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      Looking back on it all now, I was such a fool to have ever fought.

      When the prophets are madmen and the madmen are prophets, who do you trust to decide your fate?

      I trusted no one at all, and I can’t say that it could have happened any other way. Should we consider the alignment of the stars when we love someone? Is it even possible to stop a train by yelling for it to stop?

      We’ll never know what could have been, in some alternate universe where we did what we were told.

      Maybe we derailed destiny.

      Maybe we were stronger than all of it.
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      The world splayed out beneath the night-time Delta flight was almost magical, with its pearlescent mountains of clouds and its vast black beyond. Instead of gazing out the window, however, I was examining my ticket. The slumbering wannabe rap icon on my left twitched and kicked in his sleep, and a mustached gasbag on my right was enjoying his fourth and hopefully last bag of Cheez-Its. And then there was me: Penelope O’Hara, Delta Flight 353, seat 34B, zone one. I was the kind of girl who would find herself stuck in a middle seat with no feminine wiles at her disposal to get out of it.

      My phone vibrated in my lap. I clenched my jaw, unlocking the phone and allowing the incoming messages to scroll.

      ANDREW HARDY tweeted: “all I want for X-mas is more time at this dance with @michellabe11a… #bluechristmas #feelingthis…”

      I rolled my eyes. Feeling This? You mean that typical Blink-182 song you obsessively repeated all last summer?

      The other chirp from my phone had been an update from Michelle Ballinger’s Facebook.

      MICHELLE BALLINGER has changed her profile picture. Even though it would challenge the six-month streak of her perfect bikini-at-the-beach profile picture. I chewed on my lower lip and, against my better judgment, tapped the tab and pulled the feed onto my screen. I knew what I was going to see.

      Michelle, a dusky bombshell with dark brown hair gathered into a cluster of retro curls around her cheeks, was wrapped in Andrew Hardy’s arms beneath the blue-tinted lights of the Lawry Hill Academy gymnasium, altered painstakingly over the course of the past two months to resemble the same romantic night sky surrounding the aircraft I was now sitting in. Of course, I couldn’t be bothered to take a glimpse out of the window. I was glued to my phone, no matter how many times I clenched my jaw and let the screen go idle.

      Michelle and Andrew had been flirting via social media for the past several weeks. I could only imagine how heavily they laid it on while they were at college.

      Not that I cared. I didn’t have any right to. Andrew and I had been a casual thing, a summers-and-holidays-only thing.

      My mind shifted to the stupid, sexy, slinky sweater dress I’d packed before leaving DC, promising myself that it was only my imagination that he and Michelle were getting awfully cozy. They’re friends, I’d told myself. They go to the same college. Their families are friends! Of course they’re cozy; it doesn’t mean anything. Just because Michelle has a body like Carmen Electra and Andrew used to be the quarterback of the football team… and she used to be the head cheerleader… it doesn’t mean anything. If something was going on, Andrew would’ve told me. Michelle would’ve told me!

      But deep down, I knew that wasn’t true.

      I was, after all, a child of divorce. And children of divorce knew that unfaithful hearts didn’t give up their secrets.

      It’d been eleven years now, but I couldn’t get over it. Maybe I never would. To outsiders, the dissolution of Bryce O’Hara and Patricia Fitzgerald had seemed sudden and shocking. At cocktail parties and the country club, they’d always been the perfect couple, a sterling example of having it all: power, class, and wealth. Patricia, the dark and brilliant queen of the O’Hara Resort and Spa empire, had seemed a natural fit for impulsive Bryce. They were yin and yang. Bryce would tell the stories; Patricia would smile on his arm. Patricia would focus on her golf swing; Bryce would imitate a bird call at the last second, breaking her concentration. Whatever you needed, they could provide, whether it was introspection or frivolity, good advice or a good laugh. They had it all—separately. But as a couple…

      Only I had known that the split had begun back when I was five years old, concluding three years later, when I was eight. Friends of the family had marveled over quiet, meek Penelope, wondering how they could convince their own children to be as well-behaved as I was. Try shouting at the top of your lungs about how unhappy you are during their formative years. You’ll find that they bend over backwards to try to keep the house from falling down around their ears.

      My phone vibrated again, and I grimaced, checking it without even hesitating this time.

      Instagram. Marvelous.

      I tapped the tab and enabled the application.

      Michelle Ballinger and Andrew Hardy.

      Kissing.

      Michelle cupped his face with manicured hands, and her pouty lips seemed almost to engulf his own. Andrew’s head was tilted, so his profile was obscured by the shadow, but I could recognize the perfect cut of his jaw and the silky spill of flaxen hair anywhere. That had been my playground—my admittedly casual playground—for the past three years.

      I sighed and rolled my shoulders.

      Everything would be fine. What, had I been surprised? Me? Penelope O’Hara, not only a child of divorce, but a straight-A student? Honor society treasurer and captain of the debate team at the Shenandoah Institute, the absolute best private college in all of DC? Let’s just say that I was smart. Observant. Painfully honest with myself. And I had never had any illusions about the eternity of love, particularly the kind of love you found with a sixteen-year-old boy in the back of his stupid father’s Ferrari.

      “Attention, ladies and gentlemen.” The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom. “We’re about to begin making our descent to Portland International Jetport. I have to ask that all electronic devices, including laptops and cellular telephones, be turned off. Please remain in your seats until we have landed. Thank you.”

      I pursed my lips for the hundredth time that flight, and extracted my compact from the purse beneath the seat in front of me. I unfastened its clasp and gazed at myself in the tiny oval mirror. Much like my mother, Patricia, it was of the utmost importance to me that I appear unruffled, particularly in front of my father.

      As I was a child of primarily Irish parents, my complexion showed irritation easily. Just now, two bright spots of blush stood out on my snowy cheeks. I opened the compact further, revealing a hidden tray of pale foundation beneath the mirror, and delicately dabbed the concealer onto my cheeks. My gray eyes were steady and my small mouth was as straight as an arrow. My hair, a long, silken shock of coal black, fell without any particular style over my narrow shoulders. I clipped the compact shut and replaced it in my purse.

      As the airplane tilted downward and began to descend toward the state of Maine, the clouds broke apart and revealed a sprawling landscape, inky at this nighttime hour, yet twinkling with the lights of a thousand streetlamps and storefronts. Even though I hated visiting my father, I couldn’t help but get a homesick ache at the sight of my home state. My mother and I had only relocated to DC in the past three years, and it had been quite the adjustment. I struggled to make new friends as it was, and in DC? They trusted me to be sharp, but they didn’t invite me to parties.

      I powered my phone down, secretly relieved that someone had forced me to stop checking the constant flow of updates from my best friend, Michelle, and my former kind-of-but-not-really boyfriend, Andrew.

      Though if I thought about it, Michelle was my former kind-of-but-not-really best friend, too.
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      Portland International Jetport was a massive, thriving hub on the coast of Maine, not far from Beggar’s Hole, where I had lived from birth to the age of sixteen. I searched the many signs erected along the walls and dangling from the ceiling, a whirlpool of numbers and letters and arrows. Even though I flew up to visit twice a year, I still couldn’t find the damn baggage claim.

      But this had been my life since I was a child. I imagined myself as some sort of lone crustacean, a hermit crab adrift on the tides. Hard on the outside, soft on the inside. Much like a crustacean, I rarely if ever abandoned my shell.

      I powered my phone back on, jammed it into the pocket of my jeans, and ignored its every ding as I hunted for the baggage carousel.

      Come on, come on, come on. I can’t let Dad find me scouring the airport for the baggage claim. Boy, would he love that. The chance to play father again. Tousle my hair, call me adorable. No way. Screw that, Dad. I don’t need you or anyone else. You made sure of that when I was busy fixing my own lunches while you and Mom fought in the yard like a couple of animals.

      Sometimes their insults had been so furious, they hadn’t even made sense. Patricia Fitzgerald—a Harvard-educated lawyer with her own practice—had been indistinguishable from the people who threw chairs at talk-show hosts.

      Not for me, thanks. It was good that Andrew and I had never made anything official. After all, long-distance relationships never worked. I’d hate to end up emotionally invested and then abandoned.

      My phone hummed in my pocket, but I ignored it. It was just another tweet, or photo, hashtagging Michelle and Andrew’s undying affection.

      I had always looked to my mother as the bedrock of our little family, and at least Mom hadn’t done the unthinkable and gotten remarried. No, she’d been decent about the whole thing. She’d gone on a date from time to time, but whenever I asked her about this one or that one, there was always some excuse. “Augh, he listens to nothing but oldies,” had been one complaint. “It turned out that the hair he had with his Halloween costume was his real hair,” had been another. “He doesn’t know how to ride a bike. This is DC! You can’t drive here.”

      There it is. Thank God. Baggage claim. Concourse C. That was just down the hall… and the escalator… and another hall…

      I resisted the urge to just collapse with my purse at the nearest Starbucks and grab myself a hot, extremely caffeinated beverage. Mom had taught me the value of adhering to a strict schedule.

      What the hey. Dad’s voice cropped up in my head. I’m going to be late anyway, baby cake. Just relax!

      Just relax. Because life was so easy, right? Who needed time management when they had an entire staff to take the flack? Who needed principles when there was luxury to be had?

      Frowning, I swooped up to the closest coffee counter and ordered myself a hot mocha with two extra shots of espresso to go.

      While Mom had instilled values like stability, and persistence, and hard work, and restraint, her first and only ex-husband had been the king of relaxation, and change, and confidence, and pleasure—all things to which I had become deeply averse.

      “Here you go,” the barista announced. “That’s four dollars and ten cents.”

      I gave him a five, told him to keep the change, and marched off toward Concourse C, chugging my coffee with a rebellious sense of victory. There, Dad. I will be slightly late to the baggage claim. When the super-charged mini-train arrived, I climbed aboard and grasped one of the thick metal poles.

      The shuttle lurched, and I sloshed rich brown liquid onto the chest of my favorite white sweater.

      

      Naturally, Dad was late to the baggage claim.

      “Hey, pumpkin!” Dad cheered, advancing on me and sweeping me up into a bear hug. He had a genuine smile on his face, but I patted his shoulder twice and quickly extracted myself from his embrace. My own smile was small and strained.

      “Hi, Dad. You made it.”

      “Aw, come on, I’m only a few minutes late. Hey, it gave you the time to go get yourself a coffee, didn’t it?”

      The dregs of my mocha were cold now.

      Dad had charm, I had to admit. He was an attractive and likable man; I could see why Mom had gravitated toward him in spite of their differences. Dad’s only wrinkles were laugh lines, which had given him crow’s feet at the age of forty-nine. His hair was expertly styled; the only natural thing about it was the streak of silver which traveled back from either ear. His every garment was tailored to his lithe build and average height, and he carried himself with such a looseness and candor that he seemed constantly to have just drunk a single beer. His current girlfriend—excuse me, fiancée—was only thirty-four, but I couldn’t judge her. Dad, though? Him, I could judge.

      “So, which bags are yours?” Dad asked, gesturing toward the packed carousel and fringe of travelers surrounding it.

      “These right here.” I gestured to a matching set of blue plaid luggage pieces which had come off the carousel half an hour ago. The luggage currently packing the carousel belonged to a different flight.

      “Oh, okay.” Dad hefted as many as he could and didn’t acknowledge the sour expression on my face. “So, anything you need to do before we go? You want another coffee for the road, baby girl?”

      I frowned. As if he could magically go back and father me in my childhood if he spoke to me as if I was still a child.

      “I’m pretty tired, actually,” I informed him, although it was only a little after eight. “Could we just head on home?”

      Home being a loose term.

      “Sure, sure,” Dad agreed. “Even better; don’t have to pay for parking.”

      We strode together out into the lot and located Dad’s Mercedes, a classical black number with heated leather seats. Dad started the car with the touch of a button and opened the trunk as we approached it. I tried to help him with the luggage, but he insisted—with an unusual edge to his voice—and I allowed it, collapsing into the passenger seat.

      The driver’s side door opened, inviting a blast of wintery air, and Dad settled behind the wheel and slammed the door. “I hope you’re hungry. Zada spent all evening working on a dinner for the whole family, and you know Zada doesn’t really have any idea how to cook.” He slanted a wink in my direction. “This is a real personal victory for her. She’s so happy to see you.”

      Zada Brinkley was Dad’s former masseuse and now fiancée.  She was a single mother, never married, and she straddled the age barrier between Dad and myself with eerie perfection. Her son was fourteen.

      “Fantastic.” I tried as hard as I could to put some oomph into it. “What’s she making?”

      “Tabouli salad,” Dad answered with an equal amount of fakeness.

      Zada was “into” spirituality. For Dad, this meant that his diet of beer and take out food was being steadily undermined with wheatgrass smoothies and, well, tabouli salad. She meditated, she did yoga, and she was probably into reggae or trance or jam sessions… okay, I couldn’t pretend to really know what “New Agers” liked. I was certain that this relationship would be short-lived, so it wasn’t like I’d have to learn.

      After twenty minutes of driving in near silence, listening to the radio, Dad glanced at me from the corner of his eye. I caught a flash of uncertainty there.

      “Now, cupcake, I do have a little surprise for ya,” he announced as we pulled off of the main road. “I think you’re going to love it.”

      “Oh?” I asked, raising one eyebrow. “And what’s that?”

      His Mercedes slowed and pulled off onto a street.

      “We got a new place!” Dad cheered, toggling his brights so that I could see the beach house exposed in them.

      I sagged, disappointed. I didn’t know why I found this so disheartening. Perhaps because it was so typical. When would he settle down? “That’s awesome,” I said, trying to infuse my tone with some more false cheer. “A beach house. Wow, Dad. I bet it has a great view.”

      “It does,” he assured me as the car pulled off the gravel road and into a two-car garage at the base of the beach house. “It’s a little smaller than the cabin, but I think the downgrade is totally worth it. I mean, we’re doing tai chi on the beach at sunrise, Nell.”

      “In December?”

      Dad cleared his throat and threw open his car door. “Well, we haven’t actually done it yet. But we will!” The trunk came open and Dad muscled each bag onto his back and under his arms. “Let’s head on inside, sugar plum. I know Zada and Sage can’t wait to see you.”

      Just up the garage steps, through the back door, a female voice shrilled, “Not in my house!”
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      I climbed the stairs behind Dad, wanting to spot him in case his foot slipped with so many bags loading him down, then grabbed the door for him to enter. The beach house was freezing. That was my first impression. My second impression was Zada, marching from window to window, waving a fuming smudge stick of sage and followed closely behind by her progeny, also named Sage.

      “Honey bear,” Dad coaxed, dumping the bags unceremoniously on the floor. I frowned. My laptop was in one of those. “What’s going on? Why are you smudging the house?”

      “I saw a UFO,” Sage announced, trundling past us without acknowledging me. Naturally—he was fourteen, and it was hard for any fourteen-year-old to notice anyone not reflected back at them in a mirror. He had wild, frizzy auburn curls, which were growing out into a serious afro, wire-framed glasses, and braces. “Hey, Nell,” he called over his shoulder without looking.

      “Hey,” I replied, lackluster.

      “There’s no such thing as aliens, because we live in an interdimensional, spiritual reality, not a linear, spatial reality, like ‘science’ claims.” Zada marched to the garage door and smudged it. “When we see a UFO, Sage, you know what we’re really seeing is a demon, right? This world is filled with them! Haven’t you seen the news lately?”

      Dad laughed. “You mean those hoaxes out in the Pacific?”

      “They’re not hoaxes!” Zada cried.

      I believed with all my heart—or perhaps with all my brain—that the videos which had recently emerged in the news were, in fact, hoaxes. Vampires. Werewolves. Blah, blah. It was nothing that couldn’t be rigged together by a crew of pranksters with some video-editing software and access to the drama department’s wardrobe closet.

      “Honey?” Dad prompted. “Remember… dinner?”

      Zada turned and, for the first time, seemed to really see both Dad and me. “Right,” she answered, smudge stick still peeling in her hand. “I’ll go get it. It’s so good to see you again, Nell.”

      “You, too,” I offered.

      Zada Brinkley had long, wavy copper hair, accessorized with dreadlocks, beads, and feathers. She was a petite but muscular woman, her figure sculpted from likely years of clean eating and low-impact, but consistent, exercise. She seldom wore a stitch of makeup, and her typical attire was a loose, floor-length skirt—particularly patchwork—and shirts with messages about conflict diamonds, palm oil, and sweatshops.

      “Come on into the dining room and settle down; you can always unpack later,” Zada invited, ignoring the spots of coffee which still speckled my white sweater. Though annoyed by the offer, I had to suppose that my father’s fiancée was speaking from the goodness of her heart, and ignored the urge to refuse.

      In spite of how chill the house was—as you could only pump so much heat to combat the icy spray coming directly off the Atlantic—the dining room did achieve a sunny atmosphere, with its walls the color of coral and its fabric wall hangings with peaceful sayings crocheted into them. Bless This House & Make It a Home, was one of them.

      I settled into the chair my father pulled out for me and beheld the hideous tabouli salad. It looked like a greenish mish-mash, though I had to admit that it smelled all right. From a distance. “What… is this, exactly?”

      “It’s Mediterranean,” Zada explained, dipping tongs into the mess and extracting a nice, goopy pile for my plate. “The health benefits are phenomenal. Of course, what I really like about eating meals that are high in vitamin K and manganese is that they help decalcify your pineal gland.”

      I nodded and poked at the salad. “I thought calcification of the pineal gland was a normal part of puberty,” I offered, though I couldn’t say why I’d ever enter into a debate with Zada, except that maybe I had a bit of a tic about irrational beliefs. “After all, the intense hormonal secretion is no longer really necessary.”

      “That’s what they want us to think,” Zada cried. Meanwhile, Dad uncorked a bottle of red wine and filled her glass to a generous depth. “But the truth is that the pineal gland, which secretes DMT, the spirit molecule, crystallizes only because we drink fluoridated water.”

      I nodded blithely and took a bite of the tabouli salad. I had to admit, I could see how it might be good in a parallel universe in which Zada had not prepared the dish herself. As it was, however, she’d gone overboard on the garlic, and I couldn’t help but cringe as I swallowed.

      “Garlic is great for decalcification,” Zada went on pointedly.

      “It sure is, pookie,” Dad placated his fiancée. “Nell? Sage? Does anyone want something to drink? Juice, or water?”

      “I’ll have water, unless you have hot tea, unsweetened,” I said.

      “Oh, I love hot tea!” Zada cheered. I ignored this, and Dad placed a water at the side of my plate. He delivered Sage some cranberry juice, at Zada’s command, and then poured himself an equally generous portion of red wine.

      “So,” I asked innocently, “is wine also great for decalcification?”

      Zada, who had been drinking deeply, pulled the glass away from her mouth and glowered. She might have been a bit zealous, but her sensitivity gave her a keen ear for insults. “It can help you handle stress.” Zada cleared her throat and took another drink.

      “Isn’t it true that even NASA recently confessed to capturing some anomalies on their satellites?” Dad asked before taking two rapid sips from his wine glass. I had to wonder if he was a little nervous after all. Dad? Nervous? The more I considered it, the more preposterous it seemed. My father didn’t care about anything except women, a good time, and money. And he only barely cared about those things. “Maybe Sagey here did see an alien.” Dad winked at Zada.

      I cleared my throat and tried to refocus. Dinner conversation. Not disgusting Dad flirting. “Well, an ‘anomaly’ is a very vague term. It could easily be a natural phenomenon. Are we seriously thinking that Sage actually had an encounter of some sort?”

      “Because of the UFO I saw. It was right outside, up in the sky. Saw it go across the moon, couldn’t have mistaken it, not like that.” Sage had the same zealous, defensive manner of speaking as his mother. It was amusing that some Buddhist masseuse would be so much more high-strung than a powerful CEO like my father, who constantly acted as if he’d only freshly napped.

      “Well, lots of people think they’ve seen a UFO at one point or another.” I choked down another bite of the garlic-heavy tabouli. “All it means was that there was something in the sky, and it wasn’t necessarily a plane.”

      “Um, hello, does anyone listen to me when I talk?” Sage shrilled. “Because I already said, A, it was oblong in structure. B, it had extensions on either side. C, it had an irregular flight pattern. And, uh, D, if I was to use the moon for scale, the thing was huge, yet maneuverable! Not a plane. Not a balloon. Not swamp gas!”

      Zada drank. Neither she nor Dad seemed to be willing to touch this one, so I fielded it.

      “Well, Sage,” I said, “it’s very difficult to gauge size by using the moon, itself a distant object with a scale we find cumbersome to comprehend. I mean, what you’re talking about is something that astronomers do, carefully and with intense calculation. Not something they blurt out from a windowsill, no offense. Considering the other attributes you described, I’d consider it most likely to have been a bird, particularly an eagle. They’re very big, and they live in Maine—”

      “It was not a stupid eagle, Penelope!” Sage cried. I was impressed that he actually knew my full name. “I’m not trying to make some classic UFO claim. It’s just what I saw, and it was not a bird. It had a cockpit!”

      “Did that cockpit resemble in any way the head of an animal?”

      “Stop being such a bitch!”

      “Sage!” Zada’s eyes bulged. Her wine glass had emptied itself. These two were drinking their dinners. “We do not use derogatory, goddess-hating language! All women are mothers, daughters, and sisters.”

      “Goddess-hating?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “So, Nell, are you excited to see all your old friends again?” Dad downed the last of his wine glass in one gulp, though he had yet to touch his tabouli. “Michelle and that boy?”

      Michelle and that boy. Huh. I wondered what the next glimpse at my phone would bring.

      “Sure,” I lied. “I’ll probably call her as soon as dinner ends and see if she wants to hang out while I’m in town.” Also untrue. The thought of seeing Michelle…

      I mean, she knew I liked Andrew. Although we had agreed that it wasn’t anything serious, she hadn’t even asked me. There’s a certain order to things, you know, Michelle. You can’t just do whatever you want, whenever you want! How could you? How could you, when you knew that I would be in town in a few days, and when you ALREADY TOLD ME THAT THE DATE TO THE STUPID BLUE CHRISTMAS BALL WAS JUST AS FRIENDS!

      “… reminds me so much of Patricia,” Dad murmured off to my left. I jumped, realizing that I’d been staring at my glass of water, my fork still hovering over the tabouli slop.

      “What?” I asked, my hackles already rising. After what Dad had done to her, even so many years ago and even though the marriage had already been destroyed, I was always ready to rise to Mom’s defense.

      “Patty was always such a sourpuss,” Dad went on, oblivious to my glare as he refilled his glass. Mom hated being called Patty. “She’d stare off into space, grimace, purse her lips, shrug her shoulders, sigh… Augh, it was just awful. I’ve never met a more unhappy person. Anyway, you were almost her spitting image just then, staring at your water.”

      I bristled, but Dad wasn’t looking at me anymore and couldn’t see the fire in my eyes. Instead, Dad addressed Zada.

      “You know, I have no idea how the marriage lasted as long as it did.”

      My eyes bulged. Even Zada, the same woman who would put the word ‘science’ into air quotes, stiffened and shifted her gaze to me.

      “I’d ask her what was wrong, she’d say nothing, every time—”

      “Maybe that was because you never cared what was wrong! You just wanted her to either be perfect or get out!” I shrieked, shocking even myself. I shot to my feet. “All you ever cared about was yourself!” With that, I stormed through the dining room into the den, and, finding a door there, out into the cold, dark night.
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      The beach at night was stark and exhilarating. The wind clawed at me, slicing through my clothes, and the scenery came out in monochrome. The sand was gray, bleeding into the darker gray of the roaring ocean and night sky beyond. Waves blossomed white at the shoreline, ribbons which marked the boundary between sand and sea. I wrapped my arms around myself and refused to turn back. I would let the foam of the sea and its biting mist clear my head. Then, after getting nice and numb, I’d find my way back inside. In the morning, I’d chew down Dad’s bloodshot apology.

      No one came to stop me from walking in these freezing temperatures. Even Zada, who was supposed to care so much, stayed inside. I strolled until the house faded out of view and another house was closer than my own. It was constructed of some rough-hewn wood, giving the architecture a hip, rustic edge. The windows were alight—it was probably sometime after nine—and colorful figures moved inside. The distance made them seem tiny.

      One of them, a woman with dirty blond hair in a ponytail, had her back turned to me. She was busy washing dishes in an oversized cable-knit tunic and leggings. A man entered the kitchen, brown-haired, thin and gawkish. He leaned on a doorframe, watching her and talking to her animatedly. I stopped walking so I could watch them from the deserted beach.

      He went to collect some dishes from the table, and she shifted away from the sink to grace him with a quick kiss of appreciation. She was very pregnant.

      I tore my eyes away, advancing further along the beach.

      Hope it lasts, I thought to myself bitterly. Maybe that baby will be much happier than I ever was. Who knows?

      I was glad, in my own callous way, that the fling with Andrew was over. It had been safe and comfortable—but not in a good way. In a boring way. It was a blow to the ego to lose him, but I had to admit that there’d never been any of that accompanying madness, the stuff of romance novels and bad poetry. There’d never been any sleepless nights staring at the moon over DC, wondering what he was doing. He had just been palatable, like ketchup. Ketchup had its merits. But no one would ever fill a bowl with that stuff.

      I passed another home, this one all dark. There were no more houses on this strip. There was no more anything.

      My fingers were pink and numb now, as was the tip of my nose, my lips, and my cheeks. I walked further still, wanting to make it to the end. The beach was cut off by a jagged mountainside, covered in sand and weeds. I wondered idly if my parents had ever embraced like that couple in the window had, over her belly, while I had been in there.

      I smiled joylessly at the notion and admired the large, pale rocks, jutting up like teeth in the surf before piling together to form the cliff above.

      I picked my way between the rocks, edging closer and closer to the sea. I didn’t know why I felt such an urge to get to the end of the reef—as if something waited just out of sight. But there was nothing. The moon, the rocks, the sea. A silhouette of a trawler. It was several miles away. The sea was deceptive like that. It made you feel like the edge of the earth was right at your fingertips, but you’d die before you ever got there.

      A snowflake nipped at my cheek, dissolving as it connected with my warmth. Another kissed my nose, and I looked up to the sky. I could barely discern the particles settling around me. They glimmered briefly in the moonlight and then disappeared again.

      I climbed onto a bridge of rocks, which seemed to have petrified together, and stared out across the panorama before me, letting my legs dangle down. I dug the tips of my fur-lined, suede moccasins into the sand, but my mind was a million miles away. This was all so beautiful, but in a melancholy way. It felt fitting for the snow to be falling. I couldn’t think of anything lonelier.

      It was a shame Andrew wasn’t here to enjoy it with me. He would’ve liked it.

      Ouch! I gasped and retracted my moccasin as the tongue of a wave lashed over it. I wiggled my toes as hard as I could. They went numb.

      The tide’s coming in, my shoulder angel interrupted my self-pity. A swirling eddy of saltwater collected at the base of these rocks. Better get back inside. They’re probably worried about you. And if I stayed much longer, they’d have good reason to be. My rock bridge was becoming hemmed in by saltwater. The cold buffeting off the oceanfront was so intense, my fingers were stiff.

      The shore beneath my rock bridge foamed with incoming waves. I was going to have to climb to get to dry sand… or ruin my moccasins and get frostbite. Mom would be hysterical. Dad would delight in doting over my nerve damage.

      Just as I was pointlessly fantasizing about this scenario, I heard a strange, rhythmic rumbling behind me and twisted to scan the profile of the craggy mountainside.
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      I squinted. Was that a narrow cave, nestled in the shadows at the base of the cliff? The sound was coming from there.

      I stood up on my rock, which had quickly become closed in by water, and crept over onto the next formation, an abutment to my natural bridge. The rumbling sounded like breathing, but labored. What if someone needed my help?

      I dug in my pocket, extracting my cell phone, and opened an application called Flashlight. A narrow pin of blue-white light speared the darkness. All I could tell for sure was that there was, indeed, an opening in the side of the cliff, and it was filling with water just as steadily as the formations around me.

      The sound still hadn’t stopped. The tide was coming in, and it was late. There were only three houses along this strip. No one else would come this way tonight. If someone really was hurt—they’d die before they were found.

      “Hello?” I called out into the winds. The shifting currents of snow dampened my voice, and I wasn’t sure that anyone could hear me at all. The breathing continued its dragging pace. “Is somebody in there?”

      No response. Only the snow falling from the sky, and the waves fizzling as they ran over the sand, and me, poised against this rock, sweater and hair fretting in the breeze.

      “If anybody is in there, just shout for me. I can come get you. It’s going to be all right.”

      Still nothing… except that deep, rhythmic rumble. I was torn between advancing on the cave—what if I was hearing the echo of someone crushed beneath a rock, the echo of someone slowly freezing to death?—and returning to Dad’s new beach house, promising myself it’d been nothing but my imagination.

      I glanced down and grimaced. The ocean had risen and swamped the rocks on which I stood. If I wanted to avoid sloshing through it all, I was going to have to crawl over these formations to reach some dry sand… while it still existed.

      Throwing a leg over this abutment and shimmying toward the next string of rocks, I divided my attention between my own stability and glaring at the cave. I needed both hands; I slid the phone into my back pocket again. Calling 911, or sending a message to my dad, never even occurred to me.

      It was dark, but not so dark that I couldn’t distinguish between the shifting of the gray tide and the ribbon of slightly lighter damp sand at the cave entrance. I only had a few minutes before dry escape was impossible. Even now, the waves were ahead of me… but still—that breathing.

      “If you can hear me, I’m coming in to get you,” I called, praying that whoever it was would be small enough for me to tote. Situations of life and death could inspire great bursts of strength. I hoped. “Just hold tight. I know it’s cold. But you’ll be okay.”

      Slithering over the jagged stones, I managed to keep my feet dry, but the ocean beat me into the cave. Time was running out for whoever was trapped in there, their labored breath echoing off the walls. What if they were far back, and I couldn’t reach them without caving equipment? Or what if they were already partially submerged in this freezing water? What if they were pinned beneath something immovable? What if I got stuck too, and we both—?

      Don’t think about that. Just focus on the present.

      The narrow entrance to the cave seemed much wider and more intimidating now that it was upon me. The slit led into blackness. Even the tiny needle of light from my cell phone could not penetrate it. The breathing was louder. There was no way it was my imagination.

      Pursing my lips, I drove onward into the cave, pressing my back against one rock and my feet against another, holding myself aloft over the churning waves. It was too dark to see how deep they were. And my legs were getting so tired… so stiff…

      The breath vibrated all around me. I realized with a jolt of panic that locating its source might be nearly impossible.

      No. No. No!

      I hugged the next rock, slinging my legs around it, and found it wet and cold with the mist from the waves. At least I could rest. I was afraid to keep moving. I was going to either hurt myself climbing or fall into the water. As much as I hated to admit that I might have made a mistake, I couldn’t think of a way out of this situation. You don’t even have a flashlight, Nell, my shoulder angel berated me. What were you thinking?

      The best thing I could do would be to call 911 and get the hell out of here before it was too late for me too.

      “I—I’m going to call for help!” I yelled into the cave. My own voice shrilled back to me. Whoever was breathing in here was definitely unconscious. I slid my cell phone from my pocket and dialed 911. The screen’s illumination caught something against the wall of the cave.

      A long, thick, scaled tube of ebony flesh, like some kind of cave-dwelling anaconda, draped along the rocks just behind my head.

      I gasped. The cell phone clattered against the rock and disappeared into the black water beneath me. Without thinking, I grabbed for the phone and slid downward with a shriek that filled the cave. It was the last thing I heard before I tumbled into the ocean.

      A thousand pins sank into my body and my muscles seized. I automatically inhaled and jerked to the surface—the water was only a foot deep—coughing and sputtering on my hands and knees in the rushing ocean water. Rational thought had flown. A fresh wave slammed me against another rock formation, driving me off of my feet. I hit face-first and emerged from the water again, clawing for leverage and still coughing.

      Oh, God… Once your head has gone underwater… How long do you have before…?

      The phone was gone in the dark water. I’d never sent the call to 9-1-1. No one knew I was here. When would my dad think to come looking for me? By then, would water already have filled this cave? Would I still be alive?

      Yes! You’re not going to die, Nell.

      I lunged upward from the freezing water with a graceless thrash, swinging one arm up to grab the tip of the stalagmite against which I’d been thrown, holding myself from sinking back into the water. I just had to get out of this water. Then I’d be on a ticking clock to crawl out of this cave. I’d need to run to the nearest house for help. You have about five minutes after immersion in freezing water… because after that, muscles began to lock up. I wouldn’t be able to swim anymore. Or walk.

      I pulled with all my might, but my leg wouldn’t come out of the water. One had curled up around the stalagmite, but the other… My left leg remained straight, up to its knee in the frigid ocean water, not budging. I was stuck. My leg had gotten caught, and I was so cold, I couldn’t even tell.

      Another wave lashed over me, soaking my jeans to the thigh again.

      Okay, okay, okay, still not lost, still can get out of here. Just need to get my leg loose. I can do this… even without feeling in my leg. I have enough feeling in my hands to get loose. It’s going to be fine. I’ve got this. I’ve got this. I’m a straight-A student at the Shenandoah Institute…

      With this nonsensical thought chattering away in my head, I sucked in a breath and plunged into the water. It was deep enough that I needed to submerge to grope along my left leg, searching for the point at which my leg had become secured.

      My hands traveled the length of my leg until they reached the hem of my jeans, which were ensnared between some rocks. I gripped the fabric and yanked, feeling the tension come loose and my leg come free just as another wave swept into the cave and pulled me deeper still, past the stalagmite. I burst to the surface, coughing for breath and numb all over, just as the suction of the wave dumped me into a shallow basin. The water was only a foot or so deep there, but I was struggling to breathe and increasingly clumsy. How many minutes had it been now? Two?

      I was just bracing against a rock to pull myself up when the wave which had carried me this far was sucked back out into the sea beyond, and I was dragged backward into water which was only a few inches deep. Yes. Yes. Yes. Even though my body was racked with spasms, I felt a flicker of gratitude for the indifferent laws of nature. I wasn’t going to drown… if I could just stand up. Right now.

      A new wave rocketed over my face. My thoughts must have been slowing down. How many seconds did I have left before my body started to shut down?

      The new wave thrust me further into the basin, and I struggled against my deadened arms and legs to orient myself. Another wave would be here soon… and I realized, with a jolt, that the entrance of the cave was some twenty feet away now. I couldn’t see anything at all in here. I couldn’t feel my body anymore… or think… or move…

      Another wave.

      It wasn’t so bad. All those waves were keeping me out of the deeper water by driving me further into the cave. I was continually deposited onto land and then tugged back into the shallows. Everything would be fine if I could just get on some dry land and curl up and take a nap. I’d watch the waves rush in and out, watch the snow falling all around me, like warm scraps of cotton… And my phone would wash up alongside me and it wouldn’t be damaged. I’d hit the send button and get Dad on the phone. He’d be down here in a few minutes. What time was it? I hoped he’d be able to get my text. I didn’t want to wait too long. He was always late. So irresponsible.

      I just had to get deeper into the cave and everything would be fine. My phone had to be in here somewhere. The snow would warm me up.

      The rhythmic breathing was a series of gasps and sputters now.

      Oh, wait… That’s… me…
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      Things were beginning to blur and bleed, shifting between black and red. My nerves had all but shut down. In the documentary my life had become—something I was watching on a distant screen—the main character, a clearly doomed girl, was strewn across a rock. Although breathing, she was almost immersed in freezing, black water. It was up to her chest. She would be dead soon.

      This movie was boring. I closed my eyes and turned it off. That was much better.

      I sensed motion, and struggled to open my heavy eyelids. I was being carried in a man’s arms. The realization was accompanied with none of the customary shock. I dripped heavily as he carried me. I didn’t have the strength to support my own head, which he cradled against his chest. He was as warm as a bonfire and even being near him was painful. It burned to feel his warmth. My fingers, burying themselves into the hair at the nape of his neck, sang with agony as they returned to life.

      “Did you save the other one?” I whispered. My voice was halting in my throat.

      “There was no other.” His voice was a terse baritone. “Only you.”

      “Wh-where is the ambulance?” He had carried me not out, but deeper in. The ground was dry. I couldn’t see the sky. “Where is my phone?”

      Ignoring me, he bowed and let me sprawl across a risen platform of stone. Strangely, it was soft. I trailed my fingers over the blanket of feathers.

      He braced his hands on his thick thighs and leaned over me, inspecting. I stared into his eyes. He was blurry, but blurrily gorgeous. His face reminded me of a jaguar: his features were chiseled yet sensual, exotic but somber, like something beautiful and wild which was threatened by extinction. His skin was a rich olive tone, his hair fell in wispy, loose dark curls to the nape of his neck, and his eyes were a deep gold.

      Maybe I was hallucinating.

      “You will need resuscitation only once more.” He walked around me to somewhere behind my head. My neck couldn’t move. I was trembling from head to foot.

      “Wh-where’s the ambulance?”

      “I do not know ‘ambulance.’” He returned to my field of vision and crouched alongside me. “Prepare yourself for resuscitation once more.” He threaded his fingers into my hair and cupped the back of my head. I stared at him, almost more afraid than I was cold. “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “N-N-Nell,” I answered.

      “Prepare yourself for resuscitation once more, Nell,” he instructed. “It will not hurt.”

      With that, he gently pried my jaw open and placed his lips against mine.
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      My eyes widened as the sensation of heat filled my body, reaching down into my fingers and toes, even fluttering from my hair follicles. It lasted only three seconds, and then the mysterious man pulled away from me, detaching his lips from my own. They tingled. Everything tingled. I gazed up at him, mired in curious euphoria, and said, “Who are you?”

      “I am Theon, of Iphras,” he answered, voice booming with pride.

      “And what did you just do to me?”

      “I resuscitated you. Thrice.”

      “You did that to me three times?” I didn’t remember the first two at all.

      Theon glanced over at me, then grimaced and lowered himself to the ground so that our eyes would be even. “You seem upset,” he told me. His gaze was almost sad. “I meant no harm. I heard your cries. I saw you fall. I thought it best to warm and dry your body.” His brow furrowed. “Was I wrong?”

      “No,” I said. “I just thought… there would be… an ambulance.”

      “You’ll be safe without ‘ambulance,’” he said. “The tide is resting now. When it has receded, we may exit the cave and find you ambulance, if you desire it so.”

      “Yeah… What is this place?” The ceilings were as high as a cathedral, and light filled the room, fluctuating like orange oil on the stones of the wall. I twisted and found that a pit was flaming just behind us, real fire crackling and dancing in its depths. “Where are we?”

      “The nest of a beast,” Theon answered. “I can answer no more questions. I have traveled no further than this into its depths. I have only recently arrived myself.”

      “I’m glad you arrived when you did,” I said, fragments of the event beginning to fall into place. He must have heard my cries from outside the cavern and rescued me. I wondered, then, what had been making that breathing sound. The ‘beast?’ And if Theon knew this cave well enough to have staked out its animals and made fire, what was he doing in here? Living? “Do you live here, Theon?”

      “I’m a visitor to your beach,” he answered. “I wouldn’t call it living.”

      “Same,” I grumbled without thinking.

      The dark house must have been his; someone living in this cave—especially someone who appeared attractive and intelligent—was too much to believe. That would explain why no one had been home in that house—he’d been on the beach, too—and it would explain how he could know this cave so well. It was right next to his house. Naturally, he’d have explored it better than any other resident on this strip, perhaps even constructing areas in which he himself could relax.

      “From what kingdom do you hail?”

      “Uh, the District of Columbia,” I answered, persuaded to use its full title by his formal tone. “And you?”

      “It’s a country of which I doubt you have heard.”

      “They must have impeccable literacy rates there,” I remarked to myself. Probably Canada. Everyone thinks Americans are so stupid. “What are you doing around here, so close to Christmas, all by yourself? Are you alone?”

      He broke eye contact and nodded gravely. “Yes, I am alone. But I came here in the hopes of remedying that.” He glanced over at me and blinked. How was he so calm? And how were his eyelashes so thick? “Are you?”

      “Alone?” I stammered. “No. I’m, uh, here with my family. My dad, and his fiancée, and my soon-to-be stepbrother, who I should… really… get back to, now that I think about it. They’re probably starting to get worried.”

      “What is a fiancée?” Theon wondered.

      I raked my fingers through my now-dry hair, bemused. “It’s a French word. It means a woman who is engaged to be wed.” I rubbed at my neck and winced, my other hand going to my lower back. Now that I was no longer numb, aches and pains were emerging in every joint.

      “Your dad, then, is very lucky.”

      “That’s sweet of you to say,” I allowed, grimacing as my fingers dug into the torn muscles of my neck. “He’s been ‘very lucky’ three times now. But his luck always runs out.”

      “Unfortunate,” Theon replied. “Would you like me to help you?” He advanced, hands outstretched, but I bristled.

      “You’re really a jack of all trades, huh?” I was beginning to feel uncomfortable in this cave with this total stranger volunteering to rub my body. “Did you say the tide was resting? How long will that take?”

      “Not much longer now,” he informed me, kneeling to peer into my eyes again. “You don’t need to be afraid of me. My touch is strong, but it will relent at even the slightest resistance. Would you like to stand at the fire?”

      I stood, still uncertain of him, and hobbled toward the bonfire. I winced with every step.

      “You will not be able to walk to your home in that way,” Theon stated. I imagined how my father would swaddle me in blankets and feed me soup if he saw me limping into the house late at night. “May I touch you?”

      I weighed my options. Denying him really made little sense at all. “I guess,” I said, still hesitant. “Do you really know what you’re doing back there?”

      His thumbs dug into the flesh at the nape of my neck and the pain melted away instantly, replaced by a shudder of pleasure. I wrapped my arms around myself and shifted into him subconsciously. “I believe so,” Theon answered casually, working down either shoulder and massaging my arms. I felt the warmth of his chest on my back and my cheeks heated. It’d been a while since I’d been in a position like this with anybody. Six months, to be exact, and that’d been Andrew freaking Hardy… not exactly comparable to this guy, who looked to be all of six and a half feet in height and two hundred plus pounds of pure muscle.

      “How long will you be in Maine?” I asked him as he worked his thumbs along my spine again, all the way down to the muscular crevasse just above my tailbone.

      “As long as I must be,” Theon responded. “Turn for me.”

      I turned without even considering not turning. He dropped to his knees and touched my ankles, prodding them gently. Even there, the pain melted away. My eyelashes fluttered as he migrated along my legs, one hand braced over my right and the other braced over my left. His fingers explored the backs of my thighs, receded respectfully at the curve of my buttocks, and grasped my hips without regard for how sensually the gesture could have been interpreted. His thumbs probed over my oblique musculature and I bit my lip. His expression was one of concentration; he hardly seemed to realize that this gesture might make me feel good—really good—and that it could be awkward… nor did I possess the strength of will, for perhaps the first time ever, to tell him to stop. To my horror, a sigh came purring up from my throat.

      Theon lifted his head and examined me. His firm hands did not leave my hips. “You seem much better now.” He nodded and dropped his grip on me. “The resting period of the tide will have passed by now.” He turned and began to stalk through the cavern without waiting for a response. “Shall we?”
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      The cave seemed like something from another life. I remembered it as terrifying and frigid. Now that the water had receded, it was cluttered with rocks but otherwise harmless.

      “Allow me,” Theon requested, stretching out his hand for me to take. I hesitated, but accepted, and he led me through the stalagmites until we were safely deposited back on the beach. It was no longer snowing. I expected Theon to lead me to the dark house crowded up against the cliffside, but he ignored it and advanced along the beach. I tried not to be offended. After all, I had made it clear to him that I needed to get home. That my family would be worried.

      “Do you live in one of these houses?” he asked me.

      “The one at the very end of the strip,” I answered. “Hey. Theon?”

      We paused and he turned to face me. “Yes?”

      I swallowed. “Thank you,” I whispered. “You saved my life.”

      “Don’t say your goodbyes.” Theon chucked his index finger lightly beneath my chin. “It’s not over yet.”

      I sucked in a breath and smiled uncertainly up at him. We began walking again. “Oh? Can’t get my number… My phone is somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean right now.”

      “I’ll come to you when you’re ready,” he assured me.

      At this, my lip quirked. I had to admit, as strange as Theon was, he had an offbeat charm I couldn’t deny. He was no Andrew Hardy, who never said anything surprising… or moving. “Where did you say you were from?”

      Theon smiled. “You wouldn’t believe me.” There was a hint of melancholy to his tone. “Will you be visiting Maine long?” He said the word ‘Maine’ like it was some unknown object for him to shift back and forth in his hands, examining it before a purchase.

      “I’ll be here for about ten days,” I said. “I’m staying through Christmas and New Year’s.” We were getting closer to the beach house. I felt a tug in my chest. I didn’t want to say goodnight quite yet. There was something so otherworldly about him… and I knew he’d disappear as soon as the front door shut behind me. “It makes me sad to think that you would spend Christmas all by yourself,” I volunteered.

      At this, Theon hesitated. The night breeze fretted his dark curls, but I didn’t feel the cold. I felt warmed from the inside somehow. “Will you wear my pendant?” He lifted his hand into the air and a chain dangled from his fingers. A sliver of crystal, no larger than his thumb, twisted and spun in mid-air. The moonlight sparked off its surface.

      “I…” I was at a complete loss for words. No boy—or man—had ever insisted that I wear anything of his. “I guess it would be all right.”

      He looped his arms around my neck and laid the pendant down across my sternum; he swept my hair out from beneath its chain and clasped it at the nape of my neck. My cheeks flamed again. “This is a special stone,” he explained. He took a step back, but plucked the shard of crystal off my chest and held it gently between us. “It’s a shard from a very old, and very magical, mirror. The mirror belonged to my father before it belonged to me. And—when I have an heir—it will belong to him.”

      An heir? That’s such a weird way to think of children. “How is it ‘magic’?” I asked him doubtfully.

      “When you find yourself in need of me, you may use your body to ignite its surface and see me reflected there. I will warn you that it doesn’t always function properly. I will also warn you that I, too, will be able to see through the shard.”

      “You’ll be able to see me?” This was a little ridiculous. But it was cute. “All right, Theon; sure.” I grinned and rolled my eyes, turning from him to begin our trek toward the beach house again. It wasn’t far now; we passed the home of the pregnant couple. Their lights were out now. “It’s a very pretty necklace. I’d be honored to wear it.”

      “You don’t believe me. Why?”

      “It just seems a bit fantastical, that’s all.” I hesitated, realizing that such fantastical devices already existed. “I suppose I’d have found it more palatable if you had described the pendant as possessing two-way video technology, instead of ‘very magical.’” I plucked the crystal shard from my chest and examined it more closely. It appeared to be nothing but a flat, opaque shard of crystal. I couldn’t see anything in it. Frowning, I swiped my finger across the surface of the pendant—just in case. The device didn’t chirp or flicker, and I grimaced. Feeling stupid, I dropped the necklace into my sweater and shrugged. “You kind of remind me of those guys. The ones with the ‘canned routines’ and ‘peacocking’ and blah, blah, blah.”

      The beach house loomed uncomfortably close now. There were two windows alight: the den, and a bedroom.

      “Who are these men of which you speak?” Theon wondered.

      I almost giggled. His perfect grammar was riveting. Real people never spoke correctly. “Pick-up artists. They’re usually shy guys—or guys who aren’t very good-looking—and they invent strong, creative personas and even prepackaged stories in order to seduce beautiful women.” We began to ascend the wooden staircase which led to the beach house stoop. “There are a lot of ‘teachers’ out there who have different methods—”

      Theon jerked and glared at me. “Excuse me?”

      “I didn’t say I supported it!” I said quickly, my words forming misty plumes. I was starting to feel the cold again and wound my arms around myself. “It’s just something that some men do in order to meet women.” I didn’t make eye contact with him as we plodded up the stairs. “And you… with that vest… and the cave, with the fire… the massage… and the necklace… the way you talk…” I shook my head. “But it doesn’t make any sense. You’re hot enough to not need any training wheels.” We crested the landing and climbed onto the porch.

      “I do exude heat, but I don’t see what that has to do with locomotion.”

      I whirled on Theon and pointed my finger. “Aha! Like that! That’s a perfect example. It’s just the kind of thing real guys don’t say.”

      Theon enveloped my finger in his large palm. I froze immediately. “I guess it works, though,” I whispered.

      He slid his rough thumb into my fist and spread my fingers apart, forming an open palm. I gaped at him, strands of my hair fluttering into my mouth. He stretched my arm forward and laid my hand flat across his chest, his own hand spread on top of mine; I could feel his heartbeat. It was like a steady fist punching lightly at the interior of his ribcage. I’d never felt a pulse more clearly or strongly.

      My eyes widened as he took his other hand and wove it through my hair, removing the errant strands from my face. Oh, my God. He’s going to kiss me. He’s really going to kiss me.

      “May I look into your eyes?” Theon whispered.

      The hand in my hair migrated down along my cheek and tilted my face up toward his.

      “Okay,” I whispered uncertainly.

      For a moment, his eyes shimmered in the moonlight. With my hand still planted on his steadily beating heart, he leaned closer, and closer, and closer. My mouth gaped open and I took a dizzy breath.
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      Theon’s eyes grew and brightened; I couldn’t look away from them. He didn’t lower himself to my waiting lips. He was just leaning into me, only inches away from me. My heart hammered in my chest and my mouth went dry.

      I don’t want you to come any closer because I’m afraid of what might happen if I ever fall in love. I watched my parents destroy each other for years and I don’t want to do that to anyone else. And I don’t want it to happen to me, either. Just stay away. People are fine when they’re alone. They’re better that way.

      A twinge of pain sang through my chest as his eyes grew even bigger and penetrated even deeper into mine. The layers of defense were forced away.

      I care very much about doing the right thing. I want to try my best, though it has made me few friends in life. I believe in the goodness of people, even though I get disappointed so, so often—and I’ve been forced to build these walls to protect myself. I want to make a difference more than I want to be happy. I pride myself on my self-control. Even though I really want to kiss you right now… you also terrify me, and I don’t know if I can handle it. People have always been so predictable. It made me feel secure—and bored. But you…

      I felt another twinge as his eyes plunged deeper still—deeper than I had realized that I could go.

      You make me believe in the goodness of people again. And if I’m wrong about all the things I’ve told myself a million times—then maybe I’m wrong about everything. If you’re for real, then my whole world is upside down. But if I open up these walls and I get burnt, I’ll have to rebuild them twice as thick. And I’m afraid of being that person, too.

      One final twinge. His eyes increased in size until I’d tumbled into the black pupils and seen nothing but the abyss reflected therein: my abyss. There were no words in this place; there was only an image, a dream.

      It was me, and it was not me. This woman was older than I was, and she had thick, wild black hair lifted by some phantom wind. She was taller than I, and held herself with a noticeable confidence: shoulders squared, chin up, eyes even. Although she was slender, like I was, her body still wasn’t quite the same. Her cheeks were pink, and her tan skin bore a smattering of freckles, as well as scars. Her face bore the exact same structure as mine. It bore not one single crease, and somehow, I knew that this was because of her effort to appear strong, and not because she was never bothered by anything. She wore a blue gown and an armored breastplate: a warrior and royalty in one.

      In the next moment, as suddenly as a plug ripped from a drain, I funneled backwards out of Theon’s eyes—I had forgotten I’d even been there—and was back on my Dad’s stoop again: December, Maine, hyperventilating, vertigo, and everything else.

      I shook my head and staggered away from him. I’d never taken drugs or even gotten drunk before in my life. So how could I explain how I’d just been led into Theon’s eyes, drawn down into absolute darkness, and shown a vision of myself so realistic I’d forgotten I was standing on a porch?

      “What… was that? What did you do to me?”

      “It was just a test for confirmation.” Theon’s brow creased with concern at my reaction. “I meant no harm.”

      I placed my hand over my chest, as if to protect my heart. “Well, you did harm,” I snapped. That was invasive! And—and wrong! And what did you do? Did you hypnotize me? “How did you do that?”

      “It’s a gift,” Theon said. His eyes shone with remorse.

      I jabbed my finger in the air at him. “A gift is…” I began hotly before reining myself in at the last minute. I would not become my mother, standing outside with my father, yelling hurtful things which hardly made sense to outsiders. “A gift is finally meeting a guy who is willing to take the time to unravel you.” I lifted my eyes to his. Augh, I hated how sad he looked. You can’t make me feel guilty for being mad that you just… sucked my soul into your eyes! “A gift is respect for boundaries.” I pursed my lips. “You can’t just do that to people. It’s not right.”

      Theon reached for me again, as if to touch my hair, but I took a step back and glared at him. “Believe me when I say that I would never intentionally hurt you,” he said. “I will never do that again. You may keep your secrets—and I’ll wait for you to reveal them to me in your own time.”

      “Yeah, I think that would be fair.” I grasped the doorknob behind my back. I dared glance up at him one final time. “Considering you’ve got secrets of your own you feel free to keep.” With that, I twisted the doorknob and let myself inside, closing the door firmly and leaning my back against it. Maybe I was crazy to think that I could feel the heat from his body emanating through this wood… and maybe he was right on the other side of the door, feeling me too.

      I shook my head. No, no, ridiculous. The heat ventilation was just angled toward the front door, that was all. I tore myself away and traipsed to collect my luggage, still piled on the floor where it had been left a lifetime ago.
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      I was moving toward the staircase with my bags when Dad came thundering out of his bedroom, wild-eyed. “Where have you been?” he demanded. “And who was that?”

      “Who was who?” I asked, attempting to move past him on the stairs. I wasn’t about to try to have this conversation with him, of all people.

      “Who was that on the porch with you?” Dad followed me up the stairs.

      “I don’t know, he lives on the strip.” My poker face had never been tighter.

      “I tried to call you.”

      “Well, my phone is in the ocean. Which room is mine?”

      Dad blinked at me for a second. “Uh…” He cleared his throat. “The second door on the left here.”

      I dragged down the hall with my bags and shuffled into my bedroom, hitting the light with my elbow. It was mostly barren, but there was a vague pink theme running throughout. I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. At least it had a stellar view: a bay window with cream-colored drapes faced the open ocean and crystalline night sky. I rested my bags against the bed and tugged the curtains closed, just in case anyone—like Theon—might have been watching from below. I turned after having caught Dad’s reflection in the dark glass. His arms were crossed and his eyes were flashing.

      “I think we need to talk,” he snapped.

      I nodded. “Sure.” Didn’t even ask me if I was okay. I almost drowned; I could have frozen to death; I just went missing for an hour in the freezing cold with nowhere to go but the beach, and he doesn’t even wonder why my sweater is ruined. Why my pant leg is torn.

      “Let’s go downstairs and have some coffee.” Like my mother, we both treated coffee with the same reverence others gave to fine wine. It would be the one spot of nutmeg-flavored comfort in this moment, my little Christmas-themed mug, crowned with fresh cream.

      Once our coffees were brewed and we had taken our opposing seats at the kitchen table, cleaned of the tabouli salad, I lapsed into silence and let him take the lead. I knew he was dying to get something off his chest, and he was the most important person in the room, wasn’t he?

      I raised an eyebrow, prompting the speech.

      “I’m just going to go ahead and say that the way you’ve been talking to me is completely unacceptable. I thought that moving would make it better, but somehow, it made it even worse. And here I thought nothing could be worse than a damn sixteen-year-old.”

      I nodded. This was true.

      “I don’t want to feel like I can’t even be a part of your life anymore. I was never a deadbeat dad, you know. So why are you so mad about something that happened so long ago, and not even to you, but to your mother?”

      “First of all, it did happen to me, too. I was eight years old when it finally ended. Second of all, I guess I’m so mad now because… because I am growing up. This is the age when I’m supposed to be throwing myself into whirlwind romances and believing in happily ever after. But I don’t.” I sighed and took a sip from my mug. “I just can’t even consider dating without picturing the inevitable end. And if you go into every relationship like that, you can’t even believe in the beginning. Dad, I’m nineteen years old, and I’ve never had a real boyfriend.”

      “What about Andy?” Dad wondered, warranting a glare.

      “Andrew and I were strictly unattached,” I informed him. “Neither of us really believe in long-distance relationships. He’s dating Michelle now.”

      “Shelly Michelle?” Dad gaped. “Aw, pumpkin, I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” I snapped, refusing to meet his gaze. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I knew it would end before it started. That’s how I’m fine now. I just met this guy down on the beach, and—”

      “That guy who dropped you off? He’s twice my size, Nell!”

      I thought back to his unlined face. “He’s just a big guy.” I smiled in spite of the conversation. “He was really nice, and yet…” The smile died. “The thought of kissing him just… seems… so… stupid. Because I know what will happen. Eventually. He’ll run off with someone else, or turn out to be crazy, or use me for my money. You and Mom are the reason I can’t even meet someone without assuming the worst about them.” I raised my eyes to meet his. “You taught me that people just do whatever they want, no matter what.”

      Dad blinked and then raised his cup of coffee to his lips, drinking deeply. I didn’t think he’d yet taken a drink throughout this entire speech. “I’m not going to say there aren’t risks,” he finally said. His voice was hushed. “That’s not all me. It’s not Patty, either. When you’re older, I hope you understand.”

      “Understand what? That people just leave? One day, I’ll leave too?” I sneered.

      Dad’s gaze was locked onto his own hands around the coffee cup. “That life isn’t as simple as kids think. People should keep their promises. So simple, right? But… we can’t predict the future. We just have to go on what we feel. There is no agreement on what ‘right’ is—we’re playing a game without rules. Outside of murder, rape, and theft—the general consensus is to do what you want. Nobody knows.”

      I rolled my eyes. Here I had been, waiting for some great explanation, and it was lawlessness, chaos. Predictable. “That’s the name of the Satanic Bible, you know,” I muttered, pushing up from the table. “Do What Thou Wilt.”

      “You sound just like your mother.”

      “You taught us the same lesson! Do you know how many men Mom has dated since 2004? Let me see; maybe, maybe ten? First, there was Parker the Dorkier, who was a coworker, in 2007—”

      “Parker Almquest, from the Sherman Group?”

      “Auuugh, this is exactly my point,” I moaned, covering my eyes. “Look at how selfish you’re being. By the time she was finally giving someone a chance—three years later—you had already been with three other women!”

      “That is not true,” Dad cried.

      “Yes, it is! Toni, then Natalie, and then Roberta.”

      “Oh, I forgot about Robbie.” Roberta had been a flight attendant with a kinky cap of auburn curls and a genuine smile. She and Dad had paired well together. I’d met her once—backpacking, cycling, and kayaking on a three-day trip together the summer of ’07—but there’d been no sign of her at Christmas. “Well, sugar, sometimes things just happen. Once you’re out of the house… and you’re able to meet, be with, or love whoever you please… you’ll realize that things can get complicated.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “What? Toni and I could never have lasted. We were both carrying around the ghosts of our families; maybe in another life, we could have made it work. And Natalie was very sensitive to criticism. She was an alpha, I’m an alpha, it was bad. And then Roberta… well… She had a bad upbringing.” His eyes panned away; perhaps he was thinking of me in that moment. “She didn’t understand love. To her, indifference was more exciting.” He glared back at me again. “She broke up with me, you know. I’m not always the bad guy. Real relationships are a blood sport. Do you think we’re the only animal somehow to have figured out a fair system? Do you want me to tell you that you’ll never have to make difficult choices? You’ll never have to weigh one person against another, one imagined future against another? Do you want to hear that you’ll never make a mistake? Never walk away from someone you didn’t even deserve in the first place?”

      “Yes!”

      “I can’t.”

      I shook my head at him, frustrated and disillusioned. I had nothing more to say, and couldn’t stand to listen. I turned and marched from the room, not shaken and fleeing, but purposeful and… and unshaken. I did not want him to believe for one second that his words had forced me to forfeit a debate, but—as I ducked into my room and closed the door, sagging against its frame before pushing off of it—he had. He was right.

      I pulled the drapery open. The rocky beach exposed between the outgoing tide and the cliffside made a cruel, lonesome landscape beneath the clouded moon. At the southern tip of the beach, I could see the silhouette of the dark beach house crowded against the greater shape of the mountain.

      I pursed my lips.

      Dad was right… and that was why I was so mad. That was why I was so scared.
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      I wiggled from within my dirtied clothing—dry and unwrinkled, but dusted in sand—and climbed into my shower for a quick, hot one. I needed to feel clean. Although they didn’t hurt, I could see the bruises developing all over my body as I undressed. They splotched my ankle, both knees, my chest, the backs of my arms, and the backside of my hips. I remembered, as I examined these wounds, that these had been the recipients of Theon’s massage.

      I frowned and stepped into the shower, depositing a dollop of green apple shampoo into my palm and rubbing it into my salty, sandy, tangled hair. How had Theon known where to touch me? The marks had been covered by clothes. At the same time, I was reveling in the steam as it buffeted my body, and couldn’t be terribly bothered to launch a full-scale investigation. He’d saved my life. He’d been weird. I scrubbed my bar of Dove soap against my loofah and began scrubbing my arms and chest. The ordeal with Theon was over now, and it didn’t matter; I was lucky to have experienced it.

      Just then, the loofah skated over my chest and snagged on the crystal pendant.

      Yelping, I unchained the necklace and flung it onto the sink.

      I’d totally forgotten about that thing… and I wondered if my actions revealed a deep-seated belief in Theon’s wild claim that the necklace could show him to me, and me to him, in our times of need.

      I breathed out, long and low.

      No way.

      It was just an automatic reaction, created by sleepiness and heightened emotions from the fight a few minutes ago. Average, beach house-dwelling Americans—or even whatever Theon was—did not have access to technology with zero interface. That would equate telepathy! It just didn’t make sense. As gorgeous and kind as Theon was, “crazy” definitely ranked in the top ten adjective list, too.

      I climbed out of the shower and toweled off, eyeballing the pendant on the sink warily but refusing to cover it and admit to myself that Theon might have been able to see me through the chunk of glass. I wiped the mirror down with my towel. My face looked decent—except small scratches on the cusp of my jaw. You had to struggle to see them. All in all… you were lucky, girl.

      I collected my favorite set of nightclothes, picked up a pair of matching thermals etched in warm fall colors, and snatched up the necklace from the ledge of the sink. I looped it around my neck once more. Even if I didn’t believe in it, it was still a funky necklace from a gorgeous hero. Besides, there was something oddly empowering about wearing the jewelry of another man after I’d just been kind of dumped by a lesser one. Or stood up? I didn’t know what Andrew and I were, but I could tell you what I was: thankful that the sea had swallowed up Andrew and Michelle’s connection to me, and my connection to the outside world.

      I settled onto the window box and peered out; the moon was unveiled and shining down, turning the sands white, the waters black, and the houses an asphalt gray. I wondered if Theon was home. Had he gone to sleep? Or was he awake? Might he have even been standing at his own window, peering toward mine?

      I pulled the pendant off and stared at it hard. I guessed I was giving Theon the chance to be honest and sane. I tilted the stone back and forth in the moonlight. It was sharp. Almost too sharp for a retailer to sell it. It could just as easily have been a weapon.

      “Theon?” I whispered. It wasn’t a joke. I really, really wanted to give him a chance.

      Silver glinted off the shard’s surface again… before it returned to being a normal rock. I sighed.

      I frowned at the necklace, leaning deeper toward it. Was there an orange sparkle in the reflection… right behind me?

      Turning, I saw nothing. Nothing but floral wallpaper.

      The orange flutter was still there. A shadow crossed in front of it and I gasped, dropping the pendant. As it fell, it slit into my thumb and pulled with it a bead of blood. “Dammit,” I hissed, sticking my thumb into my mouth and leaning down to scoop up the pendant.

      So crazy… The orange flicker was still there, clearer now, beneath a smear of my blood.

      Suddenly, the shadow crossed the surface of the pendant again and turned. It was Theon. I could see him illuminated by the orange sparkle: a fire? Was I seeing into that cave again?

      Theon turned his head as if somehow aware of my watchful eyes, then advanced—seemingly toward the pendant—and stared into its surface. His lips moved, but I couldn’t hear the words. Still, it looked like he was saying, “Nell? Nell?”

      Startled, I shoved the pendant under a cushion and stood up from the window box as if it was a spider I’d just killed there. Shaking my head and breathing unevenly, I advanced toward the bed and climbed in. I hiked the blankets up to my chin. It had to have been my imagination.
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      The next morning was the day before Christmas Eve. As my eyelids drifted open, my very first thought was of the single present I still had left to get: Dad’s. I was terrible at shopping for him. I tended to gravitate toward practical items: state-of-the-art watches, weather-insulated socks, and gadgets designed to reduce clutter. Dad, on the other hand, selected gifts based on sentimentality and indulgence: replicas of the things I’d cherished in childhood, extravagant plots for our next holiday vacation, and cold hard cash.

      I was going to have to spend the day shopping. Augh. That meant I would have to talk to Dad in order to borrow the Mercedes. Awkward.

      I pulled a pair of jeans over my thermal underwear and dressed in a slinky wool poncho the color of champagne. I admired the ensemble in the vanity mirror, then realized that the perfect jewelry to give this an added flair was Theon’s pendant. I dug it out from under the cushion, examined it just enough to discern that it was reflecting my own face back at me, and then strung it around my neck. I pulled on a pair of black boots and braided my hair sloppily. I didn’t bother with makeup, save a dab of concealer on the mark at my jaw and a dab of balm for my lips. With that, I snatched my wallet and headed downstairs.

      Sage was playing a zombie shooter game on his console, sprawled out in the living room like a Roman king. In the kitchen, Dad busily cooked omelets at the stove, and Zada was out on the porch, sitting in the lotus position on some patio furniture. “Hey, Dad,” I greeted, never looking at him. “What’s going on?”

      “Making breakfast for everybody, and then I’ve got a real quick video conference with my top-tier resort managers, and then I should be free for the rest of the day. Why, what do you want to do? Hey, what would you like on your omelet? Cheddar cheese, sun-dried tomatoes, and kale—am I right or am I right?”

      I rolled my eyes. Yes, that was pretty much my exact favorite set of ingredients for an omelet, other than eggs, naturally. “And mushrooms, if you have any,” I added, just to be difficult. I guessed Dad could be right about Mom and I; we could both be contrary bitches from time to time. “I need to run to the store and pick up some last-minute things. Is it okay if I take the car?”

      “Of course it’s okay,” Dad replied, but I could hear a note of melancholy in his voice. He was the best actor I’d ever seen when it came to hiding his own disappointments. “But you’re going to miss Morning-Before-the-Morning-Before-Christmas Omelets.”

      “I’ll make peace with that,” I said, my tone cool. “You could come with me, if you want.” I added that out of guilt.

      Dad sighed. “No, no, I’ve got that meeting thing. It’s fine.”

      “Okayyy… How’s Zada doing?”

      “Usually pretty good, after a meditation this long.” Dad turned over his shoulder to wink at me. “If you ask me, it’s basically drugs for people who don’t drink caffeine anymore.” He grinned and turned back to his pan of eggs. “I’ll see you when you get back, dumpling. The keys are on the ring beside the garage door. Can’t miss them.”

      

      The mall at Beggar’s Hole was obviously not named Beggar’s Hole Mall. We called it the Emporium at Shoreside.

      Beggar’s Hole, contrary to the name, was a small, but well-off town centered around a few classy boutiques and eateries before spreading into a smattering of beach houses and then becoming nothing but woods and highway again.

      It was named Beggar’s Hole for the natural phenomenon which occurred at Beggar’s Lake, found deep inside Beggar’s Woods. The endless whirlpool was the real beggar’s hole. It was a marvel of nature. It would take and take whatever you gave it. There was a video on YouTube of a guy putting his sofa onto a boat and sending it into the hole, which sucked both items into its depths. No one knew how deep into the Earth it traveled; people like Zada probably considered the whirlpool to be some kind of spiritual landmark. Daredevils had been known to drown there, bodies never found.

      The Emporium at Shoreside struggled with great success to divorce itself from the word “beggar.” From the fountain in the plaza, which illuminated itself at night, to the price tags on the designer lingerie, nothing about Shoreside spoke of beggars, or even of charity, for that matter. At this time of year, unsmiling mannequins stared out of storefront windows, simultaneously wreathed in snow made of cotton and Navajo-printed cashmere. During the night, a fine crust of real snow had fallen, but the vendors had already salted the cobblestone walk for the droves of last-minute shoppers.

      I roamed Shoreside for two hours before finally confessing to myself that I was a Christmas failure of Seussian proportion. I’d fondled the reindeer ladles. I’d gotten a price check on a set of Stylus pens, which could’ve been further monogrammed with his initials. I wasn’t totally sucking at this. I’d found a reasonably priced ergonomic desk chair. Augh!

      I sat down at the fountain and tears stung my eyes. I never cried, and never, ever in public. Why was I even crying? I was trying hard. I was doing a good job… or a decent job, anyway.

      I brushed my hand over my eyes, swiping the tears away, then absently rubbed them onto my sweater. I decided I’d better get back to work.

      I’d just finished purchasing the set of Stylus pens—which I would then take to be monogrammed with his initials, so the gift didn’t seem quite so impersonal—and stepped back onto the cobblestone walkway when I recognized Theon lurking by the fountain.

      “Theon,” I cried, rushing over with a big, stupid smile. Why couldn’t people control their emotions when it counted the most? I patted down the thick braid looped around my shoulder. I hadn’t combed it quite as carefully as I normally did, and you could tell. “Hey.”

      Theon was wearing an azure blue silk shirt with woolen pants of dirty gray, and a thick, heavy matching coat. I smiled, bemused, as I noted the vest he was wearing with that overcoat: it was made of a light chestnut fur. The man owned a vest. Of fur.

      “Hey,” I repeated breathlessly as I closed the space between us. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Theon smiled down at me warmly. “And yet here I am,” he said. His voice was so rich and sensual, its sound could overtake a woman, like a warm bite of chocolate.

      I shook my head dizzily before I dared even attempt to find my tongue. “What are you doing at Shoreside? On December twenty-third, of all days?”

      “Learning,” he replied. I tilted my head. Why did he have to be so strange? “Finding you. And what of you? What do these shops hold for you?” He stretched out one graceful hand and my mouth went loose, breathless in anticipation of his fingers threading through my hair, pulling me closer, but he reached past my hair and plucked the plastic strap of the shopping bag from the Blackstone Collection from off my shoulder. “Hm.” He fished the pack from within its tissue nest. “A utensil of some sort, is it?”

      “Uh, Stylus pens,” I informed him. “For his phone. He does a lot of business on his phone.”

      “In Maine, an item for one’s business is considered a gift? In my land, gifts must be meaningful to the relationship.”

      My cheeks warmed. “I know it’s a crappy gift.” He cocked his head to the side. “Poor in quality. But it’s for my dad… and he’s always been really hard to shop for.”

      Theon nodded. “I’ve found, in my quests, that trust in one’s own path is paramount.”

      What?

      I cleared my throat. “What does that mean in the context of Christmas shopping, Theon?”

      Theon smiled. “It means let’s walk. The answer will come to us.” He took my hand in his and drew me away from the fountain.
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      “You know, your people are truly craftsmen of the marketplace,” Theon noted as we strolled past artisan coffee mug studios and trendy vinyl retailers. “No detail has been spared in the effort to draw passersby.”

      “What is it like in your country, then?” I was beginning to seriously doubt that Theon was from Canada after all.

      “We have shops, and even sales, but the outside world is left as it is and not repurposed for advertising.” He’s awfully dark-haired to be from Norway. “Even your acts of beauty, such as the fountain in the center of the marketplace, exist only to draw people to the shops, and not for their own sake.”

      I glanced at him and smiled with a hint of sorrow. Could it be that a fully-grown man was less cynical than me? “Not everything we have is like that. You’ll see. Let’s keep walking.”

      “Outside of this marketplace? The…” He cast about for one of the many signs. “Emporium at Shoreside?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, outside of Shoreside. Wasn’t it you who said to trust our path in order to find the right gift?”

      “I did say that.”

      “So let’s keep walking. There’s something down here I want to show you, anyway.”

      Departing from the Emporium at Shoreside—feeling strangely giddy and even confident—we strolled along the perpendicular Shoreside Avenue, which housed an old theater, a dance studio, a consignment shop, a garage for bicycle repair, and a shallow pond which froze solid every winter and became the community ice-skating rink.

      “So,” I continued on my secret game of Twenty Questions to Determine Where Theon Was From, “does it snow, where you’re from? Do you like the snow?”

      Theon’s countenance darkened inexplicably, as if I’d asked him about his opinion of funerals. “It has been known to chill there, on occasion. But it is most often quite verdant and sunny.”

      Hmph. Not Norway, then. Or Switzerland or the rest of northern Europe. I mean, even Germany and France are out, if it doesn’t often snow there. Is he Portuguese? Italian? Spanish? Where is his accent from?

      “Are there a lot of beaches, or—”

      “Nell.” Theon turned. His tone wasn’t heated, but it was firm. “I do not wish to discuss my country until I am absolutely sure that you’re ready.”

      That I’m… ready?

      “Uh, okay,” I said. We began our leisurely stroll again. “Americans aren’t quite as hateful toward foreigners as we’re maybe portrayed in the general media, you know. I’m sure I could handle… Oh my God! They’re re-releasing Ratatouille!” I cheered, startling Theon. It was right in front of my face. Theon had been right. If we just trusted our path, the perfect gift would show itself to us.

      I bolted past Theon and clamored at the poster of the animated mouse, scanning for its show times.

      “I’m sorry,” Theon called to me. I turned, breathless, and peered up into his frown. “What is so exciting about the rodent?”

      “It was this movie that my dad took me to see right after he and my mom got divorced,” I explained, marching toward the box office to collect my tickets. “It was really important to me, you know? I was very stressed out over the whole thing, and this movie let me be a kid again for an hour and a half. It helped—a little—to heal the messed-up way I was starting to feel toward my dad, too. Could I have two tickets for Ratatouille, December twenty-sixth, preferably a matinee?” This I directed toward the young boy in the ticket booth.

      “That’ll be thirteen dollars,” he squeaked.

      I paid, collected my tickets, and turned to Theon. “It’s the perfect gift,” I assured him. Overwhelmed with gratitude, I flung myself into his arms and held tight for a moment. How was it possible that I felt his heart throbbing against mine, even through both of our sweaters and coats? I closed my eyes and cherished the moment, then pulled away and glanced up at him. “You said you are from Iphras. What is that, exactly?”

      Theon smiled down at me. His palm came to the side of my face and stroked my cheek. His amber eyes flared an impossible gold, and I was hard-pressed to notice whether or not such a shade existed in nature. “Iphras is a major river, much like your Nile,” he explained, drawing his hand away and wrapping it around mine once again.

      We resumed our walk. Your Nile? He said that as if the Nile, which was native to Egypt, was more mine than his, even though I was clearly not of African descent. How could the Nile be mine, but not his?

      And if the Iphras was the equivalent of the Nile… why had I never even heard of it before?
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      I was still stewing on the matter of Iphras when we reached Goose Pond, void of all geese in late December. A small stand had been erected at the front gate, and from that stand you could rent your blades for a few dollars, sign their insurance waiver, and get out on the ice.

      Theon came to a stop alongside me, but I continued to mill forward, distracted. When I turned back to him, I found him six feet behind me, staring toward Goose Pond. It was mostly filled with happy children, bundled to the gills and shrieking with frostbitten glee. Yet Theon remained morose.

      “Hey,” I said, ambling back toward him. I frowned, and my worries fizzled away at the expression on his face. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” Theon replied coldly. “I just… hate the ice. And winter. Maybe I should not have come here.”

      “Why don’t you get out on the ice with me?” I prodded. “See how it can be fun.”

      Theon exhaled and stared at me hard, weighing my words. Finally, he nodded.

      “Take me onto the ice, then. Show me how it can be ‘fun.’”

      I hurried back to the rental stand and dished out a handful of ones in exchange for two pairs of rental skates. I led him through the enclosure and out to the pond, hemmed in with families resting on wrought-iron benches, watching the children play. We sat down on a bench and I popped off my high-heeled boots in favor of the ragged white skates I’d been given. Lacing them tightly up to my ankles, I glanced over at Theon and saw him holding the skates as if they were weapons—clutched in his hand, the blade facing out—and frowning. I laughed, snatching the skates from him and offering to show him how to use them.

      I knelt and took each of his feet—as massive as his hands—and slid them into his size-fifteen blades. The woman at the kiosk had informed us that they were the only pair of size-fifteen skates at the rental booth, and this was the first time anyone had rented them. “There we go,” I murmured to myself as I finished lacing them up.

      I stood and extended my hand to him. He took it, though I could tell he used none of his weight against me as he stood. If he had, I would have been quickly pulled onto the bench, I was sure.

      Theon gazed out over the icy lake with a striking degree of hatred in his gaze. But when he turned to peer down at me, the anger softened. “Show me, then.”

      Grinning, I laced my fingers through his and we clattered toward the ice. “Do you want to just walk around for a little while first?” I asked him. “Sometimes it’s hard for people to balance on skates. Takes some getting used”—Theon stepped onto the ice of Goose Pond and pushed forward in one flawless motion—“to.” Of course he’s a natural. He looped back and returned to me, even braking perfectly.

      “I think I’ll be all right,” he said, extending his hand to take mine. At this, I couldn’t help but smile.

      We swept out onto the lake together, one of the few couples partaking in the romantic wintery tradition, and performed several laps hand in hand. As we increased our speed, I began to feel weightless… unfettered… and dizzy with glee. Piece by piece, I abandoned my worries, my anxiety, and just let us fly together over the ice, the blustery wind chafing our cheeks, pulses singing down into our fingers and toes.

      “Oh my God, Nell! Nell!” a distant voice called me from my bliss.

      I almost didn’t want to find its source. Throaty, with just a hint of nasally. Strong and female. Augh.

      “Penelope O’Hara!” the voice called again. I could tell that she had cupped her mouth with her gloved hands that time. We were looping around the lake and would be face to face with her shortly.

      Oh, never mind. She was coming to see us regardless of the lack of a welcoming gesture.

      Michelle Ballinger, my former sort-of-but-not-really best friend from the age of thirteen, was approaching with a big, toothy grin and her sparkling eyes fixed on Theon.
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      “Oh, my God! Nell! I had no idea you were back in town!” Michelle advanced along the ice. Her hourglass figure was wrapped in shiny, black thermal leggings and a skin-tight white turtleneck. She wore a down vest which did nothing to hide her breasts. Her makeup, although heavy, was also artful. A rosy dust arched her cheekbones and dark red, almost brown lipstick pouted her lips. Her dark curls were loose and tousled, always giving the impression of having just rolled out of bed. Not alone, either. “Why didn’t you call me?” Michelle asked, braking perfectly on the ice. She finally tore her eyes from Theon to blink at me.

      “I lost my phone,” I explained, my voice a blend of forced friendliness and patience. “How’s it been going?” I could already see the future in her gleaming eyes. Our adolescence had been playing out this way since Michelle had hit puberty. I’d meet somebody and she’d sweep in with her dramatic features and her nubile frame and just snap them up like sales items from a bin. They usually never even realized I might have liked them for myself, and neither did Michelle. It was likely only from her lack of interest that Andrew hadn’t hooked up with her much sooner; she had a thing for exotic, dangerous types, and Andrew Hardy was anything but.

      “Well, no harm, no foul. It’s all better now,” Michelle said, her gaze raking over Theon. “What did you bring me from DC?”

      “Some airport perfume,” I answered shortly. “But it’s at home. This is Theon. He’s from Iphras.”

      “I love Iphras,” Michelle chimed, not missing a beat. “It’s my pleasure to make your acquaintance, Theon. My name is Michelle Ballinger, of the Boston Ballingers.” Augh. Such a wannabe princess. I didn’t know at what point Michelle’s routine had become obnoxious to me. In the past two years, either I’d matured a lot, or Michelle had changed. Michelle draped her hand into the air to be taken by Theon, and he complied with a brisk air-kiss to her knuckles. She tittered. “Care to take a break with me?” Michelle asked, her eyes back to me. “We could walk over to Carmella’s for some cocoa and catch up. Theon could come too.”

      I grimaced, but I had no choice. It would become the big discussion of whatever event Michelle hosted next if I were to turn down her invitation to hot cocoa, and I wouldn’t be able to show my face again without it coming up.

      “That sounds good,” I lied. “Is that okay with you, Theon?”

      “Of course,” he agreed, though he was frowning. “We need to go back in the direction of the Blackstone Collection in any regard, to return those Stylus pens, don’t we?”

      “Right.” I smiled with more relief than I wanted to be evident. He was telling me in a very subtle way that he would be staying with me and not venturing off with Michelle to continue his holiday-shopping experience over some hot cocoa. “We’ll meet you over at the rental stand, Michelle. Let us get off our gear.”

      When we returned to the bench to unlace our skates, Theon didn’t hesitate. “Michelle Ballinger, of the Boston Ballingers,” he said, clearing his throat. “You do not like her.”

      “It’s complicated,” I answered, depositing my ice skates off to the side and tugging my black, high-heeled boots back on. “A lot of history there.”

      Theon nodded and slid his feet back into his own footwear: deep blue suede moccasins, which I could now see were lined with the same chestnut-colored fur as his vest. Unlike my own fur-lined moccasins, purchased from an Ugg shoe outlet and now ruined with ocean water, his looked like they’d been made by hand. The stitching was crude, and the thread didn’t match the suede. I was still trying to figure out who the hell Theon was—traveling royalty from some exotic, yet impoverished land?—when I realized that he had stood. I started and stood with him, blushing. “Don’t worry. This won’t take long. I have to get back to my dad’s at some point today, anyway.”

      Theon’s reaction was crestfallen. We ambled together toward the rental shack, where Michelle waited.

      “My dad was really disappointed that I had to leave at all,” I explained.

      “Of course,” Theon replied. “Care for her family is an important quality in a woman.”

      My cheeks were hot as Michelle approached us. “So, Theon,” she chirped, taking his other side. “How are you liking Maine?”

      “In spite of your harpy infestation, I may have found what I was looking for,” he replied nonchalantly. Harpy infestation?

      Michelle didn’t take the bait. She was far more practical than the sultry clothing and sex-kitten vibe portrayed, and likely understood that questioning his statement would appear to undermine her interest in him. Her sexuality was wielded with the intent of being nothing but a powerful tool, often as a means to an end—and, before she had blossomed so fully into a woman, we had bonded over our shared pragmatism. Now, however, it seemed we’d invested in entirely different methods. “Did you come up here with Nell? Meeting her family for Christmas?”

      “We only met last night, in fact,” Theon informed her. I winced. Michelle would see this information as a green light. “And yet—”

      “She didn’t even think to mention me?” Michelle asked, weaving one of her arms through Theon’s. “She must have taken one look at you and known that you were my type.”

      “I thought you and Andrew were getting serious,” I commented.

      Michelle gasped and pointed a manicured nail. “So you did have your phone last night!”

      “Excuse me.” Theon extracted his arm from Michelle’s. “You seem perfectly capable of walking, my lady.”

      Michelle blanched, but she was nothing if not resilient. It only took a second for her to recover. “Well, Nell, since you ‘don’t have your phone’”—she used air-quotes—“there’s going to be a Christmas Eve bash at the lake house tomorrow. Everyone’s going to be there, even Andrew, if you want to talk to him, and I’m sure everyone is hoping to see you there.” She winked. “Especially Andrew,” she whispered loudly—right over Theon, as if he was deaf.

      I narrowed my eyes. She had to know that Andrew didn’t give a hoot whether or not I attended the Christmas Eve party at her lake house, and that I was interested in Theon. If previous incidents were any indication, Andrew was obsessing over Michelle right about now, and would be heartbroken if she snatched Theon as she obviously intended.

      Michelle’s air-headed persona got her out of a lot of jams, but it didn’t work on me. She knew what she was doing. Still… I was trapped. If I didn’t attend, I’d get the overnight reputation of a coward and a sore loser. My pride wouldn’t allow for that. I’d rather suffer at the lake house. “Sounds fun,” I told her, giving no indication of how annoying I found her behavior to be. “We’ll be there.”

      “We?” Michelle prompted.

      My cheeks flamed and I whirled, remembering Theon. “Oh, I’m sorry, Theon. I didn’t even think about asking you first. But if you’d like to come with me—”

      Theon smiled down at me and touched my hair, adjusting a few errant strands which fluttered against my cheek. He pushed them behind my ear and then let his fingers linger at my jaw for a moment. “It would be my honor to attend the local festivities with you,” he whispered. His golden eyes glowed, and his voice was so low, I felt as if this exchange was truly ours alone.

      “Great,” I breathed.

      “Well, this is adorable.” Michelle’s voice brought Shoreside and the December sunshine back. “But it’s almost five o’clock, and I’ve got some stockings to stuff, so how about mochas? Anybody? Mochas?”

      “Almost five o’clock?” Where had the day gone? How long had we been skating together? When I’d gotten here, it hadn’t even been noon yet—and I’d spent a couple hours shopping, and then I’d run into Theon, and… oh, crap. I’d lost all track of time. “My dad is going to kill me. I told him I’d be back before three.”

      “Oh, no,” Michelle cooed. “Well, we’ll see you at the lake house, then. Theon? Mochas?”

      “Afraid I must decline, Lady Ballinger,” Theon said over his shoulder, hardly gracing Michelle with a glance. “It is time that I, too, take flight.”

      Michelle lowered her lashes and examined me more closely, as if realizing that her sidekick had developed into competition. “All right.” Her bright smile was put on again. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Theon, and Nell… Call me when you find your phone, ’kay?” She winked and turned on her heel, traipsing into Carmella’s and leaving us to stare after her.

      “Hm,” Theon said when the door was closed behind her. He turned to me. “She’s really a friend of yours?”

      “Kind of,” I answered hesitantly. “What’s the ‘hm’ for?”

      “She seems to have the propensity for great evil, as well as goodness. It is interesting to see someone who is partially mired in their dark side.”

      “Am I not partially mired in my dark side?”

      At this, Theon smiled. “No, not at all,” he whispered. “Go see your father. Tomorrow, at sunset, I will collect you from his home for this gathering with Lady Ballinger. Does that sound suitable to you?”

      I wondered if I’d ever cease to be taken aback by his way with words. “Sounds great,” I said, feeling suddenly—perhaps for the first time ever—intellectually mediocre.
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      I told Dad about the gathering. I got his approval. I waited for Theon. The sun set, the sky darkened, the stars came out… and still there was no knock at the door.

      I bit my lip and migrated from the den to the porch. The December wind sliced through me and I wound my wool-lined denim jacket tighter around myself. I peered down to the beach below, glanced at the distant beach house near the cave. Nothing. No lights. No silhouette on the sand. No one was coming.

      Steadily, my eyebrows settled into two flat lines on my forehead. He wasn’t coming.

      I stepped back inside, the heat thawing my fingers and nose.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Dad called from the kitchen, where he was doing the dishes. Zada contributed almost nothing to the maintenance of the house—Dad, when I’d mentioned this months ago, had commented that it was a trade-off for her free spirit. “Are you still here?”

      “Yes,” I answered. Sage had cleared out to visit his biological father elsewhere in the state; I had no idea where Zada was. The house was silent, save the clatter of pots and pans. I put my head down into my hands and cringed with embarrassment, leaning against the wall. At least no one else was here to see my shame.

      I’d dressed myself in a knit tank dress with a handkerchief hem, the color of ferns in deep spring, paired with dark hosiery, leather combat boots, and the wool-lined, distressed denim jacket. I’d put curls in my hair and even broken out the old mascara wand. There was a hint of perfume on my neck. I looked damn cute, and I never did things like this for boys. And he wasn’t even coming. He wasn’t coming, and I was going to have to admit to Dad—oh, my God, and to Michelle and Andrew and their entire party—that he had bailed on me. That maybe he was just some jerk after all: gorgeous and intellectual, a hint wild, and easily bored.

      “It doesn’t look like my friend could make it,” I called to Dad as casually as I could manage. “I’m going to go on and head out with the Mercedes, if that’s all right with you. I’m probably just going to make an appearance”—so that nobody talks about me, I added bitterly—“and then come back home, all right?”

      “Sounds good, baby,” Dad called. There was a crash. “I’m fine! You go on. Nothing broke. Have a good time! Drive carefully.”

      I hurried toward the garage door, snatching his keys off the ring as I went. My expression set into an aloof smile. I was going out to a party with the other teenaged children of country clubbers and cocktail partiers, friends of the O’Hara family with whom I had been forced to play since infancy. In essence, they were mostly monsters, and when you were playing with monsters, your mask could be your most valuable weapon.

      

      The Ballinger family lake house was a luxurious yet rustic haven, filled with warm light. On the hillside blazed three floors, totaling eight bedrooms, encompassing everything from a state-of-the-art, fully-stocked kitchen to a billiards table to a home theater to a rope swing. Michelle Ballinger’s summers had wanted for nothing, and her winters had been picturesque and intense.

      Before even parking, I could tell you that the fireplace would be roaring and everyone inside would be smashed on alcoholic holiday beverages. Adventurous couples would go sledding, or skiing, or maybe even out in the canoe. Another snow had fallen after sunset, papering the mountainside in a crisp layer of white.

      As I climbed from the Mercedes, I surveyed the land. The lake house was secluded, the Ballingers having complete ownership of the lake on which they sat and several acres of the surrounding wood. It was twenty minutes outside of Beggar’s Hole, and the only sound for miles around would be the party itself. From a great enough distance, even that sound would die, and it would be nothing but the wolves and the owls.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and promised myself that I would only be in there for half an hour. Then I advanced on the brightly lit front porch. Several Lawry Hill students had already flocked there to smoke, and huddled together, puffing away. I only recognized a handful of faces. “Hey, Nell,” someone called to me.

      “Hey,” I called back, readying my aloof smile. I slid through the crowd and entered the Ballinger lake house.

      It was too large to ever appear packed, and Michelle’s friends, although not necessarily elitist, were certainly exclusive by their own standards, meaning that only several clusters of party-goers stood inside, drinking and murmuring to one another. I targeted a group of girls with whom I had once shared a cheerleading troop, and was on the verge of approaching them when Michelle interrupted from behind.

      “Nell!” Michelle called down. “Nell, I want to see you. Hold on. Don’t go anywhere.” She ducked away from an interior balcony, hurried along a corridor of side steps and then came out directly behind me. She wore a layered maroon sweater with a white collared shirt, a navy blue pleated skirt, and thick gray tights. She looked, of course, adorable. Her hair wore its usual sloppy, proud style. “What took you guys so long—” She frowned and made a show of scanning the room. Somehow, I was sure she would’ve been able to see Theon entering the room from a pair of eyes in the back of her head. “Where’s Theon? Did he decide not to come?”

      “He couldn’t make it. A… business… thing.”

      Two of Michelle’s latest best friends—Erin and Shanice—approached with their drinks in hand: for Shanice, creamy apple cider with a stick of cinnamon, and for Erin, hot chocolate and a crust of melted marshmallows. Shanice was a willowy Caribbean with a sculpted afro and electric-blue lipstick, while Erin was a petite brunette with a cap of glossy hair, a leopard-print cardigan, and black leather pants.

      Shanice smirked and took a sip from her cider. “Mm. Shell got us all excited about meeting this hot new man. No show, huh, Nell?”

      Erin winked. “Happens to the best of us, girlfriend.”

      “He wasn’t a no-show. He had a business thing. A conference call. He couldn’t get out of it.” Augh. Why couldn’t I lie? You would expect for the child of a corporate lawyer and a business mogul to be one of the most proficient liars on the planet.

      “A business thing on Christmas Eve?” Michelle whispered to me. Shanice and Erin glanced at each other. “Are you sure that’s the story you want to go with?”

      I felt my cheeks flame. Damn this translucent Irish skin. “It’s the truth. It happened at the last minute. He wanted to come.”

      “But this just had to be the same night that Theon was supposed to take that deposit to the bank, and it never made it there,” Shanice chimed in gleefully.

      “Now he’s stuck on the phone with corporate, trying to figure out if they can legally fire him if he hasn’t had his third strike yet,” Erin added with a grin. “Am I right, Nell?”

      “You should use that detail,” Michelle insisted. “It makes the story sound much better.”

      “Um, Theon is real,” I informed them. “You met him yesterday. Where are the drinks?”

      Michelle guided our path, and Shanice and Erin swooped in, looping their arms through mine and pulling me along the hall, toward the kitchen.

      “I think somebody was just trying to put Andrew in his place.” Erin giggled.

      “You should know that whatever is going on with me and Andrew is totally relaxed, Nell,” Michelle called to me sweetly from over her shoulder. “So if you want to strike things up with him while you’re in town, I’m, like, ninety percent he’d be down.”

      “I’ll pass,” I replied, deadpan. “Like you saw yesterday… I met someone else.”

      Michelle turned on her heel and smirked at me. “Right.”

      “Let me just grab one of these drinks,” I said, scanning the selection and plucking a Styrofoam cup of fresh hot cocoa from the counter. “You know what? I think I will say hi to Andrew, and just let him know that there’s no hard feelings.” Smiling and nodding toward the three of them—Theon was right, we do have a harpy infestation—I turned and sipped at my cocoa, exiting the kitchen.

      I was sure Andrew was around here somewhere—probably sledding, skiing, or playing billiards—but I’d been lying. I wasn’t going to say anything to anyone. I was going to get the hell out of here, and quit trying to shoehorn myself into a social stratum where I just didn’t belong.
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      When I first arrived home, I thought that the whole house was dark and I was the only one still awake, even though it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. But as I ascended the wooden garage steps, I heard the sound of mournful soul vibrating through the house. I let myself in through the garage door. A lone candle burned steadily on the dining room table. A silhouette lounged nearby, and I knew it was Dad from the body language as much as from the actual cut of the shadow.

      “Hey, Dad,” I whispered into the darkness. “Decided to come home early. Party was lame.”

      “Sorry to hear that, sugar,” he whispered back.

      “What are you doing sitting in the dark?”

      “Just thinking. Billie Holiday helps clear my head.” He sighed heavily. “Zada went to go pick Sage up from his dad’s earlier today. She should’ve been home a long time ago. But she’s still out, and she didn’t answer any of my calls—so I don’t know. Maybe it won’t work out again. I don’t know.”

      I smiled sadly and took a step toward the dining room table. “Mind if I sit with you?” I asked. “We seem to be traveling along parallel lines tonight.”

      At this, Dad gestured to the nearest chair and I took it. He scooted his drink across the table next. I lifted it to my nose and gave it a sniff in the darkness: eggnog. I tipped it toward him in a mock toast. “Merry Christmas Eve.”

      “It’s supposed to snow tonight . . . I don’t know when,” he replied. “I guess climate change has really begun; they say this is the coldest winter Maine has seen in over a hundred . . .” He glanced up at my blank eyes and smiled. “Sorry. Anyway, so, what happened at the party? Would this have anything to do with the friend who couldn’t make it?”

      I grimaced. “Yeah—I don’t know—kind of,” I spluttered, uncertain where to begin describing whatever the hell Theon was to me. “I met this guy, and I really like him.” It was the first time I’d allowed myself to use the words. “And he just stood me up.” To my horror, tears developed. In the light of the candle, I was sure he could see them sparkling. “I’ve never been stood up before.”

      “Ah, yeah. It does hurt. I guess I’m being stood up tonight, too.” He pulled in a deep breath and let it out slow. “The important thing to remember is that these things happen, kiddo. People hurt other people. Sometimes it’s not your dad who does all the hurting… sometimes he gets hurt too.”

      I pursed my lips at his throwback to our earlier conversation about love and commitment.

      “You’re just growing up. You’ll see. It gets—well, it gets much worse.” He smiled without much humor. “I can make this eggnog alcoholic, if you want.”

      I laughed. “No, thanks,” I said. “Something tells me booze would make this feeling worse.”

      Dad sighed. “That’s true, too. I don’t really know what makes it better, other than time.”

      “How about a present? You want to see what I got you for Christmas? I think you’ll like it.”

      Dad feigned shock. “Could anything beat last year’s set of towels?”

      I glared at him and dug my wallet out of my jacket pocket. I hadn’t put them into a card or anything yet. I slid the tickets from the wallet and extended them to him.

      Dad examined the paper in the meager candlelight. “Oh, wow, baby,” he whispered. His eyes tipped to mine. “I can’t believe you remember. I can’t wait to go.”

      I smiled at him. “Great.”

      “It’s funny how things come full circle,” he commented, flicking the movie ticket back and forth between his fingers. “Here we are, over ten years later, going to the same movie. Here I am, floundering my way through another doomed coupling, Zada off spending Christmas Eve with her ex. And here you are, finally realizing that the same fruit which seemed so sweet only yesterday can go sour while you blink.”

      My eyebrows lowered. “It’s hardly comparable. Theon and I aren’t married. I don’t even know why he couldn’t make it tonight. Maybe something happened. I still don’t have my phone; he has no way to reach me.”

      “You can tell yourself whatever you need to maintain your faith. I know it’s important to you to think that I’m an extraordinarily bad person, and most people don’t treat each other so selfishly in relationships. Like I said, Nell. You’re growing up. It won’t be long before you realize.”

      I wanted to be sympathetic; it was possible that he was just lashing out, still aching over Zada’s possible betrayal, but I couldn’t stand the way he was speaking about relationships. Because he was talking about me. He was talking about Theon. “If everyone ends up trampling each other and abandoning what they’ve built, then why would I ever bother?” I hissed, coming to a stand. “Mom had the right idea about men. Just swear off them.”

      With that, I whirled and marched through the darkened beach house, winding my way up the stairs and onto the second floor. There was a glass door up there which opened onto a widow’s walk, so that the lover of a sailor could observe the ships on the coast, watching for her beloved on the horizon. It felt somehow appropriate.
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      As I stepped out onto the widow’s walk, frigid December air sank its barbs into my flesh. I settled on one of the two patio chairs which had been placed on either side of a small glass table. Rather than staring down at the beach below—and perhaps subconsciously begging Theon to manifest—I angled my gaze to the sky. Beggar’s Hole was no metropolis, and the beaches here were private. There was no glare of city lights to bleach the sky. An entire universe of stars splayed out above me, and down its center was painted the hazy stripe of the Milky Way. I wound my arms tighter around myself and exhaled. Everything’s going to be okay, I promised myself. That’s something Dad always forgets to tell you.

      A snowflake landed on my nose and melted. Another pelted my cheek and dissolved.

      Unlike Dad, I yearned for this: a sense of tranquility, even stability—not the turmoil of passion, not the excitement of conflict. If I couldn’t find such solace in romance, then I would find it elsewhere.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe relationships were a blood sport, and I was better off holding my head above the fray.

      Even as I had the thought, a tear crested the bottom of my eyelid and spilled. Another budded in its place. It would be lonely. No one ever said it wouldn’t be lonely from time to time, but—

      A flutter across the waning moon caught my eye, and I started up from the patio furniture, rushing to the ledge and gripping the frosty iron railing. I forgot my tears, forgot Dad, and forgot about Theon standing me up.

      It looked like a bird—but a massive bird. It couldn’t possibly be an eagle. I tracked it across the sky with my eyes narrowed in concentration.

      A sudden shudder traveled along the widow’s walk, in conjunction with a thump.

      I turned and gaped.

      It was Theon.

      He wore stiff, woolen pants of a caramel shade, and a thick white turtleneck, with the same blue suede moccasins from yesterday. His hair was more wild than usual, and his amber eyes were bright and intense. He had a long, thin scrape down the left side of his cheek, and his lip was swollen and busted.

      “Hey,” I breathed, striding to him as a magnet moved to its counterpart. I reached out to touch his wound, but then hesitated. I didn’t know if we were like that. “Hey, are you okay? What happened?” And why didn’t you come through the front door like a normal person?

      “It’s nothing.” Theon dismissed the marks with a shake of his tousled curls. “You look like a queen.” He reached out to touch my cheek, wiping away the icy tear I had forgotten was there. “I hope that wasn’t for me.”

      “I just—I don’t know, Theon,” I told him, feeling stupid now. “I guess it was, maybe, in a way. I mean—men stay for a little bit, and then they go. They want to touch your hair, even save your life… but then they don’t talk about anything, they have secrets, nothing they say makes sense, and I have no idea who you are, to be totally honest. You could be anybody, so if you disappeared tomorrow—”

      “I won’t,” he said softly, taking both my arms in his hands. My pulse quickened.

      “What happened to you tonight?”

      Theon shook his head wordlessly.

      “More secrets,” I muttered.

      One of his hands moved to cup my cheek and he leaned closer. “I’ll show you everything,” he said. “Just give me a little time.”

      “I don’t want this to be like everything else,” I whispered up to him.

      But Theon smiled. “Be careful what you wish for,” he whispered back, snaking his hand into my hair and pulling me into his arms. His fingers clenched and he tilted my face up toward his. I had only a second to catch my breath before his lips descended onto mine, and a wave of fire rocked through my body such as I had never felt before. His mouth seemed to both soften and harden for me at once. My body bowed in his embrace, and my hands found their way into his hair. I was on fire. He’d lifted me clear off the ground.

      Theon’s free hand crept up inside my jacket and raked its nails down my back, inciting a moan to come out of my throat. My body quivered against his. How was I so feverish in these swirling motes of snow?
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      “Theon,” I gasped, sliding my own hands into his sweater and up along his back. His muscles were perfectly sculpted.

      Before I reached his shoulders, Theon gripped my hands and pulled them back out of his sweater. “Wait,” he breathed. “It’s too soon for all this.”

      I coughed out a misty laugh. “What are you trying to do to me?”

      “Let’s—” Theon squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating hard on where, exactly, his train of thought was trying to take him. “Let’s have a formal evening together first.” He cleared his throat and nodded. “I think that would make me feel more comfortable.”

      “Tonight was supposed to be that evening.”

      “I know; it’s complicated. When the stakes are high… it is smart to move slowly, isn’t it?”

      I had to nod. He was right.

      “When will you be free again?”

      I sighed. How could I have found a man even more old-fashioned than I was? “I’m free again on the twenty-seventh.”

      “Perfect,” Theon breathed. “I will show you my home. Things will begin to clarify.”

      I guess that is a step in the right direction. Maybe I can get your phone number? For when I do have a phone again?

      His eyes shifted over my shoulder, toward the sky, and I turned to look with him. I’d forgotten all about the strange bird—and now there were two of them. Might it have been a pair of condors? But then what were they doing in Maine?

      “I must go,” Theon said, snapping me back.

      “But you just got here. Do you really have to go?”

      Theon smiled, but my eye was again drawn to the slash on his cheek. “I do,” he said. “I’ll be back at sunset on the twenty-seventh. If I am not… I give you full permission to never consider me again.”

      The thought was an alien one, but I got what he was saying. He’d be there, or he’d be square. “All right,” I said. Theon turned, and I followed, intending to show him through the house and out the front door. But he leapt easily onto the roof. I gasped as he strode over the slope of shingles. “You can go out the front door, you know!” I called to him.

      “I’m fine, thank you. Good night, Nell.” With that, he disappeared down the other side of the roof, leaving me staring after him with a frown.

      As much as I wanted him, I had to confess that I understood his trepidation. He was just so, so weird—and that was him holding back. How much weirder would it get on our date?

      At the realization that, yes, we did have a date, I whirled back to the railing of the widow’s walk and grinned into the sky like an idiot. He’d asked me! I hadn’t asked him; he’d asked me! And the kiss…

      My eyelashes fluttered closed and my entire body relaxed at the memory. The intense heat throbbing off of his body… the way his rigid muscles cupped me so tightly, making me feel simultaneously powerless and safe… I opened my eyes again and smiled.

      The smile faded as I focused on the gigantic birds in the distance.

      There were four of them now, and they swooped and dove over the water. They might have been fishing, but I couldn’t be sure. I’d never seen birds of such size. I’d thought they only existed in warmer climates. But birds like that? I crept backward and let myself into the beach house, latching the door behind me. Birds like that could easily prey on humans.
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      Maybe I was dizzy in the haze of a budding romance, but this Christmas turned into the best Christmas ever. Zada ended up snowed in halfway between Boston and Beggar’s Hole, and wouldn’t be able to return until the twenty-seventh. Perfect. It was just me and Dad, and we put the past aside and came to the mutual decision to enjoy ourselves, not berate each other. I even got him to admit that maybe his complications involved the women he chose and weren’t standard procedure for every relationship.

      “Maybe,” he’d added, shoveling a forkful of steaming green beans into his mouth.

      After Ratatouille, I decided to open up to him about Theon. I could only open up a little bit, of course, because I hardly knew anything about him. I described what I did know: that he was an honorable man. That he spoke with perfect English. That he wore handmade moccasins and had the deepest eyes I’d ever seen, like swirling, softly glowing oceans of honey. You could die happily there.

      “Oooh,” Dad responded. “Sounds like a real lady-killer. How old is this guy?”

      “Hm. I don’t know,” I was forced to admit.

      “Where’s he from?”

      “Some… other… country. He lives on our strip, though.”

      “Oh? He lives at a house on our beach?”

      I faltered. I’d never seen him go into that house. In fact, I’d never seen its lights. “I think so,” I said.

      “Huh. That’s odd. The other house on the beach is owned by a young married couple. The one at the far end of the beach was for sale, the last time I checked. But who knows? Maybe some enterprising college boy snatched it up with a little help from his old dad.” Dad winked. “You said he’s coming by to pick you up tomorrow night?” His eyes crinkled into a frown.

      “That’s right.” Why did I have a bad feeling about this? “Do you want to do the old-fashioned father thing and meet him?”

      At this, Dad raised his eyebrows and examined me. “Uh, yes, I do. I met Andrew, didn’t I?”

      “I guess.” I laughed nervously. “When he was, like, six.”

      I’d never introduced my father to a prospective suitor before, and I could only imagine how that would go. Oh, God. And Zada would be there too.

      “No reason to be nervous. A boy finally caught your eye!” Dad cheered, clapping me on the back. “He must be something else.”

      My mind turned to the way Theon had dried my hair by breathing into my mouth… the glimpse of him I’d caught in the strange pendant around my neck… and the fact that he visited the house by climbing the roof rather than the stairs…

      “Oh, yeah,” I answered. “He is.”

      

      On the night of the twenty-seventh, I was waiting nervously in the den while Dad and Zada lounged nearby, watching a documentary about the oil industry. It was cold, but I’d dressed in gray cable-knit tights, a warm blue sweater dress, and a thick green-and-blue plaid coat. My hair was loosely braided down one shoulder, my makeup light and my only piece of jewelry the crystal pendant. I kept fondling it around my neck, glancing down at it and then away. The sun had set. Where was he?

      Dad occasionally glanced at the door, or the clock, too. I knew he was wondering the same thing.

      When a knock came at the door, I yelped and shot to my feet. “That’s him.” Please don’t embarrass me, I added silently. I moved to open the door, but Dad was off the couch. He snatched the doorknob from under my hand and twisted, pulling the door wide.

      Theon loomed over both of us, dressed in black dress pants, as luxurious as satin, and a matching black sweater. He vibrated with power, his broad silhouette practically filling the door frame. He stepped inside and extended his hand for my father. “Hello, sir. It’s my pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Theon, Theon Aena of Iphras.”

      Theon Aena, I repeated to myself.

      Dad was gaping up at Theon. You would’ve thought Theon had tentacles, the way Dad was staring. Blush crept into my cheeks. Dad!

      Zada cropped up out of nowhere, smiling winsomely at my date. “The pleasure is all ours,” she said, offering Theon her hand. She batted her eyelashes.

      Dad clapped his mouth shut, glared at his fiancée, and then examined my date. It was time for the next level of embarrassment. “You’re an awfully big boy, Mr. Aena. How old are you?”

      “I will be twenty-one during your summer,” Theon answered.

      I winced.

      “Our summer?” Dad echoed. “What are you, Australian?”

      “Twenty-one is such a fun year,” Zada interjected. It was the first time I’d ever been grateful for her presence.

      “I hail from the shores of Iphras,” Theon replied, ignoring Zada’s contribution. “Our island is small compared to this land. I wouldn’t expect you to know of my home country.”

      “Try me,” Dad said.

      “Dad!” I hissed, mortified.

      “We call them The Hearthlands,” Theon replied, polite but firm. “I’m a prince there.”

      Even Zada giggled. Zada, who had actually paid for classes in astral projection earlier this year, thought that Theon was unbelievable.

      “A prince?” Dad guffawed shamelessly. “Really?” He looked over at me and shook his head. “Penelope, you can’t believe this tripe, can you?”

      “Dad!” I pleaded, close to tears. Granted, I’d never heard any of this before, but—did I believe Theon’s ‘tripe?’ I guessed I did. I didn’t want to not believe in him.

      “No way, honey,” Dad said, shaking his head. “This is the kind of stuff older guys tell young girls all the time. I’m your father. I have to step in at some point.” He glanced up at Theon. “I apologize for wasting your time, Mr. Aena, but my daughter is not going out with you tonight.”

      Theon grimaced and nodded. “Fair enough, sir,” he said.

      “No!” I cried, but Dad didn’t even look at me. Theon did. Theon looked at me and smiled with an acute misery. He reached forward and touched my cheek.

      “It was enough to meet you,” he said, though his remorse was palpable. “You’ve restored my faith, Nell; perhaps this world holds something for me yet.”

      “Awww,” Zada groaned.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Dad grumbled. “Lots of guys know how to talk.”

      Theon cast a glower in Dad’s direction. Although he was happy to acquiesce to my father’s request, he wouldn’t dignify the doubts addressing his honesty.

      “Farewell, family,” he bade us, bowing slightly. “Merry Christmas.” With that, he turned, opened the door, and ducked out onto the porch, closing the door behind him, leaving me standing there, my mouth hanging open and my furious eyes on my father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21: Nell

        

      

    
    
      “What the hell, Dad!” I flung my hands into the air more violently than I had ever gestured—and that was speaking as a member of the debate team. “You’re going to kick a perfectly nice guy out of our house because he’s, what, foreign?”

      “He says he’s a prince, Nell.”

      “Some countries still have princes, Dad,” I grumbled, massaging my temples. As furious as I was with Dad, I also kind of agreed with him. “In an impoverished country, he might just function as a figurehead... It’s not that big of a deal to be a prince, when you think about it like that.”

      “You don’t even know him,” Dad said.

      “This from the man who trots out a new girlfriend every time I see him? This was going to be our first date! No, I don’t know him yet! But I would like to! That was what the date was for! And if being from some country you don’t know is that big of a deal, even though he treated you with perfect respect, I’ll just go down to the country club and dig up one of the boring cokehead sons of your associates,” I snarled, shoving past them both and toward the front door.

      Dad called after me. “Come on, Nell—”

      The door slamming behind me cut him off.

      

      I emerged onto the wind-chafed beach. This strip of beach was barren. I didn’t see Theon anywhere. Dammit! He’d only just left. He couldn’t have gotten far. I could still catch up with him. He’d probably returned home.

      Setting off, composing an apology in my head, I strode past the beach house of the young couple. I knew that guy wasn’t Theon. The beach house in the corner remained dark, as always, but maybe Theon just used candles a lot. And he kept them far away from the windows. Or maybe he was never home. After all, he hardly knew America. It must’ve been very exciting for him. Anyway, he was there, because if he wasn’t there, well, where was he? And where the hell had he come from that night, and why did he know that cave so well, and how could he see me when I was alone, unless, in the name of all that was holy, he was the new owner of that beach house?

      But, as I pushed myself up the weed-choked dune between the second and third beach houses, my heart sank. It was just too dark. This home hadn’t borne the footsteps of an owner in a year or two. The sign at the end of the lot confirmed it: “SHOWN BY APPOINTMENT,” and a phone number.

      I sighed to myself and turned around. If I was crazy, I’d call the realtor and demand that they confirm Theon’s identity for me. But… I wasn’t that crazy. The realtor would probably assume it was a prank call. I made my way back down the beach, wondering what visiting prince wandered the private beaches of Maine for his Christmas—no, no—the private caves of Maine. Who did that? The roar and hiss of the ocean echoed back my frustration and my confusion. I wanted so badly to just be able to love him—but what the hell?

      I had only just reached the desolate shoreline when a strange noise drew my attention: a shriek. A bird’s shriek.

      I whirled, and swayed. The bird before me was no bird I had ever seen in my life.

      Its feet were the size of my arms, talons extended. Its thighs were thick, feathered—and flickered with tiny bits of electricity. The bird’s torso was dramatically female, in the same way that a comic book character could be. Its feathered torso was curved, its breasts nearly human. Its withered arms were tucked near the torso and tapered to slender claws. Behind it flapped massive wings—my assumption at the widow’s walk had been wrong. This wingspan wasn’t three meters. It was closer to five. And the face… the face…

      The face looked nothing like a bird at all. The face was human. It was almost an attractive face, but its inhumanity robbed it of that. The lines were harsh, the mouth splayed to reveal strange teeth, sharp and small.

      The beast shrieked again and snatched at me with its claws. I screamed as loud as I could. Dad still had to be awake. Wouldn’t he have worried where I’d gone? What about Theon? Had he driven away that quickly?

      The talons wrapped around my arm and the other set dug into my shoulder. Pulses of electricity laced from the wounds. I cried out as the creature pulled me off the beach itself and into the air. I wailed. This thing was going to kill me. It was so big that I was almost too small to even register as its prey. Cryptozoologists had no idea how right they were. What would the story of my death become, after all? Nothing but a handful of eyewitness accounts, blurry photos, and a missing girl whose body was never found.

      Oh, my God. I lived in a world where Zada understood reality better than I did.

      The beast didn’t carry me far. On the top of the mountain overlooking the sea, a cupped formation dominated the pinnacle. The formation consisted of assorted materials, soft and pliable, packed together. Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no, no. This was a nest. And how many of them had I seen in the sky the other night? Four?

      The creature dropped me into the nest and I landed with an oof, rolling onto my side and curling into a ball. But the creature didn’t seem that intent on killing me. Those talons could have ripped me open in a matter of seconds. But the bird-woman landed—her feathers were a mottled auburn and chestnut—and she hardly looked at me. She fluttered to the ledge of the nest and gazed out across the beach, just leaving me balled up in her nest, gasping for breath, trying to figure out exactly what… what was going on?

      Then I saw what the bird-woman was scouting off in the distance. Approaching silhouettes in the sky. I didn’t bother to look closely. I was certain they were the other three members of her flock. Maybe they hunted together and shared meals.

      I began to crawl backward as silently as possible off of the nest. It was a long way down from the top of this cliff, but I had to try something. Of course, they could pluck me easily off the rocks and bring me back, but—I had to try. And something told me that simply saying, “Excuse me?” wouldn’t work, no matter how human their faces seemed.

      I tumbled backward out of the nest and a shriek rose over my fallen body. The bird-woman hovered over me, her black eyes glittering with malevolence.
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      A blur of brown and white surged from behind me and became airborne, tackling the massive beast to the ground. I screamed again and shot to my feet. It was Theon.

      He wrestled the giant bird to the floor of its nest, but more were arriving. I looked behind me at the steep, jagged decline of the cliff. Theon must have heard, or seen, and climbed it to follow us. But I didn’t know if I could. I could barely move at all, in fact, except for a tremble which ran through my every muscle.

      Theon reared back and kicked the beast hard in the face.

      “Your battle is already lost,” the bird-woman wheezed, cocking her head and grinning. Her sharp teeth were tiny.

      “Explain yourself, harpy.” Theon pinned one of her wings beneath his moccasin. “With whom have you been consorting?”

      The harpy whistled a tune back at him.

      I gasped as bone snapped beneath Theon’s heel, and the harpy screamed into the night sky.

      The other three harpies descended onto the nest. One of them was snowy white and speckled with coal spots; another was as black as obsidian. The third bore the same coloration as the broken-winged one, and she immediately went to her sister while the other two swirled forward and cawed at Theon.

      “Ladies, ladies, I mean you no harm,” Theon promised, bowing low to the ground. As he did so, he dug his right hand into their nest and whipped a log at them. It struck the white one and sent her tumbling into the nest; the black one fluttered overhead, out of reach. Theon wasted no time in disarming the bird. His left hand dove into the nest and extracted a length of hose. He wrapped it around her neck and the white bird-woman thrashed with such despair, I almost intervened on her behalf. “Tell me why!”

      He relented in his brutality with the speckled bird, and she hobbled away from him, calling out in a wounded warble to the others.

      “Tell me why,” he said, moving forward. The harpies shifted away from him, watching him closely. The black one wouldn’t even come back down. “Tell me why you have attacked my mate.” He flung his hand back to indicate me and my eyebrows jumped into my hair. His mate? We’d only kissed once! It was a strange way to say “girlfriend,” I guessed—or perhaps it was an error in translation, and he didn’t know what mate… meant, here.

      “Tell me now, and you will fear nothing from my hand,” Theon promised the wary women. The white one, having regained her strength, fluttered to the two brown-and-red harpies and helped lift the broken-winged one into the air. “If you do not tell me, I cannot promise to be kind.”

      The broken-winged one lurched forward, fighting her sisters to tangle with Theon one more time. “You’ll see soon enough,” she crowed.

      Theon kept himself between me and the harpies. He lunged for the offensive one and all three moved away in a flurry of wings. All four took to the sky and left Theon staring after them.

      “Augh!” he cried into the sky. “Damn you, ignoble monsters!” Leaning down, he wedged his moccasin against the ledge of the nest and gave it a thrust toward the ledge of the cliff. With two more kicks, the large basin toppled out of view, and I could only imagine how it came apart on the rocks below.

      Panting, Theon turned to face me again for the first time since this horrible nightmare had begun. I stared at him so bleakly, so helplessly, that I didn’t feel any words even needed to be said.

      He crossed the space between us in four strides and went down on his knees, cupping my arms. He stripped away my jacket to examine the burnt puncture wounds on my arm. I welcomed the heady warmth of his fingertips. I wasn’t sure if I was going into shock, or if temperatures were seriously hypothermic up here. He didn’t try to drag me up from my knees. “Tell me you are all right,” he pleaded. “Penelope? Tell me anything at all.” His eyes sought mine, glowing.

      “What…” I gulped. “Was… that?”

      “Look into my eyes, Nell. Look into my eyes and just focus there for a moment.”

      I took a shuddering breath and latched onto his golden eyes with relief. They seemed to get deeper and deeper as I stared into them, our surroundings getting darker, fading away.

      “Theon,” I whispered. During the brief spell I’d been under, he had brought me to a standing position with him, and the tear which had been cresting my lower eyelid had now darted down my cheek and its track was now frozen. “You’ve got to start giving me some answers here.”

      His thumb brushed my cheek. “I will,” he swore, so close that his warmth insulated me from the eddies of freezing wind. So close that I smelled the fire and leather and salt crackling in his aura. “Let me just have these little moments with you before things get… harder.” Theon’s golden eyes burned into mine. “These are the moments I live for.” One finger traced down my cheek and across my lips, cracking them apart slightly as he did so. My eyelashes fluttered closed as his lips came against mine again, but this time felt nothing like the last. Rather than drowning in some kind of inferno, I felt gently prodded by a halo of candlelight. His fingers moved through my hair, down my neck, over my shoulders, along my back, and onto my hips.

      I poured into the negative space between us, craving more, but he relented in his pursuit. “This is a dangerous place to be. We know someone is watching us, and there is nowhere better for all eyes to see. If they can find reinforcements, the harpies will be back.”

      Were birds that well-organized? But then some of the disjointed moments from the earlier scuffle returned to me. “You were talking to them. You were talking to them about their use for me, and about who they had ‘consorted’ with… Theon.” I shook my head and grappled with the words. “You had some kind of business with those bird creatures.”

      “Harpies,” he corrected me.

      I laughed a shaky laugh. “Right. Harpies.”

      “They are not common in my country or in yours. Noted for being vicious. Prefer to hunt and fight in packs… which gives them a high likelihood of engaging in an alliance with any other interested—and resourced—party.”

      “An alliance?” I echoed weakly. My mind gave way beneath the sheer weight of this paradigm shift. Wouldn’t it have been so much easier if they had just been some undiscovered species of bird-monkeys?

      Theon grimaced with a kind of sorrow. “Perhaps we cannot wait to be allowed on a date with one another. Perhaps tonight is as long as we can possibly wait.”

      I stared at him blankly. “Theon.” I made my voice as dire as I could.

      He drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled. I expected him to meet my eyes, but he closed his instead. “What if I told you that your reality is not as it seems? Nell… Do you know how I did not know the word ‘ambulance’?”

      I shook my head, staring at him.

      Theon continued, “My not knowing the word ‘ambulance’ is like you not knowing the word ‘harpy.’ Although a crucial term in certain circumstances, it is such a small, small element of the world at large.”

      I laughed under my breath, though nothing was funny. “So, what, are you telling me all the conspiracy theorists have been right? The President really does have a shapeshifter in the Secret Service? There really is an underground race of cave-dwelling reptiles which infiltrated the central banks and now control the country’s economy?”

      “No; that’s ridiculous.” His expression darkened. “These beings from other worlds have no need to dally with your social structure. Trust that we have our own problems without inventing new ones in strange lands.”

      These beings from other worlds. And… and… and “we.”

      My heart rampaged in my chest. I was beginning to feel cold again. Very cold.

      “For the millionth time, Theon…” I took in a shuddering breath and attempted to rein in the looming panic attack. “What are you talking about?”

      He scooped me up into his arms and I yelped with surprise. When he strode toward the back ledge of the cliff, I clawed at his shoulder in a near panic; the steep slope must have been at least thirty feet of rocks. Even with full use of my hands and an uncompromised center of balance, I would be nervous descending, but Theon dropped gracefully from one rock to the next. I felt like I was on the verge of vomiting just watching by the time he landed on the sandy shore at its base.

      “I can show you.”
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      For some reason, I’d expected Theon to continue walking until he reached a carriage drawn by harpies and chauffeured by a merman in a top hat. That was the world I was starting to expect of him. But his car, hidden behind a knot of weeds and sand, was a silver Honda. He should’ve at least been driving something outrageously expensive, or maybe a motorcycle, but a Honda? It was so… normal.

      “You’ll have to forgive me if I ask any questions,” Theon said, stepping to my side of the vehicle and opening its door. He gestured, and I ducked inside. “I’ve never driven here before, and I’m still getting the hang of it.”

      We drove onto the central strip of Beggar’s Hole, not far from the Emporium at Shoreside and Goose Pond. My jaw dropped as he hung a right into the parking deck of Broadline Towers. Nothing was more surreal than Theon Aena, born of Iphras and prince of some island called The Hearthlands, renting a freaking Honda and owning a studio apartment at Broadline Towers, which featured cookie-cutter balconies for all their guests and tiny slivers of manicured lawn.

      I was staring so hard, I started when Theon appeared at my side and opened the door for me.

      “You can tell me if you need me to stop.” Theon placed one warm palm on the tattered shoulder of my plaid coat. I climbed from my seat. “It is a lot. You don’t need to prove anything to me. You can just say when it’s too much.”

      “You calm me down, you make me nervous. It turns out you have a Honda and an apartment; it almost makes me feel like you’re already a liar.” My fingers went to my temples; I realized I’d come to a halt, and Theon had turned to address me. “Because you have this magic pendant thing. And you can just—show up when I need you. And you can just skip down a dangerous mountainside while you hold me. And what were you doing in that cave? And how are you so hot all of the damn time?” I meant that on so many levels.

      “I can’t answer all those questions in a row like that. Don’t you remember? When the stakes are high, it’s wise to go slowly?”

      I cocked my head to the side, but I nodded. I supposed, if the answers to all my questions were really worthy of individual paradigm shifts, it would be smart to let Theon steer the conversation. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go. You lead.”

      Theon wrapped his arm around me and we moved up the wide marble steps of the complex. He pulled the glass door open for me, and we traveled inside to the elevator. I was confused by how pedestrian this all was… and beginning to really worry about how I should react if he ended up being—if this was all—

      What if he just had an apartment full of glow-in-the-dark posters of mushrooms and bongs? Or worse, what if his place was filled with dangling scarves and primitive statues and the aroma of incense, but a closer examination of the décor revealed it to be made in China? Purchased at IKEA? And he was just… certifiably insane? Maybe I was just a victim of some sympathetic delusion. Was it only a shared psychosis effect which had caused me to “see” a hallucination of Theon in the crystal?

      We traipsed to a door with the number 521 on it. I held my breath. What was behind this door would determine the rest of our relationship.

      Theon slid in his key, turned the knob, and gestured for me to enter.

      I stepped onto the threshold and let out my breath.

      It was everything from my nightmares. Posters of heavy-metal bands. A jewelry tree with dangling pendants of pentagrams and brass knuckles, the kind of things a rebellious fifteen-year-old would wear. The furniture had beer stains on it; there was an ashtray on an end table, and the pervasive odor of cigarettes. A rack of shoes in one corner displayed tattered skater shoes and platform boots in black latex. It was gothic with a vague undertone of witchcraft, like the Ouija board erected on the wall. Even worse, the furniture was all generic. A couch, two end tables, an island in the kitchenette. There was a distinct feminine feel to the color scheme, as well. Teal scarves were knotted around the burgundy drapes. An abstract statue of ebony depicting lovemaking. My stomach crawled.

      “I thought you were visiting America.” My voice shook slightly and I cleared my throat. “Are you staying? Do you live here now?”

      “No,” Theon answered simply. “This is very temporary.” He closed the front door and strode behind me, stripping the jacket from off my back. He hung it on his coat rack. “Considering the development with the harpies, maybe even more temporary than I had thought.”

      “So you’re just on one of their ‘very temporary’ leases?”

      “No. This domicile has been loaned to me by an interested third party. She didn’t want me to be staying in a cave all this time. It would be very dangerous and insecure, she said.”

      “Who is—” My eyes fell to the photo collage pinned with magnets to the door of the fridge. A dark-haired woman with piercing green eyes and a garish red mouth grinned back at me like a skeleton. I was going to throw up. “So random women just give their apartments to you? I can’t believe my dad was right.”

      “Your father?” Theon’s brow furrowed and his eyes glinted with anger. “The same man who accused me of being a charlatan?”

      “That’s what you are, isn’t it?” Tears budded in my eyes. God, why was I crying so much lately? I had never allowed myself to cry like this before. Dad was right: I would grow up. I would realize that things were complicated. People hurt each other. People lied. “Do you really expect me to buy that you’re some prince—from The Hearthlands, which, by the way, don’t exist—and that you were living in a cave, until some random chick just gave you her house keys?”

      I moved to bolt from the premises, sickened by my own stupidity, but Theon snatched my arm and pulled me back. I shrieked as an electrical pulse of pain moved through my entire body and buckled my knees.
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      “What happened?” Theon asked me, staring down at where his hand was still connected to my arm.

      “I don’t know, just let me go,” I pleaded, shaking his hand off of my throbbing arm.

      Theon released me from his grip and I crumpled to the floor. He knelt beside me and examined where he had touched me. There was a gaping tear in the fabric of my sweater dress from the talons of the… the bird. They hadn’t been harpies. They’d been large birds, explicable…

      “You didn’t tell me she’d electrocuted you,” Theon whispered. “I can see it now. The wound is changing.”

      My eyes swung to meet his. No, no, no. Not more harpy talk.

      But Theon had already narrowed his eyes and dug his fingers into the hole in my sleeve, ripping the entire sleeve away. And he was right. It was expanding. What had once been a puncture wound now more closely resembled blood poisoning. Dark threads wove their way down my arm and over my shoulder. How was it possible that it was infected so fast?

      “I have to get to a hospital. They’ll give me antibiotics. We have to go now.”

      But Theon shook his head. “You don’t need “antibiotics” for this. This wound is psychic in nature. It’s attacking your minor chakras now, and will migrate to the major ones next.”

      My jaw went slack. He sounded just like Zada.

      “Theon. I need. To get. To a hospital. This is serious!” There aren’t even words for how over this date is. I can’t believe that Dad was right about him! Augh!

      Theon nodded, still as calm as ever. “I understand,” he said. “Allow me to just try something. Believe me when I say that I’ve seen marks like these before.”

      He pulled my arm out in front of us, as if we were on the verge of performing a very gentle tango, and applied his lips to it. My eyes widened. Exactly what type of healing was this?

      Still, the pain began waning, and I exhaled, allowing his strange magic to do its work. The heat crept down my arm, swirling and concentrating at certain pressure points. I let him go on, my breath hitching at the occasional flick of his tongue, and then came the realization that no marks had even spread so far as he’d gone. I closed my eyes and gave in to it anyway. It felt good, and in my own stupid way, I trusted him to do the right thing. I trusted him to not hurt me.

      I opened my eyes and blinked away the euphoria. When he pulled his lips away—ending with a series of kisses around the mark, blowing on it at times, and then down my entire arm, where the scar had extended—he had a dazed look in his eyes. The drugged headiness to my thoughts made me feel that I probably mirrored his expression.

      “Where else did she get you?” he asked.

      Wordless, I tugged my cowl-necked sweater dress to the side and revealed my shoulder. His eyes widened, though it was too near my neck for me to be able to make out much of the damage. I could only see dark red tendrils creeping onto the top of my breast.

      We made steady eye contact until he descended, and I found that not being able to see him increased my arousal twofold. I shuddered as his lips whispered over my collarbone and crept along my neck, almost into my hair. My eyelashes fluttered and I rocked with vertigo at the increasing, intense heat of his healing touch.

      After several seconds just staring breathlessly, my eyes flashed down to my arm and then widened. The strange scar had vanished, leaving behind no trace save the puncture wound, which had been… physical? Again as before, something rejected the notion.

      “What did you do to me?” I wondered dizzily. “How did you do that?”

      Theon glanced away. “Everyone has talents.”

      I frowned at him. “What?”

      “You know, some people are born with a genetic predisposition toward certain skills,” he continued, unable to look at me.

      “Theon… Are you trying to tell me that you’re genetically predisposed to having magical kisses? Like there’s some hinge in the double-helix reserved for psychic lips, and you scored all the necessary ancestors to procure some?”

      He looked at me briefly, but then away again. “I think you’re a woman of exceptional intelligence, Penelope. Deep down, you understand the relevance. When the stakes are high, it’s best to go slowly, right?”

      “You can’t keep using that line.”

      “You really want the truth like that? You really want it just spoken to you simply?”

      “Yes,” I answered emphatically, even though this wasn’t exactly true.

      “Fine.” Theon nodded, and licked his lips. “I’ll tell you the truth, then.”
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      “There are other… dimensions,” Theon said, his voice thick and clear, as if he was having a vulnerable and emotional conversation. “They are entire worlds that run parallel to Earth, and intersect at certain points on the planet.”

      I glared at Theon and seriously considered leaving immediately. “Okay. So let’s say that you’re right. Let’s say that there are other dimensions with other worlds, and they’re accessible at certain vertices. Fine. Sure. What does that have to do with—?”

      I was going to blurt “you,” but the word jammed. All the puzzle pieces fell into place in the most horrible crescendo I had ever experienced.

      He’d been in the cave because why the hell not? If parallel universes were real, and people were freely traveling to our planet from—from harpy planets, then why not chill in a cave during your vacation to Earth? After all, they didn’t know what we considered a vacation. Perhaps in whatever planet Theon was from, lighting a fire in a cave was an excellent excursion.

      He wore fur vests because why the hell not? He didn’t understand the word “ambulance,” though he understood many simpler words, because he spoke Bleep Bloop, or whatever language from his home planet.

      The guy I like is seriously telling me he’s an alien from another planet.

      “So… so… your people just breathe hot air onto wounds and they heal? They’re who you come from? Some kind of kiss healer, is that what you are?” My voice hit a hysterical pitch. I scrambled up from where I had stayed seated.

      “It is a lot to handle,” he explained, as if I was the crazy one. He climbed to his feet in one slow, graceful motion, and I shunted away the deep-down belief that he was something special, something different. Not human? “We can stop, if you’d like.”

      I shook my head and hot tears budded in my eyes. I cupped my mouth with both hands, afraid I might make some stupid gasping noise. I just couldn’t accept this. He was insane, and he was trying to drag me into his spiral. Maybe he even had some mocked-up “evidence” of his claims used to trick countless women into fawning over the gorgeous prince from outer space, or wherever. This guy I had liked so much… had turned out to be a total creep. Why hadn’t the red flags come up sooner? Dad had seen it right away.

      “I do want to stop. I want to stop talking. I want to stop… being here. I want to stop thinking about you. I want to stop wasting my Christmas holiday with some kind of con artist.” I whirled and marched toward the coat rack to collect my things.

      Theon sprang after me, though he didn’t attempt to hinder my exit, thank God. I was already shaky enough as it was, and the last thing I needed was to feel his body heat radiating into me.

      “Nell,” he said. “Please don’t go.” I didn’t turn around. I snatched my jacket from off the brass pole and jerked my arms through each of the sleeves with particular savagery. “If you just relax, you will see that what I am saying is no cause for alarm. We don’t intend to harm anyone. I am merely searching for the proper queen.”

      “Augh, would you stop?” I exclaimed. “You’re not making this any better. A prince from another planet, who traveled here through some portal, now filming his own remake of The Bachelor? Come on! That’s just ridiculous. I suppose I’m intended to be your lucky bride tonight, huh? What, were you going to sweep me up into your arms, carry me into the bedroom, and make tender yet strategically premarital love to me on top of some stupid tie-dyed sheets, while we listen to”—I gestured around the room to all the horrible bands his other girlfriend—his real girlfriend, probably—so proudly displayed—“Cradle of freaking Filth?”

      Theon frowned. “I’m confused. Are you angry because of a hesitancy to allow critical data to enter into your concept of the universe, or are you angry because of how the abode is decorated?” A smile broke, and I found myself furious at my own urge to return the expression. He placed his hands on my arms. “I assure you that our castle is nothing like this place.”

      Our… castle.

      “I’m sure it’s not,” I muttered. I stepped away from him and his hands slid from my body. I broke eye contact. “I’m sure your home planet—The Hearthlands, didn’t you call it?—is populated by griffins and unicorns, and the only thing you have more than waterfalls are roses. I want to go.” I couldn’t stand to listen to any more. I just felt more and more sick to my stomach, more and more humiliated at my own mistake. “I’m sorry, Theon, but I can’t do this.” I waved my hands in the air as if to pantomime his story unfolding in the clouds. “I can’t participate in this—weird roleplaying thing you’re doing. I like regular, normal guys.”

      Theon cocked his head and stepped closer. “Do you?” he whispered.

      I lost my tongue for a moment and forgot why I was upset. For just a moment, the word “no” hung on my lips, and I wanted nothing more than for them to be crushed against his. I forgot his insane speech and vividly remembered the pulsation of our first kiss. I shook my head and cleared the steam from it. “Let me go.”

      Theon stared down at me sadly, and then he fell back a step. His heat receded. I took a small step backward myself. “I’m going to go.”

      Theon swallowed but nodded. “Then go.” His eyes flashed, but he indicated the door with a sweep of one hand. “Please.”

      I stared at him, waiting, though I wasn’t sure for what. “Okay.” With that, I turned and strode toward the front door.

      “I want you to be safe. If you won’t go with me, would you accept the ferry of another?”

      “Oh, my God, I’ll be fine,” I grumbled, pulling the door open. Bitter cold infiltrated the apartment. “I’ll call a cab.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and caught Theon staring at me.

      “I don’t think that you will,” he said.

      I cracked a wry smile. He was right. I knew where we were; I could use the walk; I wasn’t particularly eager to be around other people at the moment, even briefly; and I was in no hurry to return home to my irate father.

      I turned back to the door.

      “At least use the pendant that I gave you, if you so desire,” he said behind me.

      I paused again and reached into the back of my sweater dress, unlatching the delicate chain and unstringing it from around my neck. “It’s of no use to you anymore that I have this,” I told him coldly. “Trust me. Whatever you receive from women for giving them these mystical gifts—you won’t be getting any from me.”

      Theon stared at me in disbelief as I lowered the chunk of mirror into his palm.

      For a moment, I saw him searching for his tongue, and almost broke in sympathy for him; I almost took the pendant back just to stop that look in his eyes. How had the gold become so impossibly dark now? It was closer to the dark caramel of petrified wood than to the shade of honey in sunlight.

      “I can show you the mirror,” he said.

      I shook my head. “What does it matter if you show me a mirror?”

      “Not a mirror. The mirror.” Without waiting for a response, he gripped my wrist and tugged me through the apartment den and kitchenette again, through a corridor which would doubtlessly lead to the bedroom. I resisted when I realized this, but he’d already entered the room and turned on its light. And I saw the mirror from which this pendant must have come.

      It was a circular mirror which bore no gilding whatsoever. In fact, it didn’t appear to be polished. It was a natural mirror, formed of minerals so pale and yet so solid that one’s image was thrown faintly back. It had been cracked at some point, or had he merely bought an expensive mirror with damaged glass, removed its framework, and then touted it as his last-ditch effort to score with skeptical females?

      Only a small portion of it was missing; it was possible that the portion was the exact size of my necklace itself.

      Strangely excited again—I supposed his little fantasy did fulfill some deep-seated desire for excitement—I advanced toward the mirror and, lifting the pendant from Theon’s hands, I held at the ready. I didn’t know what I wanted. I didn’t know what I would’ve done if it had slid into place as perfectly as a puzzle piece, confirming that Theon had told me the truth at some point. But then, what did it prove? That I was gullible? That he’d drawn me back in? That his use of props was impeccable?

      But it didn’t matter, because I raised the sliver of crystal on the end of my chain to the missing chunk of glass and determined that it was a close fit, but imperfect. For all I knew, it was coincidental. Perhaps he’d bought the mirror first, and the necklace second, and then he’d rigged the necklace to inspire curiosity and excitement… I mean, I’d heard about these kind of men. They dedicated their entire lives to building this false persona which could successfully bed bored beauties.

      “Sorry, Theon,” I said, turning toward him. “I just don’t believe it.”

      Theon swallowed. “Can I see your pendant again?”

      I relinquished the necklace, slightly offended that he was asking for it back, even though I’d been trying to give it back. Maybe, in some tiny way, I just wanted him to fight for me. But he was being so damn reasonable about everything. “Sure,” I said, dropping the faintly glowing gem into his palm.

      His fingers folded over it and he strode toward the mirror.

      Part of me wanted to leave and never think about this night again. But an even larger part of me needed to stay. A larger part of me needed to know why Theon needed the pendant back.

      He lifted it to the crack and examined the piece, specifically noting the shape of the negative space which remained between the mirror and the pendant.

      “When it was broken,” he whispered, so softly that I could barely hear him, “it didn’t break into just one piece, as I’ve always assumed…” His voice trailed off, seemingly lost in thought for several moments before continuing. “It… It broke into two pieces. One large, and one very small. I never realized this ‘til now.”

      I smiled. It wasn’t a real smile. I couldn’t take any more revelations tonight. Deep down, okay, yes, it was breaking my heart that this seemingly perfect man had been a liar all along. I exhaled long and low. “Sure,” I muttered to myself. “Why does that matter?”

      “It matters because someone could be aware of our movements,” he answered, still examining the pendant. “I worried that a member of the crew might have betrayed me, but now… The truth of the matter could be so much worse.”

      “What’s the significance of two—” A stupid question; halfway through my sentence, I saw its true meaning. If the material created a window into the mirror from the pendant and vice versa, then it must have created a window for the second missing piece. If that piece of material fell into the wrong hands, whoever that person might be, they would become privy to the inner workings of Theon’s plan: the queen for whom he searched.

      Me?

      And had that been the purpose of the harpy attack?

      “There’s no such thing as harpies,” I whispered aloud to myself, eyes darting from the mirror, breaking its spell.

      “What? The significance of the two pieces lies with another story altogether. And it’s a much, much longer story.”

      I felt the sensation of standing on a precipice again, with Theon in front of me and a long drop behind. I could advance toward Theon—and this strange, fantastical bubble he purported to exist in—or I could descend the mountainside and return to the world as I knew it below. Although made dark by the distance, the safety and predictability of Beggar’s Hole remained beneath me.

      It wasn’t too late. I could still set myself free and return to what I knew.

      I shook my head and turned, striding from the bedroom. An actual harpy could have come crashing through his front window and I would have stalked from the premises and slammed the door on my way out.

      I just couldn’t do this. I’d hit my limit an hour ago. I felt safer walking with no phone through this bitter Maine night than I felt staying one more second with Theon Aena of Iphras.

      I mean, come on. What did he expect of me? I was only human.

      As my boots clapped down onto the cement, I set off in the direction of my dad’s street. I occasionally flicked a glance over my shoulder, and deep down, I knew that I was scanning the sky for the silhouette of a harpy.

      My hand instinctively went to my chest, where it started groping for the pendant and holding it in times of insecurity, even though the pendant had been returned to Theon for good now. I started at its hard sensation beneath my hand and plucked that same shard on that same chain from beneath my top. How was it possible . . .?

      He must have given it back to me without my noticing. He must have.
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      I spent the next three days mired in a depression so deep, even being guided through a self-help meditation with Zada didn’t brighten my spirits. Even when she coaxed me to feel all the slime from “total skeezewads” melting off of me, I didn’t crack a smile. And I didn’t know what was wrong. If I asked for anyone’s opinion, they would assure me I had done the right thing, the only thing that I could have done.

      And yet I felt torn, as if I had been the one to make a mistake. When we hurt at the loss of even toxic and corrosive things, how did we know when to embrace pain as necessary, numb ourselves, and wait for the time to pass, or to run away from it, bottle it up and force the mind to other things? Was I just aching because I’d been forced to dump a gorgeous psychopath, or was it because…

      No. I did whatever I could to respond in the first way: the positive way. I let myself eat all the pizza in the house. I lay in various positions on the couch and watched every romantic comedy in the DVD library, crying when they first kissed, when they inevitably parted ways over a misunderstanding, and then bawling when they realized what terrible mistakes had been made. I ignored everyone else in the house, unless they were offering to freshen my coffee, and I slept for ten to twelve hours two days in a row.

      Forty-eight hours after our ill-fated first date, Dad broached what would clearly be a shaky topic.

      He entered the den and rested his hip on the edge of the couch. I didn’t acknowledge him. He cleared his throat, and I tore my eyes from the screen, wiping at the tear which had trekked halfway down one cheek.

      “Hey, kiddo,” Dad greeted.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered.

      Dad sighed. “You know why I didn’t punish you after you came home from running off with that guy? The ‘prince’?”

      “I didn’t think about it, honestly.” I decided this conversation was happening, no matter how badly I wanted to avoid it, and paused Friends with a begrudging sigh.

      “I didn’t punish you because I know you… and I know you must have really cared about that guy to leave with him.”

      “He was all right, I guess. It’s not that big of a deal, actually.”

      “Did something happen?”

      “Not really.” I felt Dad linger at the side of the couch, and slanted a glance over my shoulder at him. “What?”

      “I don’t know, Nell.” Dad sighed again. “You’ve been acting like something happened.”

      “Okay, well, I guess he said something that I thought made him sound crazy.” I shrugged. “You were right, okay? There are no princes from distant islands roaming the coast of Maine in the winter. He’s just some creep with an elaborate background story.”

      Dad settled onto the couch beside me, and I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. I had finally gotten bad enough that my father, the maestro of ruined relationships, was offering me advice. “It’s interesting that you’re so sad about losing someone like that... So what happened?”

      “Auuugh.” I did not want to do this, especially not with Bryce O’Hara. “He… I got scratched by this big bird on the beach.”

      Naturally, I neglected all the other details. How the bird had picked me up and carried me onto the cliffside, where it had dropped me into its massive nest. How it had resembled a woman. How it had spoken to Theon… He must have drugged me or something. Maybe he’d hypnotized me. Who knew what kind of tools a con artist could employ?

      “Anyway, he claimed that the wounds were psychic, and they were infecting my chakras, or something,” I muttered, refusing to meet my father’s eyes. I could only imagine how high his eyebrows were right now. “And he wanted to heal them with his, like, sacred prince energy, or something. Honestly… I… I mean… He must be crazy, right?” I shook my head and stared off into space, genuinely wondering. “He must be crazy.”

      Dad, unbelievably, chuckled. “Yeah… That was what I thought when I first met Zada, you know.”

      I shot him a glare. “Are you trying to convince me that he’s not crazy?”

      “No, no, no… That’s up to you to decide. But I’m just saying that your reaction belies how much he meant to you, even though you’d only just met. I wouldn’t even be talking to you about him now if you’d moved off of the couch in the past two days.”

      I bristled. “I’ve moved.”

      “To go to the bathroom or raid the fridge. Not to take a shower, or change clothes, or anything else done by people who aren’t fabulously depressed.”

      My shoulders sagged.

      “Anyway,” Dad continued, “I’m just saying that first impressions can be misleading, especially to people like us.”

      “What do you mean, ‘people like us’?”

      Dad sighed. “We’ve lived… special lives, you know? Meemaw and Peepop were lucky. They were born to people with money, they went to Ivy League institutions, and when they had me, they… trained me in the way of their culture. But, Nell—what you think of as sanity is actually just perspective. You and I were both raised in painfully conventional households, and other people think we’re the crazy ones.”

      I pursed my lips. That much was true. I recalled the reaction of other Shenandoah Institute students to my politeness, my formality. They thought I was ridiculous.

      “So, when I met Zada, I automatically judged her,” Dad went on. “I had been given her card by a colleague. I called her, and she came over with her little table, and her oils, and her meditation music. Of course, she’s gorgeous, but it wasn’t just that. It never is. She was wearing a Ralph Nader t-shirt, first of all. And sandals made out of rope. And patchwork, parachute pants she bragged about making herself. And then, when she started working on me, she started talking. She talked about how certain sounds would unlock the energy in my spine, and with enough effort, I’d be able to see the secret, invisible world of spirits surrounding us.” I scoffed, but Dad cast me a stern look. “The thing is, Nell, it’s no different from us, claiming that a little piece of green paper is more important than, say, the tree it’s made from—even though that tree provides oxygen and absorbs carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Without the trees, we would all die out, but cash is an invention that is less than two thousand years old.”

      I scrunched my nose. “It’s not really the same thing.”

      “But it is, Penelope. The reason money is important to us is our belief in it. It is green paper. It hasn’t even represented gold in over a hundred years now. It is just printed from the Federal Reserve and moved into circulation. Even if it did stand for gold, what is the real worth of gold? Can we eat gold? Can we breathe it? It’s just another idea. It only has value because we believe it does. It’s nothing but a mineral, the same as coal, or zinc, or feldspar.”

      My frown deepened. I could tell Zada had been filling Dad’s head with her thoughts. “Fine. Maybe our beliefs are the result of our upbringing, and it’s not the same as really being crazy. Are you saying madness is just an idea we use to ostracize outsiders, or what, Dad?”

      “There’s my little debate star,” Dad said, winking at me. “No, there are definitely real crazies out there. People who get infuriated in traffic. People who hear voices, or want to hurt other people, or think that they’re Jesus. But—Nell—did he do anything that really made you feel unsafe?”

      The memory of Theon rushing past me to battle the—the harpies—came flooding to the forefront of my mind.

      “I guess not,” I whispered. My hand went to the pendant, still beneath my shirt. “I felt safe with him.” I lowered my eyes and felt a pang of remorse. Things had felt natural with him. Real. Important.

      “That’s a pretty big deal, Nell. You’re almost making me regret kicking him out.”

      “Yeah, it is kind of weird how you didn’t want me to be with him, and now that I’m not, you do.” I looked at him and slanted my mouth to the side. “Maybe it’s just your contrary nature coming out. You always want the other thing.”

      “First, I resent that.” Dad raised a finger in the air. “And secondly, if you don’t believe me, then maybe you should talk to Patty about this. You’ve always trusted her advice over mine anyway.”

      I grimaced and nodded. I hadn’t talked to my mom in almost a week. I had wished her a merry Christmas before I’d left, and then I’d lost my phone… and although my father was a strong proponent of happiness over self-control, my mother would easily represent the other side of the spectrum. It was probably wise to consult her, especially if I was tempted to agree with my dad and go to Theon now.

      Theon would open the door and take me into his arms, and that mysterious heat would sweep through my body again, and his mouth would descend onto—

      I shook my head and cleared my throat.

      Yeah. It was time to call Mom. She’d talk this nonsense right out of me.
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      I borrowed the landline that night and gave Mom a call. I could just imagine what she was doing right now, in our little house just outside of DC’s urban center, the night before New Year’s Eve. She was undoubtedly garbed in some kind of luxurious robe. Fireplace roaring. Classical music moving through the house. And utterly alone.

      Sometimes I thought my mom sounded badass, and other times, the thought of her made me quite sad. She was so beautiful still, however severe and aristocratic her features. She had amassed a small fortune. And yet I was certain she would never have a partner with whom to share her life. She must’ve been terribly lonely without me there.

      The phone was in the middle of its third ring when she answered.

      “Hello?” Her voice, not unlike Michelle’s, was throaty and cultured with a measured kind of coldness to it.

      “Hey, Mom,” I greeted.

      Her voice instantly warmed. “Baby. I tried to call you, but it went straight to voicemail.”

      “You might not believe this, but my phone is actually in the ocean somewhere. I would’ve told you, but I—I met somebody. And he kind of took over my time for the past week.”

      “You met someone?” She didn’t even try to keep the surprise out of her voice. “Who? What’s he like? Oh, God, don’t tell me it’s the son of one of your father’s friends. Nell…”

      “He’s not local. He’s… actually… He’s foreign.”

      “Oh?” Mom’s voice was gilded in both curiosity and suspicion.

      “And I really liked him,” I blurted.

      Mom paused before clearing her throat. “Liked him. Past tense.”

      “Well… I still like him, kind of,” I explained. “But we went out on a date, and we started really talking, and I realized that he was… very different… from us.”

      “In what way was he different?” The stress in Mom’s voice spiked higher.

      I sighed. I hated to explain it again. It was so embarrassing. “Well, he actually—he said that the world is built up of different dimensions, and all kinds of fantastic creatures, and… he even believes in harpies, Mom.”

      “The eagles?”

      “No, the mythical creatures.”

      Mom, unbelievably, laughed. And it wasn’t even a cruel laugh. It was a genuine one.

      “Mom! It’s not funny!”

      “It is a little funny. And then you left, I imagine.”

      “Of course I left! I can’t marry someone who believes in—in mermaids and yetis and—”

      “But believing in angels is totally okay,” Mom interjected. I glared. “Hold on, hold on, hold on. Did you say marry?”

      “And did you just seriously defend a man’s belief in mythological creatures?” I countered, sidestepping her question.

      “I… Nell.” Mom sighed. “I just spent Christmas in a big, drafty house, all by myself. The longest relationship I’ve had since I was thirty-one lasted for four months, and I left him because he giggled when he laughed.”

      “Seriously?” I didn’t remember that guy.

      “Seriously. We’d talked online for a few weeks. He was another lawyer, but he lived in Baltimore. When we finally mustered up enough courage to meet each other, I did really like him. There was just… his giggle.”

      “So what are you saying exactly, Mom? Theon believing in cryptozoology is the equivalent of an annoying laugh?”

      There was a beat of silence. “I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m just saying that I’ve dated a lot of men, when you think about it.” She laughed mirthlessly to herself. “Considering that I’ve been single most of the past ten years, I’ve still managed to date several men, really. And some of them, you know, I really did like.”

      “Really?” She’d never talked about any of them the way I could talk about Theon.

      “Yeah. I really liked Noah; he was a doctor. But he was obsessed with recycling and littering and animals going extinct. And I really liked Josh, too. Josh was an English teacher—”

      “Josh Baker, from Broward?” I shrilled. Josh Baker had been my English teacher freshman year.

      Mom sighed. “That was the one,” she murmured. “He was really nice. But we were getting ready to move. And he was your teacher. It would’ve been complicated.”

      I didn’t like the way this conversation was moving at all. I’d thought, of all the people in the free world, Patricia Fitzgerald would’ve been the one to discourage my pairing with Theon Aena of Iphras.

      “So, basically, I should just shirk my standards and throw caution to the wind, like Dad.” It was a low blow, I admit.

      “No. But you must really like this guy if you’re calling me about him. And I’ve never seen you really like a guy, Nell, even though you’re at an age when most girls are boy-crazy. Did you want my advice or not?”

      “Yes,” I grumbled. “I want your advice.”

      “All I’m trying to say is that I want something better for you than what I have for myself. There’s always a reason to say no. I could always hide behind my lifestyle, or my career, or other engagements, or family. There’s always a problem. Always an excuse. And I probably did save myself a lot of heartache. But now…” There was a pause, and I imagined her gazing out the window at the snow-encrusted landscape, beautiful and alone. “I do have some regrets about it,” she finished.

      My cheeks flushed. I’d been sure she was going to support my decision, and now the room was spinning a little bit. “Well, it probably doesn’t matter. Like I said, he’s foreign. He was staying temporarily. I don’t have a phone, and I don’t think he has a phone, either, and… I can’t just stake out his place, which isn’t even his place. He’s staying with someone else while he’s here. And he’s probably already gone. And I’ll probably never see him again.” Much to my surprise, my eyes burned with hot tears. I inhaled and refused to blink, even though my vision became wobbly.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Mom was harsh and strict most of the time; I’d rarely seen her handle my own heartbreak. I couldn’t recall feeling quite so vulnerable as I felt now, and her soft, maternal voice made me feel like a little girl again. “Maybe you can still catch him; maybe his friend will have some forwarding information for him. Don’t give up hope quite yet.”

      Augh. Why did Mom have to choose this point to become the new Zada?

      “Okay, Mom. Thanks. I’ll… I’ll try to see him sometime soon. Thanks for your advice. It means a lot. Dad said something like that too, but—somehow, I trust your sense a little more.”

      This brought another genuine chuckle across the line. “You’re welcome, sweetheart. Merry Christmas again—and happy New Year! I’ll see you… January second, right?”

      “January first,” I corrected.

      “Even better. See you then, baby. We’ll get you set up with a new phone when you get here. Have a happy New Year’s, and good luck with—Theon, did you say his name was?”

      “Right.”

      “Hm. What country is he from?”

      “Some… island.” It sounded better than, He won’t really tell me, but I don’t think it’s on Earth, actually.

      “Hm. Okay,” Mom said. “Well, goodnight, sweetheart. Sweet dreams, and good luck.”

      I hung up the landline and went up to my room to prepare for bed. Tomorrow would be the thirtieth. I wondered if Theon would still be here—or if he was even still here now.

      I flicked on the bedside lamp and settled onto my bed. I knew it was pointless to gaze out across the beach. He wouldn’t be there. But I suddenly wished that I could look out the window and see him again.

      Plucking the crystal pendant from within my shirt, I examined its milky glass against the glow of the lamp. Again, I felt tempted to call his name.

      “Theon?” I whispered, wondering if he would come across the line. Wondering if his body would move across a distant light as it had done before.

      But nothing came, and with a sigh of disappointment, I dropped the pendant back into my top and lay down. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t going to see him again. If he wasn’t gone already, he’d be gone soon, and I had no way of knowing where exactly to find him, except at some other girl’s apartment in Beggar’s Hole.
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      “Are you using Facebook on the family computer?” Zada entered the den, her face coated in a dark green mud mask and her hair twisted up into a red, dreadlocked knot on top of her head. “Augh, honey, you know that when you log into Facebook, it downloads a keylogging program that will forward everything you do straight to the FBI, right?”

      “Naturally,” I placated her. “On the other hand, I haven’t had any social media interaction in about a week, and if I don’t clear out my notifications, it’s going to crash my new phone when I get back to DC.”

      Zada rolled her eyes. “Kids these days,” she muttered, trudging toward the kitchen.

      I glowered silently. You were one of us not long ago, Zada. It’s up for debate whether or not you still are.

      As much as I loathed checking my social media accounts, I needed to do it. There were messages from a few people who knew I’d be in town for Christmas, wondering what I was doing, if I wanted to hang out, and that was nice. There were pictures from the lake house party a few days ago, but I’d ducked out too quickly to be tagged in any of them. Ah, and Andrew and Michelle had changed their relationship statuses from “Single” to “In a Relationship.” A bold move. I was pleased that no sting came with the information.

      I’d been invited to an event. Michelle Ballinger, of course. She was her own social hub. “You’ve been invited to Michelle Ballinger’s ‘Nell’s Going-Away/New Year’s Eve Party’ for December thirty-first, from ten pm to two am, on the beach!” I could click to accept or decline, leave a maybe, and investigate who else was going. Almost fifty people were going. Another twenty were maybe. Very few had declined… and I was screwed.

      You couldn’t stand up your own going-away party, even if you didn’t ask for one—and even if it wasn’t really a going-away party. It might have seemed petty, but Michelle could be petty when she wanted to be. This was because I had shown up with Theon at the ice pond. She’d wanted to snake him from me, which had always been as effortless as tossing her dark curls over her shoulder. But he had resisted, and she had not forgotten it. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.

      She’d been filled with glee when Theon hadn’t been able to attend her Christmas Eve party. That’d been obvious, and she certainly assumed he’d stood me up. After all, who would choose to spend an entire evening with boring old Penelope? She was probably hoping he’d stand me up again, so she could feel smug that, at the least, she hadn’t lost a man to me; Theon had been unattainable for other reasons. If he did arrive with me, she would use the opportunity to take another swipe at him. It might sound paranoid, but I’d been friends with Michelle for a long time now. She was always conniving, and nothing excited her killer instinct like rejection—the few times she had tasted its bitterness.

      In spite of all this, I couldn’t just ignore the invitation. My messages had become clustered over the past week with other former Broward students who had hoped to see me before I left town, and I would be leaving in the morning for Dulles International Airport in DC. And they’d wonder why I hadn’t gone to the party thrown by my own old best friend. They’d go to the party and ask her where I was; why hadn’t I attended? Her answer would doubtlessly be humiliating, and I wouldn’t be there to defend myself.

      I had to go for the sake of what people would say about me. Augh, the passive-aggressive Facebook comments. “Wish I’d seen you for longer than two minutes; remember that men come and go, but friendship is forever!” Wink face. And then, when I returned in the summer, I’d run into these kids again. My dad would drag the entire “family” out to the country club, and the Ballinger and Hardy cronies would be flocking in force. They’d all have their comments to make. Their simpering smiles. It would be easier to just go to the party and save myself some stress in six months’ time.

      I sighed and clicked, “Going.”

      What the hell. What was New Year’s Eve without regret?

      

      I examined myself in the full-length mirror across from the bed in my new room. I wanted to look good, even though I didn’t care what all the people there thought of me. I was wearing a soft pink t-shirt dress with a hem falling slightly above mid-thigh and white crocheted leggings—or were they hosiery? I couldn’t be sure. I’d gotten them on sale, though, and they were cute. A thick pink-and-white houndstooth coat made the look complete, in a retro and almost painfully feminine way. But, to be totally honest, that was me: old-fashioned and practically insulting to the modern feminist manifesto. The thought of letting my leg hair grow filled me with horror.

      I turned to the side and grimaced, thinking of Michelle’s voluminous cleavage. I wished I had some.

      “Hey, pumpkin.” Dad interrupted my scrutiny of my body. “Where you off to? Want a… scarf? Or a sweater? Or a pair of pants, maybe?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and grinned. “I think it’ll be okay,” I said. “Michelle is throwing me a joint going-away and New Year’s Eve party.”

      At this, the corners of his mouth sagged. “Oh. It’s your last night in town, you know.”

      “Don’t worry, Dad. I’m only going because I have to. Michelle didn’t even ask me if it was okay. Let me just make an appearance, to minimize the blowback, you know—and then I’ll come right home, okay?”

      At this, Dad smiled with genuine relief. “Okay,” he said. “That sounds good to me, doll. Thank you. I know it’s no fun to spend an evening with your old man.”

      “You’re plenty of fun, Dad,” I reassured him, snatching a white cashmere scarf from out of my suitcase and swooping toward him with a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you in just a couple of hours.”

      “Sounds good, sugar.”

      As I wound the scarf around my neck and traipsed down the stairs, I sucked my lower lip into my mouth and shook my head to myself. Dad had no idea how much I wished I could stay.

      

      The bonfire at the beach was relegated to a private strip which skirted the Ballinger residence. It was their main house in the area, and it was bigger than the lake house. In fact, they owned this entire strip of beach. It was the same size as the beach my father shared with three other residents. But their beach didn’t have any caves that might kill altruistic wanderers—probably a plus, I thought as I observed the magnitude of alcohol being consumed. There was a display table of kegs, as if this was a wedding. Idiot teenagers stumbled around in the sand, some weaving dangerously close to the two massive bonfires. I rolled my eyes even as I approached the throng. It wasn’t that I thought I was better than them—the world was filled with people, and we all had our strengths and our moments. I just didn’t belong here.

      I stood on the outside of the gathering, watching my own party thrive without me. I placed my palm against the cold shard of the pendant beneath the cotton of my dress. I plucked the chain and extracted the crystal, gazing at it yet again, as if this time it might work, as if it might conjure Theon and save me from tonight. But, of course, it wouldn’t. I gazed into it bleakly, my misty breath buffeting its surface, and then grimaced, dropping it back beneath my shirt. I glanced back up at the party. At some point I would need to join in, or else I might as well have never come.

      Oh, fantastic. There was the man I wanted to see.

      Andrew.

      He vaulted onto the beverage display and demonstrated a perfect plank on top of a keg. The maneuver was flawless, yet there was still something unsavory about the moment. Perhaps it was his entourage videoing the victory, or how proud of himself he seemed when he dismounted. He immediately went to fill a stupid red Solo cup with some more beer. Maybe my snarl was just because he’d promised me that he and Michelle were just good friends, and then they’d hooked up, and I’d had to find out on my Twitter feed while I was flying in for the holidays.

      Andrew glanced in my direction and grinned wolfishly. “Hey, babe,” he greeted, breaking away from the rest of the team to lope across the beach toward me. I ambled closer to him as well.

      “Hey,” I said. “How was your Christmas?”

      “Fan-freaking-tastic.”

      “Good. Good.” Andrew had a lot of gifts: athleticism, charm, and cunning sprang to mind immediately. Consideration of others had never been one of his strong suits. As such, he did not return the question.

      “So, you look cute,” he said, looking me over. “You seeing anyone?”

      Oh, God. My cheeks began to burn, and the embarrassment of blushing only made them redden faster.

      “Not—” How to say it, exactly? Not really, but kind of? I faltered. “No,” I said, clearing my throat. Screw it. Let’s go with cold, steely truth. “Nope, not seeing anybody.”

      “Oh.” Andrew frowned, seeming confused. Perhaps he was trying to remember who he’d thought I was somewhat dating, forgetting that it was him. “Well, that sucks. Did you hear about me and Michelle?”

      I forced a smile to my face. It wasn’t that I minded; they were a much better couple than we had ever been. Simply meeting Theon had shown me that I deserved more man than Andrew’s boyishness could provide. But it was still annoying, because he had crapped on his own word to me, and now he was bringing it up in conversation. We might not have been serious, but we were still friends. I would have thought that it meant something.

      “I did hear about that,” I said, my voice becoming as warm, smooth, and fake as my mother’s and Michelle’s could be. “Congratulations. You two make a gorgeous couple.”

      “Yup, yup, yup.”

      What kind of cad accosts his ex at a party just to brag about his hot new girlfriend, one of her own friends? Who does that?

      “Oh, my God, Nell! You actually came!”

      Shoot me now. It was Michelle yodeling from one of the bonfires, and then she broke away and slogged toward us through the sand. As soon as she reached us, her eyes raked over me and she smiled, throwing an arm around Andrew’s waist. “Keep me warm, baby,” she purred.

      “Be careful what you wish for, tiger.” He reached down and squeezed her buttock and grinned at me, as if I was in on some kind of private joke. But all I was thinking about were his words. Be careful what you wish for. They brought a fresh pang to my chest. Those were the words Theon had murmured before our first kiss.

      “Oh, my God, it’s freezing over here anyway,” Michelle cried, grabbing his hand and mine at the same time, dragging both of us toward the bonfire. And the rest of the party. Augh. “Let’s get to the fire.” We were pulled into the midst of every smiling, semi-familiar face I had known from elementary to high school. A flurry of greetings and hugs were exchanged between myself and several different girls, many of them cheerleaders from our old squad—I’d been a cheerleader in middle and high school, yes—and many of their well-wishes were as fake as ever.

      “So, Nell,” Michelle said, bringing every eye back onto herself. “Did you bring your mystery hunk this time? I’ve been telling everyone about him. I mean, wow.”

      I broke eye contact. “Actually, I think—”

      “Oh, no. Not business again? It’s New Year’s!”

      “I… I think he had to travel back to—to DC,” I lied.

      “Tsk, tsk,” Michelle murmured, shaking her head. Her eyes were positively glowing. “That’s a shame. You’re too good for him, anyway, Nell. He obviously works all the time, and besides, someone as good-looking as that could have anyone he wanted. He’d just end up cheating on you.”

      “I take great offense to that,” a rich baritone addressed Michelle from directly behind me.

      I already knew what I’d see when I turned.
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      As I whirled to face him, his strong hands braced my shoulders, and he consumed my entire field of vision on that dark, cold beach. His curls—ebony beneath the moonlight—fretted in the breeze, and his golden eyes glowed with warmth. The light from the bonfire played across his rich complexion as his lips curved into a smile. I found myself moving into his arms, reveling in the familiar blast of warmth which moved through me, over my body and into my core.

      “Theon,” I breathed. “I thought I’d never see you again.” I completely forgot about the hedge of old “friends” surrounding us, listening to our every word. I squeezed my eyes shut and let the sound of his heartbeat overwhelm my senses. I inhaled his scent in an almost dizzy relief—the copper, the salt, the leather and soil.

      It was Theon who peeled me from his chest to peer into my eyes. “When you left, I will be honest, I considered leaving.” His voice became lower. “I thought that there must be nothing here for me. Perhaps it would do well to simply return to my homeland; perhaps to explore another world altogether. And yet… something made me stay. I didn’t believe in your rejection. I believed in you.”

      I stared up at him breathlessly, and his fingers raked gently through my hair, trailing down to cup my chin and pull my face upward, as if on the verge of a kiss.

      “I’m sorry,” a throaty voice interrupted from behind us. “Did you just say, ‘explore another world’?”

      This broke the spell. For a moment the bonfire had fallen quiet and he and I had been alone on this beach. Being together felt like being encapsulated by some kind of glass, but the glass crumbled soundlessly around us, and up cropped a handful of my least close friends.

      “That is what I said,” Theon confessed, peering over my head at Michelle. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand it, my lady.”

      “Oh, so I’m, like, stupid, or something?”

      I glanced over my shoulder, only vaguely concerned. Michelle was pouting and seemed to be pinching Andrew’s side. Her glare was turned on him rather than Theon.

      “Hey, weird dude bro,” Andrew said, though he sounded like he did not want to enter this fray whatsoever. “Michelle is super-smart, so, like, don’t think that she’s not. For your own sake. ’Cause you’d be wrong.”

      “Thanks, Andrew,” Michelle snapped, eyes flashing. “That was beautiful.” She leaned a little closer and whispered, “Can you not step up your vocabulary game?”

      “Theon is the kindest man I’ve ever known,” I explained smoothly over the whispers. “I’m sure he meant no harm when he said that you wouldn’t understand.”

      Theon squeezed my arm. “Must we stay?” he wondered in a low voice meant only for me.

      Again, Michelle’s eyes flamed. There was nothing she hated more than being upstaged, unless it was being dismissed. “Please, stay. Let me get you a drink, Theon. Perhaps you can explain to me this exploration of worlds. I might not understand, but I’m sure you didn’t mean to suggest that I was incapable of learning.”

      Theon looked to me, and I stared back, uncertain of what to say. If I said, “No, let’s go,” I would go down in Beggar’s Hole history as the rudest guest to ever abandon her own going-away party with some strange hunk. If I said, “We can stay,” it wouldn’t be long before Michelle got exactly what she wanted: to humiliate me for outdoing her at her own party, in full view of her fifty closest friends. If she couldn’t have my Theon, she’d ostracize him. Either way, she always needed to win.

      “I will take a drink,” Theon allowed. “The matters of exploration, however, are incredibly private. I cannot share them.”

      “A big secret, is it?” Michelle winked and broke away from the bonfire, heading toward the fold-out beverage table. A scattering of intrigued onlookers tagged along, murmuring about how they needed more beer, too. “I guess I can’t fault you for that. We all have our secrets. Hey, are you on Facebook?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not aware of this book of which you speak,” Theon answered.

      I winced.

      “Really.” Michelle’s lip quirked. “That’s interesting, considering you’re a businessman, aren’t you? Isn’t that right?”

      We reached the beverage table and Michelle filled his red Solo cup herself. I’d rarely if ever seen her acting the role of hostess rather than princess.

      “My ‘business’ is something that an American would describe as politics,” Theon answered easily. I released the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. That was a good answer.

      “Hmm.” Michelle arched an eyebrow and turned to him with the foaming cup of beer. “How interesting. What are you, then? A governor’s aide? Member of Parliament? Try me, I got a B-plus in Civics,” she said, passing the plastic drink to him.

      “A prince,” he answered, taking the cup and immediately crushing it in his grip. The plastic split and beer spewed all over the sand between the two.

      “Jeez!” Michelle hissed, springing back. “Princes don’t ever use plastic, I guess.” She dusted at her beer-speckled clothes. “So, what kind of prince doesn’t have any idea what the largest social media on the Internet is? What country is yours? Nepal? Yemen? Sudan?”

      I’d never seen Theon truly angered until this point. His eyebrows settled low and he glared at my former best friend. “I will not have The Hearthlands disparaged.”

      “The Hearthlands?” Andrew spoke up, just before taking another swig from his millionth Solo cup. “I mean, bro, I got a D in Civics that got bumped up to a C because it was football season, but even I know that there’s no country called Hearthland… right?” He glanced at the fringe of eavesdroppers. “Is that in Canada?”

      Michelle rolled her eyes. “Canada is a country, you moron,” she snapped at him before turning back to Theon. “So, where is Hearthland, Mister Theon? Educate me. What continent does that belong to?”

      “No continent,” Theon answered. He glanced at me again. He knew it, and I knew it; we should be getting out of here. This place was filled with nothing but haters, and it was going to get worse before it got better. Especially considering that they were drunk, there was fire here, they were a little irritated by this newcomer and he kept insulting the intelligence of an American queen bee. She was, after all, Michelle Ballinger, of the Boston Ballingers. No one talked to her like this.

      “Uh, well, you see, Theon, on this particular planet—or ‘world,’ maybe you call it—there are seven continents, and every country is in one of them or another. So I don’t know what you’re talking about, unless these Hearthlands are on Mars.”

      “I told you that you wouldn’t understand.”

      “And I told you to try me.” Michelle stepped over the puddle of beer and thrust her face toward his. She was loaded. “Where are you from? Neptune?”

      “That’s enough,” burst out of my throat. My body unfroze and I intercepted her, gripping her elbow and forcing her to take two steps out of his physical space. “What are you, a cop?”

      “It was just a simple question. This guy is on my property, Penelope, and he’s being awfully suspicious. What if he’s a terrorist or something?”

      “You know he’s not a terrorist. You’re just drunk, and embarrassed, and looking for a fight.”

      “Embarrassed?”

      “When he tells you that you wouldn’t understand, he means it,” I went on icily. “There are stranger things in this world than you have ever seen, Michelle. Gucci purse discounts and Jimmy Choo sales are not the extent of the mysteries of the universe.”

      “Oh, so now I’m, like, stupid and cheap?” Michelle asked. “Just because I like nice things? Screw you, Nell. You can’t just walk in here with your psycho boyfriend who is, by the way, a total con artist, and insult me like that. I threw this party for you, you know!”

      “But you didn’t, did you?” I took Theon’s hand and pulled him from this fray. “You threw it for yourself. Happy New Year, Michelle,” I said, turning my back on her and on the entire world of Beggar’s Hole. “Hope you find whatever it is you need to be happy.” And, strangely, I had the confidence and the security to mean it.
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      I marched over the sand, invigorated by the first time I could ever remember having stood up to Michelle. Theon said nothing. We had almost reached my dad’s car by the time he tugged at my hand and spun me to face him. “What was that, Nell?” he asked. “You can’t pretend that was nothing.”

      “What do you mean?” Apparently, I could.

      “The last time I saw you, you accused me of being a ‘con artist’. You said that the same pendant of which you made use tonight was only a trinket to woo naïve Earth women, and that I would only be interested in making premarital love to you; and yet now… tonight… you told your friend—and the whole of this town, it seems—that there are stranger things in this world than she has ever seen.” He shook his head. “I came because you activated the pendant, which is only meant for emergencies. I thought you needed me.” He frowned. “Even though it seems that you do not.”

      “I do,” I assured him, sliding my hands into his and gripping tightly. “I do need you, Theon. I just didn’t know it until you were gone.”

      He extracted his hand from my own and cupped my cheek gently. “I was never gone,” he whispered, descending to bestow me with a kiss. His mouth moved deeply against mine, and the black asphalt of Michelle’s driveway fell from beneath my feet. A torrent of fire scooped us into the air, and we were carried to another world without time or place. I was only vaguely aware of his fingers running through my hair, of his body moving against mine, and of the motion of my feet and hands.

      When he slowly pulled away, his warm lips departing from my own tingling ones, the stars overhead hesitated to fall into place. Eventually, the world around us reassembled, and I found that we had migrated several feet. We were now directly in front of my father’s Mercedes. Theon must have carried me.

      The sight of the car reminded me of real life. I’d promised my dad that I would return shortly from the party and spend my last night in town with him.

      My last night in town…

      Because, in the morning, I had a flight back to DC. To Mom. To the Shenandoah Institute. And, in another two days’ time, school would begin again. The mill of exams, homework, the waiting game for internship applications to be returned in the mail. What had once seemed so exciting was now hopelessly dull.

      “Theon,” I breathed, gazing up at him. “I have to leave tomorrow. I’m going back to my mother. The District of Columbia. Remember?”

      He nodded gravely. “I do recall.”

      I forced myself to say the next words, jammed in my throat. “What’s going to happen to us if I leave here?”

      “Nothing. If need be, I will follow you there, too. I came to this country, Penelope, in search of one woman… And I believe that I’ve found her.”

      “Theon.” I couldn’t stop saying his name, as if conjuring him again and again, binding him to my side, ascertaining that he would never leave. “I think…” I paused, swallowing hard. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      At this, he lowered himself again, and the real world only remained with us because I could feel the steel of the Mercedes passenger door pressing against my back, pinning me harder and harder to Theon’s insistent body. I moaned and the kiss transmuted like lead to gold, becoming wild, desperate, thirsty. His lips traced my throat with force, and we entered a rhythm, bound together as tightly as we were, as if to mimic one heart pumping.

      When the powerful spell finally released us and our bodies were able to separate, even the wintry air not penetrating our bubble of heat, I stared up at him dazedly, feeling like I was on drugs.

      “You must be the one,” he told me. “I know it to be true. But…”

      I felt a ripping sensation down the center of my chest and my mouth fell open, as if he had knocked the air from my lungs. “But?” Even though I’d walked out on him only a few days ago, I couldn’t think about losing him again. Those two days had been hard enough. “But what?”

      Theon sighed. “But there is more,” he explained. “There is more, and you reacted so poorly to the mere beginning of the story… I hesitate to finish telling it. I do not want to lose you again.”

      “You won’t,” I said, daring to reach up and brush my hand along his sculpted cheek. He was forever touching me, but I hesitated to touch him, as his body cut such an intimidating shape. I couldn’t resist this time. “You can tell me whatever you need to say.”

      Theon shook his head and gazed at me with great seriousness. “We must leave this place,” he said. “We cannot speak of these things here, in the company of such small minds.”

      “Okay.” I frowned up at him and gestured to the Mercedes against which I leaned. “We can take my dad’s car somewhere private and talk there. Okay? I’ll drive.”

      Theon leaned down again and brushed his lips lightly to mine. Even the slightest taste of him sent me onto my toes again, butterflies rioting in my belly.

      “Let us return to the beach where your father stays,” Theon suggested. “That will be a good place for what I must show you.”

      He walked me to the other side of the vehicle and opened its door for me, even though it was technically my car and I was the one driving. I sat down in the driver’s seat, thanking him, and he crossed to the other side of the vehicle and entered the passenger side door.

      We fastened our seatbelts and pulled onto the road again, but I couldn’t even pretend to be focused on the signs and the turns. I had to slam on my brakes just to stop myself from charging through a red light at an intersection. I just couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      How much deeper could the rabbit hole go?
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      When we reached the turn toward the string of beach houses, I hesitated and chose not to park the Mercedes in my dad’s garage. He would know I was home then, and I couldn’t risk him finding us. I knew that whatever was to come next was vastly important to Theon, and important to my relationship with him, if I was going to have one. With this in mind, I turned the wheel and propelled us into the driveway of the vacant beach house, parking where loose gravel transformed into sand. It was a bleak and freezing New Year’s Eve, and no lights spilled down onto the beach from the houses overhead. All was quiet, and silent, and lonesome.

      Theon and I climbed from the vehicle without a word. “It’s fitting that you would park here,” Theon commented.

      “Why did you think that this would be a better place than Michelle’s driveway?” I had to admit that this made me nervous. We needed to go to a special place for this next part. I’d already seen harpies, and a magical mirror. What more could there possibly be to reveal? “Where do you want to go, anyway?”

      We crested the beach, which sprawled before us in monochromatic swaths: the gray sand, the black water, the dark gray sky. It had looked like this on the night we’d met. My first night in Beggar’s Hole. It had snowed. On our right was the craggy mountainside from which he’d rescued me, and on our left was the remainder of the strip, including my father’s new place.

      Theon was quiet.

      “I want to go into the cave,” he told me.

      I balked at this idea. The cave? The same place where I had almost died that night? I glanced out toward the sea to gauge whether the tide was high or low, but who was I kidding? I was no oceanographer, and it was dark.

      Theon grabbed my hand in his own, startling me, and pulled me down toward the shore with him. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “I would never let harm come to you. I didn’t on that night, and I won’t now.”

      He moved down along the beach, toward the cave, and I let him take me, however reluctant I was feeling. We reached the damp sands, and I realized that the rocks on which I had sat that fateful night were exposed, as they had been when I’d first taken my seat, and the snow had begun to fall. The tide must have been out. The rocks jutted up from the wet sand, and we needed to swing our legs over them, crawling across others, entering the narrow slit of the cave’s entrance. In spite of how dark and cold it was, it seemed laughable to me now that I wasn’t being choked by wave after wave of frigid saltwater. When the cave was dry, it was filled with stalagmites, yes, but easily navigable.

      Theon gripped my hips and easily hoisted me up onto the stone shelving which led deeper still into the cave, the same shelf which had created the basin where I had almost drowned. He walked deeper still into the cavern, holding me beneath one protective arm as we walked, until he paused and released me. I heard a rough exhale and fire suddenly filled a pit of dry kindling. My eyes bulged. In an instant, a light source had been brewed from nothing, and cast its oily yellow color across the walls. I recognized this place. The bed of feather and stone. The fire. The arched ceilings. He had brought me to the same place I had regained consciousness on the night we met.

      “Theon.” Even a mere whisper in this cave echoed with clarity. “Why are we here again?”

      I needed him to show me. I was afraid it would be too much; I needed to see it and know that it wasn’t.

      Theon ignored my question, which wasn’t like him at all. Instead, he turned his back on me, shrugged away his woolen jacket, and let it fall into a puddle at his feet. Next, he skimmed his loose cotton shirt over his head, revealing his chiseled and muscular back. I won’t lie. My mouth went a little dry, and even after everything I’d seen and been told to expect, I was shocked to see caps of glossy black scale on both of his shoulder blades. I remembered vividly how he had resisted my exploring hands on a previous night as they had crept beneath his shirt toward his shoulders. He hadn’t trusted me yet, not like he trusted me now. Not like we trusted each other now.

      He didn’t stop at his shirt, however. He unfastened and removed his pants next, until every article of clothing he had previously worn had been shed to the floor. My mind wandered to other things, and I forgot exactly what he was here to show me…

      Until spines erupted from his shoulder blades simultaneously, and I bit my lower lip to keep from crying out. I wasn’t afraid of him—it just looked like it must have hurt. But he made no sound whatsoever as claws exploded from his fingertips and toes, and his body hunched and melted and ballooned all at once. His hands and feet became broad, clawed talons, shiny and obsidian. Ebony scales coursed over his skin, laced in gold, and leathery, jointed wings unfolded from his back. They, too, were black with golden undersides. A sharp, pointed tail sprouted from the base of his spine and unraveled across the length of the cavern. I sprang away from it with a yelp as it slashed into the air and dropped onto the ground at my feet, ultimately harmless. At least, it was harmless to me. I was certain that this gigantic monster, for lack of a better word, could do serious damage to a foe, if he set his mind to it. Of course, this wasn’t some monster, and I knew that. Even as I stared at him in dawning comprehension and waning horror, it struck me: this was Theon. I couldn’t fear him. I couldn’t judge him. This was the man I’d fallen for.

      Part of me—a very superficial layer of me—reacted to this with resistance. On the face of the matter, it was shocking and even dangerous. We didn’t see people transform into beasts. We didn’t trust beings which could easily strike us down. This kind of stuff didn’t happen here, and if it did, it was probably quickly ended by the local government. The alternative was the stuff of fantasy novels. But then again, we didn’t see harpies either; we didn’t see any creature from those alleged YouTube videos in which Zada ardently believed. But perhaps reality was not so mundane and explicable as the evening news would have me believe.

      A much deeper part of me—the very core of me—couldn’t be anything but impressed with his power and glory. He filled this entire cavern with all the sinuous grace of an anaconda. His scales glistened with his every movement, as if he was wearing sequins like a second skin. In spite of his sheer size, he moved with an elegance which he had belied in his human form while picking his way down that mountainside with me in his arms. It wasn’t the only familiar thing about him in the dragon form; there were also the eyes. His gigantic, amber eyes still gleamed with the innate trust and dignity to which I had always felt drawn.

      His angular head leveled itself and he peered at me, prompting some kind of reaction.

      “You’re beautiful,” I told him. What else could I say? I wasn’t one for dramatic proclamations, in all honesty. But if I was, I would’ve told him that I’d already said everything I needed to say back at Michelle’s driveway.

      I had come to trust him… and that sense of safety couldn’t be revoked, even by the reptilian skin which papered his body now.

      Theon transformed back into his human self, and there we were, staring at each other. His body shone with sweat and his eyes trained on mine with a peculiar intensity. He was still nude, now facing me, and I allowed my eyes to slip over his body and examine the rest of him. He didn’t seem to mind, or even notice; perhaps he considered his body to belong to me now. He stepped forward and my eyes darted back to his as if I’d been caught, but he didn’t acknowledge my gaze. Rather, he took my palm and placed it onto his bare chest, so I could feel the thunder of his heartbeat and the slickness of his flesh. In fact, heat was radiating off of him at a rate I’d never felt before, and that was saying something. His skin almost burned to the touch.

      Suddenly motivated to express my love, my devotion, I sprang onto the tips of my toes and wrapped my fingers around the back of his thick neck, pulling him down to my lips and reveling in another salty, burning kiss. His arms wrapped around my body and held me close and I was in an inferno again, I was battered by waves again.

      When we separated, I felt dizzy, drained, and satisfied. The steamy pressure of his body receded from me, and I realized that even gripping me in his arms had caused a light sweat to spring up on my flesh.

      “I don’t care,” I promised him. “It’s wonderful.”

      Theon’s eyes glowed brighter, even though the smile which curved his lips was small. “There is, then, one final thing to show you,” he said. “Allow me.”

      “You don’t have to,” I blurted, then blushed furiously. “I mean, well, uh, where are we going?”

      Theon glanced over his shoulder at me, and I tore my eyes from his perfect hindquarters.

      “You’ll see,” he said. “You’ll see it all soon enough, Penelope. Here. Hold this for me.” He passed his attire into my arms. “And wait for me outside.”
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      I used the firelight at my back to guide myself out of the cave again, waiting patiently on Theon. I exited into a blast of bitter midnight wind, wondering why he’d be willing to come out here naked. In a matter of seconds, Theon arrived to join me, skipping onto the bridge-like formation where I had sat on the first night we met. I gaped. He had transformed into a dragon again. In public! On the beach where my dad lived!

      Theon leaned down to scoop me up with his massive, triangular skull, depositing me onto the bridge-shaped rock with him.

      “Is this where you wanted to take me?” I asked, joking.

      “Yes,” Theon said, his voice deep and husky. “It’s not far from here that we will find a portal.”

      “A p-portal?”

      “Do you see that island, just beneath the moon?” Theon asked.

      I squinted and peered over the waves. There were no islands off the coast of Beggar’s Hole, I knew that, and yet, in the distance, I did see some dark speckles. It looked like nothing more than another formation of rocks, much like the one on which we stood. “Yes, I see it.”

      “Let’s go there. You will hold my clothing for me, so that I may dress when we arrive. We will find the gate on that island, and you will finally be able to see the country about which you have so often wondered: The Hearthlands.”

      My heartbeat raced. We were going to see his home country. I imagined verdant fields, and gigantic dragons arcing to and fro in the sky.

      “How will we get there?” I wondered aloud.

      It was probably the stupidest thing I’d ever said. Theon nudged me again with his large head, and I slid onto the back of his neck, which was as thick as a horse’s back at the junction of its base and his shoulder blades.

      His black wings began to beat, showing their golden undersides, and a tiny yelp escaped my lips before I wound my arms around his neck and buried my face into his soft scales. Theon lifted into the air, taking me with him, and then we were moving over the dark ocean, ribbed with waves and hemmed in with a light mist.

      I forced myself to accept the surreality of this situation. You are on your dragon boyfriend’s back… and he’s taking you over the ocean, to some island, to a portal… which will lead into another dimension… where you can see his home country. Yes. All of that is true.

      I gulped and pinned my face against his neck, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to ignore the buffeting of the icy winds.

      Theon settled with a jolt and I brought my face away from his neck, where it had remained pressed with my eyes tightly shut. I slid from off his back and gazed around. We were on one large rock, surrounded by other large rocks. All around us stretched black sea—and above us, black sky—so that it was as if we’d been marooned on some vast, empty, oceanic planet. Even the distant shoreline was almost invisible from here, save the dark strip at the very horizon.

      The only hint of civilization was a metallic bolt which appeared to be drilled, or hammered, into the rock.

      “You said the gate was here,” I reminded Theon, stooping to examine the bolt. It was then that I stood up and fell back a step.

      The thing I was seeing between these rocks, which I had thought was the swirling, dark ocean, was not.

      Attached to that metallic bolt was a strange, smoky canvas whose depth and substance could not be discerned. It wasn’t water which connected this circle of jagged rocks. It was a star-choked abyss, which shifted and faded, influenced by something to which I was not privy.

      “Oh, my God,” I whispered.

      “Yes,” Theon agreed. “This portal was only recently discovered by me, but I remember my first encounter with a different one. It is breathtaking. Not only is it beautiful… but an entire universe of worlds is only one touch away.”

      “One touch?” I whispered.

      Theon nodded gravely. “You only need to go through,” he assured me. “The portal will do all the rest.”

      “I… But, Theon…” I turned from the portal to face him. “I can’t just jump into another world like that.” I laughed nervously, a hint of my old self coming back to me—the girl who would never dare to dream for herself, the girl who faltered when asked to let her imagination run wild. “I don’t know what’s on the other side.”

      Theon smiled warmly and braced my elbows with his palms. “It’s paradise,” he said. “You’ll never see a more beautiful country in all of your planet. The hills are grassy and emerald, choked in vibrant flora. Clouds are rare and distant, almost yellowed by the purity of the sunlight. Our wildlife is prolific. The sense of growth and succulence is overwhelming, particularly to visitors from less-fortunate worlds.”

      “So I guess you won’t be needing your jacket.”

      “We will return here in a matter of minutes, I promise you.” Theon guided me toward the portal. Theon took his jacket from me, draped it over his arm, and took my hand. “You will step with me into the portal.” He took one step closer to the ledge of the rock, where the bolt signaled the border of the gate. I hesitated, but he glimpsed back and smiled. “Trust me, you’ll be safe in The Hearthlands. They’ve not seen unrest since the decapitation of Emperor Bram.” I blinked and stared at Theon blankly. “Many, many years ago now,” he explained. He rubbed his thumb down the inside of my palm. “Trust me, Nell.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. We took one more step forward, and then we leapt into open air.

      

      The world around us was briefly crushing and colorless, like falling down an inky tunnel; it wasn’t painful as much as it was uncomfortable. Then we were dumped onto our hands and knees in a foot of snow. I reeled backwards, surprised by its intense coldness, and climbed to my feet. This world looked nothing like the world that Theon had described.

      The sky was low and huddled in metallic clouds. They spat chunks of snow and ice in a hail around us, and my arms came up to surround myself. Even though Theon wasn’t wearing any jacket, he took the woolen coat from off his arm and laid it across my shoulders, swallowing me in its layers.

      We were surrounded by rolling hills, that much was true, and in the distance—hardly visible in this snowstorm—appeared to be mountains.

      “This isn’t right,” Theon breathed, his face carved with a worry I had never seen before.  “I must get closer, but I cannot uphold my promise that this is a safe place for you to be. My castle is just a little beyond here. You can stay at this gate and await my return. If you notice anyone who is not me, jump back through the gate immediately. Count to three hundred. If I have not returned by then, you must leave without me and I will come back to you when I’m able.”

      “Theon, I can’t. I can’t leave without you. The gate on Earth is out at sea, and what if the water level rises? If anything happens to you here… I’ll drown back on Earth.”

      Theon winced. “Of course,” he said. “Then I must secure you first, and then return.”

      In the distance overhead, several shadows migrated toward us. In the blowing snow, they looked like blue blimps, but they moved with the same grace and speed as Theon had moved in the cave. But the snow had also hindered visibility. They weren’t that far away from us.

      “What is that?” I dared ask.

      “A pack,” he answered, “coming to inspect the activity at the gate. We must flee before we’re seen. Take my hand. Don’t let go.”

      But he didn’t only take my hand. He took my hand, and he also took my other arm in his other hand, just in case the tension between our hands broke. Then he leapt, pulling me into the air with him, no hesitation, back into the black, crushing void.
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      Theon and I, both coated in snow, sprawled across the wet, jagged rock island off the coast of Maine. I breathed hard and struggled to catch my bearings, but I couldn’t imagine how it must’ve felt to be Theon. What must it feel like to transport your significant other to your homeland, only to find that everything had changed and it’d been transformed into some bitter, wintry wasteland?

      Theon was already standing, pacing on the rock. “I have to go back,” he said, his jaw tense. “I’ll take you home first. Keep the pendant. Never lose it. If I can return, I will use its power to find you.” He stooped and gazed into my eyes. “I know you must understand why I have to do this.”

      I swallowed. Did he think that he might die? How dangerous were The Hearthlands now? “What’s going on over there, Theon?” I asked him. “Do you have any idea? I’m—scared—”

      The words had only just left my lips when an azure-blue dragon head erupted through the portal, followed by a spill of talons, wings, and a long, whipping tail. The beast was much smaller than Theon in his dragon form, but it was still much bigger than Theon in his human form. The dragon was low and long, slinky, with an angular, strangely haughty face. Its electric-blue eyes shimmered and I collapsed back onto the rocks, screaming.

      A woman emerged through the portal next, riding the back of this dragon, and she was familiar. Her body was thin and pale, her hair was straight, long, and black, and her mouth was dripping in dark red lipstick. She wore a long black skirt, a black sweater, and a neck full of gaudy brass pendants. Latex boots with thick platforms.

      Then it hit me. She was the woman who’d owned the apartment. The “interested third party”…

      Theon transformed rapidly in front of me, keeping his body between mine and theirs, just as he had done with the harpies. He lunged for the blue dragon and it darted back, blowing a stream of ice shards at his plated chest. The thickness of Theon’s hide didn’t allow for the offense to break through. Theon only roared in defense, even though he was significantly bigger than the blue dragon; he could have killed it, I surmised.

      The black-haired woman threw her hands toward Theon. A sickly yellow haze was flung from her body like a shower of pollen, and it seared into Theon’s eyes, causing him to falter, his head to swivel and sway. He roared again, and his face convulsed. He threw his head back in a rage and a swath of white-hot flame such as I had never seen filled the sky.

      Theon staggered to the left and lost his footing, scrabbling on the rocks and causing many of them to collapse into the sea. He stumbled into the water itself and slid into the battering waves. “Theon!” I screamed, forgetting how very small and weak I was. I thought only of him needing my help, him wounded, him falling into the ocean.

      I darted forward and grabbed his thick neck, tugging him back onto the rocks… or trying to. Of course, he was much heavier than I. As he fell further into the water and cried out in pain and confusion, my own hands locked around his neck pulled me with him, toward the violent sea beyond. “No!” I cried, pulling harder and only losing more ground. “Theon!”

      His dragon form slid completely into the water and, still clutching him, I too was pulled in. We both went underwater and I was reminded vividly of the night we’d met. Burning pins of ice sank into my every pore and I gasped involuntarily, sucking the frigid saltwater into my lungs.

      I pulled toward the surface to breathe, coughing while underwater and only sucking in more of the ocean, but Theon was also thrashing in the waves and his tail and wings struck me, driving me underwater again until the tide pulled us apart. I threw my arms into the air wildly and snatched a grip on the side of this rock island, first vomiting, then coughing, then gratefully dragging the cold air into my lungs, relieved to merely no longer be drowning.

      I couldn’t see Theon or the blue dragon anymore—

      Warm hands secured my shoulders and dragged me backwards, into the air and out of the water. At first I thought it was Theon, even as I was dragged and draped across a narrow, scaly hide. But I realized who it must have been. My eyes bulged open. These scales were a bright, vibrant azure, and I shrieked.

      The blue dragon lifted into the sky and wove in circles, lazy and smug in his victory. The black-haired woman pinned me to his back, even as I thrashed and cried out. I struck at her wiry frame, but she was surprisingly strong. “Let me go!”

      Up close, she was older than she had appeared from a distance. Wrinkles encroached on her eyes, where there was a hardness one seldom found in the eyes of an adolescent.

      I wrenched from her hands to gaze down to the black ocean below. Theon… He had transformed back into a human, and was crawling back onto the rock island from the water. He was completely nude, his clothing ripped off in the unexpected transformation, and his eyes were squeezed shut.

      I screamed down to him. “Theon!”

      Theon’s head lifted so that I could see his face. His wet hair whipped in the wind. “Nell!”

      The blue dragon completed one more pattern and then darted down into the portal. In a flash, Theon was gone, and I was pinned to the back of an unknown blue dragon, accompanied by some kind of witch, sucked through the narrow, inky tunnel between Earth and The Hearthlands… and Theon was back at that rock island. Alone. Naked. And blind.
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      “Nell!” I bellowed into the winds—but no sound answered me back; even her screams had been dampened into silence. A cold despair swallowed me whole. No! No!

      I could only imagine the horrors being enacted in my home country, the condition of my father and mother—and now Nell. Why would they have taken her? She was nothing to them, a young Earth girl who had never even heard of The Hearthlands… until she’d met me.

      Would they treat her with kindness or cruelty? What had the ice dragons done? How had they altered the very island itself?

      I groped for the bolt which would signal to me one of the far corners of the portal; I could jump. I could follow them. But where would I find someone to heal my eyes? Would it really be wisest to leap, blinded, into unfriendly territory?

      It didn’t matter anyway. I couldn’t find any of the three bolts securing the triangular gate. I only felt rough rock beneath my palms.

      I couldn’t see anything. That witch—Thalissa, she’d called herself—had hexed the only vulnerable part of my dragon form: the eyes. Now, without the aid of another magical person, I feared I would be too useless to even cross over for Nell, much less find her and rescue her without getting us both killed. I needed to think logically… I couldn’t let my role in this fill me with such grief that I began making haphazard decisions.

      Let’s think, I instructed myself dizzily. Let’s think. You’re the only hope Penelope has, and you might be the only hope of the entirety of The Hearthlands… so you have to think. Number one—don’t get killed. Do not let yourself die until Nell has been safely returned to her family. If you do not rescue her, it’s unlikely she’ll ever return home again… and she must live, with or without me, a long and happy life. She must.

      I would need to transform and fly from the portal. Resting so near to it was dangerous; the exchange with the blue dragon had proven so. What if he returned, and me still in this condition?

      But how could I find my way back to the beach while blind?

      Transforming into my dragon self, I took to the sky and moved in the direction of the clanking buoys between the rock island and the sandy shore. After that, it wouldn’t be far until I reached the beach, and even if I was off-track, it wouldn’t be by much. It was a dark, cold holiday night, and I’d be on a private beach which had seemed deserted when last I’d been there. Perhaps I would be unobserved until I could find my way back into the cave by touch, smell, and sound, then set myself a comforting fire in the pit, and then, finally, come up with some kind of a plan. How many seconds had it been? Had it already been minutes that she’d been gone?

      “What are they doing to them?” I demanded of the sky gods. No answer came down to me.

      Think.

      The foremost issue was my blindness. In order to cure that, I would need to find a magical person willing to help me… But how? Where?

      The clanking of the buoys alerted me that I was near to the shore now.

      The ice dragon had abducted Nell intentionally, I was sure, and for what cause? Was it related to the abduction she had suffered at the talons of the harpies? “Your battle is already lost,” the harpy had said. Had she known of The Hearthlands’ condition? When had the ice kingdom risen? How had they known that I was here? Why had the ice dragon taken Penelope when he could have just as easily killed me?

      I lowered until my belly skimmed the cold water, then crashed into the damp sand of the shore, rolling and caking my armor with dirt. I transformed rapidly back into a man. Being a nude man on Earth would still be preferable by a hundred times to being a large, blind dragon. I crept across the beach, bearing south until the sand became sharp with pebbles and I knew that the outcroppings were near. The waves fumed and roared against the rocks.

      I climbed over the formations and felt my way into the cave itself, where I could think in peace without fear of observation. It was what had drawn me to this cave in the first place, when I had arrived after flying all the way from the Pacific Islands.

      I had heard a voice on the winds, calling me, coaxing me onward, and it had risen in volume and clarity as I’d approached this beach. It was the cave itself where the voice seemed to be the clearest and the loudest. I’d gone inside and rested after a flight across an entire ocean and this broad countryside to the next ocean, with nothing but a thick leather satchel strung around my neck, filled with my most prized possessions: the heirloom mirror, and a few pieces of clothing. I’d prepared myself a fire, set my mirror and clothing to the side, and coiled in the large, cathedral-style cavern, where I had entered a deep meditation in search for the source of the voice. I knew it would lead me further onward.

      What had awoken me had been Nell’s screams. By the time she’d drawn me from my trance state, she’d already fallen unconscious, and I’d had to pull her cold, limp body from the water.

      As soon as I’d laid eyes on her, I’d felt a deep, hot swell move through me and almost burst, as if I was seeing a beloved friend or family member who had been separated from me for our entire lives. Gazing down at her perfect face, I’d wondered if it might have been her voice which had been calling me on the winds, calling me here, and knew that I had no choice but to save her.

      I’d stayed in the cave for only the next day or two when yet another strange Earth woman had entered.

      Her name was Thalissa, she’d said. She was a pagan witch, and she worshipped dragons. She had sensed me in the ether and come to find me and offer me her home. She would give me anything I wanted. She was a loyal servant to my people.

      And I had trusted her, because I was simple-hearted. She’d taken me into her home, and I hadn’t questioned her charity; to me, charity seemed natural, not suspicious. Even as I’d gazed around at the horrific artwork which littered her domicile, I did not question her motives.

      In spite of this turn in events—the kindly witch who had purported to worship me, the offering of a dwelling in the center of the village—I still couldn’t become distracted from Nell. I’d become increasingly certain that she had been the voice calling me onward, my destined soulmate. I hadn’t meditated in days, not since I’d met her. But now the elements called to me, beckoned me by my ear…

      What could I do? Blind? With the only witch I knew being a traitor, and the very one to have blinded me? Nothing… Nothing but lay myself out before the universe and request aid with all the sincerity of my soul.

      I crawled up onto the stone shelf and in the direction I knew the pit and cathedral ceilings to be. I blew a lick of flame across the loose kindling therein and heard, smelled, and felt the fire, even if I couldn’t see it. It comforted me to simply know that it was there.

      And so, with my heart pounding in my chest, with the world weighing on my shoulders, I crossed my legs, closed my eyes, and began to hum in a low, hoarse rhythm, calling whatever spirits might answer back to me.

      The response was immediate, as though an entity was lurking in the ether just above me.

      I cannot see what others may, the familiar, raspy voice cooed inside my mind. It was the same voice I had heard speaking on the wind from across the world, and now it boomed in my skull as if it—she?—was right here. Her voice was soft and light as a child’s, low and husky. Yet I see what others never shall. What you seek, dragon prince, was already found some time ago.

      “You are what I seek,” I answered the entity aloud. “I appeal to you, spirit. I am in need, desperate need, of a witch.”

      Found you not other kin? the voice rasped to me. The black-haired, red-mouthed slave? Did she not satisfy your quest?

      “That woman was a traitor, and is not my friend. She who offered me refuge was the same who took my eyes.”

      Will your heart open for the words, dragon prince? You do not know the way. I thought to help you, but found myself abandoned. Alone always, much like you. We could be friends.

      “Have I met you yet, spirit?”

      This cave is mine. I am at its heart.

      “Can I come to find you?” I asked, throwing my voice loudly into the cavern.

      The path is clear. No one ever comes. Good luck, dragon prince. You are distracted. Never a good listener. Never to me.

      I stood, scouring the cavern with my hands alone for its exit into deeper rooms. The being with whom I spoke must have been close… but there was no way I’d be able to travel far in my condition. Not without killing myself.

      I groped through a low corridor, banging my head only twice, and then sloshed into bitter, ice-cold water. A heady fragrance filled the air as something within the room hissed. Next, I heard a series of splashes, as if something was rushing toward me across the surface of the water, and I recoiled at the sensation of clammy fingers moving along my bare skin, testing every part of my body.

      She did blind you, the sickly voice confirmed. I relaxed only slightly. A kiss, then. A kiss for the prince. One should never be so lucky. Did you know that my mother could have killed you with a kiss?

      A cold, wet sensation passed over one eyelid and then the other before I was able to open my eyes and blink. Blurry colors shifted into focus around me, and I realized that this section of the cavern was lit by bioluminescent algae and other life forms. Even its water was a vibrant, fluctuating teal.

      And in the delicate greenish light I could finally see the face of the being who had been calling me this great distance to her side.

      She would have been pretty, if she’d had any eyes at all. Instead of eyes, smooth, fleshy pits existed above her cheeks. She had a small, shriveled mouth and her skin was so pale, it shone in this light as almost translucent. Her body was papered in black marks—unreadable symbols—which migrated along her skin of their own volition, like shadows at play. The woman was tiny and nude, though her body had to be the least sensual humanoid I’d witnessed yet. The buds of her breasts had no nipples, and where reproductive organs should have been, there was nothing but more puckered flesh. It made me wonder if she was deformed or asexually reproductive. But she’d said her mother could have killed me with a kiss…

      Now you see, dragon prince, the creature hissed. But will you believe my prophecies?

      “What… are… you?” I breathed. She was clearly not a spirit. She was very much flesh and bone, even if her psychic abilities were beyond any I had yet seen.

      I am an oracle, the response came.

      “I can bring you tribute, fair Oracle,” I told her, collapsing immediately to my knees. I could think of no better creature to encounter in this moment than one who knew the future. “I will give you anything if you can answer a single question for me.”

      Ahhh. The oracle inhaled deeply of the aromatic fumes surrounding us. Like the water, they too glowed with an unearthly light whenever they encountered motion. I need nothing but an ear for an eye, dragon prince.

      “You have my ears,” I promised her. “Can you see how I may rescue Penelope, my human mate, from the ice dragons of The Hearthlands?”

      You may not, the oracle answered. She is not meant to be, fool prince. Abandon your quest. Seek love elsewhere.
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      I grabbed the oracle without even thinking. “What?” I demanded. It wasn’t possible; there was always a way, an answer. The gods could not do this to me. I had been their faithful and humble servant for all of my life. They could not snatch away the woman I’d fallen for and never return her. “How can it be? Is she already dead? What do you mean?” I shook her. “Answer me now!”

      But the oracle lashed back. She crawled forward until she had walked up my chest and had pressed her face into mine, and then she replied, the voice in my head booming until it hurt, You did not ever want my words, did you, fool prince? I brought and lost you in one night. You were gone. You did not care. There was no knowing of the knowledge. You went, and took your mate without counsel, and are now here, begging again, refusing again, knowing nothing again. Fool prince, will you beg again and not listen again?

      “I understand what you’re saying.” She was a temperamental thing. I took a deep breath, illustrating its calming effect. In response, she imitated the gesture, sucking greenish fumes deep into her lungs. “What is your name, Oracle? Is that what I should call you?”

      “My name is Pythia,” the oracle replied. “My twin and I were not fully abandoned in our infancy. We were named. I do not remember it with my baby brain; I remember it with the empty eyes which are all eyes.”

      “All right.” I nodded like I understood her, and placed her onto her feet, back in the neon puddle. “Pythia. It was your voice I heard, calling me across the ocean and across this country. It was you whom I had come to see. And when I met Nell… I thought it was her. I thought I was meant to be with her. The voice… you had said that my mate was in this place.”

      Listen to the voice again, fool prince, Pythia instructed, slithering into the shallow pool until only the top of her head was visible. She seemed to be watching me, even though she had no eyes. I tell you now that you were wrong, always, wrong in this choice. Penelope O’Hara, the drowning girl, she who loves you so, is not your mate. Destiny will never see this through. Do not force the hand that feeds. You must obey the laws I see: the future.

      My breath had steadily come faster and faster, until I was dizzy with hyperventilation and hardly aware of it. “Just tell me if she’s dead or not,” I commanded, my voice losing its patience. “That’s all I need to know right now.”

      At this, Pythia sank beneath the waters and disappeared, leaving me staring after her helplessly.

      I couldn’t bear to listen to her supposed prophecy again. I wouldn’t, and couldn’t, accept that I had been wrong, and that Nell was never meant to be mine. This oracle clearly didn’t function properly. She hadn’t been there—she couldn’t have known how it felt to press my lips to Nell’s, the way the outside world disappeared while the inside world fell into place at the same time. She couldn’t have known that because it wasn’t any truth you could see with the eye.

      A puddle of light stirred on the surface of the shallow pool, and then Pythia reemerged, dripping with bright droplets.

      The human you seek lives still, she said. Surrounded, she lives, surrounded by other kin. Oh, mmm, mmm, mmm. The oracle traced her tiny mouth. She cries for you. Tears like sugar berries. The oracle cackled.

      A pang lanced through my heart. “She’s crying?”

      Mmm. Such love. Such hope. So human, this one. She cries because she believes in you… even though her soul urges her to accept imminent death. The comment was punctuated with a giggle, and I snapped, tramping forward into the luminescent waters.

      The oracle yelped and attempted to scurry from me, but I clutched her and pinned her thrashing in the air.

      “You will help me save her,” I told her. “You don’t understand. I don’t care anymore—I don’t care about the gods, I don’t care about fate, I don’t care what the universe thinks that I should do. I will save her. And you must help me.”

      If you must, then you shall, Pythia answered, oddly cool. You will require aid; but, without my blessing, I will require instead something of you. An agreement. Do you agree to these terms, fool prince?

      I hated those terms, but I didn’t see myself as having any other choice. Without her, I was stranded naked in Maine.

      “Yes,” I answered firmly. “I agree to those terms, and promise to repay you for your kindness in considering my journey.”

      The strange oracle descended into the depths of the cave pool, and my eyes bulged. What had seemed like a shallow series of puddles truly had depths which I could not even see. For almost a full minute, Pythia was gone, and then emerged from another puddle altogether, scampering through the shallow pools toward me.

      She held pinned beneath one arm a transparent glass bottle, and inside of it was a large brass key and a tiny scroll of yellowed, brittle paper.

      Pythia settled onto a stone and uncorked the bottle for me, shaking its contents into her other palm. First, she extended the key for my examination.

      A thoughtful key, she informed me. You may unlock any door the key deems fit. This key was forged by the hands of fate, as was I.

      Brow furrowed, I nodded.

      Next, Pythia passed me the scroll of papyrus.

      Love letters, she whispered conspiratorially. This paper will deliver your message to anyone with whom you are in love. It will also receive and return messages from those same people. Only them. This paper knows your heart, dragon prince.

      This gift, I accepted eagerly. I had to tell Nell that I was coming.

      Finally, Pythia held out the bottle itself toward me.

      Liquids herein stored will become poisonous to unstable degrees, she promised. Some turn you to a soup, while others force you into a light nap for twenty minutes. Usually, these mystical bottles are destroyed in explosions they themselves cause.

      “Thank you.” I accepted the bottle into my now cluttered arms. “I will go prepare for my venture. When I return, Pythia, I will return with Penelope O’Hara at my side, safe, and I will repay you for your gifts.”

      I turned to exit this cavern of lights and water.

      Dragon prince, Pythia’s sickly sweet voice wheedled in my head. I know what I must have from you.

      I twisted round and saw her sitting behind me, seeming serene.

      You were not wrong, you see, Pythia cooed in my head. Your destined mate is indeed in Beggar’s Hole. But she is not the drowned girl.

      I hesitated, but then shook my doubts away, as if to clear from my senses an unexpected blow. “It doesn’t matter,” I told her sternly, turning to march away.

      You do not even wish to know?

      I winced. A part of me did need to know, if only because it had been impressed upon me—upon all the people of my culture—that fate and destiny were the pivots on which our entire universe turned. To deny the knowledge of my intended mate was a decision I could never have foreseen myself making, and yet I felt as if the information was almost too powerful to behold. I had made my choice. I couldn’t bear to consult the future intended for me, knowing I had turned my back to it.

      I summoned up the courage to reject the oracle’s offer, but it was too late. It had not truly been a question. It had merely been a criticism.

      A blurry image flooded my mind, calling to memory paintings of oil and water… but this painting moved. She tossed her dark curls and smiled at me with a sultry, knowing stare. It was Michelle Ballinger as I had first seen her, when she had approached Nell and me at Goose Pond. Her breasts were as forthright as her eye contact in expressing what she wanted. She exuded sex, from her hand cocked against her hip to the fire leaping in her eyes.

      With a scoff, I shook the phantom of Michelle from my mind. “I appreciate your concern, Oracle. But it matters not whom the Fates would have thrust upon me, in another world, another time.”

      This was a lie. My stomach felt cold and bottomless at the thought of betraying their will. Had I only met Penelope in order to be brought to Michelle? Had we been wrong? Had I been called by the crystal mirror to that beachfront property not by Penelope but because Michelle had been there? And the marketplace where I had been drawn to her, and we had walked to the pond; had that been destined? For the sake of my lineage, for the sake of The Hearthlands, did I need to be with Michelle, and not Nell?

      No… It couldn’t be.

      You have still not honored my request, Pythia informed me.

      “What request?”

      You must prove to me that I am wrong. Consider, fool prince, that you do not actually know Michelle Ballinger at all. There is much more to her than you think. Much more…

      “What are you asking of me?”

      You must bring her on your voyage. Show her your world… and see hers. Satisfy my certainty that she is meant to be your mate.

      I sighed, long and low. “All right,” I said. “I’ll bring her. I will let her see The Hearthlands. And then I will return her. Is this a fair deal?”

      I glanced over my shoulder to behold Pythia. She was simpering knowingly; it reminded me of Michelle. Very fair, she purred. Good luck resisting the hands of fate, fool prince.

      I shook my head again and abandoned the pools, the oracle, and even the thought that I was acting in direct contradiction of the Fates.

      I returned to the cavern, a fire still crackling at its pit. The crystal mirror gleamed dully, and beside it were folded several pairs of clothing and the leather satchel in which I had carried the items here.

      I peered at myself, dimly reflected, nude and melancholy, in the mirror. I swallowed and stretched my hand forward, brushing my fingers across the cool glass. “Nell,” I whispered, searching its depths for her face. “Where are you?”
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      Dressing in another pair of cotton slacks and a loose shirt, I retook my lotus position in front of the mirror and closed my eyes. I could not just swoop into Michelle’s home as a dragon, burst through her bedroom window, and collect her, screeching, against her will. I could not return to The Hearthlands through the portal on the rock island, for it was likely under heavy observation in anticipation of just that. I needed to find and secure my family; I needed to understand what had happened to our country. For all of this, I would need to think calmly and clearly. Simple action would not do.

      In order to extract Michelle from this world, I would be required to peer deeply into her soul and assuage her fears of the unknown. Only by this mild hypnosis would she travel without trauma. I would need to use another gate—even if it meant a longer flight. Perhaps the gate to the country of ogres, not far from The Hearthlands, would suffice. The ice dragons would not be monitoring the ogres’ portal. The gate resided across this country and another ocean, but I didn’t see that I had any other choice. Finally, I would investigate the shelter my people had developed during the last insurgency of the ice dragons, during the brief and bloody reign of Emperor Bram. If anyone had survived, or escaped, they would be there. I could only pray to the gods above that it had not been discovered or destroyed during the many years it had not seen use.

      Preparing my satchel, I transformed and took to the sky. My first stop would be the palatial Ballinger beach house.

      

      I expected Michelle to be thronged in followers, as her New Year’s Eve party had been underway not long ago, but midnight had already passed and the guests had ventured elsewhere, leaving their hostess to sit on the beach and gaze out across the landscape, littered in red plastic cups and two smoldering pits of ash.

      I circled the beach and landed behind a series of small, weed-choked dunes, where I could safely dress myself and reposition the leather satchel over my chest. Then, setting my shoulders and pulling in a lungful of wintry January air, I advanced on Michelle’s turned back. She was sitting in the sand with her knees drawn up to her chest.

      “Lady Ballinger.” I addressed her formally.

      Michelle turned, and I was expecting a glare, but instead I got a lip quirked in amusement. “Theon,” she greeted warmly, standing. She measured me. “I thought you might be back.”

      Disloyal. The signals she’s sending me are inappropriate for the chosen mate of her own friend.

      I did not have the time to be gentle. Nell had already been in the grip of the ice dragons for maybe as long as an hour, and who knew how long the country had been under siege. Weeks?

      I gazed deeply into Michelle’s eyes and fell into her soul, as I had done so many times with so many others.

      It wasn’t long before I hit my first wall. These human women were so enshrouded by protective layers.

      I am so sexy. Have you ever seen a woman as sensual as I am? You love me. You know you do. Who can resist these lips?

      Shards of glass shattered away.

      I want your attention, goddammit. Why aren’t you looking at me? What? Am I not smart enough? Am I not sweet enough? How dare you. I’ll make you pay. I’ve been invisible for too long. I’ll never be invisible again! You can’t hurt me!

      Brambles snagged at me as I moved past this line of defense.

      It’s very simple. An idiot could do it. All you have to do is show them your power. No one will be able to deny you. You are a strong, beautiful woman. The world is at your feet. Nothing else matters; you have it all. You’ll show them all.

      A hair-thin crack in this psyche allowed me to plunge into the deepest layer yet.

      Daddy? The voice echoed, as if in a vast space. Daddy, are you playing hide-and-seek? Where did you go? Feet whispered along tiles, occasionally skipping. The room shifted into focus, allowing me to see a dark, curly-headed girl somewhere between four and six. She was poking around in a spacious basement area, where she appeared to be totally alone. Hello? she called. Her eyes widened with panic. Hello? Daddy?

      I watched with a heavy heart as the child Michelle bolted around the room, tearing open closets, diving under tables, all to no avail. Her father wasn’t in the room at all. There had never been a game of hide-and-seek, unless he’d abandoned it.

      Michelle balled up and pressed her back against the wall, pulling her knees up to her chest in the same manner I’d just seen on the beach. She folded her arms over her legs and buried her face in them, sobbing with the kind of abandon most adults never displayed.

      Grimacing, I crossed the room and touched her arm. Child Michelle gasped and jerked up, as if expecting to see her father. Tears still glistened on her cheeks.

      “Michelle,” I informed her, voice slow and rich. “You’re going to go away now, to a new place. You’re going to ride the back of a dragon, Michelle. I will protect you. The new place may be scary, but you will never be alone. You will be safe. I promise.”

      Child Michelle’s lip quivered, and as she nodded her agreement, the vision surrounding us dissolved and crumbled, revealing that my hands were bracing the shoulders of the adult Michelle. Now that I’d spoken my suggestion as clearly and firmly as I could into her deepest level of consciousness, her eyes had taken on a drugged and receptive quality.

      I removed my clothes. Michelle smiled blithely, but said nothing. Then I transformed with no regard for her reaction.

      As I had expected, when I turned to her, she raised her eyebrows and nodded, as if to say, Of course. I remember this story. A nice man told me this story when I was a little girl.

      I used my large head to nudge her onto my back, and she acquiesced without any struggle. In fact, unlike Nell—who had wound her arms around my neck and pinched my shoulders with her thighs nervously—Michelle seemed to be a natural at riding dragons. She sat up straight and loose, as if this was a mere equestrian sport, and held the leather strap of my satchel as if it was reins. When my wings flapped, her body shifted with mine. She had good instincts, and this would make our journey as safe as it would be fast.

      We pulled into the air and jetted off into the sky, at which point Michelle leaned down against my neck, although she still did not strangle me as Nell had; in fact, she moved with such awareness, I had to assume that her eyes were open and she was actively “driving” me. Again, I could not mind. This would make our trip speedy.

      If everything went according to the plan, I would be in the Pacific, searching for the second gate, by daybreak.
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      The dawning sun was only just beginning to singe away the morning mist when we arrived at the other portal. Michelle slid from my back with a grin of elation. “I cannot believe I just saw the entire country in, what, a few hours?” She roamed the perimeter of the portal buried deep in an old well and inspected it. Unlike Nell, she was not filled with awe and terror at the sight of the thing. She seemed almost bored by it, and flicked some pebbles through the gate, unknowingly sending them into the ogres’ country.

      “So, where are we?” Michelle asked me, as I pulled on a pair of pants.

      I glanced over my shoulder at her. “This is a gate into another world,” I explained, trying to be patient. “It is the residence of ogres. We will remain quiet while on their territory, and we will move into another country beyond this, in which dwell the dragon people. It will likely be very cold, but you are dressed appropriately.”

      Even as I was saying this, Michelle tied her coat around her waist. “We should have packed some more clothes for me, don’t you think?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      But I shook my head. “Ideally, you will be returned to your home within the day. I made a promise to a—a friend—that I would bring you on this trip. I promised to show you my home country and allow you to meet my people. But then you will return home, and your life will resume as usual. One outfit will suffice.”

      Michelle puckered her lips slightly and rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. Fine.”

      “Take my hand,” I instructed her.

      She did so, and strangely, right before we jumped together, she gave it a little squeeze. There was no time to react—we were already in mid-air. A moment later, we were passing through the space between the worlds, and landed on our knees in the sand of a beach.

      “Holy crap!” Michelle whooped, clambering to her feet and jumping up and down like a child. “Let’s do that again!”

      Glaring, I gripped her arm and forced her to stop jumping up and down. “Quiet!”

      Over her shoulder loomed a gate of gray stones. A row of decapitated human heads on spikes lined the top. Blood had oozed and congealed onto the stones long ago. Some of the heads were skulls, picked clean and bleached in the sun. Some of them were fresh. Michelle followed my eyes and pursed her lips at the gruesome sight.

      A long, sandy beach stretched out in front of us, and we had begun to walk away from the ogres’ fortress when the mirror in my satchel suddenly filled with an unearthly light. Gasping, I dropped the bag and pulled its flap open, extracting the glass from within. That throb of light was an alert that someone with a sliver of the mirror had activated it with their breath, their blood, their sweat, or their tears. I would be able to see Penelope, if only for a moment.

      “What are you doing?” Michelle murmured behind me.

      “Shhh.” The light faded away, and in its place, I saw Nell in all her glory, her beautiful dark hair disheveled from gods only knew what, her eyes puffy and pink, her clothing replaced with a gown in a style familiar to me: she’d been dressed in the garments of the royal family. She was likely wearing a dress which belonged to one of my sisters, or to my mother. “Penelope?” I called into the glass, forgetting to be quiet. “Penelope, where are you?” I tried to enunciate, knowing that she would only be able to read my lips in order to discern what I was saying.

      Her lips moved quickly. I couldn’t decipher a single word of it.

      “What the hell is Nell doing in your mirror?” Michelle asked.

      It looked like Nell was thinking the exact reverse, as her eyes fell on Michelle and went blank.

      Just then, the ornate wooden door behind her swung open and the frame filled with a shadow. Nell dropped the shard of the mirror and swung on her feet, so that I could see a full view of the intruder.

      It was Lethe Eraeus, the grandson of now deceased Emperor Bram Eraeus, who had ruled during the brief period of ice dragon reign more than half a century ago. I recognized him because it was my duty to recognize him. Although the ice kingdom had fallen and been relegated to a narrow, inhospitable space at the very tip of The Hearthlands, our peace had been wary and forced.

      Lethe was svelte, so there was an androgynous quality to his neck, shoulders, and chest. He had a complexion as white as porcelain, a shock of black hair which fell over his forehead and hid his ears, and ice-blue eyes, fairer even than his scaled hide in dragon form. I had suspected that it was he who had come through the other gate, but now I knew for certain.

      “What are you doing?” I read his lips.

      His fingers closed over the pendant, blinding my view of the room, and then the fingers opened again, holding the pendant very close to his face. I will admit that he was a handsome sort, in a sly and haughty way. He had a narrow, slightly upturned nose and thin lips. I saw them moving but could not read them; his eyebrows knotted and he cursed and ranted, that was all I could ascertain. Then, in the next instant, the entire room vaulted by in the mirror—and then a blinding white light filled the glass.

      As the light faded, it appeared that my mirror had broken, for many fragmented reflections of the palace room which held Nell were thrown back at me. I saw her in disjointed frames rush to the shattered pendant and collapse, touching some pieces… and then the light faded entirely away, and I knew that it was the last time I would see her in the magical mirror. Lethe had shattered her pendant—and my only visual connection to my mate.
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      Grimacing, I braced my hands on my thighs and stood, collecting the mirror from the sand and inserting it again into my satchel. There was one bright side to this development. I had seen the room surrounding Nell, and even if she was moved to another room, I knew that her current location was within the castle walls themselves. They were certain to be heavily guarded by ice dragons now, but it was still a thousand times better than discovering that she was deep in the dungeons, or worse. The pendant had not, at least, been activated by her blood.

      “What—what the hell was that?” Michelle shrilled behind me.

      “I said to keep quiet,” I reminded her grimly. “Let’s go. We must ride again—this place you must go is an island.” I transformed, slid the satchel around my neck, and prompted Michelle to climb onto my back. Again, she rode with all the natural grace and instinct of a woman who was already part-dragon. Of course, it didn’t matter; perhaps she’d make an ideal mate for a member of my cabinet. I carried her across the ogres’ sea, and The Hearthlands stretched into view within minutes.

      The difference was immediately obvious. Where it had once been a lush island of rolling hills and verdant valleys, it was now blanketed in snow and a constant barrage of blue chunks of ice. We landed, and I transformed into my human form quickly. A dragon would be much easier for any skyward troopers to spot. I dressed quickly, paying no mind to Michelle as anything but a traveling companion. A forced traveling companion.

      “It won’t be terribly far,” I informed her. “Please jacket yourself. We must walk if we are to see the entrance to the shelter. It’s hidden. I don’t know if I need to tell you this again, but please, please, Michelle, stay quiet and do not make sudden movements if another dragon or human approaches us or appears in the distance.”

      “Uh, yes, I can do that,” Michelle muttered, rolling her eyes.

      I grimaced. The women of The Hearthlands were not nearly as proud and vain as she. For that matter, neither were the men. “Let’s walk, then.”

      

      We reached the entrance to the shelter within ten minutes. It was near the border of the island, and it had been built into the ground. Now they had dropped their leaves and formed icicles, but I still recognized those slender, white-barked trees. “Here,” I told Michelle, advancing on the shelter and finding that its door was blanketed in snow.

      I dug for a minute or two, fresh snow pelting my face and forming in the hole I was trying to make, and then my fingers grazed a sheet of pure ice and I roared with frustration. No one would be inside. They would all be dead. Why else had no one contacted me? And now I had finally arrived at the shelter, and its door was sealed in several inches of ice. I did not even have a blade to pierce it.

      Michelle stepped forward and jammed her high-heeled boot into the sheet, splintering the ice with one long crack down its center.

      “You… you did it,” I murmured, prying up the sheet, now able to wedge my fingers into the crack for leverage.

      “Don’t sound so surprised,” Michelle muttered, but I hardly noted her comment. The brass ring of the shelter door was exposed, and I gripped and pulled. The unbroken ice over the rest of the door cracked and fell away as I lifted it and revealed the dark earthen stairwell beyond, unlit by any torches. This was standard procedure for wartime. There would be no light until we reached its interior cavern.

      “Come on,” I coaxed Michelle, turning to reach for her; her willingness to be helpful prompted me to remember the scared, lonely little girl within her soul. Perhaps I should have handled her more gently.

      She flashed her eyes at my extended hand, then into the corridor, then grasped my hand and flounced along behind me.

      “So what’s the deal?” she asked. “Is Nell, like, kidnapped?”

      I exhaled. “Yes.”

      “Auuugh.” Although Michelle resisted my hand, as if she had momentarily stopped on a stair, I pulled and she continued trundling along. “That just figures. Everybody has to love Penelope. Everybody has to fawn all over Penelope. Now she’s been kidnapped? Gag me.”

      At this, I dropped her hand and turned savagely; Michelle came up short with a little gasp. Her eyes flew wide and she stared at me until I offered her my hand again. I had to. We were on uneven ground, and her shoes were so impractical.

      “So, you must be really into her, I guess,” Michelle went on.

      “Yes. I am.”

      “Lucky girl.”

      “I’m sure a woman such as yourself will not struggle to find a mate of her own.”

      “Mating isn’t the hard part,” she said. “It’s love that doesn’t come naturally to men.”

      At this, I bristled, but we had reached the final set of stairs, and I could not lose myself in a disagreement with this girl.

      The torches were aflame, and splashed the interior cavern with their warm light. Oh, what relief washed over me in that moment; the room was filled with fire dragons of all ages, all in human form. Men, older women, and children, maybe even hundreds of them. I rushed forward, forgetting to drop Michelle’s hand, and scanned every face for any member of the royal family.

      “Khem!” I gripped the shoulders of a member of my court. Khem had unruly auburn hair, bright green eyes, and an exceptional talent with matters of mathematics and physics. He could fix anything which adhered to non-magical laws. “It’s such a relief to see you.” I hugged him tightly. “What happened? Is my father—Is my mother—Is everyone all right?”

      “Theon,” Khem replied just as heartily. “It was the ice dragons, not three weeks ago, who sprang a surprise attack on the palace. The guards had been compromised—we do not yet understand how—and by morning, the townspeople awoke to find their family overthrown and new guards patrolling the street.” Khem shook his head at the memory, wild-eyed. “We… and some others… were able to escape. Some are imprisoned in the city. And some…” Khem pursed his lips and shook his head. He took a deep breath, exhaled, and regained composure. “Some are dead. But your mother—”

      Khem turned to scan the crowd of refugees, and his eyes froze on Michelle. He began to utter a low, nonsensical string of vowel sounds.

      I punched his shoulder. “Khem. My mother?”

      “She’s in the kitchens. My name is Khem, fair maiden.”

      Michelle bit the tip of her tongue and grinned, eyes shimmering the way I only saw them do when she was receiving male attention. In truth, it saddened me to think that she never experienced happiness through any other means.

      Khem frowned and slanted his eyes toward me. “Did you find a mate back on Earth?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I answered shortly. “But this is not her. This is Michelle, a visitor from Earth who will return shortly. My chosen mate was kidnapped at a portal and imprisoned in the palace. It was this which alerted me to the uprising. I have come to secure her, first and foremost, from their clutches.”

      “Shortly?” Michelle pouted off to my right.

      “My lady,” Khem interjected, stepping forward and scooping her arm from me. I had forgotten I was holding her hand. “Might I provide you with a tour of the facilities?”

      I rolled my eyes and allowed them to go; it would be easier to get things done if someone else preoccupied Michelle. I strode toward the kitchens, bypassing shouts and hands from townspeople rejoicing at my return. People had died. People were imprisoned. Nell was one of them. And the kingdom had been lost. I had a lot on my mind.

      The kitchens were a series of rooms which began even lower, in an icy den where food was packed and frozen, then ascended by pulley to be thawed, and finally advanced to become what I was just seeing now: breakfast. I passed several broiling vats of oil and spices, mysterious lumps floating in the juice. Cooks were elbow to elbow, working hard to deliver the soup before it cooled. I spotted Mother quickly; she was wearing bedclothes. That confirmed Khem’s account of the insurgency. Mother would never be publicly seen in bedclothes if she hadn’t been dropped into an emergency. In that way, she was much like both Penelope and Michelle.

      “Mother,” I greeted her, gripping her shoulders from behind.

      She whirled, eyes wide, and screamed with joy, throwing her arms around my neck. My mother had always been a woman of integrity, a true queen. “Oh, Theon, I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again,” she gasped, pulling away. Her face was much like my own face, stern, but her golden eyes were softer and brighter than mine could ever be. She was a beautiful woman. “Where have you been? It’s been almost three weeks—”

      “I went in secret to Earth. I found myself a mate there, but she was kidnapped by Lethe, the grandson of the rebel; this alerted me to the conditions here. I’ve seen her imprisoned in the castle and have come to retrieve her, and return her, before we retake this country.”

      “Perhaps she is with your father,” Mother said, her eyes tilting away from mine, though she let not a single teardrop spill. “Perhaps they may keep each other safe.” She sniffed. “Retake the country, you said? Theon—you weren’t there. They didn’t kidnap and murder indiscriminately. They took our strongest out from under us—and now use your father to weaken our spirits. Somehow, they’ve plunged our beautiful country into this blasted eternal winter now—as if killing so many of our daughters wasn’t enough…”

      “Did you think telling me that was going to discourage me?”

      “I don’t want to lose you, too! Altair . . .” Her eyes clouded with tears at the mention of my younger brother, and she could not bear to go on. “He became swarmed with them—and we were separated in the street—I think—I think they—I saw such blood flowing in the gutter.”

      I tried to embrace her, to comfort her, but she fought me off as if accepting comfort was confessing that it had happened.

      “It’s too soon!” she went on. “We must stay . . . and make a plan—”

      “On what rations?” She knew it as well as I; in this climate, there would be no growth of plants, no running water, and without those things, no beasts to hunt. The shelter was meant to be temporary. “You’re not thinking rationally. And I understand. But the numbers don’t support that conclusion. We cannot wait another day. How long will you have left at this rate? A week? Maybe two?”

      Mother nodded. “It’s true,” she breathed. She dropped her head and allowed more tears to fall. It must have been hard for her, to contemplate sending one of her own back into the fray. Her favorite son, some said. “Will you tell me you love me before you go, at least?”

      I grabbed her chin and pulled her eyes to mine. “Look at me, Mother,” I commanded. “Of course. I love you.” I dropped a peck on her damp cheek. “I will say it again before I go.” I turned toward the crowded cavern and then hesitated, looking back. “Is there a list of the declared missing and dead?” I wondered.

      Mother shook her head and closed her eyes. “It all happened so quickly,” she whispered.

      “I know. And it will be quickly undone. I love you.” I kissed her cheek again. “Do you happen to have a pen?” Of all the people in this shelter, she was the most likely to have one.

      She nodded and pulled it from her apron.

      “Thank you.” I took it and waved goodbye, receding into the crowd.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she called at my departing back.

      I would need to find Michelle next, and return her to the Earth dimension—but it would take another ten to twelve hours to return, at that rate, and the thought of all that could happen in twelve hours… Maybe Michelle would be willing to stay at the shelter? For just a day or two?

      I circled the cavern twice and was unable to find Michelle, but there were many off-shooting rooms to this system, and as thronged as it was, being unable to find someone was normal, not a cause for alarm.

      I located a flat surface and settled, digging through my satchel and extracting the “love letter” Pythia had given me: the scroll of yellowed paper, blank.

      Bracing over the sheet, I wrote, I’m coming. Although it felt like it wasn’t enough, it also felt like it was all I needed to say. I braced over the sheet again to ask her what she could tell me—landmarks, eavesdropping, weapons—but was interrupted by a hand slithering around the back of my neck and tousling my hair.

      Shaking off the assault, I whirled on a giddy and quite self-satisfied Michelle. “You may not like me, but I certainly can get you all riled up.”

      “I am not ‘riled up,’” I informed her tersely. “In fact, it is time for me to be returning you, my lady.”

      Michelle’s jaw dropped. “You can’t just tell me what to do.” One manicured hand framed each hip. “You might be a dragon prince, but I’m not a dragon, and it kind of looks like you’ve been dethroned.”

      For the first time in my life, I fantasized about grabbing a woman in an infuriated manner. Why did she have to say such ignorant things? Could she not respect a mourning period for the fallen empire, for lost companions? Her own friend, Nell, possibly?

      At the livid expression on my face, Michelle beamed. “Finally, he notices me. Look, Theon, I really like this place. I mean, what was I going to do last night? Andrew Hardy, Netflix and chill? And instead… I’m in another world, and there are dragons, and there’s a war, and my best friend has been kidnapped! Of course I want to stay.”

      “She’s not your best friend,” I reminded her.

      “She was,” Michelle countered. “I’m not completely useless, you know. I can help you. I helped you already, didn’t I? I was the one who broke the ice on the door, wasn’t I?” She moved closer, eyes beseeching. I could see how she always got her way. She could appear quite vulnerable—if she tried. “I want to go with you. I want to go to the city. And you can’t tell me no.”

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      “Because you’re an honorable man, silly.”

      I was taken aback. I’d been expecting her to say, Because no one tells me no. “An honorable man would not allow you to follow him into danger.”

      “An honorable man accepts free will. You have to let me come with you. And if you do, I’ll return quietly to Earth and never mention this to another soul.” A wicked smile leaked over her lips. This was the Michelle I’d been anticipating all along. “But if you don’t—”

      “You’ll broadcast any information you can gather together,” I finished for her.

      “Even better; I’ll convince Nell to go public with it. There are certainly downsides to nobility, aren’t there? She’ll tell the truth because she believes that the truth matters. But no one will ever believe it… and her life will be ruined.” Michelle broke into a grin. “So you see, Khem and I are really the perfect companions for your journey.”

      Nell “going public” worried me for a different reason than Michelle was angling at. The realm of supernaturals was fast spilling over into the human realm. Even if Nell did as Michelle claimed she would after I managed to reclaim her, knowledge of our kind was already entering public consciousness. What concerned me was the attention she’d draw to herself from third parties desperate for inside information, like those who hunted our kind. Of course, Michelle didn’t need to know this.

      “Khem?” I muttered. It wasn’t a bad idea to bring others, though I hesitated to travel with too noticeable a convoy.

      “Did I not mention that he was part of the package? I like him. He likes me, and I need at least one person to like me. If it can’t be you, it’ll have to be somebody.”

      Losing patience, I gripped her arm and we moved through the crowd. “Let us take up a collection for some spare clothes,” I commanded her. “Remain quiet, and we will depart at nightfall for the city. Tell a soul and your word is meaningless, and I will return you to the land of Maine posthaste.”

      Michelle nodded. “I’d never do that.”

      I had my doubts. “Let’s get you some soup and a cot. It’ll do you well to rest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue: Nell

        

      

    
    
      I gazed out the frosted window to a bleak and terrifying landscape below. The sun had risen, but I could hardly tell. The sky was opaque and milky, not unlike the pendant the black-haired man—Prince Lethe, he called himself—had torn from my throat and hurled against the wall. It had not worked since, and still lay in a pile of shards at the corner of the room.

      Blowing warm air into my palms, I turned from the window. The window had an arctic draft coming off of it, and it crept over everything.

      This room was extravagant and luxurious: leather-bound books, a feather down mattress, windows which dominated the northern wall. Prince Lethe and his female companion—Thalissa, I’d overheard—had stripped the sodden, freezing clothes from my body upon our arrival and forced me into some velvet gown of sky blue. It was a beautiful dress, but I felt limp and hopeless inside of it.

      There was a fireplace in my room, and I tried to stay close to keep warm. This castle was frigid.

      Gazing into the crackling, popping flames, I wondered where Theon was… and why on earth Michelle was with him. We’d only had that fleeting moment—he’d been surrounded by sand, but the sunlight on that sand had been bright yellow, not the icy gray sun Maine would see in January. Where were they? And why the hell were they together?

      But I shook the thought from my head. I couldn’t let my old insecurities awaken at the first hint of trouble—and I had much bigger problems than Michelle’s flirtatious nature.

      The door thrust open and banged into the wall; I jolted up from where I had been leaning into the fireplace.

      Prince Lethe entered the room with a swagger and slammed the door behind himself.

      I stared at him in terror; he stared back with mirth. I bolted to the right, and he followed my movement. I dove to the left and he was already on top of me; he swept me up against his chest and pinned his arms around me. I thrashed and kicked to no avail, any impact dampened by the petticoats of the gown.

      “It’s time to talk, human girl.”

      “I already told you, I don’t know anything!”

      At this, he snatched my chin up and gazed into my eyes. His own were a savage gray-blue. “Oh, is that so?” A smile quirked the corner of his lip, and I thought of Michelle. She got the same look on her face when she had someone right where she wanted them. “When I’m through with you, mate of Theon, you’ll talk. Oh, you’ll talk.”

      

      
        WHAT’S NEXT?

      

      Dearest Shaddict,

      I have two exciting releases to share with you!

      
        1st Release:

        BEN & RIVER'S STORY CONTINUED!

      

      Ben and River's story will continue in A Shade of Vampire 21: A Vial of Life!

      A Vial of Life is available now!

      Tap here to grab your copy now.

      And here’s a preview of the awesome cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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        2nd Release:

        THEON & NELL’S STORY CONTINUED!

      

      Get your next Theon fix in A Shade of Dragon 2, the second book of the trilogy!

      Tap here to grab your copy now.

      Here’s a preview of the epic cover (again, you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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      I’m super excited to meet you back in The Shade!

      See you soon…

      Thank you for reading.

      Love,

      Bella xxx

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal  reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (You’ll also be the first to receive news about movies/TV show as well as other exciting projects coming up!)

      P.P.S. Follow The Shade on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi to me on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire

      I’d love to hear from you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Read More by Bella Forrest!

        

      

    
    
      The million bestselling A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Derek & Sofia’s story:

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A C