turn it. 

My door pops open so suddenly I stagger forward and nearly fall. Regaining my balance, I grin and hold up the lock picks. “I think I’m getting the hang of it.” 

Herockghyrra glares at me. “Remember, you promised.” 

“I know.” I stroll over to her cell and work at the lock. It’s easier facing the lock instead of picking it through my cell window. This lock clicks open in half a minute. 

Her shackle takes longer. The lock is stiff. The pins don’t move easily. 

Two long, agonizing minutes later, the shackle finally clicks. I turn the tension bar and the shackle cracks open. 

Herockghyrra rips it off her leg. With a toothy smile, she saunters into the center of the dungeon. In a blink, she’s a small dragon standing as tall as my shoulder with a wing span as wide as she is long. Her scales shine a burnished red with streaks of yellow running along her wings. She stretches her wings as far as she can in the cramped space in the center of the dungeon, shaking her head and lashing her tail as if working kinks out of muscles too long unused. 

When she starts for the stairs, I hold my breath. Is she going to leave? None of us could stop her, but if she leaves, the rest of us won’t be able to escape. We need her to help us fight our way past the farffles, and, once the farffles realize a jail break is happening, they’ll swarm me before I can pick any more locks. 

Herockghyrra glances over her shoulder, gives me a nod, and settles into a crouch at the base of the stairs. Keeping watch, just as she promised. 

Even with her watching, I don’t have time to waste. I pick the locks on Nella’s cell and shackles, then Trygg’s. As soon as Trygg is free of his shackle and his cell, he changes into his unicorn form and shakes his mane. 

Heart in my throat, I hurry to pick the lock to Brett’s cell. When the lock finally gives, I fling the door open. 

Brett is slumped against the wall separating his cell from mine near the door, eyes closed, body so still. Too still. 

“Brett?” I kneel next to him and shake his shoulder. His head flops back and forth. 

Is he alive? His shoulder is warm beneath my fingers. Would he still be warm if he had died? 

I fumble for his wrist and press my index and middle fingers to his skin as I’d seen on TV. Is that a pulse I feel? Or am I imagining things? 

Nella sinks onto her knees next to me. She holds her fingers under Brett’s nose. “He’s still alive, but he doesn’t look too good.” 

She’s right. Brett’s face is nearly as gray as the stones around us. 

“He needs unicorn horn powder.” 

Trygg sticks his head into the cell and scrapes his horn against the wall over Brett’s head. I retrieve the powder left on the wall. 

Nella cups her hands. A mouthful or two of water fills her palms. Unlike a human, not a drop of water drips between her hands. She holds her hands out to me. “I know it isn’t much, but it is all I can spare until I have a drink myself.” 

“Thanks, Nella.” I sprinkle the unicorn horn powder into the water and stir it in. “If I hold him, can you dribble it into his mouth?” 

Nella nods. I do my best to prop Brett up, and somehow his head ends up in my lap. His mouth flops partially open, and Nella trickles the water into his mouth. Brett coughs and swallows. Some of the water dribbles out of his mouth and drools over his cheeks. Hopefully enough of the unicorn horn powder got into his system. 

I pick the lock on Brett’s shackle and stuff my makeshift lock picking tools into my pocket in case I need them again. 

Standing, I face Nella, Trygg, and Herockghyrra. All of them, even Herockghyrra, are watching me. Waiting for me to come up with the plan. 

I’m not sure why they have decided I’m the leader. But apparently that’s what I am. 

I straighten my shoulders. “As both Nella and I saw, we can’t sneak past the farffles. They are packed in there at the top of the stairs. So our only way out is to hit them fast and hard and hope we can get through. Herockghyrra, you go first. You’ll have to clear the way. Trygg, you go next. You’ll have to fend off any that get past her.” 

Herockghyrra snorts a cloud of smoke. 

“If any get past her.” I add, even though it probably doesn’t hurt if Herockghyrra is angry. “Nella and I will carry Brett. We’ll have our hands full, so it’s up to the two of you to make sure we don’t get bit too many times.” 

Herockghyrra and Trygg both nod. 

I heft Brett to his feet and flop one of his arms over my shoulder and hold it there. Nella takes Brett’s other arm. She wrinkles her nose. “He’s even more dried out than I am.” 

She can probably sense the water in his body. Feel the heat in his skin even more than I can. 

Right now, it would have been nice if I knew a bit of magic. Unlike almost every other race in Averell, silvarans don’t have a second form. All we do have is an aptitude for magic, but studying magic takes years. It’s a lot like a doctor or a scientist. Magicians have to study long hours for decades. I won’t even start doing basic spells until I’m sixteen. Up until now, all I’ve learned is theory. 

I give a nod to Herockghyrra. “All right. Let’s go.” 

She breaks into her grin, even toothier in her dragon form, and sidles up the stairs as if on her way to a shopping trip. 

Trygg clops up the stairs. Nella and I follow, dragging Brett between us. Even sharing Brett’s weight, I struggle to haul him up each stair. 

Nella and I are only half way up when Herockghyrra roars. Squeals and shrieks fill the air, and I try not to think about swarms of farffles being scorched by Herockghyrra’s flame. But these farffles are enchanted. They would swarm us if given half the chance. 

We reach the top of the stairs and step into a room filled with smoke and ash and the stench of burnt hair and meat. I do my best not to look at the scorched rabbit bodies around the edges of the room. 

Nella gags and presses one hand to her mouth. I hurry us through the room as quickly as possible. 

As we step into the hallway, Herockghyrra roars and shoots another long tongue of flame in front of her. Trygg lowers his head and jabs at a farffle that got past her, keeping the farffle from biting the softer scales along Herockghyrra’s stomach. 

“Keep moving.” I pant and heft Brett higher. His head lolls forward. “We have to get out of here before she has a chance to stop us.” 

Trygg takes a moment to glance over his shoulder at me and shake his mane. I agree with him. Herockghyrra hasn’t exactly been subtle about this escape. We have to hurry. 

We round the corner by the collapsed tower and sprint down the next corridor. Fewer farffles oppose us this time. Are they retreating instead of trying to face Herockghyrra? I wouldn’t blame them. Herockghyrra is fierce in her dragon form, her eyes burning with the same intensity and glint as the fire licking around the corners of her mouth. 

One more corner, then we’ll be able to see the exit. 

Brett’s body sags against me. My fingers are growing slick with sweat, and I struggle to keep my grip on his arm and around his waist. On his other side, Nella is shaking. Her lips are cracked, her eyes glassy. She isn’t in much better shape than Brett, but she keeps doggedly bearing his weight. 

Herockghyrra bursts around the corner, Trygg’s hooves clacking on the stones in her wake. Nella and I stagger after them. 

I nearly step on Herockghyrra’s tail, throwing myself sideways into Brett and Nella as we lurch to a halt. 

Herockghyrra heaves in and out, sounding like a bellows in an old-fashioned blacksmith’s shop stoking a flame. Trygg paws the ground with a hoof and brandishes his horn. 

I tighten my grip on Brett as my heart sinks into my toes. 

Across from us, Melltra stands in front of the exit in her dragon-monster form, a swarm of farffles bouncing around her feet and hissing. Purple smoke leaks from between Melltra’s jaws. 

We aren’t going to make it. 
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18

We Charge Into a War
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In front of us, Melltra laughs a jet of purple smoke. “Did you think you could escape me?” 

If we hadn’t been trapped, Trygg would’ve changed into his silvaran form, snorted, and made some comment about villains and their clichéd phrases. 

I tighten my grip on Brett. “Nella, you should go.” 

She, at least, could escape by turning into water and filtering through the cracks in the stones. 

Herockghyrra, too, could probably escape. If she lunged to her right, she could fly up and out the holes in the Great Hall. 

But Trygg, Brett, and I are going to be captured. We don’t have a means of escape. Herockghyrra, being only a teenage dragon, might be able to carry one of us. But the other two would be captured. 

Nella shakes her head, but her voice is tiny and fragile. “I’m not going to leave you.” 

“It does us no good if you’re captured with us. Go.” 

Nella drops Brett’s arm, gives me one last look, and melts into a puddle. I stagger with all of Brett’s weight now resting on my shoulder, but I’m careful not to step on Nella’s quickly disappearing puddle. 

“Herockghyrra, you should go too.” I say it in an undertone too low for Melltra to hear, but one of Herockghyrra’s long, slim ears flick back in my direction and her tail lashes, if in a sarcastic reply. 

“I know you promised you wouldn’t leave us behind, but you’re the only one with a hope of stopping a war. Your mother won’t listen to me or Trygg, but she will listen to you. And my dad will listen when you tell him where to find us.” I struggle to keep my grip on Brett as he slowly slips to the ground. “And can you take him too? He needs help, and he never should’ve been a part of this.” 

I’m not sure if I’m getting through to her. She growls and shoots a burst of flame at Melltra and the farffles. 

Melltra puffs out a thicker cloud of smoke, and Herockghyrra’s flame winks out when it touches the smoke. 

“Please. It does no good if all of us are recaptured.” I let Brett slide all the way to the floor, my arms aching too much to hold him anymore. “And Brett will die in less than a day without help.” 

If I can at least get Brett to safety, then I won’t be a complete failure. He isn’t even of this realm. He shouldn’t have to die in it because of some half-dragon, half-silvaran monster’s twisted version of a war that happened over twenty years ago. 

I don’t really want to die because of that either, but at least I’m my dad’s daughter. I’m a part of Averell as surely as I’m a part of Earth. 

Slowly, Herockghyrra gives a bob of her head. 

I let out a breath and drag Brett closer to her so that she can grab him quickly. 

As I step back, Trygg changes back into a boy and joins me. “When she gets out of here, climb on my back and we’ll charge her. It’s a slim chance but...”

“But we’re going to go out fighting. Got it.” I nod, but then I can’t help myself. I give Trygg a quick hug. “Thank you for agreeing to come along that day, and for being my friend all these years.” 

He winks and grins back, even if the grin doesn’t flash in his eyes like it usually does. “I’m just glad I have a friend that puts up with me.” 

In a wink, he’s a unicorn again, muscles braced for a burst of energy. 

Melltra flaps her wings and roars. Her farffles jump toward us. 

Herockghyrra roars back, grabs Brett, and jumps through the double doors to the Great Hall. She swats the first few farffles out of the way with her tail. Within a bound, she’s airborne, cradling Brett’s limp form in her claws. Her wings strain to carry her and her burden upward. 

Trygg bends a foreleg, and I scramble onto his back and grip his mane. I have some experience riding, as Dad has a large stable at Largone Castle, and horses are still the most reliable way to travel Averell besides the gnomes’ underground rail system. 

But I’ve never ridden a unicorn before. You don’t ride a unicorn. They aren’t pets. They aren’t beasts of burden. 

I bend low and grip Trygg’s ribcage with my legs as he launches himself from a standstill nearly to a gallop. The first few farffles don’t have time to bite him as he whips past. 

We hurtle into the purple smoke. Trygg staggers, snorting and huffing. I gasp and cough, my own lungs burning. It must be so much worse for Trygg with his bigger lungs and wider nostrils meant for outrunning the wind. 

He staggers again, and I feel his strength giving out. My own grip on his mane is loosening. Tears stream from my eyes. When I cough, globs of drool and snot spatter into the air. 

Trygg sinks to his knees. I should slide off, but I can’t seem to find the strength to move. I’m slumped across his neck. 

Perhaps Melltra plans to kills us now. Let us suffocate in this noxious gas now that her plan has failed. 

There’s something fitting, dying with Trygg like this. Our escapades when we were young probably should’ve gotten one or both of us killed a time or two. I guess I never expected this to be the one that does it. 

But that’s the thing with death. It rarely comes along when you expect it. 

“Trygg...I...” I’m not even sure what I’m trying to say before my throat closes. 

He changes back into a boy, and we’re lying side by side on the stone floor, coughing and struggling to breathe. He pats my shoulder, his mouth working like he is trying to make a joke even now. 

This is it. We aren’t going to make it. 

Water erupts from the floor all around us, blasting the purple smoke until it, the farffles, and Melltra are pushed back. 

I gasp in my first decent breath in too many minutes as four naiads form out of the water around us. Two of them help Trygg stagger to his feet while the other two keep the wall of water surging around us. 

Another column of water bursts from the floor to Trygg’s right and solidifies into a grinning Nella. She wraps her arm around the waist of the naiad next to her. “This is my dad.” 

“Pleased to meet you.” I give a bow, and Trygg bobs his head. I’m not sure if I am technically supposed to bow to him, but at this point, he’s saving our lives. Protocol doesn’t really apply anymore. 

The wall of water holds, but purple smoke now curls through it. The naiads’ faces are taut. I turn back to Nella’s dad. “I think we’d better hurry up the escape.” 

Her dad nods. “We sent a messenger to Largone Castle, but he was unable to locate your mother, and your father has already left for the Affalla Fields to face the dragons.” 

The Affalla Fields. They are several hours walking distance from here, and none of the gnome underground railways run from the desolate Eekrok Castle to the Fields. 

If Dad is already engaged in battle with the dragons, there’s no way the naiad messenger will reach him, nor will Dad be able to stop the battle on the word of a single naiad. The dragons won’t listen. 

All that can stop the war now is Herockghyrra, Trygg, and I getting there as quickly as possible. 

“Thank you for all you’ve done.” I give him my best princess smile. Not the fake one. The genuine one, just a bit more dignified than the one I wear around my friends. 

Nella’s dad, Nella, and the other naiad on Trygg’s left turn to join the two naiads holding back Melltra and her evil farffle minions. They don’t have to explain the plan. It’s pretty simple. When they clear a path, Trygg runs and I hang on. 

Trygg turns back into a unicorn, and I clamber on his back once again. My nose is still clogged and dripping mucus from the purple smoke. Shrugging, I wipe the snot on my sleeve and fist my fingers tighter in Trygg’s mane. A girl has to do what a girl has to do sometimes. 

Trygg snorts, spattering the ground with horse mucus. His deep breath fills his rib cage between my legs. 

Nella and her dad twine ropes of water around their arms. Lifting their arms, they shoot the water into the ranks of farffles. One huge shaft of water blasts into Melltra’s chest, pressing her back against the wall. 

An alley opens with walls of water keeping the farffles at bay. 

Trygg lunges into a full gallop within two strides. I cling to his back, gripping with my legs. For a moment, I feel myself sliding, and I tighten my hold. I can’t let myself fall off. 

The opening for the main doors looms in front of us. Trygg bursts through and dashes across the courtyard to the hole in the outer wall where the gates had once guarded the castle. 

As we gallop through, a roar sounds overhead. I glance up and spot Herockghyrra swooping low. I risk letting go with one hand and point ahead of us. “The Affalla Fields!” 

Herockghyrra dives lower, and I shout again. This time she bobs her head and sweeps her wings to push herself higher into the sky. I’ve always heard dragons have good hearing. Hopefully that’s true. 

Trygg stretches out into a ground-eating run, every muscle straining and surging in a powerful rhythm underneath me. I lean low over his neck and try to match his rhythm. 

I glance over my shoulder. The naiads must have retreated into the ground. A swarm of farffles pours from the hole in the abandoned castle’s wall. 

This time, we can’t let the farffles catch us. We have a war to stop. 

Mucus streams from Trygg’s nostrils, blown out with each breath. Above us, Herockghyrra’s wings beat, even though I can barely hear the sound beyond the thunder of Trygg’s hooves. She still grips Brett’s limp body in her claws. 

We stay in Herockghyrra’s shadow as we race across the meadows and fields. Trygg is running flat out, faster than a horse on Earth can run. 

I glance over my shoulder again, but I can’t see the farffles. Maybe we lost them. Maybe we haven’t. I don’t dare tell Trygg to slow down. 

Trygg charges on. Up a hill, down the far side. Up the next hill. On and on without pause. 

A horse on Earth would have slowed, but Trygg keeps galloping full tilt, each muscle surging in perfect rhythm. 

Overhead, Herockghyrra beats her wings, dropping lower in the sky. Brett’s weight must be dragging her down. She isn’t a large dragon, and he’s a limp burden in her claws. 

In another mile, Trygg staggers. I can’t help a small scream as he lurches forward. He catches himself and continues galloping. But his stride is more strained. The surge of his muscles uneven beneath me. 

Herockghyrra drops lower. Low enough I can hear the whump of her wings even above Trygg’s pounding hooves. 

“The Affalla Fields are only a mile or so ahead.” I lean forward to shout as close to Trygg’s ear as I can get. I’m not sure if he hears me. 

He doesn’t slow. Clear liquid flies from his nostrils with each heave of his lungs. What if he hurts himself? Strains a muscle? I’ve heard that race horses can literally run until their heart gives out or bursts. What if Trygg does that now? 

Herockghyrra is soaring only about thirty feet above the ground. It’s a good thing there are no forests anywhere near here or her wings would clip the trees. 

A tall hill looms in front of us. Trygg lunges up the hill. He’s gasping for breath, his rib cage heaving beneath me. 

Herockghyrra clears the hill by only twenty feet. Trygg crests the hill in her shadow. 

A valley spreads out below us, the grass a dark, vibrant green. But now the green is nearly covered on our left with my dad’s army and his unicorn allies. Blue and green sparkling domes cover the front of the army, holding back the fire from several swooping dragons. More dragons in all the colors of the rainbow from an iridescent red to a deep gold and even a burnished black swarm the blue-purple sky overheard. 

Somehow, Trygg lengthens his stride once again. Globs of mucus tinged pink with blood snort into the air and spatter his neck and me. Sweat coats his neck and shoulder, flecking white and cream against dark, soaked fur. My slacks are soaked through with Trygg’s sweat, my fingers slick against Trygg’s mane. 

The Flame of the dragons, a huge red dragon, dives toward where my dad stands next to the Stallion of the unicorns. She opens her mouth and a jet of flame streams toward them. 

At the last minute, a light blue dome spreads above them, shielding them from the flames. Ellis Melkor, the castle magician crouches next to Dad, his hands raised above his head. 

Herockghyrra flaps her giant wings and shoots ahead of Trygg and me. She stretches out her neck and lets out a roar that rings in my ears. 

The Flame’s fire cuts off as if doused by a firehose. She wheels and her slitted eyes appear to focus on Herockghyrra. The rest of the dragons cut off their fire as well and turn. 

Herockghyrra flaps one last time, glides closer to the ground, and crashes on her side on the grass, turning back to her silvaran form. Brett’s limp form rolls several times before he comes to rest on his back.

Trygg staggers the last few yards and collapses to his front knees. I slide off and let myself fall. I land on my back on the spongy grass as Trygg changes into a silvaran and flops to the ground. 
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Chapter 19

We Return to Reality, Sort Of
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“Trygg?” I crawl to his side. “Are you all right?”

He rolls, heaving panting breaths. Blood trickles from his nose. But he nods. 

“You should get up and walk. All your muscles will cramp if you don’t.” I grip his arm and pull. 

He struggles to his feet and leans on me. His skin drips with sweat, his clothes and hair soaked. He reeks, but I don’t pull away. He deserves my help after he carried me for miles. 

Herockghyrra pushes to her feet and sweeps her hair back from her sweat-soaked face. Beside her, Brett is still and white as dandelion fluff. I want to check for a pulse, but we have to make sure the war doesn’t start again first. 

The Flame lands and changes into a woman. She races forward a few steps, then halts a few feet from Herockghyrra. Herockghyrra steps forward and gives her mother a restrained, polite hug. I’m not sure how demonstrative they might have been without all of us watching, but with a large audience, I’m surprised Herockghyrra and her mother even hugged as much as they had. 

“Ami!”

I turn and let go of Trygg just in time to face Dad when he wraps me in a tight hug. I press my face against his shoulder. 

We’re safe. Melltra can’t touch us now. We stopped the war. And Brett will be fine once we get him back to Earth shortly. 

For the first time in several days, I don’t have to be the adult. I can be a fifteen-year-old kid again, letting my dad make the decisions. I’m more than happy to let him. 

“Ami.” My dad’s voice breaks, and that brings a lump to my own throat. I’ve never heard Dad’s voice sound like that. 

Well, maybe once before. The time he’d told us as much as he ever would about his parents’ deaths. 

“I love you.” I can’t remember the last time I said that to Dad. I should say it more. To all of my family. “I’m sorry.” 

Dad pulls away. “Don’t ever do that again. You’re in big trouble.” 

“I know. And I’ll take whatever punishment you give me.” I glance over my shoulder. 

Herockghyrra talks with her mother, both of them poised once again. Trygg has an arm over his uncle’s shoulders while his dad wipes the blood from his nose. Both Trygg’s dad and uncle are speaking so rapidly I doubt even Trygg can make out what they’re saying. It will only get worse when Trygg returns to the rest of the herd and gets an earful from his mom. 

I turn back to Dad. “All of us were captured by Melltra Larrona. She has enchanted a swarm of farffles to do her bidding. They bite until they knock someone out. And, worse, she has figured out a way to enchant a farffle into the form of a silvaran.” 

“She did...what?” Dad blinks and sweeps a glance around before focusing back on me. 

“She started this war by kidnapping all of us and angering the Flame. She planned to kill each of us one by one to aggravate the war when she deemed necessary.” I point back the way we came. “She’s holed up in the ruins of Eekrok Castle.” 

Dad straightens, his face hardening into his kingly expression. “If we hurry, we can attack her now.” 

He strides past me and meets the Flame and the Stallion as they both step forward, probably after getting similar information from Herockghyrra and Trygg. It isn’t exactly an alliance. More a ceasefire. 

Within minutes, Dad barks orders, arranging the war party to go to Eekrok Castle and a few men to escort me home. 

The Flame and her dragons launch into the sky, headed for Eekrok Castle. As my dad, his men, and the unicorns set off after the dragons, I turn toward home. 
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I SIT ON ONE OF THE kitchen chairs next to Ryan’s bed in the farmhouse in Michigan. Brett lies still, buried in the covers on the bed. After several hours in Michigan, the color has almost returned to his face. 

Mom also perches on a kitchen chair we carried into the bedroom. As soon as I had stumbled through the portal dragging Brett and explained what had happened over in Averell in the time since Dad sent them to Michigan to be safe, Gary went through the portal to assist Dad. Mom sent Ryan off with the car on some errand or other. I wasn’t sure what errand was so important that it had to be done at two in the morning, but I didn’t ask. 

In the hours we’d waited, I’d been lectured by Mom for wandering off. I didn’t even try to argue. I shouldn’t have done what I did. 

Brett stirs and groans. He blinks, staring up at the ceiling. 

“Are you all right?” I lean closer, gripping the edge of my chair. 

He sits up and rubs at his temple. “I think so. Are we home?” 

Home, as in Michigan. I nod. “We made it, barely. You were more dead than alive, but a few hours here has turned you around.” 

Mom stands. “You’ll probably feel like you’re recovering from the flu for the next few days, but you’ll be fine now. When you’re able, you probably should eat and drink something.” 

Brett blinks at her. “Mrs. Corin. Or should that be Your Majesty?” 

Mom’s mouth curves into a small smile. “Just Mrs. Corin. I’m not a queen here.” 

Brett nods, but I can see he’s struggling to wrap his mind around that. It probably doesn’t make a lot of sense, so wholly embracing our two identities, yet also being able to separate them depending on what realm we’re in. We can’t think of ourselves as a princess or queen or king over in this realm any more than we can act less than royalty over in Averell. 

“And Melltra? What happened to her?” Brett glances between us. 

“We don’t know yet.” I clench my fists. What if Dad got hurt fighting her? 

“She got away.” Dad’s voice comes from the doorway a moment before he steps inside the room. He’s still dressed in his Averellian clothes with his crown and everything. He probably isn’t going to stay in Michigan long. “By the time the dragons got there, she had already cleared out. Her and all of her farffles. We tracked them for a ways across the wasted fields but lost their scent in all the ash.” 

I blow out a long breath and stare at my hands in my lap. This isn’t over. I hadn’t even realized how much I wanted Melltra to be captured and all danger to be over until now I know it isn’t. 

I’m not sure why this makes me think of what Melltra said about my parents and the end of the last war twenty years ago. Perhaps because it was unfinished business from that war that nearly started this one. “She said you guys cast her out. That both you and the dragons refused to give her a home after her parents were killed. Is that true?” 

Dad crosses his arms. “Melltra Larrona was lying. Manipulating you. At the end of the war, we tried to get her to come back to Largone Castle with us. Yes, the dragons refused to recognize her as one of them, but we offered to let her stay there. She was the one who refused.” 

Mom rests her hand on my shoulder. “Did you really think we would have turned a teenager away like that?” 

No, I hadn’t really believed that. Not truly, had I? 

But there was a moment there in Melltra’s dungeon when I had doubted my parents. 

I should have known better. Story of my life right now. 

“What happened to her? I mean, how did she become like she is?” I glance from Mom to Dad. “I’ve met other people who are half-dragon and half-silvaran or half-unicorn. Usually they don’t end up...like her.” 

Dad shakes his head. “Her parents, Bircra and Fyrrgoghrr were experimenting with magic in ways magic should never be tested. They were doing spells like what Melltra did to change the farffles into silvaran forms. My parents suspected then, and I do as well, that those magical experiments harmed Melltra and made her what she is.” 

I lean back in my chair. It isn’t my parents’ fault. Not in the slightest. 

The door of the farmhouse slams.

“Don’t slam the door.” Dad mumbles under his breath. 

“I got everything!” Ryan shouts as footsteps stomp up the stairs. He bursts into his room with a bundle of clothes in his arms. “The white shirt and jeans were easy. I think I got your right size, Brett, but the shoes were interesting. We couldn’t remember the exact shoes you were wearing, so hopefully your mom doesn’t notice the difference.” 

I straighten. “Dad, did you find my getaway bag at Eekrok Castle? It had Brett’s clothes in it.” 

Dad shakes his head. “No. Melltra must have taken it with her.” 

That knot cinches tighter in my stomach. Nothing should come of it. Brett’s Earth clothes will disintegrate in Averell. Melltra will have no way to figure out where they came from or why they are falling apart. They will simply disappear. 

But it is concerning. We are never supposed to leave anything from Earth in Averell. We’ve never done it before, and I can see on Mom’s, Dad’s, and Ryan’s faces that they don’t like it any better than I do. Dad and Mom probably worse. 

Ryan tosses the clothes on the bed. “Everyone clear out. All right, Brett. Time to get you looking like yourself again.” 

I follow Mom and Dad from the room. Once we reach the living room, I plop onto my favorite end of the couch. I’m surprisingly tired, as if I was the one who ran for miles across Averell. “Are Trygg, Nella, and Herockghyrra all right?” 

Because I had to get Brett to Earth as quickly as possible, I hadn’t been able to stick around long enough to see how the rest of my friends are doing. 

After Mom claims her end of the couch, Dad sinks into his leather easy chair. “We met your friend Nella and her family halfway to Largone Castle. They are unscathed, though a few suffered from inhaling the noxious smoke.” 

I touch my face. While waiting for Brett to wake up, I took the time to inspect the rash on my face in Ryan’s mirror. Some of the swelling must have gone down since Trygg first told me how horrible I looked, and I think being on Earth has helped since the bumps now feel smaller beneath my fingers. 

“Are they staying at the castle? I invited Nella to visit and said I’d take her shopping, though she’ll understand if I tell her I can’t because I’m grounded.” I glance between Dad and Mom.

“We’ll...have to discuss what punishment we think is appropriate.” Mom glances at Dad. Uh, oh. One of those looks. Not sure what it means for how much trouble I’m in. 

“Before I forget, Chieftess Mizzorami of the Ellian Forest dryads may pay a visit. Something I said to her may have been taken as an invitation. If she does, I promised she’d get the best hospitality we can give her as thanks for the hospitality she gave me and Trygg.” Not that I doubt Dad and Mom would give her anything less than the best. That’s why they are so well-respected in Averell after all. “And I may have promised an ogre named Grundel a prime, fully organic, non-magically modified steer in exchange for not eating us.” 

“I think I’ll have to hear the full story one of these days.” Dad looks and sounds almost impressed. 

“It’s a long one.” I shake my head. “Trygg? Herockghyrra? Are they okay?”

“Trygg and Herockghyrra both seemed to be recovering well when I checked on them before coming here.” Dad leans his elbows on his knees. “The Flame asked that we reopen treaty negotiations so that we can discuss how best to fight Melltra together. Though they still turned down my offer of hospitality at Largone Castle, and I have a feeling they will go off to fight Melltra on their own the moment the opportunity arises.” 

At least the Flame is willing to talk peace, now that she has proof Dad and the unicorns weren’t at fault for her daughter’s disappearance. Hopefully fighting a common enemy will help the negotiations move along better than they were before. 

I draw a deep breath. I can’t put off saying these words any longer. “I’m sorry for disappearing the way I did. I should have come to you the moment Brett stumbled through the portal. But I thought I could fix it on my own, and I didn’t want to bother you during the important meetings. It was foolish, I know. I’m sorry.” 

I don’t say I’m sorry I was captured by Melltra. That isn’t my fault. Yes, I made it easier for her, but Trygg and I probably would’ve been taken one way or another. 

Dad nods, and he and Mom share another one of those looks. The kind where they are having an entire conversation just through eye contact. Perhaps all married couples do the look, but my parents are exceptionally good at it, having perfected it in plenty of diplomatic negotiations in Averell. 

Mom turns to me. “You gave us quite the scare. We’re disappointed that you would so recklessly go off by yourself.”

Dad places his hand over Mom’s where it rests on the couch’s armrest. “But we are also proud of the way you handled yourself as you traveled across Averell and escaped Melltra.” 

“It wasn’t just me. Trygg and Herockghyrra did a lot of the work, and Brett...” I glance toward the hallway and Ryan’s bedroom. “We wouldn’t have escaped without Brett.” 

It may have been an accident that he stumbled into Averell, but that accident saved Averell from war. 

Ryan’s door opens, and Brett shuffles out, followed by Ryan. Except for the dark circles under his eyes, the fragile pallor of his skin, and the red bite marks up both of his arms, Brett looks identical to how he looked the day he entered to this farmhouse to work on a science project. 

That day seems like forever ago. Four days ago in Averell. Three in Michigan.

Brett glances around the room. The only two open chairs are a hard rocking chair and the middle seat on the couch between Mom and me. Brett slides onto the rocker. Ryan flops onto the couch. 

“Brett, you understand you won’t be able to tell anyone what happened in Averell. You can’t tell anyone it exists. Not even your mother or your closest friends.” Even though he’s sitting in a cream easy chair in a small farmhouse, Dad’s expression and tone are that of the king of the silvarans in Averell. It helps that he’s still wearing his crown. 

Brett nods. “Yes, sir. I promise I won’t say a word. But...but my mom. She must be worried. What do I tell her?” 

Ryan grins. I can’t see what’s funny, but Ryan has always had an odd sense of humor. 

Dad relaxes and leans against the back of his chair. “Once Ryan told us what had happened, and we realized it wouldn’t be easy to find you and Amy, we did the only thing we could think of to explain your disappearance. We let your mom report you as missing to the police. As far as everyone is concerned, you were kidnapped.”

Brett rubs at his arm. “That’s sort of what happened.” 

“Exactly.” Ryan sits forward on the couch. “That’s why we needed clothes close to what you had been wearing. You’re going to be found safe and sound early tomorrow morning, well, this morning actually.” 

“When the police question you, you can truthfully describe Melltra to them, her human-like form anyway. Tell them as much of the truth as you can. We’ll go over what you can and should say before we stage your rescue.” Dad rubs a hand along the armrest of his chair. “I wish we didn’t have to deceive the local law enforcement, but they wouldn’t believe the true story.” 

It wouldn’t be hard to pull off, not with Brett looking like he’s just spent the last three days kidnapped. “So, what do I have to say to explain how Brett was kidnapped from the house?” 

“Actually.” Dad turns to me. “To keep the suspicion off us as much as possible, we had to tell the police you were missing too.” 
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Chapter 20

We Stage a Kidnapping and Finish Our Homework
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As it turns out, my parents, Ryan, and Gary are rather good at staging a kidnapping and escape. Scarily good, apparently. Probably because they used as much of the truth as possible. 

When my parents and Brett’s mom reported us missing, the police interviewed Ryan and Erin since they were the last people to see us. Erin reported how I checked the bathroom for Brett and acted strangely right after that. The police searched the bathroom—with the portal concealed behind rows upon rows of totes and whatever junk Ryan, Gary, Mom, and Dad could scrounge from the entire house to make the room look like a packed closet—and found the window lock jimmied and broken. Our cell phones, wiped clean of prints, lay in the weeds outside, helpfully planted by Ryan. 

And that’s where the clues had ended, until tonight. 

I hike across the barren, but tilled field. My feet sink into the clods of dirt which would soon be planted with rows of corn. Dirt clings to my jeans and smears across my shirt, the same clothes I’d worn the night Brett and I disappeared. 

Brett leans on my shoulder. His white shirt is coated with dirt as well. Both of us had rolled in the field to complete the muddy, three-day-lived-in look for our clothes. 

Ahead of us, a farmhouse stands in the middle of the sprawling fields, several windows beaming light into the star-strewn night. From what Ryan has observed, this farm is owned by an elderly couple. A safe place for Brett and me to stumble across looking for help after escaping our captor and her evil henchmen, and a place three hours away from my parents’ house. 

Brett staggers over a clod of dirt. “Sorry. I’m still wobbly on my feet.” 

“No, I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ve said that to you. You went through a lot in Averell that you shouldn’t have gone through.” I tighten my grip on him to keep him steady. 

“Why are you apologizing? I’m the one who should’ve known better than to touch a portal I’d just stumbled across and go wandering through a fantasy country all by myself.” Brett stares down as if to watch where he is going. 

“You didn’t know. After all, stepping through portals and going on fun adventures are what people always do in the fantasy books.” I shrug and focus on my own feet. It’s surprisingly difficult to walk across a freshly tilled field in the dark. 

“Is it bad that I don’t regret it?” Brett kicks at a dirt clod as we keep walking. “Averell is...amazing.” 

“Even after being locked in a dungeon by a psychopathic dragon-person and her evil rabbit minions?” I can’t help a smile. It sounds so ridiculous here on Earth, even though it had been deadly serious over in Averell. 

“Even then.” Brett meets my gaze as best he can in the dark. “I don’t think I can never go back. It’s a part of me now.” 

He nearly died there. It has changed him. Can we really ask him to give up the wonder he’s seen in Averell? Dragons and unicorns and naiads and dryads and castles? 

“I’ll talk to my dad. You already know about Averell. It would be better if you visited with our help instead of trying to sneak into our basement one night when you’re desperate to see it again.” I glance up to make sure we are still going in the right direction. The farmhouse now looms against the stars. 

“Do you think he’ll say yes?” 

“I think so.” Trygg is bound to ask about Brett. It would make sense to have Brett continue to visit occasionally.

It doesn’t seem so strange to think about Brett in Averell again. We nearly died together. We faced a horde of evil rabbits and a poisonous gas breathing dragon-monster-woman. 

He isn’t just my high school crush anymore. I’m not even sure if I still have a crush on him. Whatever fluttery crush-infatuation I had has drowned under all the complicated stuff between us now. I’m not sure what I’ll find when I sort all this out. 

I stumble from the field onto the firm, mowed lawn in front of the farmhouse. “Let’s go announce our escape.” 
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TWELVE HOURS AFTER knocking on the farmhouse door and asking to call 911, I finally have peace and quiet as I stretch out in the bed in the local hospital, where I have been taken for observation. Brett has a room somewhere down the hall, though I can’t go looking for him hooked up to all the monitors and IV drips and stuff like I am. 

Both of us have been questioned by the police. I’m not sure they believe us. After all, the story that some crazy woman with her four henchmen locked us up in a rundown barn where she horded rabbits sounds a little far-fetched. But both Brett and I have the bite marks on our arms to prove those rabbits bit us multiple times, a fact that earned both of us a round of rabies shots. 

I rub my upper arm where my muscle still hurts from the injection. From what I gathered during my interviews, Brett’s dad was the number one suspect for the first day of our supposed abduction, though he had been cleared when it was discovered he really had been in California and Las Vegas during the time we went missing. 

I smooth the thin sheet over myself. The pulse monitor on my finger is annoying and bulky, but it doesn’t impede my movement as much as the IV needle stuck in the crook of my left elbow. 

“Amy!” 

I have about two seconds of warning before Erin barrels into the room and throws herself onto the end of my bed. 

“Are you all right? You look okay. Can I hug you?” Erin searches my face, as if trying to see if my soul has become dark and twisted with all the trauma. 

“I’m fine, really.” It’s all the answer I can come up with. Right now, it’s the truth. I feel fine. I’ll have to see what the next few days bring, but right now, I’m just too thankful that all my friends are alive and Averell isn’t at war to think too much about what I’ve been through. “And you can totally hug me, if you can get past all the tubes and wires.” 

I hold up both arms to show off all stuff I’m hooked up to. 

Erin evades the monitor cords and IV and squeezes me in a hug. “I was so worried.” 

Her tone is serious, and Erin doesn’t usually do serious any more than Trygg does. 

I wrap her in a one-armed hug. “I’m fine, really. Just a rash and rabbit bites that will go away in a few days.” 

Erin lets go and perches on the edge of the hospital bed. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

Not really. Especially since what I really want to talk about—Averell—is still a secret. “How about you tell me about school? What did I miss? I’m sure things were a bit crazy, with two students missing and our faces plastered all over the news.” 

Erin nods. “It was. I was interviewed by the police and three of the local news stations, and so were the principal and a few of the teachers and other students. It’s amazing what good, popular students the two of you are. No one could say a bad thing about either of you.” 

“That’s what usually happens with stuff like this.” I grin, hoping both my expression and my tone let Erin know she’s allowed to go back to her normal self. I want her to make a joke out of this. For both of us to laugh about it. The more we laugh, the less all of this will hurt me later. “I suppose I gained a whole bunch of new ‘best’ friends?” 

Erin finally grins. “Yes, but I made sure the reporters knew that I was your very bestest friend.” 

I relax against the pillow as if I can just close my eyes and the last few days will disappear. They won’t. I’ll probably have more interviews with the police when they run out of clues. I overheard the doctor recommending a trauma counsellor for both Brett and me. We’re going to be something of celebrities at school as all the students and the teachers want to know all the details of what happened, those same details we can’t tell them. 

But in some ways, things haven’t changed all that much. Maybe tomorrow, maybe the day after, I’ll return to school and sit in the same desks with the same teachers and do boring stuff like take notes and pop quizzes and tests. When I’m released from the hospital, I’ll return to my home in Averell and wake up in my bed in a castle with dragons flying outside the window and unicorns racing across the far, green hills. 

In a few days or weeks, everything will return to normal, as if the last few days haven’t happened. 

I bolt upright again. “Our science project! Did you get our proposal turned in on time?” 

Erin shrugs. “Don’t worry about it. Apparently having your two group partners get kidnapped is an acceptable excuse for not having your homework done. I think we can get an extension for the due date.” 

I sink back against the pillow and let myself laugh. 
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[image: image]Essie would do anything for her kingdom...even marry an elf prince she just met that morning.

The human kingdom of Escarland and the elven kingdom of Tarenhiel have existed in an uneasy peace after their last wars ended with both kings dead. As tensions rise once again, desperate diplomacy might be the only way to avert war. If only negotiations between elves and humans were that simple. 

When a diplomatic meeting goes horribly wrong, Essie, a human princess, finds herself married to the elf prince and warrior Laesornysh. Fitting in to the serene, quiet elf culture might be a little difficult for this talkative princess, but she’s determined to make it work.

With impending war and tenuous alliances, it will be up to Essie to unite her two peoples. And maybe get her hands on elven conditioner while she’s at it.
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Thanks so much for reading Lost in Averell! I hope Trygg and Ami brought a smile and maybe even a laugh. If you loved the book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews help your fellow readers find books that they will love. 

Thank you to everyone who made this release possible! To my writer friends, especially Molly, Morgan, Sarah, and Savannah for sharing my excitement for this book. To my dad for loving this book. For my brothers who are as amazing as Amy’s family and to my sisters-in-law who are better than sisters by birth. To my friend Bri for the transforming unicorns idea. For my pair of Savannahs, both my editor Savannah and my cover designer Savannah, for the stellar edit and cover that make this book shine. To my proofreaders Tom, Mindy, and Heather, thanks so much for stepping up and getting this done on short notice! 

If you want to learn about all my upcoming releases, get great book recommendations, and see a behind-the-scenes glimpse into the writing process, follow my blog at www.taragrayce.com. 

If you sign up for my newsletter, you’ll receive a free novella, Torn Curtains: A Regency Beauty and the Beast Retelling. 
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In a magical version of Regency England, scandals abound, especially the magical kind. 

Rosalie Klampton is the daughter of a naval admiral. Her father has never been right after his head wound during the battle of Trafalgar, and only Rosie’s determination has kept her family together and out of the poor house. 

When her father tears down the ugly rose draperies in the country house owned by the elusive earl of Warnwick, Rosie finds herself in service to the earl. He has his own problems, mainly the spell turning him into a beast, the fact that all the magical scholars in England haven’t figured out a way to break the spell, and the scandal being a beast has caused. 

It will be up to Rosie to help Lord Warnwick navigate the social Season and evade whoever put the spell on him in the first place. Between the scandals and the French spies, working for an earl-turned-beast may be the least of Rosie’s worries.

Sign up for my newsletter now
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