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To my Poppa.I hope I made you proud.
 
   

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Mia.” I hear a lyrical voice whisper my name but it’s so dark that I can’t see anything or anyone.
 
                 I gasp audibly as I’m suddenly encased in a bright yellowish light and well, last time I checked, perfectly ordinary teenage girls didn't glow in the dark.  But here I am, glowing like the sun. I fruitlessly scan my surroundings trying to figure out where I am, but the dazzling golden light blinds me.
 
   “It’s time.”
 
                 I jolt upright out of my lumpy old twin bed. The early morning sun streaming in through my window curtains casts a pinkish hue on my yellow bedspread. It was just a dream.
 
                 Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I glance at the digital clock sitting on my bedside table. The glaring red numbers show that my alarm is set to go off in about 30 minutes. My heart is thumping too hard to even think about falling back asleep.  After stretching and yawning some more, I make my bed. I’m the kind of girl who can’t really function for the rest of the day unless I know my bed is made. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and immediately regret staying up so late last night. The only cure for those dark circles under my eyes would be more sleep, but unfortunately, sleep isn’t an option since I have to be at work in a couple of hours. It’s times like this that I regret not paying more attention when Mom was giving me all those lessons on the art of applying make-up.
 
   This morning I feel more exhausted than usual as I sluggishly make my way down the hall to the bathroom. I wish I could blame it on the late game and the party that always follows a win, but alas, captain of the cheerleading squad or not, I’m not much of a social butterfly and so I rarely attend any of the parties that my friends look forward to every weekend. Instead, I came straight home last night, curled up with my favorite book and stayed up way too late reading it. Every once in a while I'll make an appearance at those social gatherings, but usually I feel too awkward to stay long. I’m not a big drinker and it's really not all that fun watching everyone around you get hammered, while you sit back drinking your coke minus the rum. I just can't make myself drink the stuff. Beer is gross and liquor is grosser.
 
                 After a quick shower, I comb through my stick-straight hair, unable to completely tame that one lock of wayward hair that always kinks out funny from years of twirling it around my fingers. I pull my hair back in a ponytail then I throw on my black work pants and white button up shirt. I’ll save the ugly maroon vest until I actually get to the theater.  I tip-toe down the hall, pass Maddie Rose's room and sneak a peek at the sleeping baby before I make my way down to the kitchen to grab some breakfast.
 
                 My sister will be two years old next month. Some people may think the fact that my mother has a 17-year-old and a 23-month-old baby girl is kind of weird. I mean, if I’m honest, I guess it kind of freaked me out at first too. But really, I wouldn't trade Madeline Rose for anything.
 
                 I was born at the end of my mom's freshman year of college, the result of a summer fling gone sour. Apparently the guy just up and left without even saying good-bye and mom never heard from him again. When mom met Dr. Paul Carrington about five years ago, I was relieved. My mom is the best mother a girl could ask for, but I always felt like she had been cheated out of the great love story she so deserved. Paul is sort of perfect for her with his goofy charm. They got married, he adopted me, and a few years later Maddie Rose was born.
 
                 Maddie has blonde hair like me, but my straight hair is more golden and her hair is so light it’s nearly white. She inherited our mother's perfect curls. I’m more than a little jealous over that fact. Her hair is still pretty short, so her curls stick out in random places, but it only makes her that much more adorable. I know that most babies are cute, but Maddie is seriously beautiful. She has adorable chubby cheeks that are accentuated by sweet dimples. Her eyes are a stunning deep blue, almost like sapphires. Mom's and Paul's eyes are both blue too, but theirs are not as vivid as hers. I’m the oddball with my ever-changing hazel eyes. Some days my eyes look gray, other days they look brown, but they always have a greenish tint to them.
 
                 I enter the kitchen where I find my mom bending over, looking for something underneath the sink. She is wearing her usual paint-splattered gray drawstring pants and an old faded blue tank top. Her long, light-brown hair is pulled up in a messy bun with a few of her pretty curls falling loose in the back and around her face.
 
                 “Mornin' Mom,” I greet her and she nearly jumps out of her skin.
 
                 “Gah! You snuck up on me Mia. How do you make it down those stairs without so much as a creak?” she asks me, exasperated. This is almost an everyday occurrence. Apparently I’m just sneaky like that.
 
                 “Sorry, I was trying to be quiet so I didn't wake up Maddie Rose, but your scream probably took care of that.”
 
                 At the same time, we pause and cock our ears toward the general direction of Maddie’s bedroom, listening for a minute. Since we don't hear any indication that Sleeping Beauty has been disturbed, we continue talking, albeit a little more quietly. Crisis averted. As cute as Maddie may be, she can be a holy terror if she doesn't get her beauty sleep.
 
                 I grab a chocolate-coated, chocolate chip granola bar from the cupboard. My guilty pleasure. I figure I might as well take advantage of my superb metabolism while I can. I’m one of the fortunate ones who never has to worry about what I eat. I’ve always been petite, almost delicate looking. It's the main reason I’m a good cheerleader. I’m pretty easy to toss up in those fancy stunts. My keen organizational skills have also earned me the spot as captain this year and the responsibility is a little daunting.  Not only do I have to pretty much run the practices and plan all of our routines, I also have to organize all the Homecoming spirit week activities, all the pep rallies and even the try-outs for next year’s squad this spring. I’m beginning to wish I would have decided to take it easy this year but the girls voted for me and I don’t want to disappoint them.
 
                 “What are your plans for today?” I ask my mom, knowing that everyone will be asleep by the time I come home.
 
                 “Eh, just going to do some work on my new painting this morning while Maddie naps and then I thought about taking advantage of the pool today since the weather is still so hot.”
 
                 This fall has been unseasonably warm. It's already October but the temp hasn't dropped below 90 degrees yet. I could blame global warming, but Kansas weather is usually pretty wonky. It can be 70 degrees on day and snow the next. Paul had an in-ground pool installed last summer which comes in handy since the public pools always close on Labor Day.
 
                 “That sounds fun. Too bad I have to work,” I add grudgingly. I’d much rather spend the day at the pool.
 
                 “Well, you know Paul would still give you an allowance if you would just accept it. Then you wouldn’t have to work so hard and you’d be able to enjoy the pool with Maddie and me today instead.”
 
                 “And you know that I like to make my own money,” I remind her for the millionth time, though the offer is tempting. I just think I’m a little too old to be depending on my parents for all the things that I want. Besides, I kind of like my job. Most days anyway.   
 
                 Mom just shook her head. She didn’t understand my adamant refusal to take any of Paul’s money. It’s not that I’m a self-less person or anything. I just feel like he has already given me so much as it is that it seems wrong to take anything else from him. I’m already agreeing to let him pay for college and that was hard enough for me to accept.   
 
   “Paul and I have a dinner to go to tonight with the director of that new art gallery about two of my new pieces, so Jessica is going to stay with Maddie.”
 
                 Jessica is a sophomore and is on the JV cheerleading squad. I met her last year at tryouts. She is sweet and great with kids. Maddie Rose loves her so she quickly became her favorite sitter.
 
                 “Ooh! Which two pieces?” I ask her excitedly.
 
   Mom has been painting for years. She is pretty well known for her landscapes but in the last year she has been experimenting with more abstract pieces which have attracted the interest of a few galleries. Her landscapes are my favorite because I never “get” the abstract stuff.
 
                 She tells me all about which two pieces she is hoping the art gallery is interested in as I finish my not-so-good-for-me granola bar and chug some orange juice straight from the carton despite her glare. I laugh at her attempt to appear stern. It’s hard to take her seriously with a paint brush tucked behind her ear.  
 
                 “I better get going.”
 
                 “Well, try not to work too hard!” she jokes.
 
                 “Ha! I'll try!” I respond as I start making my way to the front door.
 
                  We both know that the movie theater is probably number two on the avid reader's dream job list, number one being the library, of course. Most days at the theater, you work for about fifteen to thirty minutes before each show selling the tickets or working at the concession stand. Then you have the next couple of hours to do practically nothing while the patrons are watching the shows. Just about all of the employees bring books to read during these breaks.
 
                 I grab my hideous, but required, vest and the book I started re-reading last night and head out the door. I can already tell today is going to be stifling. The heaviness of the muggy air suffocates me as I trudge toward my faded blue Civic that took me an entire year to save for. It’s sort of a piece of junk. The radio barely works, the windows have to be manually rolled down, and it doesn’t even have air conditioning. I seriously cannot wait until fall finally decides to make an appearance.
 
                 We only live about fifteen minutes away from the theater, but sometimes when I have a little extra time to kill before my shift starts, I take the back roads. It’s especially invigorating on nice, crisp fall mornings when the air smells like burning leaves and dew. But this morning it just smells hot. I can't wait for the cooler weather. These above average temperatures are ruining my favorite season. Regardless of the heat, the peaceful country scenery is a nice change of pace. I don't understand how anyone could deny the beauty of Kansas. The flint hills, the tall grass, the wildflowers. I think it's pretty wonderful. But of course, that may be because I’ve never been anywhere else so I have nothing to compare it to.
 
                 Unfortunately, I can only continue on for so long before I have to get back on the highway that takes me to work. Just as I pull onto the main road, I recognize the tall figure ahead of me with chin length, greasy black hair.
 
                 Brian is walking to work again.
 
                 Ew.
 
                 It's not middle-of-summer-in-the-Midwest hot or anything. We see well over 100 degrees just about every day in the summer, and while it is definitely not that bad right now, it’s already way too hot to be considered pleasant this morning. I cringe at the thought of having to work with Brian smelling of B.O. all day. Even on his good days, when his car actually starts and he can drive to work in air conditioned comfort, he smells funky. It's an unusual, earthy stench, almost like stale dirt. On the days he has to walk though...well, let's just say I’m thankful I don't have to work in the concession stand with him. Freshly-popped-buttery-popcorn and body odor do not mix well.  
 
                 He’s a couple of years older than me and he just started working at the movie theater a couple of weeks ago, so he doesn't have many friends yet. I should probably be nice to him. With a sigh, I pull over next to him and roll down the window.
 
                 “Need a ride?” I ask as I reach over to unlock the door.
 
                 “Thanks.” He gets in and buckles the seat belt. His white shirt is stained yellow and his pants are worn thin.  An amethyst pendant dangles over his vest, but when he notices me staring at it, he quickly shoves it underneath his shirt. I suppose if I were a boy wearing a purple necklace, I would probably hide it too. Well, actually, I probably just wouldn't wear it. It must have some sort of sentimental value to him or something because he never seems to take it off.
 
                 “No problem,” I respond as I start driving again.
 
                 Awkward silence.
 
                 I hate those.
 
                 “Do you know who opens with us today?” I ask him even though I already know who does, but I can't think of anything else to say, and I feel like I should at least make an attempt at conversation.
 
                 Silence.
 
                 I wait.
 
                 More silence.
 
                 Okay, that is just plain weird. Who just sits there in a car and refuses to talk to someone who just saved them from walking a mile to work in nearly 90 degree heat?
 
                 I glance over to find him staring at me. Not in the way a boy stares at an exceptionally beautiful girl or a particularly delicious-looking steak. No. This is different and a little rude. He’s staring at me like you would stare at an abstract piece of art as you try to figure out what’s so special about it.
 
                 “Um..hello? Brian?” I try waving my hand in front of him to break him of his trance.
 
                 “Oh, sorry,” he recovers. “What did you say?”
 
                 “Um...nothing,” I stammer. “It's not important.
 
                 We pull into the parking lot, and he immediately gets out.
 
                 “Thanks for the lift,” he says as he stands there awkwardly, once again, staring at me a little too long to be considered polite. Then he closes the car door and walks towards the building.
 
                 I’m more than a little creeped out. A pit forms in my stomach but I have no idea why I feel so uneasy. He didn't even really do anything. There is just something about him that makes me feel weird and uncomfortable.
 
                 Okay, seriously. Stop being stupid. He’s just some 20-year-old guy. A perfectly normal guy. Although a little smelly...and kind of creepy... but definitely just a regular ole guy. He was probably just daydreaming or something. He was most certainly not staring at you even though it definitely felt like he was.
 
    I attempt to calm myself down from my overactive imagination for a few more minutes before I figure I better get my butt into the building so I'm not late. Not that the manager, Dave, would even notice. He will undoubtedly be in his office playing Solitaire on his computer, while the rest of the staff gets everything ready for the day. I gather up my things, take a deep breath, and get out of the car, only to run right smack into the hard chest of Greyson St. Clair. He reaches out to steady me at once, but drops his hand back down to his side as soon as he is certain my feet are planted firmly on the ground once more.
 
                 “Oh!” I gasp. I feel the blood pooling in my cheeks. “I'm so sorry. I wasn't really paying attention.”
 
   I lean over to pick up the book that has fallen from my clumsy grip, but he beats me to it. I swear he has the reflexes of a ninja.
 
   “We should really get you something new to read,” he says as he glances at the book with a knowing smirk and hands it back to me. He must be thinking about the first time we met. It was under similar circumstances. My face starts to burn as I remember the first time I ran into him. Well, I guess that is not really a good analogy. You would've thought I’d slammed into a cement wall the way I’d dropped to the ground. I was distracted then too, but over something a little less weird than a creepy boy with a staring problem. That time I was just preoccupied with my class schedule, debating between what I wanted to take and what I thought I actually should take. Every spring I enroll in a fluffy class like Choir for an easy A. But every fall, my guilty conscience forces me to drop it for something more practical like a lab. That day, Grey had just exited the counselor's office as I bounded in the door completely engrossed in the debate going on in my head and not paying any attention to where I was going. I had slammed into him, hard, dropping everything that was in my hands and landing flat on my back.
 
                 I'll never forget the look on his face. He went from befuddled to amused in a split second. Probably because his beautiful purplish-blue eyes had stunned me into paralysis, and I was just lying there on the ground staring into them, completely entranced, like an idiot. I had never seen eyes that color before. Finally, he gave me a crooked smile and offered me his hand as he introduced himself. He helped me pick up my things and handed me the exact same book that I brought with me to work today. I tend to re-read my favorites.
 
                 “But I love this book,” I say as I stare down at the familiar cover affectionately.  
 
                 “I know,” he says with an amused smile. “So what has you so distracted this morning? I've been standing here waiting for you to get out of your car for several minutes now.”
 
   His smooth, velvety voice brings me back to the present, and as I look up at him I notice his eyes are lit up with humor. Yeah, he is definitely remembering that embarrassing day as well. We’ve been friends for a couple of months now, he knows very well how easily distracted I am.    
 
                 I narrow my eyes at him, and he smiles that sexy, crooked smile I know so well. The boy is so beautiful when he smiles like that. I have to mentally slap myself to stop staring at him before I start to drool. He is already dressed in the required uniform. Only he could make that ugly maroon vest look good. His black pants and white button down shirt are both perfectly pressed. His face is cleanly shaven, and I have to resist the urge to touch his smooth cheek to see if it feels as silky as it looks.
 
                 I feel so very inadequate standing next to his perfection.
 
                 “Nothing,” I reply as I try to come up with a reasonable excuse. “I’m just tired.”
 
                 “Oh yes, big game last night, right?”
 
                 “Yeah, we played against our biggest rival. Didn't you go?” I ask, even though I already know he didn't. Grey is new to our school this year and he doesn't really seem like the overly social type. In fact, other than to our co-workers and myself, I rarely see him speaking to anyone. Which happens to be quite the disappointment to the female student body. Grey has more than his fair share of admirers.
 
                 “Nope, somebody has to hold down the fort while you are out cheering on the home team.” Another smirk. Apparently he finds it amusing that this semi-nerdy girl is also on the cheerleading squad.
 
                 “That's right. How was it last night? Super busy?”
 
                 “A little busier than normal for a Friday night, I suppose. We didn't close up until after midnight.”
 
                 Perfect. If Friday was that busy, today is definitely going to be a nightmare. Oh well, at least I'll be working with Grey. Work is never terrible when he is around. In fact, it is downright lovely. I don't know what it is about him but I feel drawn to him. I mean, there is, of course, the obvious fact that he is, hands down, the most gorgeous creature ever to walk the halls of our high school. His eyes are the kicker for me. They are an unusual and stunning shade of indigo blue that contrast handsomely with his dark, disheveled, slightly longer than chin-length hair. Normally, I am not a fan of longer hair on boys, but on Greyson it’s just downright hot. Several inches taller than my 5'2” frame, he isn't an overly “big” guy, but he isn't tiny either. Somehow, he is just perfectly in between.
 
   I feel like I’ve known him for years instead of only a few short months. When I’m around him, I feel all sorts of conflicting emotions. He makes me feel vulnerable yet safe. Nervous, but completely at ease. Which is funny, since he is so completely out of my league that you would think I would forget to breathe around him.
 
                 And, well, let's face it, sometimes I do.
 
                 We clock in and begin our opening duties. I get the cash register ready and he helps with the concession stand. Greyson is an usher, which doesn't require much prep work since that job consists mostly of tearing tickets and directing patrons to the correct screen.  In fact, he doesn't even have to be here this early, but for some reason, he always comes in with the rest of us and helps us with whatever he can. While he really is a genuinely nice person, I secretly suspect his perfectionist nature may also have something to do with his willingness to lend a hand.
 
                 The day proves to be just as busy as I’d feared; I hardly get any reading done at all. Darn those big blockbuster hits. If it’s this bad in October, I don't even want to think about how busy we will be next month. November is one of the busiest months for big movie releases. The good thing about hardly getting a break in the perpetual line of movie-watchers is that I don't have much time to contemplate the awkward incident that happened this morning with Brian. Although I swear, every time I glance over at the concession stand where he is working, I catch him watching me. He doesn't even try to look away when I notice, which unnerves me even more. Why does he keep doing that? Has he always done that and I am just now noticing? Why doesn't he at least have the decency to act embarrassed when I catch him? He looks like he is expecting me to sprout wings and take flight or something.
 
                 Grey walks me to my car at the end of our shift like he usually does. The guys we work with have teased us about our obvious closeness before, but when confronted over the matter, he always responds with “We're just friends.” Which is completely understandable since he is, well, Greyson. He could have any girl he wanted at school. But it’s so unbelievably frustrating for me because, sometimes, he doesn't act like we are just friends.   
 
                 Take today for example. Whenever it was time to clean up between showings, Grey would somehow find a way to get me to help him. It seems like whenever we work the same shift, even though there are always several other willing employees available, he specifically requests my assistance. I don't mind at all, of course. It's a welcome break from my regular duties, plus the extra one-on-one time with Grey is icing on the cake.
 
                 Sometimes, as we are waiting in the back of the dark theater for the last of the patrons to finish watching the credits, he will press up right behind me, so close I can feel his breath on my neck. The boy always smells amazing, like apples with a touch of sandalwood.  I just want to turn around, lean in, and inhale his sweetness. The odd thing is, I could almost swear he feels the same way about me. Though, of course, nothing ever happens. The occasional casual brush of his fingertips along my arm or back is about the extent of our physical contact. Casual or not, these secret moments with him send my heart into a fluttering fit.  A warmth comes over me and spreads through my chest until I feel like I can't breathe.
 
                 With a sigh, I remind myself that these fleeting secret moments are all I have with him since he has made it abundantly clear to everyone that I’m “just friend” material. And even though I feel like I have come to terms with the fact that friendship is all that’s in store for us, on the drive home from work I find myself daydreaming about the "what ifs."
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 2
 
    
 
                 The weekend never lasts nearly as long as it should. Monday always ends up sneaking up on me. At least I only work the morning shift on Sundays, so I had the rest of the afternoon to lounge around in my comfy sweats and do my homework. I tried to work on my English essay, but my mind was racing back and forth between trying to come up with a logical explanation for Brian's disturbing staring problem and day-dreaming about what would happen if one of those times Grey and I were alone in a practically empty, dark theater room he just happened to lean in and...well...to say the least, it was hard to concentrate on my homework, but I somehow managed to finish it.
 
   I stifle a yawn as I drive down the main road in town that leads up to the school. I’m exhausted this morning, but not because I stayed up late reading. Nope, last night I actually was responsible and went to bed at a decent hour, but I had another really strange dream that caused me to lay awake for hours after it roused me. It was the same dream I had before where I wasn’t able to see anything because it was so dark and then all of a sudden there was a burst of light surrounding me. It’s so weird. I heard the same voice calling my name, but I still have no idea who the voice belongs to.  All I know is that it was the most beautiful sounding voice I have ever heard, sweet and perfect, almost musical, like a bird or something. She spoke to me again, but this time when I woke up I couldn’t remember what she said. I stayed up for hours trying to remember what she told me. The words were right on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t spit them out. Usually when I get like that I try to Google it, but for some reason I doubted typing in “what is the mysterious thing that the beautiful voice in my dream said?” would answer the nagging question.
 
                 I pull into the parking lot at school Monday morning, and immediately my eyes find Greyson, waiting for me like he does every day.
 
                 “Hey,” I say as naturally as possible. My heart is beating about a mile a minute and speeds up even more the closer I get to him. It's so loud, I swear, he can probably hear it. The thought causes a blush to creep across my face. He looks good today in his faded jeans and white button down shirt with the vertical blue stripes. It's my favorite because the stripes bring out the blue in his eyes.
 
                 "Hello," he replies with a crooked smile. As we start toward the school, neither of us says anything. Although the silence is not awkward or uncomfortable, I just want to hear his voice, so I blurt out what must be the lamest conversation starter known to man.
 
                 “So, how was your evening?”
 
                 “It was quiet. I didn't have any homework, so I went hiking until nightfall.”
 
                 I don't know many details of Grey's personal life since he isn't too forthcoming with the information, but I have managed to catch on to bits and pieces every once in a while. His love of the outdoors is obvious. He is always hiking or camping when he isn't at work or school. Probably explains the sun-kissed glow his skin exudes.
 
                 “How was yours?” he returns.
 
                 “Eh, I mainly just worked on my English essay. Nothing too exciting.” I shrug as we enter the building and head over to my locker. He waits until I have gathered the books for my first few classes before heading in the direction of his locker.
 
                 “I have something for you,” he says as he pulls out a rectangular silver package from his brown leather messenger bag.
 
                 “What is it?” I ask when he hands it to me.
 
                 “It’s just a book I thought you’d like.” His expression is awfully serious for something as simple as a gift but it only lasts a moment before he flashes me a knowing smirk and adds, “You know, something different to read for a change.”
 
                 “Ha, ha. Can I open it now?” I ask eagerly. I like presents, who doesn't?
 
                 “If you want to. But I should go before I’m late for class. If you can stand to wait, you can open it when we go to lunch.”
 
                 I wonder why he would give me something if he didn’t want me to open it right away. I am way too impatient to wait for later so I definitely want to open it now, but I think he might want me to wait. My expression must be conflicted because he laughs at me.
 
                 “Go ahead. Open it. Seriously. I don’t mind. I’ll see you later, Mia.” He gives me a casual wave as he walks away.  Kinsley and Lila are standing nearby gazing adoringly at Grey. Their eyes follow him down the hall, and once his butt is no longer in view, they glance back at me in disbelief. I give them a small wave and smile inwardly at their obvious jealousy because even though Grey and I are “just friends”, he bought me a present! And despite their best efforts, he still doesn't acknowledge any of them. That means something, right? The first bell rings so I put the present in my bag. I decide I will try my best to wait until lunch to open it.
 
                 As I enter my first period, I see a tall, gangly figure leaning up against my usual desk. Flakes of dandruff visibly float down from his dirty blonde hair onto my desk, and I can't help but shudder in disgust.
 
                 “Hey, Mia." His eyes light up as he greets me, standing a little too close for my comfort. The boy has personal boundary issues.
 
                 “Hi, Ethan,” I force myself to smile while subtly stepping sideways and slipping into the nearest desk.
 
                 “I sorta have a question to ask you,” he says, his hot morning breath washing over my face. Did he not feel it necessary to brush his teeth this morning? He runs a hand through his stringy hair, causing a new flurry of flakes to snow down on the new, clean desk I have just claimed. Maybe I can get up and move to a different desk once he sits down? That would probably be obvious though, and as repugnant as I may find him, I don't really want to hurt his feelings. I have to admit it though, I am tempted.
 
                 “What's up?” I try my best to hide my repulsion.
 
                 “I was sorta wondering if maybe you would go to Homecoming with me?”
 
                 “Oh, well, gee..um,” I struggle to come up with a reasonable excuse. “You see, well, I, um, have to babysit my little sister this Saturday.”
 
   This is the fourth time he has asked me out this year. The boy just won’t take the hint. How many different ways can I turn him down before he finally just gives up?
 
                 “Oh, really?” He looks crushed, and I feel guilty, but not guilty enough to change my mind. I would much rather not go to the dance at all than go with Ethan and his personal boundary issues.
 
                 “Yeah, lame, I know, but it's their, um, anniversary so I can't really tell them 'no'.”
 
                 My parents' anniversary really isn't until June, but he doesn't need to know that.
 
                 “I bet you could get out of it if you tried,” he says with his eyes narrowed suspiciously at me. I'm a terrible liar so I wouldn't be surprised if even he could tell I was full of crap.
 
                 “Sorry, but no. I can't do that.”
 
                 “What if I got some Sophomore to babysit for you?” He suggests impatiently.
 
                 “I already told them I would do it. I'm not going to ruin anybody's Homecoming, so, no, that won’t work.” I'm quickly losing my patience here.
 
                 “But it's our Senior year. Don't you want to go?” He's getting frustrated and I have no idea why he is pushing this so hard. Obviously he can't take the hint that I'm not interested.
 
                 “Not really, it's just a dance,” I tell him with a casual shrug. “Sorry, but I'm babysitting.”
 
                 “Okay, well, maybe next time.” He slumps back to his own desk.
 
                 “Yeah, definitely,” I lie.
 
                 I start getting my book and notebook out when I see the silver package. Hmm, well, a little peek wouldn’t hurt anything.  I pull it out and set it in my lap so the teacher won’t notice. I peel the ends back as quietly as possible. It’s definitely a book. I peel back the paper a little further so I can read the title: Álfheimr: A History by Winston Cressey.
 
   A history book? That’s weird. I wonder what would make him think I would like a book like this? I open it up and the first sentence starts out with ‘Once upon a time…’
 
   Is it a fairy tale?  I do like reading fantasy stories so I guess a fairy tale would be about the same. I’ve never heard of this one, but I guess I’ll give it a try since it is from Grey. The book is really ancient looking though with its yellowed pages, and I am afraid if I open it, it’s going to fall apart. I start to skim through the pages when a loud cough interrupts my thoughts.
 
   “Ahem, Mia?” Mrs. Coleman interrupts me. “It’s your turn.”
 
   “What page are we on?” I ask sheepishly. I really like Mrs. Coleman so I hate that she caught me not paying attention in her class.
 
   “Page 102.”
 
                  I put my new book away and open the one our class was currently reading, The Scarlet Letter.
 
                 The rest of my morning drags on slowly. I don't really enjoy school anymore. I’m pretty certain Senior-itis does in fact exist and that the disease is currently running rampant through my veins. I’m not a bad student, and my classes are actually pretty easy. Some are even enjoyable. English isn't terrible when my personal space isn't being invaded by boys with bad breath and dandruff. But that probably has a lot to do with the teacher. Anybody that can make reading Nathaniel Hawthorne tolerable, is A-OK in my book. I also really enjoy my German class. I didn't think I would take a foreign language credit two years in a row, since only one semester is technically required, but German is actually pretty fun.  
 
                 However, I’ve not been so lucky when it comes to my science elective this semester. It makes me wish I would’ve just stuck with Choir. I dread going to Chemistry, mainly because the teacher is awful. Mr. Shilling decided at the beginning of the year that I am an idiot just because I happen to sport a cheerleader uniform once a week. It doesn't matter how hard I work or how well I do on the tests, he just doesn't seem to like me much. I try not to take it personally, but it sure doesn't make me look forward to sitting through his lectures. At least Hannah is in the class with me.
 
                 Hannah Peterson is a perky strawberry-blonde with the curliest hair I’ve ever seen and a cute splattering of freckles just across her nose. She is slightly taller than me, but of course just about everyone is, and is the other “flyer” on the cheerleading squad. She’s also my best friend.   
 
                 As I enter 4th period Chemistry, she is already sitting at our usual desk. When she sees me, she smiles, and I can practically feel the excitement radiating from her. I know she has been waiting, probably not so patiently, to talk more about Seth asking her to the upcoming Homecoming dance. She texted me as soon as she got home, but because she was out past her curfew her parents took her phone away for a week.  I wasn’t sure how she was going to survive.
 
                 “Mia!” She greets me. “Did you have a good weekend?”  
 
                 Even though she is a good friend and probably really does want to know if I had a good weekend or not, I also know that she really wants to gush about Seth, so I keep my answer brief.
 
                 “Yep, how was yours?”
 
                 “Oh my goodness! It was fantastic!” She practically squeaks. Hannah and Seth have had an on-going flirtation since summer. Even though we both are still fairly pale, we spent a ridiculous amount of time sunbathing at the pool where he was a lifeguard. They have yet to make their relationship official though, so we have been crossing our fingers that Homecoming would be the turning point.
 
                 “Tell me everything!” I plead eagerly.
 
   She bought her dress weeks ago just hoping he would ask her. It’s a gorgeous, one shoulder, asymmetrical, sheer aqua number, and it suits her coloring and personality perfectly. She had persuaded me to get a Homecoming “just in case” dress as well, but since the dance is just days away now and I still hadn’t agreed to go with anyone, my pretty dress will probably remain in the dress bag I brought it home in. She proceeds to tell me all about how he asked her, and I must admit, he did good. I try to concentrate on what she is saying, but my thoughts drift to a certain dark haired, indigo-blue-eyed boy of my own dreams.
 
   “Miss Carrington?” My head snaps up at the sound of my name. “Are you and Miss Peterson about finished or may I start my class?” Mr. Shilling is standing over our shared desk glaring down at us. My face reddens when everyone turns to look at us, but Hannah is quick to deflect the attention.
 
   “Floor is all yours Mr. Shilling.” She smiles widely and a few people laugh quietly before Mr. Shilling begins his lecture for the day.
 
   One of his few redeeming qualities is that he almost always ends class a few minutes early. There was a rumor a while back that the reason is because he sneaks off to his car in between classes to smoke a cigarette since he can’t do it on school property. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I wouldn’t put it past him.  
 
                 “So has anyone asked you to the dance yet? And by anyone I mean, has Grey asked you since I know you won’t say yes to anyone else?” She smiles slyly as we begin to pack up our things.
 
                 “No, and he probably won't.” Even I can hear the sadness in my voice. How pathetic. “Just friends, remember?”
 
                 I consider telling her about Ethan asking me earlier but I can't make myself say the words out loud. There is no way I plan on admitting that fact to anyone. Ever.
 
                 “Oh come on! You should see the way he stares at you whenever you’re in the same room! He ignores every other girl, much to their dismay.” She laughs a little at that fact because it’s true, they are all jealous. I’m sure it completely baffles them that he ignores them. They aren’t used to being ignored by the opposite sex like I am.  It’s not that I’m bad looking, but I’m definitely not the prettiest girl in school. No, that title would probably go to Kinsley, with her raven-black hair that falls in perfect waves just past her shoulders, and her mile-long, tan legs. Or maybe even Lila, with her killer green eyes, and well-developed chest. My pixie-like features make me look much younger than most girls my age and boys tend to think of me as being more cute than hot. Of course two of the hottest girls in school think it’s weird that the gorgeous Greyson St. Clair hangs out with me. Even I think it’s weird.  
 
                 I hesitantly return her smile, because even though I don’t understand it, he does ignore other girls.
 
                 “He bought me a present.”
 
                 “No way! What did he get you?” She squeals.
 
                 “I think it’s some sort of fairy-tale. I don’t really know. I mean, It’s really old, but it looks kinda cool. I haven’t had a chance to really look at it yet.”
 
                 “He bought you a book? That’s kinda perfect.”
 
                 “Yeah, it was kinda sweet. Unexpected, but sweet.”              
 
                 “Seriously, Mia, there is no way that guy thinks of you as just a friend.” She bumps shoulders with me as we enter the hallway.
 
                 “I don't know,” I reply quietly. Even though I have wondered about the possibility of Grey feeling more than friendship for me, I don't want to get my hopes up.
 
                 “He looks at you so...I don't know...protectively?”
 
                 “Oh gee. Is that sorta like 'big brotherly'? Yay,” I say dryly.
 
                 “No, that's not the right word.” She pauses for a moment then says, “Possessively. Yeah. That’s it. He looks at you possessively.”
 
                 “That’s so not any better.”
 
                 She punches me lightly in the arm. At least, I think it was supposed to be lightly, but I’m kind of a wuss, and she has really boney hands.
 
                 “Ow!” I flinch, which makes her laugh, so I take advantage of the opportunity.
 
                 “Hey, so have you finished the essay for English yet?” And just like that, Hannah is distracted from my lack of love life and is ranting about poor Hester Prynne’s.
 
                 I don't have any classes with Grey, but we do have the same lunch period, so we always go out to eat together. Open lunch is the best thing to ever happen to Manhattan High School. We usually just go to Little Caesars, and today is no exception. I have a slight obsession with their Crazy Bread.  We sit outside the little restaurant and eat on our usual bench.
 
                 “So what did you think of the book?” he asks after we have been eating silently for a few minutes.
 
                 “I love it!” I say too quickly. He cocks an eyebrow at me. “Well, I think I will love it. I haven’t exactly had a chance to read it yet, but it looks…interesting.”
 
                 “Good. I hope you like it and, uh, find the information in it useful,” he replies, clearing his throat uncomfortably.               
 
   “Useful for what?  Like playing Trivial Pursuit?”
 
                 “Not quite, I was thinking more like for life in general,” he states cryptically.
 
   “Um, okay.” I’m a little confused as to what life lessons I could possibly learn from this ancient story book. I reach down for the leather bound book and rub my hand across the weathered cover which has been intricately engraved with a beautiful swirly sun symbol.
 
                 “Don’t you enjoy reading fairy tales?”
 
                 “Um, no. Not really,” I admit. “Most of them are kinda twisted.”
 
                 The Disney version definitely didn’t show Cinderella’s step-sisters cutting of their toes and heels in order to fit that glass slipper. I was a little shocked the first time I opened up Grimm’s Fairy Tales.
 
                 “I think you will find this particular one interesting.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure I will.” I am not really sure what else to say. Sometimes he can be so strange. I take a bite of my breadstick
 
                 “Homecoming is this weekend, correct?” he suddenly asks.
 
                 “Yep.” I choke a little on the chunk of breadstick I just put in my mouth. Brilliant response, Mia. Just brilliant. And classy. Definitely classy. Gah. My cheeks redden. Why am I so uncouth? No wonder he just wants to be friends.
 
                 “Well, I was kind of wondering if you were planning on going?” he continues, a slight pinkish tint appearing on his cheeks. No freaking way. Is he really about to ask me what I think he is about to ask me? Maybe Hannah was right. Thank God I didn't say yes to Dandruff boy.
 
                 “Um...well, nobody has asked me yet or anything,” I say slowly as I inwardly try to calm my now frantically beating heart. He doesn't need to know that I did in fact have a previous invitation because it's not like I ever considered saying yes to Ethan.
 
                 “Would you like to go with me?” Oh my freaking gosh! He is asking me! “Just as friends, you know,” he continues, successfully deflating my previously swelling heart in the process.
 
                  I should have known better than to get my hopes up. But since I want to go, and I do, after all, have a dress, I say, “Sure. Just as friends. Sounds great.” I continue to eat the rest of my lunch in silence, hoping that I’m not pouting on the outside as much as I am on the inside.  
 
                 I just don't get it. When we are together, it always seems like there is more to us than just friendship. It's not like he has ever kissed me or even held my hand, but sometimes I get the feeling that he might be tempted to, and then something always changes his mind to make him pull back. Are boys always this confusing?
 
                 I spend the rest of the afternoon contemplating whether I should tell Hannah now or later about Grey asking me to Homecoming. If I tell her now, she is liable to start squealing, thereby attracting unwanted attention from members of the Greyson St. Clair Official Fan Club. There is a moment that I’m tempted by the thought, but my more logical side wins and I decide I'll just tell her after practice when there will be less people to witness her over-exuberance.
 
                 I head out to my car to put my book-bag away and grab my practice bag. Grey is waiting for me like always after school. The fact that this is now our routine is sort of amazing and sort of confusing at the same time, but I just go with it. He seems to be his usual cool, collected self but there is a slight reluctance in his eyes that I don't quite understand.
 
                 “How was your day?”   
 
                 “Good, yours?” I ask out of habit as I dig out my keys from my bag. I see him frequently throughout the day, in between classes and at lunch, so it's not like he doesn't already know, but that doesn't seem to ever stop him from asking me anyway.
 
                 “It was fine. Have fun at practice.” He smiles as he holds up his hand to say goodbye and then gets into his shiny, black truck.
 
                 When I get home after practice I’m exhausted and starving. I grab a snack and make myself comfortable in my favorite reading chair. I pull out the book that Grey got me and start to flip through the pages. I start to read the first chapter but I quickly lose interest. There are too many foreign words I can’t even begin to pronounce. I flip to the back of the book to see if maybe there was a key or something but no such luck. How frustrating! I hate not knowing how to say the words I am reading. I spot Paul’s laptop on the writing desk in the corner and decide to do a quick Google search.
 
   I type in Ljósálfar first. I click on the first link and discover that it’s the Norse word for Light Elves. Grey gave me a book about elves? I’ve never read a book about elves before. I usually stick to vampires, werewolves and wizards, but I guess I can be open to something new.
 
                  It takes me a couple of searches, but I eventually find a pronunciation key. Ljósálfar is apparently pronounced: Lyos-ahl-far.
 
                  Geez, who comes up with these names?
 
                 “Hey kiddo, what are you doing?” Paul’s voice makes me jump as he joins me in the family room.
 
                 “Oh! Hey, Paul.” I close the laptop. “Sorry, I didn’t ask.”
 
                 I have a perfectly fine desktop computer in my room that I’ve had for a few years. I was just too lazy to go upstairs. I normally didn’t just help myself to Paul’s things. I feel a little guilty about it even though I know that he is not one to get upset over something like that.
 
                 “I don’t mind. What were you researching?” he asks as he sits down on the other recliner. He is only a year older than mom, but while she still looks pretty young, his salt and pepper hair and laugh lines make him appear his age. Not to mention the fact that he wears pleated pants and socks with sandals.
 
                 “Nothing much. Just looking up how to pronounce a word I didn’t recognize in this book I’m reading.”
 
                 “What’s it about?”
 
                 “I haven’t gotten very far yet, but I think it’s about elves.”
 
                 “Hm, interesting. Christmas elves or Lord of the Rings elves?”
 
                 “I’m not really sure,” I tell him as I flip through the pages of the ancient book.
 
                  “Well, your mom wanted me to tell you that dinner’s ready.”
 
   “Okay, I’m going to change real quick and then I’ll be back down.”
 
   I run up the stairs leading to my bedroom two at a time. I toss the book Grey gave me onto my desk where at least six other brand new books are patiently waiting for their turn for my attention. I change into my favorite pair of comfy pants and the t-shirt I designed for cheerleading camp last summer and bound back down for dinner.
 
                 “Looking forward to the big game this weekend?” Mom asks as she finishes scooping Maddie’s plate.
 
                 “Yep, a little nervous after today’s practice though,” I admit.
 
                 “Why?” she asks.
 
                 “Coach wants me to do an arabesque 540. I still haven’t pulled it off,” I say as I scoop my plate.
 
                 “What is an arabesque 540?” Paul asks. I try to explain that the maneuver requires me to balance on my right leg while my left leg is stretched out straight behind me, then my stunt group tosses me up in the air and I twist a complete circle and a half and hope they catch me at the bottom.
 
   “Ah, well, yeah, that sounds super cool.” He looks completely confused.
 
                 I laugh as I twirl another bite of spaghetti around my fork.
 
   “It’s a pretty collegiate level stunt,” I explain. “I plan on meeting my stunt ground before the game to practice it a couple more times.”
 
                 “I'm sure you will be perfect,” Mom interjects. “I’ll be sure to have my camera ready.”
 
                  That makes me smile because, seriously, she has never attended a game without her video camera.  She is definitely one of those moms who obsessively takes about a million pictures a day and records even the smallest details of her children's lives. It was annoying when I was growing up, but now that Maddie Rose is here, I understand her obsession. Every single thing the baby does is amazing to me and I’m just her big sister. “Was Hannah nominated for Queen?”
 
                 “Of course,” I reply brightly. Hannah is easily the most likeable girl in school. If anyone deserves to be Homecoming Queen, it's definitely her. “I think she has a pretty good shot at the crown.”
 
                 I twirl my fork in the spaghetti and take a big bite. I'm always starving after practice.
 
                 “Mi-mi! Bite!” Maddie exclaims with a giggle. I fork a meatball and offer it to her, but instead of opening her mouth like I expected her to, she grabs it with her chubby fingers and shoves it into her mouth. Family dinners are way more entertaining with a baby. Maddie Rose has to be the messiest eater on the face of the earth. But she looks so adorable trying to use her fork that it's easy to look past the spaghetti smeared in her hair. And on her face. And the table. And the floor. And the walls.  
 
                 “So, Mia, when were you going to tell me about your date for the homecoming dance this weekend?” I choke a little on the bite of spaghetti I just placed in my mouth. How on earth did she find out about that?
 
                 “Um, now I guess?” I say, trying to shrug it off like it's no big deal. Which it isn't. Just friends, I remind myself.
 
                 “I thought it was pretty sweet of Greyson to call and ask me for permission to escort you to the dance after the game. Such an old-fashioned thing to do!” My mom is practically gushing. I guess Grey has the same effect on parents as he does on teenage girls.
 
                 “Yeah, well, don't get any ideas. We’re just friends,” I grudgingly admit. She doesn't say anything but gives me a knowing smile before going back to eating her dinner.  
 
                 After I help clean up the dishes, I excuse myself to my room, citing homework as an excuse for my anti-social behavior. After a quick shower, I am in my favorite comfy pajamas.
 
                 I work on some homework to keep me busy, but when I finish a couple of hours later, I need something else to distract me from thoughts of Grey. I want to curl up in bed and read my favorite book but then I decide to try to read some more of the one that he gave me instead. Grey’s right, I really should branch out and read other books, but I just keep re-reading my favorite fantasy series. There is something comforting about losing myself in a different world, where the characters are strong and brave and follow their hearts. But since I’ve already read it about a million times and I know exactly what’s going to happen next, it probably won’t offer the level of distraction I’m looking for. I go ahead and grab the new book from Grey and open it up to the middle to try to spark my interest:
 
    
 
                 In the late 1600s, King Eurico and his wife Queen Astrid were blessed with twin boys.               They were named Alberico and Dugan, respectively. Given the longevity of Elves,               conception was a rare and wonderful gift. To be blessed with twin boys was a remarkable               event.
 
    
 
                  Okay, yeah, definitely boring. What was Grey thinking? I like several different genres, I’ll read pretty much anything you put in front of me, but I’m not all that interested in reading books for fun that read like a history lesson. I toss the old book aside. I glance at the clock and realize it's after eleven. My mind is showing no sign of shutting off any time soon.
 
                 I look around my room for something else to distract me from Grey but when I can’t think of anything. I finally give in and let myself think about the upcoming dance. I open my closet and pull out the dress bag that has been hiding away in the very back since the day Hannah and I went shopping. I carefully unzip it and pull out the v-neck dress with its flouncy, pleated skirt. Casual but classy, simple but beautiful. I love it. I admire the pretty blue color that just happens to be identical to the color of a certain someone's indigo eyes.
 
                 Despite the very unromantic nature of the way he asked me to go with him as “just friends”, I allow myself a moment to be excited. Maybe the dance will be the turning point in my relationship with Grey? Hannah seems to think there might be something more than just friendship between us...could she be right? The thought makes me smile as I finally drift off to sleep.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 3
 
    
 
                 The bleachers are jam-packed tonight, which is exactly how it should be for Homecoming. Football season is my favorite part of cheerleading. Mostly because it happens to fall during my favorite season. The night games carry the crisp autumn breeze, filled with the scent of burning leaves and fog that is unique to fall. I also love football season because school spirit is always high no matter what. Even during the years our football team sucks, the stands are full of people cheering the Indians on. On game nights, the buzz of excitement is contagious and the atmosphere is alive with the smell of sweat and stale popcorn.
 
                 It's just a plus that our team is actually pretty good this year.
 
                 During our pre-game stretches, I scan the crowd for Grey's face since he promised he would actually make this game. I spot him easily, but not because of his unearthly good looks. He is the only one in the whole crowd not decked out in red, white, and blue, but rather his normal brown leather jacket. I just stand there staring at him for a while, taking advantage of the fact that he isn't looking at me, and therefore is not witnessing my embarrassing display of lusting. I keep waiting for him to turn his attention my way, but he is completely focused on something, or someone, at the opposite end of the stands. My heart drops to my stomach as I reluctantly follow his intent gaze to see which lucky girl has finally captured the attention of Greyson St. Clair. My eyes immediately zoom in on the target, but it certainly isn't what I expected. Instead of checking out some beautiful brunette like I fear, he is staring at Brian.
 
                 And Brian is staring at me.
 
                 I look back at Grey, and he is still watching Brian with a bewildered expression. I'm a little confused myself. I already know Brian is kind of odd. And he has a creepy staring problem. But what I don't understand is why Brian would be at a high school football game. I mean, yeah, sure, lots of locals come every week to support their Alma mater, especially during a big game like Homecoming. But I am pretty sure Brian isn't even from here, so I am not sure why he would be so interested.
 
                 “Mia!” I hear Hannah's squeaky voice say, “Are you ready?”
 
                 I look back to find that all the other cheerleaders are already lining up in formation, waiting for me.
 
                 “Um...yeah.” I tear my eyes away from the strange boy. “I'm coming.” I plaster on a bright smile for the crowd.
 
                 “What's wrong? You look pale,” Hannah asks me once I am close enough. “I mean, paler than usual.”
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 “Don't lie.”
 
                 “Fine. I think I have a stalker,” I admit.
 
                 “Dude! Seriously? How exciting! Who?” She stands on her tippy toes and starts scanning the crowd.
 
                 “Hannah, there is nothing exciting about a creepy stalker,” I chide her. I take a quick drink of water before grabbing my pom poms.
 
                 “Hey. Some girls go for that sort of thing.”
 
                 “You're terrible.”
 
                 Hannah giggles and lines up next to me in the front row. The game is about to start, so I sneak a quick peek into the crowd only to discover that Brian is gone. I don't see him anywhere. Where did he go and how did he leave so fast? My eyes find Grey, and his eyebrows are furrowed in frustration. He must sense my stare this time because he makes eye contact, then after a brief moment, he glances over to where Brian was standing just moments ago before quickly looking back at me. His eyes widen with surprise as though a disturbing thought has just occurred to him. I desperately want to go to him and ask him what he is thinking. Why does he suddenly look so distressed? There has to be something wrong and whatever it may be, I have a hunch it has something to do with Brian. But the band starts playing the school fight song signaling the start of the game, so I'll have to wait until later.  
 
                  Half time rolls around, and I head to the concession stand to grab a quick snack before the crowning ceremony begins. As I round the corner, I hear Grey speaking rather rapidly on his cell phone. His back is to me, so he doesn't see me approach.
 
                 “I told you. I can't be sure. He is obviously interested in her, but it might not be what we think. She is a pretty girl; she is bound to attract attention from other human males.”
 
                 Human males? What an odd thing to say. I step back around the corner. I know it's rude to eavesdrop, but I want to hear more. And I have a feeling that the conversation would come to an abrupt end if he knew I was listening.  
 
                 “Yes, of course. I'll keep an eye on him and if anything suspicious happens, I know what to do. I'll take care of it.”
 
                 Geez. He sounds like an assassin or something.              
 
                 As soon as I think that, I shake the crazy thought from my head. Seriously, how ridiculous is that? I have obviously been reading way too many Young Adult books lately. A small giggle escapes my lips, and I am a little too slow to cover my mouth.
 
                 Grey abruptly stops talking and cocks his head slightly.
 
                 Did he really just hear me? In this noisy crowd?
 
                 “I have to go. I'll be in touch soon.” He hangs up, and I hear his footsteps approach my hiding spot. I try to blend in with the wall unsuccessfully. “Mia.”
 
                 Busted.
 
                 “Um, hi,” I falter. “I was coming to get some nachos before the crowning.” My face is definitely beet red with guilt.
 
                 “I see, and did you get lost on the way to the concession stand?”
 
                 I think he’s teasing me but I’m not sure. He has a smile on his face, but it is obviously strained.
 
                 Oh crap, maybe I really made him mad. I guess I wouldn't be too happy either if I knew someone was spying on me.
 
                 “Er, well, no. I saw you and was going to say ‘hi’, but you looked busy, so I thought I would just wait.”
 
                 Gah.
 
                 Why didn't I just walk away? Why did I have to be so freaking nosy? I could have already had my nachos and been back down in the stands silently praying for Hannah to be announced as this year's Queen, but instead I made Grey mad, and now he is probably going to tell me he never wants to talk to me ever again.
 
                 “Shall I escort you?”
 
                 That was unexpected.
 
                 “I guess?” I am a little stunned that he isn't yelling at me for eavesdropping. Since I was and he obviously realizes that.  
 
                 “Shall we?”
 
                 For the first time in the three months that I have known Grey, he grabs my hand.
 
                 Holy smokes.
 
                 Greyson St. Clair is holding my hand.
 
                 He even buys my nachos like a proper gentleman.
 
                 We make our way back down to the bleachers, still holding hands, where we watch an ecstatic Hannah receive her rightful crown. After half time, the game is all a blur. I’m surprised I managed to pull off my arabesque 540 under Grey's watchful gaze. I don't think his eyes left my face for the rest of the night. It made me nervous, but I kind of liked it.
 
                 A lot.
 
                 We win the game, thankfully, and all in all I think it was a very successful Homecoming. Sets a good tone for tomorrow, I think to myself with a smile.  
 
                 Grey walks me to my car after the game, and I am practically beaming with joy at the turn of events. Almost everyone is still on the field celebrating, so the parking lot is actually pretty deserted.
 
                 As we stand there, I envision some creative ways that we could take advantage of this practically empty parking lot. The look in Grey's eyes gives me hope that maybe he is imagining the same type of things. He gently tugs my hand, pulling my body closer to his, and I breathe in his sweet apple and sandalwood scent. Suddenly, I am realizing that he might actually kiss me tonight, and instead of feeling eager with anticipation, I find myself completely freaking out. So I do what I do best: act like an idiot and ruin the moment by saying the first thing that pops into my head.
 
                 “So...Did you see Brian here?”
 
                 “Yes.” His breath catches in surprise, then his eyes narrow. “Why?”
 
                 I don't want to admit that I saw him staring at Brian. That would require admitting that I was staring at Grey.
 
                 “Um...Well, I was just wondering. Seemed weird, right?” I ask.
 
                 He nods once in agreement.
 
                 “There is something about him...” He trails off like he can't quite put a finger on the reason Brian creeps him out. At least, I know that’s how I feel.
 
                 “Yeah, the dude has a serious staring problem,” I offer.
 
                 “What do you mean?” Grey looks concerned all of the sudden. He puts his hands on my shoulders, forcing me to look up into his eyes.
 
                 “It's probably nothing,” I say, trying to wiggle free before I lose my willpower and do something stupid. Like kiss his luscious lips. “I just notice him staring at me a lot.”
 
                 His eyes harden.
 
                 “He stares at you a lot?”
 
                 “Yeah. At least I think he’s staring at me.” I am suddenly embarrassed. I don't know why he is asking me this. I know he saw Brian watching me earlier.
 
                 “When did you first notice this?”
 
                 “I don't know. Recently,” I stammer, made uncomfortable by the seriousness in Grey's tone. “I think the first time I gave him a ride to work? A week or so ago?”
 
                 “Have you noticed anything else strange about him?” I’m not really sure what Grey is getting at but his intensity is making me nervous.
 
                 “Other than the fact that he smells bad? No.” I try to lighten the mood, but I’m not sure it's working.
 
                 “Let me know immediately if you do notice anything, okay?”
 
                 “Um, sure?”
 
                 “No. Promise,” he insists. “Promise me you will let me know.”
 
                 “Okay, Grey. I promise.”
 
                 “Thank you.” He sighs in relief. “And don't pick him up anymore. I don't want you to be alone with him.”
 
                 “That's a little over the top, don't you think? He hasn't done anything except stare at me. And yeah, it’s creepy, but it's not like he is trying to hurt me,” I snapped. “Besides, I can take care of myself. I don’t need you protecting me.”
 
                  I don’t really like him telling me what do.
 
                 “Just please don't pick him up anymore. I don't trust him.”
 
                 “Fine. Whatever.” Who does he think he is? It's not like he’s my boyfriend. But maybe that’s why he is acting like this? Did he change his mind about us? He did hold my hand tonight. But still, I don't see the need for his overreaction.
 
                 “Thank you. I'll see you tomorrow.” He gently kisses my cheek and my irritation vanishes. I’m half tempted to turn my head and finally introduce his lips to my own, but I control myself. “Good night,” I whisper as I get into my car.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 4
 
    
 
                 Since I didn't plan on actually going to the dance until the last minute, I never scheduled a hair appointment. Hannah offered to help, but her appointment ran late so I decided to wing it myself. Unfortunately, I lack the girly-ness gene that most females have, making them naturally good at applying make-up and styling hair. Simple ponytails for games I can handle, but anything more complex than that and I am at a loss. As for applying make-up? I don’t ever wear it. Hannah says my skin is perfect so I don’t need to wear anything other than a light powder, but she is always trying to get me to play up my eyes. She actually buys me make-up for my birthday every year, so I’m well-stocked though I have no idea what to do with any of it. I know what it’s all for, I just lack the artistic ability to apply it to my face without ending up looking like a clown.
 
   Can’t go wrong with just a little mascara though, right? I might even put on some tinted lipgloss instead of my usual chapstick. Hannah will be so proud, I laugh to myself as I pull out the tube of black goopy stuff.
 
   In typical Mia form, I stab myself in the eye with the mascara wand. Twice. I couldn't even figure out how to work the curling iron right. All my attempts at perfect bouncy curls fall pathetically limp. I am tempted to give up and just leave it long and straight down my back. What I wouldn't do for the curls that Maddie has been blessed with. I eventually manage to get my hair to somewhat cooperate and twist it up in a high ballerina bun. My one errant lock of hair that always kinks out funny falls loose, framing my face. It looks like I did it on purpose, so I don't fret over it.
 
                 Grey picks me up about a half an hour later. He looks dashing of course. I can only hope I look half as good in my dress as he looks in his nicely fitted khakis, dress shirt and tie. Which is just wrong. Even the plainest girl in the world should still feel prettier than her date. I suppose when your date is Greyson St. Clair, that is a nearly impossible feat to accomplish.  
 
                 “Wow. You are stunning.” His eyes sparkle as I make my way down the stairs.
 
                 I guess Hannah was right all along about this whole make-up thing. Who would have known a little mascara and pink-tinted lips would get such a reaction out of Grey?              
 
   “Thanks.” I blush and reply, “You don't look too bad yourself.” Swoon-worthy is what I actually am thinking, but I restrain myself. Just friends, remember? Just friends. You can't be swooning over your just friend. The way he is staring at me is making me so self-conscious. But his eyes are so captivating that I can't seem to stop staring back at him.
 
                 “Oh, honey!” My mom squeals as she turns the corner, toting her camera, as always. “You look gorgeous! I really love that color on you.”
 
                 She snaps a quick candid shot before Paul and Maddie enter the living room.
 
                 “You guys make a sharp looking couple,” Paul says rather embarrassingly. He’s such an old guy.
 
                 “Mi-mi! Pitty!” Maddie exclaims happily as she reaches for me.
 
                 “Oh no you don't, messy girl! We don't want to ruin Mia's pretty dress before the dance. Bath time for Maddie!” Paul says as he heads up the stairs with my sister. “Have a great time at the dance kids. Grey, you better take good care of my daughter.”
 
                 “Yes, sir.” Grey’s voice is tight, almost like something has made him uncomfortable all of a sudden. I really hope my parents aren’t freaking him out.
 
                 “I'll have her home by midnight, Mrs. Carrington.” His voice is much warmer as he speaks to my mother.
 
                 “Wait! You can't go yet,” my mom stops us. “I'm not done taking pictures yet! This is a special occasion! I have to document every moment.”
 
                 “Mom, it’s just a dance,” I sigh.
 
   I’m used to her sentimental ways. I wouldn’t be surprised if she started singing Barbra Streisand’s The Way We Were like she does when she is feeling particularly sappy about me growing up too fast. The thought makes me groan inwardly, but Grey cracks a smile. I am glad he finds her amusing, because at times like this, I just think she is annoying.
 
                 “But it’s not just any dance, Mia. This is your Homecoming. The first dance of your very last year of high school. It’s a huge deal,” she says as she wipes a fresh tear out of the corner of her eyes.
 
                 “Oh Mom, please don’t start crying!” Oh my goodness this is so humiliating.
 
                 “Sorry, I just can’t believe you are a Senior. It seems like just yesterday--”
 
                 “Moooommmmm!” I really hope she isn’t going to start breaking out the photo albums of my childhood.
 
                 “Honey, let the kids go already,” Paul calls down from the stairs in good humor. “You’re going to make them late for the dance!”
 
                 “Oh fine, just a few more pictures,” she promises.  
 
   When the customary pre-dance photography session is finally complete to her satisfaction, my mother kisses my cheek, tells me I look beautiful again, and then finally Grey and I are able to make our escape. He didn’t rent a limo or anything for the evening, which is completely fine by me. This is the first time I have been in his truck. It’s very clean and smells like him. He opens my door for me and helps me climb up into the cab. We don’t talk much as he pulls onto the highway that will lead us to the dance, so I stare out the window at the stars.      
 
                 “Paul seems like a nice man,” Grey says as he turns the radio down.
 
                 “Yeah, he’s great. I was so happy when he and mom got married. I didn’t think she would ever find love and happiness,” I admit.
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “Well, my real dad sort of just left. I don’t think mom ever even got a chance to say good-bye, let alone tell him she was expecting me. Or maybe she did tell him and that’s why he disappeared? I don’t really know the whole story. All I know is she was sad for a very long time. Then she met Paul,” I smile. “He makes her happy and he has always been a great father to me. I feel pretty lucky to have him in my life.”
 
   I really do know how lucky I am. But sometimes, I wish I knew what my real dad was like. What did he look like? What music did he listen to? What’s his favorite movie? But I would never say those thoughts out loud. I would never want to risk hurting Paul by making him feel like he wasn’t enough, because I couldn’t imagine a better dad than Paul had been to me.
 
                 “I am glad that he has been a good father to you,” he murmurs as we pull into the parking lot. He walks around to my side of his truck and opens the door for me, helping me down.  
 
                 Though our Prom will be held inside Manhattan Town Center mall, our Homecoming dance takes place in our school gym. Various shades of blue and white crepe paper and balloons litter the entire space, and silver stars dangle from the ceiling in random places in a cheesy attempt to dress it up. Unfortunately, all the bling in the world can't mask the funky smell that reminds you that it is, still, just a gym.
 
                 Tables are scattered strategically on the north side of the gymnasium where people can take a break from all the dancing and enjoy some refreshments. That is where I spot Hannah and Seth. We immediately make our way toward where they are sitting, but are stopped several times by girls wanting to compliment my vintage dress, though I secretly think that it is just an excuse for them to ogle Grey. Not that I can really blame them. I am doing a fair share of ogling myself.
 
   As we make our way through the crowd, he doesn’t say a word.  He seems to be too busy inspecting the room as though searching for something.  He hardly acknowledges anyone, responding only with the occasional nod, all the while scanning the room as if he is in charge of surveillance or something. At first, I find this rather odd, but then I remember he doesn't seem very comfortable in social settings. I was thoroughly surprised when he said he was going to attend the game last night. I bet this huge crowd of people packed in such an enclosed space makes him uncomfortable. He is probably just looking for the nearest exit.
 
                 I try not to feel disappointed or offended by that.
 
                 We finally make it over to Hannah and Seth just as a slow song starts playing. Hannah, still wearing her new crown, squeaks a quick apology and rushes off to the dance floor with her Prince Charming. Grey and I take a seat at the table. He does not look happy to be here at all. He isn't much of a talker by nature, but he is never this silent. He just keeps looking around the room, scowling at everyone and everything. I am not sure what to make of his strange behavior.
 
                 After a few songs, Hannah and Seth return to our table out of breath and kind of sweaty.
 
                 “God, I'm, like, dying of thirst!” Hannah exclaims dramatically.
 
                 “I'll go grab us some drinks,” Seth is quick to offer. “Want anything, Mia?”
 
                 “Yeah. Sure,” I answer.
 
                 “I'll go get Mia's drink.” Grey stands up and does this weird sort of half-bow thing before leaving with Seth to get our refreshments.
 
                 Hannah stifles a giggle.
 
                 I stare curiously at Grey's retreating back, feeling all sorts of warm and fuzzy inside, but now even more confused about his previous grouchy behavior.
 
                 “Wow, you totally got it bad,” Hannah giggles. “Not that I blame you. Who wouldn't be drooling over that fine specimen of eye-candy?”
 
                 I am a terrible liar, so I don't even bother contradicting her.
 
                 “Not even going to deny it?” She elbows me affectionately.
 
                 “What's there to deny?” I admit with a sigh. “It's Grey.”
 
                 “Smart, good looking, a complete and total gentleman with a hint of mystery,” she smiles widely. “Yeah, I get it.”
 
                 “But don't get any wild ideas.  For the record, we are still just friends,” I consider telling her just how mysterious he has been acting tonight. What is with his bad attitude?  
 
                 “Keep telling yourself that Mia,” she mumbles under her breath because the boys have returned to the table with our drinks. Grey hands me a clear plastic cup full of some sort of sparkling punch. I narrow my eyes suspiciously.  I've seen enough movies to know what happens to the punch bowl at school dances.
 
                 “Don't worry Mia, Grey got your cup before I spiked the punch,” Seth laughs mischievously.
 
                 “Ha, ha. Wait....you are joking, right?”  I cast a quick glance at Grey, and his dark expression makes me think that maybe Seth isn't.  
 
                 “Ooh! I love this song!” Hannah squeals, grabbing Seth's hand and dragging him back onto the dance floor.
 
                 “Did he really put something in the punch?” I turn to Grey once Hannah and Seth are gone.
 
                 “I don't think so.” Grey shrugs. “But I wouldn't put it past him.”
 
                 He doesn't say anything else, but simply goes back to surveying the room. I don't really know what to do or say, so I just watch everyone else dance around me, awkwardly glancing up at him every once in a while to see if he still looks angry. Just when I am about to ask him if he wants to leave, he leans in closer with his warm, always smooth cheek pressed against my own, and whispers in my ear.
 
                 “Do you want to dance?”
 
                 Startled by not only the question, but also his sudden change in attitude and close proximity, I nod and let him lead me onto the dance floor.  He conventionally wraps his hands around my waist as I place my arms around his neck. We begin to sway to the music, locked in each other's eyes. He is visibly more relaxed now, and I find myself searching the depths of his eyes for some clue as to what was bothering him before.  
 
                 “Can I cut in?” We are interrupted by a slightly irritated voice.
 
                 Ethan, standing way too close as usual, is smiling down at us. He looks as though he has a bad taste in his mouth, and immediately guilt washes over me because I know exactly what he must be thinking. I panic as Grey steps aside, nodding to him. Ethan takes his place, and as soon as Grey is out of earshot, he drops the forced smile.
 
                 “I thought you had to babysit tonight.” It doesn’t sound like a question, more like an accusation.
 
                 I’m surprised at how angry he sounds. He has never struck me as an aggressive person. I was expecting his feelings to be hurt, and that was hard enough to accept responsibility for. I was not expecting him to be so mad.
 
                 “Change of plans?” I try to lie, but I've never been very good at it.
 
                 “Why couldn't you just tell me the truth? That you already had a date when I asked you?”
 
                 Huh. Why didn't I think of that? That probably would have been a much better lie. Except that I didn't have a date at the time, and what if Grey hadn't asked me? And why does it matter? I know I hurt his feelings, but honestly it seems like he is over-reacting. It's just a dumb dance, right? He tightens his grip around my waist to the point where it is painful to breathe. I am certain he is leaving bruises all around my midsection.
 
                 “Ethan, let go! You’re hurting me!” I plead. He is really starting to scare me, and I’m bewildered that nobody around me seems to even notice.
 
                 “Why do you have to be such a bitch? Do you think you’re too good for me?” He spits out, contemptuously.
 
                 Grey appears out of nowhere and throws Ethan off of me with surprising strength, considering Ethan towers over him by at least five inches.
 
                 “I believe she asked you to let go.” Grey's voice is eerily calm and menacing. Ethan's eyes widen in surprise as Grey stalks over to him and places his hand around his throat, lifting him a couple of inches off the ground. “And if I ever see you so much as speak to her again, you will regret it. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”
 
                 Ethan falls to the floor in a heap, gasping for breath after Grey releases him, and then takes off running out the door. I glance around, wondering why nobody seems to notice what just happened between the two of them, but it's like everyone is too absorbed in their dance partner to pay attention to anything around them. Even the chaperons are preoccupied. How strange...
 
                 “Are you alright?” Grey's voice is much softer now.
 
                 “Yeah, I mean, I guess I sort of deserved that,” I admit.
 
                 “How can you say that?” He tucks the wayward strand of hair behind my ear.
 
                 “He asked me to the dance, but I lied and I told him I had to babysit because I didn’t want to go with him. Then I showed up with you. I’m sure I hurt his feelings.”
 
                 “Mia, it doesn't matter what you said or did, nobody ever has the right to hurt you. As soon as I heard him get angry with you...” He shakes his head shamefully. “If I would have known he was going to harm you, I never would've left you alone with him in the first place. I would never let anyone hurt you. I'm sorry.”
 
                 “Wait a minute. What do you mean you heard him? You were all the way over there by our table and it's so loud in here,” I ask. “How did you hear him when no one else seemed to notice anything?”
 
                 “Perhaps nobody else pays as close attention to you as I do?” he asks tenderly, causing my heart to flutter. “It’s my job to protect you.”
 
                 “Your job? As my date?” I tease him.
 
   He pauses momentarily before saying, “Something like that.”
 
   “Because I am pretty sure ‘personal hero’ isn’t in the job description.”              
 
   He gives me a slight smile, and for a moment, I think I catch a flash of longing in his eyes, but I quickly push the thought aside. After all, I am probably just projecting my own feelings. As I close my eyes, willing myself to get over this silly crush, he places his finger under my chin and guides my face gently upwards towards his own, forcing me to stare into his indigo eyes once more.
 
                 “Don't look down,” he whispers, “I like looking into your eyes.”
 
                 My breath catches in my throat as he pulls me close, then slowly leans in until there is virtually no space between his lips and my own. I close my eyes and hold my breath in sweet anticipation, but he suddenly pulls back.
 
                 “I'm sorry, Mia. But I can't. I shouldn't. Not like this.”
 
                 He doesn't stop dancing, but shifts so there is a more appropriate distance between us. Hurt and, quite frankly mortified, I remain silent for the rest of the song.
 
                 “Are you ready for me to take you home?” he asks when the song ends.
 
                 “Yes,” is all I can choke out as I turn around and walk to the door, praying that I can contain my tears until I make it to the safety of my bedroom.
 
                 The car ride home is long and silent. I am pretty proud of myself for holding it together when all I really want to do is cry. I realize I am being a bit over-dramatic though. After all, what did I expect? I knew we were going as friends. I just got caught up in the moment and let myself hope. The bitter disappointment stings.  
 
                 “Can I walk you to the door?” he asks me quietly.
 
                 I really don't see the point since I only have to take five steps from his car to my front porch but whatever.
 
                 “What for?” I barely whisper as I step out of his car and into the suddenly chilly air. I wrap my arms around my chest, hugging myself for warmth. When did it get so cold out?
 
                 He gets out and follows behind me anyway, and five uncomfortable steps later, we are right in front of my door. I don't really know what to say to him, so I just give him a tight-lipped smile and turn to unlock my door. He places his hand on my arm, stopping me. I turn around, but I look down at the ground instead of up at him. I fear if I have to look into his indigo eyes I will lose all control and start crying like a baby.  He reaches out and gently lifts my chin up, forcing me to look at him. His expression seems pained, like a combination of frustration and sadness. Is he mad at me for ruining our friendship? Does he regret asking me to go with him tonight?
 
                 He pauses a moment, as though trying to figure out what to say.  
 
                 “Mia,” he pleads. “I need you to understand that I care a lot about you. You have no idea how very special you are. But I can't let it become anything more than that. I just can't. It wouldn’t be right.”
 
                 I feel the flood gates start to open, so before I embarrass myself any further in front of him I duck inside, shutting the door quietly behind me. I’m even more confused than ever. I knew we were going to the dance just as friends. Heck, he flat out said that we were going just as friends. Yes, it seemed like maybe he wanted to kiss me while we were dancing, but obviously that was all in my head. I probably made him feel really uncomfortable. Great! Now I’m not only broken-hearted, but completely embarrassed that I practically threw myself at the guy. I need to get over this idea that we’re ever going to be anything more. He has made it abundantly clear that we’re only ever going to be friends.
 
   This wasn’t exactly how I was expecting Homecoming to go. First, I get assaulted by Ethan, then I am rejected by Grey. What a night! I am mentally and emotionally exhausted. I know Mom and Paul aren't expecting me home this early and I don't really want to talk to anybody, so I sneak up the stairs to the safety of my bedroom. The book Grey gave me sits unopened on my nightstand and is a bitter reminder of Grey’s rejection. I throw it across the room not caring where it lands. I never want to see that book again. Then I crawl under the covers and cry myself to sleep.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   When I had hoped that the Homecoming dance would be a turning point in our relationship, this was definitely not what I meant.  Ever since that night, things between Grey and I have been strained. He still waits for me every morning before school and walks me to my car every afternoon. He still asks for my help during work like he did before, but it’s different now. Instead of always standing so close that I can feel the warmth of his body and smell his heady scent while we wait for patrons to exit the dark theater rooms, he keeps his distance from me. I don't know what to think about it. There is definitely a newfound tension between us, and not the good kind of romantic tension like before. He hardly speaks to me, but for some reason he’s still going out of his way to be around me. I don't know whether to be thankful that maybe he still wants to be friends, or if I should be embarrassed for wanting to be more when he doesn't. Mostly I am just angry that he seems completely apathetic. Everything is ten shades of awkward now.  
 
                 Aside from my relationship with Grey being completely messed up now, I have another problem weighing on my mind. Ethan hasn't been back at school since the day before the dance. At first, I thought it was just a coincidence. Maybe he got sick or had a family emergency or something. But weeks went by and he still didn't show up. I finally asked Mrs. Coleman, our English teacher if she had heard anything from his family, but she acted like she had no idea who I was talking about. She even went as far as checking her roster, and sure enough, no record of an Ethan Dexter was listed. In fact, nobody seems to have any recollection of the gangly boy with a dandruff problem. I could have asked Grey since there is absolutely no way he could deny knowing who I was talking about after the way he threw Ethan off of me at the dance. Surely Grey would remember him and prove that I’m not completely losing my mind. But since he hasn't been talking to me much other than a simple 'hello' or 'good-bye', I’m not going to make the effort to engage him in conversation either.   
 
                 Homecoming proved to be much more pleasant for Hannah than it was for me. She and Seth, now “official”, are sickeningly cute together. You would think that their frequent episodes of PDA would eventually wane, but so far, no such luck. Sometimes it's hard to stomach…especially during lunch. While I am very happy for her, I would be lying if I didn't admit to being a tad bit jealous. Even though I tried to convince myself otherwise, I really was hoping something would change between Grey and me. Well, I guess, something did change. Just not the way I hoped. With things being so weird between us, and Hannah being so preoccupied with Seth, I've been spending a lot of time alone. I'm used to being a little on the introverted side, but lately I have been downright hermit-like. Despite my utter moroseness at the turn of events, the semester seems to fly by.
 
                  The football team choked during the first play-off game, ending our season much earlier than we would have liked. It would have been amazing to make it to State our Senior year. Now that football season is over, I’m able to work Friday nights so I don't work doubles on Saturdays anymore. But sometimes I volunteer anyway, just for a distraction from the lack of events on my social calendar. This means I still see a lot of both enigmatic Grey and creepy Brian. Even though I know I don't owe Grey anything, I do believe he has my best interests at heart. So despite everything, I keep my word and don't pick Brian up anymore. But that doesn't stop me from feeling a little guilty about it. I hate to see him walking along the highway in the suddenly freezing-cold weather we are experiencing now that December's here.
 
                 I had hoped with such an unseasonably warm fall that winter would follow suit. Alas, I was disappointed. It has already snowed once and the National Weather Service is forecasting an ice storm to hit sometime this weekend.  On the bright side, it’s the weekend before Christmas break and I have actually accepted an invitation to go on a ski trip with some of the girls from school. We’re going to be staying at the Breckenridge Ski Resort in Colorado. I've never been skiing, but I figure it can’t be that hard.  Hannah is beyond thrilled that I decided to go.  I didn't tell her that the reason I jumped at the chance was to escape from the awkwardness of my current situation with Grey. Hannah has been so blissfully wrapped up in Seth that she hasn't noticed the obvious coolness between Grey and me.  I couldn't make myself tell her about the almost kiss and the rejection that broke my heart.  We aren’t leaving until Sunday, so I just have to get through seeing him today and then I’ll have two whole weeks hopefully filled with plenty of distractions.
 
                 “Mia!” I hear my mom calling me from downstairs. I grab my purse and maroon vest and head down to see what's up.
 
                 “Yeah?” I ask her as I enter the living room. She is watching the forecast on The Weather Channel intently, her brow furrowed, as she subconsciously gnaws at her nails, something she only does when she is nervous.   
 
                 “The roads are really bad right now, so I want you to drive extra careful to and from work today. Go slower than the speed limit and take your time, promise?” Geez, she looks so worried. It must be stressful being a mom and having to worry constantly about your kids and all the dangers the outside world holds for them.
 
                 “Of course, Mom. I’ll be super careful, I promise,” I try to reassure her. “And I promise to text you when I get there and when I’m heading home, okay?”
 
                 That seems to make her feel a little better, so I hug her good-bye and kiss Maddie Rose on the top of her head.
 
                 “Bye-bye Mi-mi!” Maddie waves as I grab my heavy coat, hat, scarf and gloves. I don't mess around when it comes to winter weather. I may love autumn in the Midwest, but I detest our winters.
 
                 “Bye-bye Maddie. See you soon.” I blow her one more kiss as I walk out the door.
 
                 The freezing wind immediately slaps me in the face taking my breath away, so I walk a little faster than I should to my car just to escape it, slipping and sliding along the way. Whoa. If it's this bad already, the roads are going to be terrible once the snow storm hits. Maybe mom wasn't over-reacting in her usual melodramatic way after all. For a moment, I’m tempted to call into work. I mean, really? How many people are going to brave a blizzard just to see a movie on opening weekend?  I tell myself to stop being a wuss and slowly pull out of our driveway.
 
                 I decide to skip the back roads today, knowing that the highway and main roads will be much safer. Even though they are in much better shape than the side streets, it still takes me twice as long to get there. Not only is the ground slick, but the strong wind threatens to blow my car off the road with every gust. Not a great combination. The hill that leads down to the movie theater parking lot is very steep, and I’m dreading the slippery descent. I’m so busy fretting over the approaching hill that I almost miss seeing Brian walking along the road. He isn't wearing a hat or even a coat, but rather just his normal threadbare pants and work shirt.
 
                 He must be crazy! I would have definitely called in if I couldn't get my car to start this morning. There’s no way I would ever attempt walking in this mess. I know I would never forgive myself if I didn't offer him a ride. I slow down even further and pull up next to him. He practically jumps in my car, shivering and red-faced from the icy wind. I turn the heat up to full blast and pull off of the median.
 
                 “Thanks,” he manages to get out. He holds his hands up in front of the heat. “I seriously thought I was going to freeze to death before I made it to the theater.”
 
                 “No kidding. I don't know what you were thinking. I’m sure Dave would have understood you calling in this morning.”
 
                 “I haven't missed a day yet. Not gonna let a little blizzard keep me home. Not when I have a job to do.”
 
                 I think this’s the most he has ever said to me. Normally it’s just stares and a few words of thanks mumbled every now and then. Hmm. Maybe I completely misjudged him and he isn't creepy, just shy. Maybe he was staring at me because he was trying to figure out what to say. I could sort of understand that. I often find myself wondering what I should say. Although I’m pretty sure I don't blatantly stare at people giving off a creepy vibe when I’m at a loss for words. At least I hope not.
 
                 I'm so absorbed in my own thoughts that I take the next corner too quickly and lose control of my car. Suddenly, we are swerving wildly and sliding all over the steep hill. I hear screaming and realize a moment later that the frantic cries are my own. I struggle with the wheel, desperately trying to regain control of the car as we hurtle straight toward a telephone pole. My attempts to steer fail entirely and we crash. Hard. I hear a horrific shattering of glass right before the airbags deploy. It takes me a second to catch my breath before I realize I'm alone inside the car.
 
   I look through the shattered windshield and see a dark mass lying about ten feet away from my car. Brian, shivering so much from walking in the cold, must have forgotten to put on his seatbelt and is now lying in patch of a red stained snow.  
 
   As the panic sets in, I suddenly notice a strange tingling sensation in my fingertips, similar to the pins-and-needles numbness I feel when my foot falls asleep. Not even thinking about my own possible injuries, I immediately jump out of my car and run over to try to help Brian. He is unconscious, and while he sustained multiple cuts all over his body from flying through my windshield, the most critical injury seems to be the deep gash on his forehead. I check for a pulse, but I’m shaking so hard I can't tell if he even has one. There’s blood everywhere. I've never seen so much blood before and it's making me feel sick to my stomach. I apply firm pressure to Brian's gaping head wound in an attempt to slow the bleeding as I try to figure out how in the world I'm going to get help.
 
                  Since the theater isn't open yet, the nearby parking lot is empty, so no one witnessed our accident. As I sit there trying to figure out what I should do, the tingling sensation in my fingers gets stronger and stronger, making me think that I may have some nerve damage or some other injury that's being masked by the adrenaline surging through my veins. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a familiar truck rapidly approaching us.              
 
   Oh, thank God.
 
                 It's Grey. He will be able to call for help.
 
                 He gets out of his truck, running over to where I am sitting in the snow next to Brian.
 
                 “Are you okay? What happened?” he nearly shouts.
 
                 “I lost control of the car and we hit the telephone pole. He wasn't wearing his seatbelt. I have been trying to stop the bleeding and haven't had a chance to call 911 yet, so can you please do that?”
 
                  I stumble through the words so fast they all kind of run together. He just stands there, his mouth hanging open in shock.  Can't he see that Brian is bleeding to death? I don't care how creepy a guy is, you don't just stand there doing nothing when he is hurt.
 
                 “Greyson! Call 911!” I yell at him, confused as to why he’s not immediately jumping to action.
 
                 “This isn't good. Why did you have to pick him up? I told you not to.” He doesn't yell, in fact he practically whispers the words, but there’s a nervous edge in his voice. I’m dumbfounded that he’s being such a jerk when Brian could be dying.
 
                 “Greyson! Seriously! I can't believe you are acting like this. It’s freezing outside! I wasn't going to make him walk in a freaking blizzard! He is seriously hurt which is why I need you to stop being a dick and call 911. We need help!”
 
                 “No, Mia. That's not what I mean. Look.” He points at Brian. “Look at him.”
 
                 My stomach drops as I fear the worst, thinking it’s too late. I slowly look down at him. But his eyes are open and he isn't bleeding any more. Like, not bleeding at all. In fact he looks perfectly normal, not one scratch on him. Surely that isn't possible? But it is. Even the gash on his forehead, that mere moments before had been gushing blood, is now a fully healed, faded pink scar. Brian is staring up at me in awe.
 
                 “So it's true,” he whispers. He sits straight up and looks himself over. He looks back at me again and then, with a laugh, he stands up and disappears.
 
                 What the hell?
 
                 “Shit!” I hear Grey mumble from behind me.
 
                 “Grey, did you see that? He disappeared. He literally just vanished!” I’m freaking out as I look to Grey for some reassurance that I have not completely lost my mind. But he is obviously freaking out as well, pacing back and forth, mumbling under his breath.
 
                 I don't think we are quite freaking out over the same thing.
 
                 “One of Dugan's? Impossible. But how else? How did he know?  This is not good.” He continues to pace as he runs his hand through his hair, looking incredibly shaken up while he talks to himself.
 
   “I knew there was something off about him. I'm such an idiot! I should've known.”
 
                 “Grey. Who is Dugan? I don't understand what is going on here.”
 
                 He acts like he can't hear me or something, “Greyson! Why aren't you answering me? I'm freaking out over here!”
 
                 He stops pacing and stares at me for a quick second before rushing over and grabbing my hand.
 
                 “Mia, we have got to get out of here. It isn't safe. I'll explain everything, I promise, but right now, I just need you to trust me. Can you do that?”
 
                 I nod weakly. He tightens his grip on my hand and the next thing I know, the world spins, blurring my vision as though we are in a bright mini-tornado of Grey’s own creation. You know that feeling you get in the pit of your stomach as you drop over the edge of a steep roller coaster ride? Multiply that by about a hundred. The air warms and suddenly we are no longer standing in the snow on the side of the road.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 6
 
    
 
                 My eyes blink open to take in our new surroundings, but I’m so dizzy that I think I may fall over, so I sit down on the bed behind me to regain my sense of balance. The bed is plush and upon further inspection of the room, I conclude that Grey has somehow instantly transported us to the fanciest, most elegant hotel room I have ever seen.  This day just keeps getting weirder and weirder. One minute I’m outside in the middle of a snowstorm, frantically trying to keep Brian from bleeding to death, and the next minute, not only does his grave wound miraculously heal itself, but Brian himself literally vanishes into thin air. How did he do that? How did Grey and I end up here? What is going on? I can tell that I’m on the verge of losing it, but I’m so weak that I can barely keep my eyes open, let alone try to mentally digest what just happened.
 
                 Grey sits in one of the two pale-gold Queen Anne chairs in the room, watching me carefully.  He looks as though he wants to say something, but I can tell he is assessing the extent of my rapidly declining mental state before he says anything that will push me further off the deep end.
 
                 “What happened?”
 
                 “How are you feeling?” he asks cautiously.
 
                 “Like I’m going crazy. What the hell happened?” I try to stand up, but I ‘m still really dizzy and my head feels like it’s been split open so I sit back down.
 
                 “I will tell you everything, but I need to make sure you are okay first. You've been through a lot today.”
 
                 No joke. I feel like I have been hit by a truck.  
 
                 “I'm fine,” I say as normally as I can manage and try to position myself in a more dignified way.
 
                 “Are you sure?”
 
                 “No, not at all,” I reply as a nervous laugh escapes my lips. “But I want to know what happened. I need to know that I am not crazy. That everything that I think happened today, actually happened and why.”
 
                 He pauses for a minute longer, takes a deep breath, and begins.
 
                 “Okay, I will tell you everything. What you just witnessed, Brian's miraculous recovery, you did that.  Your touch healed him."
 
                 “Come again?”
 
                 “You healed him.”
 
                 “That's not possible.”
 
                 "Oh, it is.  The reason I know this is because...well," He pauses with a nervous sigh.  "Did you ever read that book I gave you?”
 
   “The fairy tale history book?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Um...no, I didn’t. I’m sorry. I meant to. I just couldn’t get into it and then you made me mad so I didn’t even want to look at it let alone open it and read it. But what does that old book have to do with what’s going on now?”
 
   “It has everything to do with what is happening now. That wasn’t just a fairy tale book. It was our actual history.”
 
   “Whose history?” I ask him completely confused.
 
   “Ours. The Ljósálfar. I am a Light Elf."
 
                 Well, I didn't see that one coming.
 
                 “A Light Elf? Don't be ridiculous. There is no such—” But I don't finish my sentence because Grey has pushed his hair behind his left ear...his slightly pointy, very elf-like ear. How many hours have I spent staring at this boy in the last few months? How on earth did I miss that? I mean, those. I mean…holy smokes. That's why he gave me that stupid book!
 
                  Greyson St. Clair is a freaking elf. I feel my jaw drop.
 
                 “Yes. A Light Elf. I was sent to watch over you by your father, Alberico.”
 
                 The fact that Grey knows my father throws me off even more than the pointy ears that he has managed to keep hidden from me for all these months.
 
                 “My father? My real father? How do you know him? And what do you mean you were sent here to watch over me? Why? When? How long? My father? Are you sure? My mom said he just left and she never heard from him again. How is this possible?” It is too much.  I jolt out of bed and pace the room like a caged animal, trying to make sense of the information overload that has just upended my entire universe.
 
                 “Slow down. I promise you, I will tell you everything, but let's try one question at a time so I can actually give you an answer, shall we?”
 
                 “I’m sorry. This is just so overwhelming. And quite frankly, unbelievable, you know? You’re asking me to believe the impossible!  This is the sort of thing that would happen in one of my books, not in real-life!"
 
                 “Yes, I know it can be a little hard to understand. I'll try to explain everything the best that I can, but please, try to calm down.”
 
                 He waits to see if I’m going to freak out again, and when I don't, he continues. “Your father is the Light Elf King. We are actually in his castle in Álfheimr as we speak.”
 
                 “Wait a second. I’m in a castle?” I look around at my elegant surroundings.  There is a crystal chandelier hanging above the bed and the lush bedding looks and feels expensive.   The circular shape of the room leads me to believe that we may be in a tower. I rush to the window, throw back the thick, heavy curtains and gasp in shock at the sight before me. This room is in a tower, and there is a second tower on the opposite side of a massive stone palace.  Wow, I really am in a castle. An actual castle. “I thought this was some swanky hotel.”
 
                 “No, it is most certainly not 'some swanky hotel'. You are currently standing in one of the many guest rooms inside the finest castle ever built in the beautiful land of Álfheimr. I thought it would be best to give you a heads up in private before introducing you to your father.”
 
                 “Álfheimr? Not that my geographical knowledge is very extensive or anything, but I have never even heard of it.”
 
                 “No, I imagine you have not.” He hesitates as he searches for the right words. “You would be unable to find us on any man-made map, after all.”
 
                 “Are we in some sort of parallel universe or something?” I ask him, nervous that he might actually say yes. This is all completely unbelievable.
 
                 “That is not too far off from the truth. In actuality, Álfheimr is located in, well, what you would call Heaven.”
 
                 “Like, ‘in the sky above the earth’ Heaven? ‘God and angels’ Heaven?”
 
                 “’In the sky above the earth’ Heaven, yes. God and Angels, however, would be a different branch of cosmology altogether.”
 
                 “So there are elves but no angels?” I ask skeptically.
 
                 “I never said that,” he replies, shaking his head. “But, no, you will not come across any Angels in Álfheimr.”
 
                 “How did we get here?”
 
                 “One of the perks of being an elf is the ability to transport at will. I was under strict orders from Alberico to transport you immediately to the kingdom if I thought you were in any sort of danger.”
 
                 “Again, how can you be so sure that this Alberico guy even is my father? Like I said, my mom hasn't seen him since that summer eighteen years ago.” I’m beginning to feel a bit light-headed.
 
                 “Well, if you would let me finish speaking, I would tell you," he says with a sigh of amused exasperation.
 
                 “Sorry. I'll be quiet.” I make a show of zipping my mouth close.
 
                 “Like I was saying, your father is Alberico, King of the Light Elves. And yes, I am certain he is your father. Alberico and Katherine had a summer romance that ended abruptly.  
 
   When he returned to Manhattan a year later and discovered she had a baby girl, he was concerned. Uncertain whether or not he was the father, he sent me to watch over you and wait for some indication that you had elfin blood running through your veins. I have been keeping watch ever since, waiting for some sign. Today, when you healed Brian, Alberico's belief that you were his daughter was confirmed since healing is most certainly an elfish ability. A rare one, but it is one none the less. I am sure you are already bursting with questions so before I continue, why don't you get them all out?”
 
                 Just as I open my mouth to do exactly that, we are interrupted by a light tapping on the door.
 
                 “Come in,” Grey says politely, but I can sense a slight annoyance in his tone. I guess he didn't want to be interrupted. A dainty little flaxen-haired elf enters the room. She’s about my height, maybe a little shorter and way skinnier. Her long hair is braided behind her, which makes her pointy ears evident. She’s wearing a simple pale gray dress that falls to her ankles.
 
                 “Greyson?” she asks meekly.
 
                 “Yes?” He gestures for her to speak.
 
                 “The king wanted me to let you know that he will be down shortly.”
 
                 “Okay. Thank you, Freya. We are ready,” Grey says kindly as he dismisses her. She gives a quick little curtsy then makes a swift exit.
 
                 “My father?” I gulp.
 
                 “Yes.” Grey looks at me cautiously.
 
                 “My father, who is the King of the Light Elves, sent you to watch over me when I was a baby?” Something about that just doesn't make any sense, and I start feeling a little dizzy as another implausible thought occurs to me.
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “I am guessing you weren't a baby at the time” The room is definitely spinning. Grey looks like he is a teenager for goodness sake. But if he really has been watching me since I was a baby.....
 
                 “That would be a correct assumption.” He hesitates before continuing, “I was 170 years.”
 
                 I finally faint.
 
                 When I come to, I realize that I’m now lying down on the lavish bed, under a thick downy comforter that smells like honeysuckle and cinnamon. Which is a very weird, but oddly pleasant combination. As I lay there for a moment, inhaling the sweet and spicy scent, I notice someone new conversing quietly with Grey across the room. Since neither of them realize I’m awake yet, I lay there silently watching them and try to eavesdrop. This new boy appears only slightly older than Grey and he is, in a word, hot. He’s just as gorgeous as Grey, but in a completely different way. While Grey has a rugged sexiness about him with his dark hair, blue eyes, and dimpled chin, this new guy is beautiful in the clean-cut, boy-next-door turned underwear model sort of way. He has the lightest blonde hair I have ever seen, and it falls almost to his shoulders. His eyes are so bright I can see them from across the room. They are the color of the blue sky on a perfectly clear summer afternoon. He is wearing simple, nondescript tan pants and a white tunic-like shirt, which strikes me as an odd choice for a boy.
 
                 I listen for a moment and catch the gist of the conversation. Grey is explaining what happened today, but from his submissive gestures and the look of reverence in his eyes as he addresses this new guy, it is obvious that this hottie is much more important than just a beautiful underwear model. Suddenly, something clicks.
 
                 Not possible.
 
                 But after everything else that has happened today, it probably is.
 
                 Oh gross. I just called my dad hot.
 
                 “Grey?”
 
                 He immediately jumps up out of his chair at the sound of my voice, but Alberico stands up with the regality befitting a true monarch.
 
                 “Hello, Mia. It is lovely to meet you. I am Alberico,” he greets me formally, but his eyes sparkle with delight, as though he has been waiting a really long time for this moment.
 
                 Unbelievable. I’m staring at the King of the Light Elves, who also happens to be my long-lost father. The part that really freaks me out, though, is the fact that he looks like he is only a few years older than me. I must look completely ridiculous staring at him with my mouth gaping open, because he laughs. It’s a husky, full of life laugh.
 
                 “Yes, I guess my appearance would be a bit unnerving. Would you like me to explain how it is possible that we look to be about the same age?” he asks good-heartedly.
 
                 “How did you know I was thinking that?”
 
                 “Intuition,” he chuckles softly.
 
                 I regain what little composure I had to begin with and say, “I’m guessing that it’s an elf thing?”
 
                 “Yes, it is an 'elf thing'.”
 
                 “So are you immortal or something?” The thought causes a shiver to run down my spine.
 
                 He laughs again as he casually waves a hand in the direction of the fireplace, igniting the flames and warming the room instantly.
 
                 “No, I am not immortal. Although elves are born and experience childhood much the same as a human would, after adolescence we age much more slowly. I am 330 years old, but as you can see, I look more like I am in my mid-20s.”
 
                 Freaky. I wonder....
 
                 “What does that mean for me? You know, since I am part human, part—” I can't quite bring myself to say the word. It still doesn't feel real. In fact, I am still not 100% convinced that this isn't some whacked-out vivid dream.
 
                 “Well, to be honest, we aren't really sure. You see, Half-bloods are not very common. It is so unusual for an elf to, well, I apologize for the brusque terminology but, it is unusual for an elf to mate with a human. After the 15th century, the elves decided it would be in our best interest to distance ourselves from the human race.”
 
                 “What happened in the 15th century?” I wonder out loud.
 
                 “The Witch Hunts,” he utters darkly.
 
                 “What does that have to do with...um, elves? Are there witches here too?” I suddenly am very curious to know if there are all sorts of different mythological creatures of legends living among us and we just don't know it.
 
                 “Not here in Álfheimr. Real witches are a rarity. Most of the so-called witches were actually just careless elves. It was an awful time. Before then, elves and humans lived peacefully together, but eventually the humans started to fear our magic. This initiated a mass hysteria, and many elves lost their lives. We disappeared, letting the memories of our kind shift from factual history to legend, until finally, we became the make-believe creatures of fairy tales. Very few believe in the existence of elves any more. Well, you know, other than the North Pole variety.” He smirks as if he finds his attempt at a lightening the mood quite clever.
 
                 It sort of works.
 
                 My brain struggles to process all of this new information while still maintaining my vital functions. It is currently a little over-worked.
 
                 “So, let's see if I have everything straight. You are my father and the King of the Light Elves. You appear young but actually live for hundreds of years. You possess magical abilities, which I, too, apparently inherited to a small degree, although as far as we know, I'll still age normally. And you all have pointy ears, which I, fortunately, did not inherit.”
 
                  I’m apparently having issues overlooking the whole ear thing.
 
                 “That sums it up pretty well,” Alberico smiles brightly at my bluntness.
 
                 “Well, then I just have one more question. Where have you been? Why did you just leave? How could you do that to my mom? Do you know what you did to her?”  Okay that was more than one question. I know I'm being rude, but a sudden wave of anger has caught me off guard, and I’m just thankful I didn't yell at him, or worse. That probably would not have been a very good idea since he is a King, after all, and could probably have me beheaded for insubordination or something.
 
                 “Ah, yes, we have much to talk about.” He frowns slightly. “Greyson, why don't you leave my daughter and me for a moment.”
 
                 I was so caught up in what Alberico was telling me that I had momentarily forgotten Grey’s presence, but now a new set of emotions stir inside of me. I suddenly realize that my anger isn’t really directed at Alberico, not all of it anyway. I’m angry at myself for fabricating my entire relationship with Grey. As it turns out, we weren’t even real friends, let alone anything more than that. The only reason he pretended to be my friend in the first place was because my father asked him to watch over me. I’m more heartbroken than I’d like to admit, but I’m also a little weirded out by the fact that the guy I’ve been crushing on for the last four months is almost 200-years-old. My head hasn’t even begun to wrap itself around that piece of information.
 
                 “Of course.” Grey bows respectfully to Alberico before giving me an intense look that I can't quite read, then turns to leave me alone with my father.
 
                 Alberico appears lost in his own thoughts. I try to be patient as I wait for him to explain to me how he could do such an awful thing to my mother. I have just about reached the end of my patience when he finally looks up at me.
 
                 “The War between the Light Elves and the Dark Elves had ended. We had finally defeated our enemies the Dökkálfar. After more than a century of war, we were finally at peace. Afterward, my father told me to take some time to relax before coming back to claim the throne. Though I was enjoying my last days of being worry-free, I was anxious to return and take my place as King. But then I met your mother.
 
                 “I fell in love with your mother. Kate was the most remarkable person I had ever met, human or elf alike. We met in a park. She was painting the most beautiful sunset. I was completely captivated by her use of color. It was amazing. Her artistic ability is what initially grabbed my attention, but I very quickly fell in love with her free-spirit. I informed my father that I would not be returning to the kingdom in the fall as originally planned because I wanted to spend more time with her. He was perfectly capable of running the kingdom for another hundred years so it didn't seem like it would be a big deal if I put off my coronation a little longer. When I told him what I wanted, he said it was absolutely forbidden and that I would be placing the entire kingdom at risk. I didn't understand his reasoning, but he was my father, so I knew I must trust him. I didn’t want to risk my kingdom. I had no choice but to leave Kate. I was brought up to always to fulfill my duty to my kingdom above all else.”
 
   He looks distraught. I can tell that it wasn't an easy decision for him to leave my mother, and decide that maybe I shouldn't be so angry with him.  But it’s still hard not to feel resentful. I spent the majority of my childhood without a father because he had an obligation to his kingdom. Shouldn’t he have felt some sort of obligation to get to know me? To be a father to me? Immediately guilt washes over me for having such selfish thoughts. I feel like I just betrayed Paul somehow, but I couldn’t help how I feel.   
 
                 “You came back to check on her a year later?” I ask him, trying to figure out what made him change his mind.
 
                 “Yes. I missed her. I hated myself for leaving without telling her goodbye. I was going to explain everything to her, but when I arrived, I saw her through the window, rocking a new baby wrapped in pink blankets. I couldn't be positive that the baby girl she was holding was my own. I had been gone for a year after all. If you weren't mine, it meant that she had moved on, and I didn't want to disrupt her life and risk hurting her again. But if you were mine...well, I had to be certain first. So I appointed my closest friend, and most trusted advisor to be my Consul, charged to watch over your family and keep you safe. I have been so grateful to Grey for his devotion in carrying out his duty to protect you, all the while waiting for the slightest indication that you were indeed my daughter. Which, as you know, was confirmed today when you healed Brian.”
 
                 “So what does this all mean for me? I mean, what am I supposed to do now that I know everything? Do I go back home and act like everything is normal?”
 
                 I know I have lost track of the time, and if I am going to stay here any longer, I kind of need to come up with an excuse so my mom doesn't freak out. Normally, mom would be asleep before I got home from work anyway, but she would most definitely notice my absence in the morning. The last thing I needed is my mom filing a missing persons report.
 
                 “Well, it is my wish for you to remain here. At least for a little while, so we can see what happens next. Greyson told me that Brian's reaction to your healing ability was not how we would expect an unknowing human to react. I fear he may be one of the Dökkálfar spies, and if that is the case, we need to figure out a plan to keep you safe. The Dark Elves may be restricted to the Underworld, but they undoubtedly will employ their human slaves to capture you if given the opportunity. And I cannot allow that to happen.”
 
                 “But what would they want me for?” I am a little dumbfounded that he would think that anyone would actually want to kidnap me.
 
                 Alberico places his hand on my shoulder and sighs. “Many reasons. All of which can wait until tomorrow to discuss. Meanwhile, will you stay here so I can be sure you are safe?”
 
                 “I’m supposed to be on a ski trip with some friends from school for the next two weeks. I can tell my mom that I am leaving early so she won't worry, and then I can tell my friends that I changed my mind. They won't question it.”
 
                 After all, they were surprised that I agreed to go in the first place.
 
                 “Good. Very good. And of course, if we need to, I am sure Grey can help convince everyone of your story. I believe your cell phone should actually have reception here; human technology is truly amazing these days. Why don't you go ahead and make the calls. I will return shortly.” He gently grasps my hand and places it in between both of his. “You look so much like your mother. I am so glad to have finally met you, my daughter.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 7
 
    
 
                 For the second time today, I travel elf-style with Grey's assistance.  Which, if I hadn't been so freaked out, would have been totally cool, except for the dizziness that always seems to immediately follow transporting. Seriously, how amazing is it to be able to just think of a place and a second later, boom! You’re there! It certainly would save on gas money. We are in my bedroom getting my suitcase packed, and I can't help but replay today's events in my head.
 
                 Only a few hours have passed since my life changed forever, but it feels more like days. I guess that tends to happen when, in the span of a few minutes, you bring someone back from the dead, magically transport to a world you previously didn’t know even existed, find out that your long-time crush has been spying on you since you were in diapers, meet your long lost father, who, oh, by the way, happens to be the King of the Light Elves, which in effect makes you royalty. No big deal, right?
 
                 I had already texted Hannah from Álfheimr and told her that I had changed my mind about the ski trip. She was disappointed, of course, but she knows me well, and was not overly surprised that I backed out. She has always been the more social one. I decided that instead of calling my mother, it would be easier to just leave her a note explaining that I left before she woke up. I have never been able to lie to her very well, and I know she would see right through me. Besides, it wouldn't be very convincing for me to leave without my suitcase. Grey accompanied me home to pack my things and leave my alibi on the kitchen table.
 
                 As I’m packing two-week’s worth of ski clothes as quietly as possible (since I’m sure waking up to find me frantically packing my bags with a boy in my room would not go over well with my mother), I can't help but sneak glances at an ever cool, calm, and collected Grey. I haven't stopped freaking out since the accident, and here he is, acting like all of this is perfectly ordinary.
 
                 I finally can't take it anymore. I have to confront him.
 
                 “You are freakin’ 200-years-old!”
 
                 “Well, technically I am only 187-years-old,” he responds matter-of-factly.
 
                 “Do you have any idea how weird that is?” I can’t believe my crush is older than my grandpa. Even older than my grandpa’s grandpa!
 
                 “Yes, I am acutely aware,” he grimaces.
 
                 “And you were here all this time, because my father, the King of the freakin’ Light Elves, asked you to be.” I state the obvious, not really knowing what exactly I want him to say.
 
                 “Yes. I have been here your whole life because your father asked me to be.” He speaks cautiously, as if wanting to make sure he words everything just right.
 
                 “How did you do it? I mean, how is it that I never noticed you before you started school?” Grey is otherworldly beautiful. Ha. Literally.  It's kind of weird to call a boy beautiful, but he is absolutely perfection incarnate, so beautiful is the only word in my vocabulary I can think of to describe him. Surely if he really had been following me around my whole life, I would have noticed him.
 
                 “I kept my distance at first, while you were still a child. Never close enough to attract attention, but just enough to make sure you were safe. I waited until we were the same age appearance-wise before I risked getting closer to you. If I would have exposed myself any earlier, you might have noticed I never seemed to age. And that could have been difficult to explain. Plus, your mom may not have approved of a teenage boy trying to befriend her young daughter.” He gives me that crooked smile of his that always makes me forget to breathe, but I am not ready to forgive him that easily, so all it does is irritate me.
 
                 “So that is why you became my friend. And got a job at the theater. And waited for me every day. You were just doing your job?”
 
                 “Yes. And no.”
 
                 Well that clears everything up.
 
                 “What does that even mean? 'Yes and no'?” I whisper angrily. I already know the truth. I just want him to admit to it. Maybe I should have waited until we were back in Álfheimr before beginning this conversation.
 
                 “Yes, I was here because I was ordered to be. But no, I was not your friend because I had to be. I was, I am, your friend because I want to be. You don't understand, I have watched you grow up. I watched your first steps, when you broke your arm, your first ballet recital, when you learned how to tie your shoes, and when you first learned how to drive a car. Every single milestone or important event that has ever happened in your life, I have been there. I already knew you. I wanted you to know me. But I shouldn't....”
 
                 Before he finishes his sentence and I have a chance to let everything he just said sink in, I hear Maddie Rose start to cry from down the hall. How strange… Maddie Rose has always been a champion sleeper. It is not uncommon for her to sleep 12-14 hours straight at night. In fact, I can't remember the last time she woke up in the middle of the night.  I look up at Grey, terrified that we have been caught. Placing one finger over his lips, he quietly grabs my suitcases and shuts off the light.  He then places his hand gently on my elbow, and less than a second later, we pop back to Álfheimr.
 
                 We have returned to the same room where I received the news that turned my whole world upside down. My heart is racing, but I collapse on top of the bed, suddenly realizing how tired I am. Then I remember something that makes me jump about ten feet in the air.
 
                 “Oh crap!” I shriek, “What happened to my car? Surely somebody saw it? And what did Dave think when three of his employees didn't come in to work today? What if they called my mom?”
 
                 Full blown panic mode is setting in.
 
                 “Don't worry, I took care of everything," he says reassuringly, but I must not look convinced, so he continues, “I was snowed in and couldn't make it to work. You left early for your ski trip in order to avoid the ice storm, and as for Brian, well, that isn't any of our concern. Your car has been repaired and moved to the parking lot of the airport waiting for you to return from your 'trip.' Don't worry, I crossed all our t's and dotted all the i's.”
 
                 “Wow, um, okay. Impressive. How did you do all that? What will I be able to do? You know, besides the whole healing thing?” I asked.
 
                 “I hardly think making a few phone calls qualifies as magic,” he says with a smile.
 
                 “Ha ha.” Duh. Of course he just made a few phone calls; not everything requires magic. Mere humans do survive without it. “But how did you fix my car?”
 
                 “Well, that did require a little magical assistance.” He smiles before explaining, “We draw our magic from nature, and since metal is an earth element...." he shrugs as if this explains it all, but I am completely lost. Of course, I haven't really understood most of what has happened today. “As far as your capabilities go, I guess we will just have to wait and see. I am certain Alberico will have somebody help you tap into your powers after you get settled.”
 
                 “Could you help me?” I ask him timidly. As embarrassed as I am for fabricating our entire relationship in my head when he was just doing his job, he is the closest thing I have here to a friend.
 
                 He stares at me for a moment before finally agreeing with a slight nod of his head.
 
                 “Sure.”
 
                 “Thanks. And Grey?” I stop him before he leaves.
 
                 “Yes?”
 
                 “I'm sorry for calling you a dick earlier.”
 
                 He gives me a sort of half smile letting me know I'm forgiven.              
 
                 “Get some rest, I will be back tomorrow morning. You are to have breakfast with the King and then we can start trying to figure you out.”
 
                 Gee, way to make me feel like a science experiment.  He leaves me then, and I take a moment to really absorb my surroundings for the first time. The circular room has a rich red carpet and walls the color of pale gold. On the four-poster mahogany bed is a thick comforter, a slightly darker shade of gold than the walls, with red and gold accent pillows. The only other furniture in the room are two elegant chairs sitting against the massive bay window that opens up to a balcony overlooking the gardens. The absence of any other typical bedroom furniture is probably why I thought I was in a hotel room earlier.  I notice there are two other doors besides the one that leads out into the hallway, so I decide to investigate what is behind them. The first one opens into the biggest walk-in closet I have ever seen. It’s larger than my bedroom back home and is packed full of beautiful dresses of every color imaginable. Everything from skirts and sundresses to cocktail dresses and ballgowns.  Judging by the sheer number of shoes on the back wall, there must be at least one pair dedicated to every garment in this closet. Upon closer inspection, I discover that everything in here is my size. That can't be a coincidence, but how on earth did they fill it up so quickly and when did they do it without me noticing? Or was the room already stocked prior to my arrival? And if so, how did they manage to know my size? Of course, they are elves, capable of God only knows what, and after a day like today, nothing should surprise me anymore. Apparently, anything is possible.
 
                  After I spend a good twenty minutes looking over what can only be my new wardrobe, I turn to check out the other door. I’m assuming it leads into my private bathroom and really, after witnessing the closet, I should not have been so surprised to see not just a bathroom, but my own personal spa. Complete with heated floors, a stand up shower with eight different shower-heads and a Jacuzzi tub. Rows of every single beauty product Hannah has ever coveted cover the counter tops, which in themselves are so massive they take up the length of the room. There is an ornate cabinet in the corner full of neatly stacked, fluffy white towels, and beside it a chair with a white cotton robe and matching fuzzy slippers. Well, it has been a long day. What better way to unwind then to relax in my very own personal hot tub before bed?
 
                 I run the water and while I wait for the tub to fill, I go grab my favorite pair of pajamas with the smiley faces on them from my suitcase.  They aren't the prettiest things, faded and obviously well-worn. I am sure my newly discovered wardrobe contains much more elegant sleeping attire but, after everything that has happened today, I want something comforting. Something from home.
 
                 I’m not sure how long I spend soaking, immersed in the jetted tub, but eventually I make my way over to the oversized four poster bed where I am certain, regardless of how exhausted I am or how comfortable the bed is, that my spinning head will thwart sleep.
 
                 But, of course, I was wrong.
 
                 It feels like as soon as I’d laid my head down, there is a knock at the door. I open my eyes, surprised to find sunlight streaming through the large balcony window already. Another knock has me springing from bed to answer it before realizing how inappropriately dressed I am for company.
 
                 Just my luck.
 
                 It's Greyson, and I’m sure I look as though a rat has made a lovely home on top of my head. Behind him, Freya, the little flaxen-haired servant, stands shyly with her head down.
 
                 “Good morning,” he says as he looks me over from the doorway. I quickly grab the white robe from the floor, where I left it in a heap last night after I got dressed, and immediately hide myself in it.
 
                 “What time is it?” is my way of returning his greeting. I’m most definitely not a morning person.
 
                 “It is ten o'clock. The King thought you may need the extra sleep, so he had breakfast postponed. He asked me to come and escort you down at ten-thirty. I thought you may like some time to make yourself a bit more presentable, so I came to give you fair warning.”
 
                 Well, that was thoughtful. But, just how presentable was he expecting me to be in thirty minutes?
 
                 “Presentable?” I grumble.
 
                 “Yes, some of the Royal Council will likely be there as well and I didn't think you would want their first impression of you to be in your ratty old pajamas.”
 
                 Did he seriously just insult my jammies? Rude. I glare at him. It must not have been very ferocious-looking since he just laughs at me as he barges his way in my room.
 
                 “I brought Freya to help you find something to wear.”
 
                 The meek little elf curtsies quickly to me and immediately heads to my closet without so much as a word.
 
                 “How about this one, Your Highness?” she asks quietly while holding up an exquisite lavender dress that looks like it’s made of silk. The sleeves are long and tighten slightly at my wrists. The bodice is fitted and the neckline is ruled with delicate lace. The skirt flares out slightly as it reaches the floor in what I think they call an A-line.
 
                 “Please, just call me Mia,” I tell her earnestly. There is no way I could ever feel comfortable letting someone address me so formally. “And the dress is beautiful.”
 
                 She beams up at me and starts picking out shoes. She hands me a pair of two-inch strappy heels and after I slip them on she has me twirl around for her.  I hate walking in heels. I notice Freya’s are comfortable looking black flats and I’m instantly envious.
 
                 “Though I think I’d be much more comfortable in a simple dress and shoes like yours. Why isn’t there anything like that in my closet?”
 
                 “Don’t be silly Your Highness, only the servants wear these simple gray frocks. You get to wear dresses and shoes that are much lovelier,” she smiles brightly at me, obviously more at ease in my company now.
 
                 “Are there a lot of servants here?”
 
                 “I would say there are about fifty of us lucky enough to serve His Majesty.”
 
                 “Lucky? To be a servant? No offense, but how’s that lucky?”
 
                 “Oh, His Majesty is a kind and generous Lord. His servants make an excellent living and it is a great honor to serve in His Majesty’s castle.”
 
                 Exactly thirty minutes later, to my surprise, I am being, as Grey put it, escorted to the dining hall wearing a silky lavender dress way more suitable for prom than for a breakfast, in my opinion. My hair is smooth and laying straight down my back. It occurs to me that I am about to see the rest of the castle—a real life castle— for the first time, and the thought makes me giddy. I have never even been anywhere outside the continental US, but I have always wanted to travel to Europe and tour all the castles. My fascination began the first time I saw a picture of the Neuschwanstien Castle in Germany. The Germans do castles well.
 
                 As it turns out, my room pales in comparison to the rest of the spectacular palace.  While my room has a modern feel in its simple beauty, the rest of the castle looks like, well, a castle. It looks just like I always imagined the inside of a castle to look. White stone walls and glossy marble floors. Arched entryways and thousands of pieces of art everywhere you look. There are even elegant tapestries hanging from the high ceilings. I’m already overwhelmed by the extravagance around me and this is just one of the many floors. Soon we approach a descending spiral staircase and I begin to grasp the majestic size of Alberico's castle as I get my first real look at its vastness.
 
                 The first staircase ends at a landing opposite a second spiral staircase, and these stairs descend straight down to the main floor. The room we enter into is larger than my entire high school and just as opulent as the upstairs. Grey leads me through an entryway adorned by two marble Doric columns into what I assume is the dining hall. The mile long mahogany table gives it away even before I smell the deliciousness that must be breakfast. My stomach gives a very un-ladylike growl as we make our grand entrance.
 
                 The table is full of fresh fruits, sliced meat, cheese and at least ten different types of bread along with a variety of sweet jams to choose from. I cannot believe how much food there is. Scones, muffins, a weird sausage roll thing that smells really good. Some of the fruit I recognize like star fruit, kiwi, pomegranate, and even strawberries but there are many more that are completely foreign to me. The first one I notice is a weird pink melon with dark red stripes. The most unusual looking one would have to be the banana-pineapple cross-over thing.
 
                 “Ah, here you are.” Alberico beams when he sees me and immediately stands. “May I present my daughter, Mia.”
 
   He is at the head of the table, and there are a handful of handsomely dressed men and women sitting on either side of him who stand at my introduction.
 
                 Alberico gestures me over to him. I may be just imagining it, but I swear, some of his council looked almost uncomfortable when Alberico referred to me so casually as his daughter, which only makes me feel even more uneasy as I make my way past them. When I finally take my place at the seat directly on his right, Alberico begins making introductions.
 
                 The only names I actually remember are Lady Adele, Duke Finnegan and Duchess Isobel. Adele stands out because, unlike the majority of the female elves I’ve seen so far, she doesn’t have long hair. Her white-blonde locks are cut short, framing her decidedly pretty face. She also appears to be the youngest elf present, which probably means she is only around 100-years-old. However, the most unusual thing about her is the color of her eyes: violet. I’ve never seen anybody with purple eyes before. She’s also one of the few elves who actually smile kindly at me. Most of them seem to only be capable of staring.
 
                 Duke Finnegan is mildly attractive with dark hair and pale blue eyes. He can’t really hold a candle to Grey, but of course, who can? I think his name is kind of fun to say. His lovely wife Isobel has waist length chocolate brown hair and is so beautiful that it hurts to look at her for very long, but I find myself staring at her anyway. At first glance, she looks like she is in her early twenties, but her sea green eyes betray her true age. No twenty-year old would ever have such wise looking eyes.  
 
   I feel much more comfortable in my silk dress as I take in the attire of the elves. They aren't exactly dressed super modernly, but definitely not what I was expecting. For some reason I was envisioning something more along the lines of sweater vests, suspenders, and pointy shoes with bells. The pointy ears are stereotypically elf-like, but the Light Elves are definitely not the little people I always imagined elves to be. They aren't really tall, but they are also not what I would consider to be short. They have a more slender build than that of a human. I would imagine that unless you are aware of these subtle differences, you would be hard-pressed to pick the elves from the humans in a group. They are obviously capable of blending in well with humans. Grey certainly fooled me.
 
                 The women look stunning in light and elegant long flowing dresses, with bell sleeves in soft pastel colors. The men are all dressed in varying shades of brown and charcoal pants with long sleeved tunic-like linen shirts. The only real distinguishing article of clothing among the men is the silvery-blue robe that Alberico wears. And of course his crown, which looks to be made of an intricate weaving of silver and gold adorned with garnets. The men and women all have long hair, but nobody makes an attempt to disguise their pointy ears here.
 
                 “Did you sleep well? Was your room comfortable enough?” Alberico asks me.
 
                 “Yes, thank you,” I reply formally. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to address him. 'Father' seems weird since not only do I not really know him yet, but also because he looks so young, much too young to be my father even though I now know it is true. So do I refer to him as “Your Majesty”? What are the rules? I'll have to ask Grey about that later.
 
                 “I wasn't quite sure what you would prefer, so I contacted Anneliese to decorate it to your tastes. She will return early next week to discuss some designs with you. I do want you to feel at home here.”
 
                 “Thank you, but that isn't really necessary. The room is beautiful as it is. Besides, it's not like I will be here much longer.” This statement earns some whispers among his council, but Alberico hardly seems to notice, and he just continues on as if I hadn't said a word.              
 
                   “Meanwhile, Grey tells me that he would like to assist you in getting a better grasp of your abilities. I feel it would be best if you started immediately, but I would also like you to have the chance to become accustomed to your new surroundings. For you to become familiar with Álfheimr is my greatest wish.” He takes a drink from his silver goblet.
 
                 “Is it true that you possess healing magic?” one of the male elves seated a few chairs down from me asks.
 
                 “Um, yes? I mean, I guess so,” I stammer. I am startled by the murmurs that suddenly erupt among the elves at the table. I distinctly hear the word “prophecy” several times before Alberico stands up and slams his fist on the table.
 
                 “QUIET!” Alberico commands fiercely. “She is my daughter and therefore a guest of honor deserving of your respect.”  
 
                 The crowd quiets down, but the wary looks remain and I am uncomfortable with all the attention.
 
                  “Perhaps after breakfast Greyson can give you a tour of the kingdom and answer any other questions you may have. Then we will see where to go from there,” Alberico continues kindly, as if he hadn't just commanded the entire room in true kingly fashion. He gives me a small smile as he gently squeezes my hand.
 
                 It doesn't seem like he was really giving me a choice, and after witnessing just how powerful Alberico can be, I don't object. Besides, after seeing what little of the castle I did this morning, I’m now burning with curiosity as to what the rest of the kingdom is like. So I nod my consent and try to focus on enjoying the most succulent breakfast I have ever eaten in my life. In the back of my mind, I can’t help but wonder if I will eat my usual chocolate covered chocolate chip granola bar in my mom's kitchen ever again.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 8
 
                 
 
                 The charming village surrounding the castle grounds is like something out of a Disney movie. Little cottages dot the landscape, blending in serenely with the gray mountains, crystal clear waterfalls, and lush forest that make up the land of Álfheimr. Alberico's castle is surrounded by fragrant greenery, and the immaculate flower gardens are filled with exotic flowers, some familiar, others foreign, but all equally breathtaking. The roses are my favorite. The blooms are bigger than any I’ve ever seen and the color more vibrant than I thought possible.  Everything is so bright and warm; very different from the blizzard currently taking place in Kansas right about now. I’m thankful I was allowed to change into a gauzy light blue sundress with flats before my grand tour. There’s no way I’d have enjoyed walking the beautiful cobble stone paths nearly as much in those fancy heels I wore to breakfast.
 
                 “What do you think?” Greyson asks me as we make our way back to the castle grounds. Instead of the usual messenger bag he uses for school he has an old beat up looking tan backpack hanging casually off of one shoulder. It looks like something you would take camping. He seems more relaxed here than I have ever seen him.
 
                 “It's the most remarkable place I have ever seen. Everything is so beautiful and picturesque. It's like a dream.”
 
   I’m honestly at a loss for words to describe the perfection of it all. The peacefulness makes it easy to forget the circumstances that brought me to this beautiful place.
 
                 “Grey? Yesterday, after the accident, you mentioned the name Dugan and something about his spies. Then last night Alberico said that the Dökkálfar spies would try to kidnap me, but he never explained what any of that meant...” I trail off, trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together in a way that I can understand.
 
                 Grey stops walking and looks around. He grabs my hand and leads me off into one of the garden labyrinths dotted with yellow roses. He walks quickly, pulling me behind him until we are so deep within the walls that I can no longer hear the bustling noises from the little town. It's darker in here. The walls are high and the paths are narrow, but instead of feeling claustrophobic, I feel safe; like the green leaf walls are protecting me. It's rather calming.
 
                 “Dugan is the King of the Dökkálfar--he is Alberico's twin brother.”
 
   “My uncle?”
 
   Grey nods.
 
   I blow a gust of air out of my mouth trying to come to terms with the fact that I have this whole other family that I never knew about. My seemingly normal life is apparently not as ordinary as I thought.
 
   “Does he live in Álfheimr too?”
 
                  “No,” he pauses momentarily, as though he is trying to come up with the best way to tell me something unpleasant. “You see, he is quite powerful. He is rumored to be more powerful than Alberico, but Alberico is technically the oldest, and by far more amiable, so he was the favored heir and inherited the kingdom. It caused a lot of turmoil because, at the time, Dugan had many followers who felt he should inherit the throne instead. They felt so strongly that Dugan was the true heir that our kingdom was divided in half.”
 
                 “The Light Elves and the Dark Elves?” I guess. Grey nods his head.
 
                 “Did Alberico tell you the reason he left your mother when he did?” He asks me as he tucks a wayward strand of hair behind my ear.
 
                 “He only said that his father told him he had to, so he did for the good of the kingdom. But no, he didn't elaborate.” I find myself getting a little upset that Alberico withheld information.
 
                 “Your father and I have been friends for a really long time, longer than you can even imagine. I really shouldn’t tell you anything. Alberico doesn't want you to know yet. He doesn't think it will do any good, but I disagree. I think not knowing would be worse. Don't you think?”
 
                 I nod my head and feel my heart start to pound in my chest.
 
                 “Alberico did leave your mother because his father ordered him to, but there is more to it than the reason he gave you. He was fearful of a prophecy made shortly before the end of the Light and Dark war.”
 
                 Of course there has to be a prophecy thrown into the mix. Holy smokes. I pinch myself just to make sure I am not in some elaborate dream.
 
                 Ouch.
 
                 Yeah, definitely real life.
 
                 “The prophecy didn't make much sense when it was first told, but after the Dökkálfar were cursed to the Underworld, the first few lines of the prophecy became quite ominous.” He pauses and then recites from memory:
 
    
 
   A Half-blood child of a Sovereign One
 
   Hidden in the Shadows until the time is right
 
   Can heal the Cursed of their Underground prison
 
   Then once more they will walk among the Light.
 
    
 
                 “It had been frowned upon for many years for any elf to engage in intimate relations with a human. It's hard to maintain our discretion if we get too close to one. This, of course, had consequences of its own. Several Light Elves in the last few centuries have left the kingdom to be with the humans they loved. We don't usually hear from them again. Following the war though, it was most pertinent, especially for the elves of noble blood, to maintain the separation from the humans if we were going to prevent the prophecy from being fulfilled. Dugan, of course, would love nothing better than to see it done.”
 
                 “But what does that have to do with the prophecy?”
 
   “When the curse fell on the Dark Elves that imprisoned them in the Underworld, it made it impossible for a Dark Elf to be exposed to daylight. This curse supposedly causes the Dark Elves to suffer an extreme aversion to sunlight, which keeps them restricted to being creatures of the dark.”
 
                 Sounds more like vampires than elves to me.
 
                 You know, without the whole drinking blood part.
 
   “Can they come above ground at night?” I ask fearfully.
 
                 “It is possible. However only during a new moon when the earth is the darkest.” He pauses thoughtfully.
 
                  Maybe all those horror stories about monsters of the night aren’t so far off after all.
 
                 “What exactly happens to them if they come above ground?”              
 
   “There are a few different theories, the most common being…..Well, what can I compare it to that would make it easy to understand?” Grey asks himself. He contemplates for a moment. “It's almost like they are allergic to it. It causes them to be so ill they can't pull the magic from the elements and therefore, it makes them weak. While they are weak, they are vulnerable.”
 
                 “So the Dark Elves can't come above ground during the day because it basically makes them sick?”
 
                 “Essentially.”
 
                 “And I have healing magic.”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Is this 'sun allergy', by chance, something that I could heal?” The thought scares me.
 
                 “This ‘sun allergy’ is just a theory. We don’t know for sure what happens to them. But according to some translations of the prophecy, it would appear to be a possibility.” He sighs deeply before continuing, “Dugan and his followers have been hunting down Half-bloods for years, trying to find the one who is able to break the curse. Now that he has been informed that you are not only a Half-blood but the daughter of Alberico, he will increase his efforts to claim you. Especially now that he knows you are a healer, since many believe it will take a healer to cure the Dökkálfar of their curse. If they are allowed to roam freely again, that would not bode well for humankind.” He pauses for a moment to let it all sink in.
 
                 “Holy smokes.”
 
                 “Yes. Holy smokes,” he mimics me, and the words sound comical coming from his velvet voice. I crack a smile before it hits me that I should probably be frightened that a powerful Dark Elf is out to get me.
 
                 “So what does Dugan want with me?”
 
                 “You are a Half-blood child of a Sovereign one and you possess healing abilities,” he states the obvious.
 
   .              “But surely I am not the only Half-blood with healing magic?” I ask desperately. “Right?”
 
                 “You are the only one that we are currently aware of.”
 
                 “What? I’m the only one? How is that possible?” No wonder everyone was freaking out at breakfast. “Does that make me a freak or something?”
 
                 “Half-bloods are rare as it is. A Half-blood with the ability to heal, well, let’s just say that you are unique,” he tries to comfort me. “Healing magic is not unheard of. Just rare.”
 
                 “Apparently it's unheard of right now. Except for me,” I mumble to myself.
 
                 I get the feeling there is more to it than that, but I’m already overwhelmed by what has become my new reality. I’m not sure how much more my brain can handle.
 
                 “Come on,” he says softly as he leads me out of the labyrinth and into the bright light. “Let me finish showing you around.”
 
                 Eventually the tour is over and now it’s time to get down to business. I’m anxious to see if I possessed any other freaky supernatural abilities that have been lying dormant up until now.
 
                 Greyson decides to start my training session in one of the many gardens. The one he chooses is more open and spread out than the others so there is plenty of room to move around.  
 
                 “Why is it that my healing ability is just now surfacing? Why didn't I know I was different earlier?” I ask Grey before we start. I have always been completely average. Sure, a little on the nerdy and introverted side, but completely ordinary. Finding out that I suddenly possess super cool elf powers is a little surreal.
 
                 “I don't know. Perhaps you never have had a reason to heal anybody before, so the ability never manifested itself? Remember, we are pretty ignorant when it comes to Half-bloods. We are learning as we go just as much as you are,” he replies.
 
                 “Yeah. Right. Completely on the same page. Except, you know everything and I know nothing. But yeah, sure, definitely same playing field,” I say under my breath.
 
                 He laughs at that, and the sound of a real Grey laugh causes my heart to skip, and the warm fluttering feeling I have come to associate with him encompasses me. I feel the blush rising on my cheeks so I quickly look away in hopes that he doesn't notice. He gently places one of his long fingers underneath my chin and turns my face up to meet his.
 
                 “Are you ready to begin?”
 
                 His velvet voice makes my knees weak, but I try to maintain my wits about me. I somehow manage a nod because truthfully, despite the fact that his beautiful voice renders me speechless, I’m eager to get started.
 
   “First, I should explain that all elves possess the ability to manipulate elemental magic. We generally have a natural tendency toward one of the four basic elements: Fire, Earth, Water or Wind. I am an Earth user. Alberico is a Fire user.”
 
   “Fire?” I ask remembering how he lit the fire in my room yesterday when he saw me shiver with just a wave of his hand. “That would be pretty cool. Will I be able to do that?”
 
   “Possibly. But Fire is one of the most challenging elements to use. Let's start with something a little easier. First let’s practice using your healing magic since we already know you are capable of that. Just to warm up,” Grey suggests as he sets down the backpack.
 
                 I didn't fancy practicing my healing abilities on animals, considering we would have to inflict some sort of injury on them first. So instead, Greyson uses his magic to constrict the earth around the roots of some nearby yellow roses, thereby cutting off their water supply and wilting their beautiful flowers.  
 
                 “It is the same principal,” he nods towards the brown plants. “Heal them.”
 
   I attempt to harness my own powers to restore them to their original bloom.  It seems the tingling sensation I felt in my fingertips the day of the accident wasn't nerve damage after all, but rather the healing magic.
 
                 Good to know.
 
   He has me do this a few times and each time it becomes easier to bring the flowers back to life.
 
                 “Good, now that you are warmed up, let’s move on to the elements. Watch me.” He pushes his hands out forcefully, causing the ground to ripple and move in a wave-like fashion to demonstrate what an Earth user can do. He can literally produce earthquakes and completely uproot 100 year old oaks with just a wave of his hand.  “Now, you try.”
 
                 “Try what?”
 
                 “To make the earth quake.”
 
                 “And how exactly am I supposed to do that?”
 
                 He reaches for my hand and stands beside me.
 
                 “Close your eyes and just concentrate on all the energy from the Earth around you.”
 
                 I close my eyes but the only thing I can concentrate on is the fact that Grey is holding my hand.
 
                 “Do you feel it?” he asks.
 
                 “Um, no. Not really.”
 
   Fail.
 
   He looks mildly disappointed, which annoys me. Surely he didn’t just expect me to come out here and snap my fingers and Ta-da! After 17-years of a completely ordinary existence I’m suddenly able to make the ground rumble at will. Yeah, probably not going to happen.
 
                 “Maybe we should start with something a little simpler. The easiest elemental magic to pull is Water since the kingdom is surrounded by so many waterfalls,” he tells me as he pulls out a glass from his backpack and sets it in front of me. “Try focusing on the moisture. Try to pull it from the air and fill the glass up.”
 
                 I try to concentrate, I really do, but the idea that I can just magically fill a glass up using only my mind is a little ridiculous to me.
 
                 Failure number two.
 
                 Unfortunately, my first training session, well, in a word, sucks.
 
                 I really don't know what I was expecting...something more physical maybe? But there is nothing physical about this. My cheerleading practices didn’t wear me out like this training session is.  Pretty much the only thing I seem to be capable of doing is healing. Which confuses me. Healing doesn't seem to fit in with any of the elements, but I try not to be too disappointed by it.
 
   “Are you sure you are concentrating?”  Grey asks when I fail to make a breeze appear out of thin air.
 
                 “Yes, of course I’m trying. Maybe you are just a sucky teacher,” I snap at him.
 
   I know that I shouldn’t lose my temper with him, but I’m getting so frustrated. I feel like he is expecting too much of me.  
 
   “Mia, listen. I know this is frustrating for you. It’s frustrating for me too. You are the first Half-blood I have known so this is all new to me too.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure you didn’t just find out that the jerk you thought abandoned your mother before you were even born is actually an elf. And not just any elf. The king of elves. I’m also pretty certain that you didn’t just discover that you have magical healing powers, but don’t seem to be able to use any of the other normal elements, if you can even consider having elemental magic normal. Then of course there is the fact that there isn’t a prophecy that predicts that your freaky powers will unleash the Dark Elves on the world. Yeah, pretty sure all that happened to me, so excuse me if I find it hard to believe that this is all frustrating for you.”
 
   I walk away and remind myself to take deep breaths. I know I shouldn’t have lost my temper with him, but seriously, there is only so much a girl can take.  My eyes are blurry with tears and I quickly wipe them away with the back of my hand and turn back towards where Grey is still standing. He is frowning at me.
 
                 “Look,” I start. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you like that. I’m just so tired and I hate feeling so useless.”
 
                 He takes a tentative step towards me and brushes my hair out of my face.
 
                 “I know this is a lot, and believe me, you have every right to have a break down. You have earned it. I’ve been rather impressed that you haven’t cracked before now.” He offers me a small smile, which I return.
 
                 “I hate not knowing everything. I hate not being able to do what you are asking me to. I feel so helpless and I don’t like it.”
 
                  “I feel the same way.  There are stories of other Half-bloods who are capable of pulling the magic from the elements so I know it is possible. But maybe you just aren’t ready yet. You’ve only just begun. Maybe we are trying too much too soon?”
 
                  “Maybe.  Or maybe Earth, Water, and Air just aren’t my thing. Maybe I’m a Fire user like my—, I mean, like Alberico.”
 
                 “Do you want to try that next?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Are you ready now? Or do you want to take a little break?”
 
                 “I think I’m ready now.”
 
                 Grey lights a candle. I stare at it for a moment, willing it to blow out. There was a moment when I thought that maybe I might have extinguished the flame with my mind, but it was just a well-timed breeze. After a few more tries, I give up. Apparently I can’t manipulate Fire either.  
 
   I suppose I should think it's pretty cool that I can perform even a little magic. Healing is kind of cool after all. I’m sure it comes in handy sometimes, but I would be lying if I didn't admit that I really wanted to discover I had all sorts of kick-ass super powers.
 
                 Alberico has a particularly strong aptitude in Fire, so I guess I was really hoping for some Fire action. But maybe Grey is right and I just need to practice more.  
 
                 “How come I can heal already but nothing else? It seems like it’s such a random thing. And if elves get their power from nature, where does healing fit in anyway?” I ask Grey as we make our way back up to the castle for dinner.
 
                 “There is more to our magic than just manipulating the elements. For example, we can adjust or erase the memories of humans. Though we only do so in emergency circumstances.  For the most part, we try to keep a distance between humans and elfish magic. And of course we can transport at will, but only to locations we have actually been before. If you have never been here, you couldn’t just transport here, you would have to be guided by someone who has.”
 
                 “Oh, is Brian an elf?” I ask remembering how he vanished after I healed him.
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Is he a Half-blood?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Then what happened? How did he just disappear like he did?”
 
                 “We suspect that he must have an amulet,” he said after a moment of thought.
 
                 “What's that, like some sort of voodoo magic or something?”
 
                 “It's usually a gemstone that has been infused with elfish magic that would allow someone with the right training to transport at will. Dugan would have wanted regular reports so it makes sense that he would gift Brian with such a thing. A gift like that is rare. Since we made the oath long ago to distance ourselves from the humans, it's practically unheard of. But, of course, that only applies to the Light Elves. Dugan is obviously playing by his own set of rules.”
 
                 My stomach clenches in fear as I think about what that means for me. If Dugan is playing by his own rules then he will stop at nothing to get his hands on me.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 9
 
    
 
                 Even though the training sessions don’t involve any actual physical activity, my body constantly aches all over. Maybe I'm just mentally fatigued and it’s manifesting as physical exhaustion, but all I know is that even my toes hurt by the end of the day. As soon as Grey calls it quits, I practically crawl back to my room. I don't even bother showering until morning. Which is pretty gross, but honestly, I’m so tired that I don't think I could even stand long enough to undress myself, let alone actually shower. I collapse on my bed fully clothed, shoes and all.
 
                 The next few days are pretty much the same and by Thursday, I’m acclimated to the routine. My day begins by eating breakfast with my father, sometimes it's just the two of us, sometimes we are joined by Greyson, or Finnegan and Isobel or other important people who I never remember. None of the other elves have even spoken to me since my first morning here. Isobel always smiles kindly, but the rest of the elves either openly stare and whisper loudly behind my back or completely ignore me. I'm not sure which I prefer.
 
                  After breakfast, I practice magic with Grey as he fills me in on bits and pieces of Álfheimr history both before and after the war. He insists that these history lessons are an imperative part of my training regimen, even though I only seem to be receiving the watered down Cliff Notes version.  
 
   Today we are in the library. This has to be one of my favorite rooms.  It is a circular room with floor to ceiling bookshelves that line the walls. Two plush chairs sit in front of a fireplace and a large desk is parked next to the only window in the room. Most of the books look hundreds of years old and just about all of them are in a different language, but the newer ones are written in English. I like to wander around the room, alternating between trying to pronounce the foreign titles and gazing out the window at the scenery. I bet Mom would love it here. She'd probably spend all day every day painting the beautiful landscape.
 
    Grey is sitting at the desk skimming through the pile of books we’ve been looking through all week trying to pick out which information is most important for me to know.
 
   Earlier he taught me about the elfish hierarchy, which isn't that different from what I remember of the British Monarchy. At the very top is the King/Queen of course, then the Prince/Princess, Duke/Duchess, followed by the guards and then the common people. Grey is Alberico’s appointed Consul which basically is the most distinguished guard of the Kingdom, though he seems to get a little uncomfortable when I ask him about it. From what I can tell, Grey seems to be sort of like Alberico’s right-hand man. Because of their close friendship, Grey is well-respected among the other elves.
 
   Since Alberico never wed, there is no Queen and I am technically illegitimate, so that makes Duke Finnegan and Duchess Isobel next in line for the throne since Isobel is a descendant of King Enoch. Who apparently was this huge player. He was originally married to Talia who bore him a daughter named Liesl. At the same time, he was also fooling around with Agatha which resulted in an illegitimate son, Abel. Talia cheated on Enoch with Henry so he had her banished and then he married his mistress, Agatha which made Abel an heir. Princess Liesl went on to marry Lord Garrett and they had two daughters, Cordelia and the Duchess, Isobel.  Enoch was eventually overthrown by Callum who took Agatha as his wife who then gave birth to Astrid. Astrid went on to marry Eurico and they had two sons, Alberico and Dugan. Yeah, it was like an elfish soap opera back in the day.              
 
   “So what happens if Isobel or Finnegan die before Alberico? Who is next in line?” I ask.
 
                 “The chances of that happening are very miniscule, but I supposed Lady Adele or Lord Blaise would be next in succession. And let’s pray to Sόl that it would be Lady Adele.”  
 
   “Adele is the one with the violet eyes, right?” I still have a difficult time keeping everyone’s name straight but she is one of the few elves who speaks to me. Most of them just stare and whisper as I walk by.
 
   “Yes, she is a very powerful Air user. She is the great-great-great granddaughter of Agatha and Enoch which by rule gives her a more legitimate claim to the throne since Blaise is only a descendent of King Callum’s sister.  But he is a Fire user so if it came down to it he may be able to persuade people to follow him. Elves tend to associate great rulers with their elemental specialties, and Alberico and his father Eurico were both Fire users.”
 
   I assume from the look of disdain on Grey’s face that he isn’t a fan of Blaise’s.
 
   “Though I suspect Alberico will try to persuade the people to accept you as the rightful heir,” Grey adds matter-of-factly.
 
                 “Excuse me?” I look up at him in disbelief.
 
                 “You are technically more entitled to the throne than both Adele and Blaise.”
 
   “But surely he doesn’t expect me to actually rule some day? What about the fact that, as far as we know, he will outlive me anyway? Either Adele or Blaise would make way more sense.”
 
   After all, I am part human, and so far we did not have the slightest indication that I inherited that little fountain of youth gene.
 
                 “You are his daughter. Even if you never rule the kingdom, he still wants your position  to be recognized. I imagine that is the point of the upcoming ball.”
 
                  “Wait a second....what ball? Nobody mentioned anything about a ball.”
 
                 “The ball that is taking place this Saturday, of course. Alberico didn't mention anything to you at breakfast this morning?”
 
                 “No, it must've slipped his mind,” I said sarcastically. How can someone just forget to mention a ball?
 
                 “Well, there is a ball. You will wear a fancy dress and everyone will spend the entire evening fawning all over you.” He sounds completely exasperated over my negative reaction to the event. I’m sure he probably expected me to be more excited. After all, what little girl doesn't dream about discovering she is a princess and attending fancy balls thrown in her honor?
 
                 I walk over and open the window to get some fresh air. I can feel the panic starting to bubble in the pit of my stomach. I’m hoping the fresh air will keep me from throwing up. Holy smokes. A ball. A real ball. With the fancy dresses and the uncomfortable shoes and dancing, the whole shebang. I should be excited and under normal circumstances I might be, but these definitely are not normal circumstances. These people, or I mean, elves seem like they really hate me. This has disaster written all over it.
 
                 “Mia.”
 
                 I turn towards his sweet velvet voice and he’s no longer sitting at the desk, he’s standing right in front of me. He wraps his arms around me, pressing his face to the top of my head and inhales deeply.
 
                 “Once they get to know you, they will love you. Trust me,” he whispers.
 
                 Sometimes I wonder if mind-reading is a secret elfish ability that he isn’t telling me about because he seems to always know exactly what is wrong with me. Suddenly my heart is fluttering with warmth and affection as I realize he probably just knows me that well. I lift my face up to look at him. Being this close to him, having him comfort me seems so natural. I stand on my tip toes so that our faces are aligned.  Then I close my eyes and lean in slowly towards his lips but he immediately jerks away leaving me cold in the wake of his rejection.
 
                 “Mia, what are you doing?” he asks in a breathy voice. He has a freaked out look on his face like he can’t believe I just did that and he’s completely freaking out about it. I feel like a complete idiot. I can’t believe I actually tried to kiss Grey.  What was I thinking?
 
                 My face burns with embarrassment. I drop my eyes to the floor, unwilling to look at him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
                 “I’ve told you. We can’t be that way with each other.”
 
   It’s not like he hasn’t told me that before, I just seem to have a hard time remembering it since his actions and his words don’t seem to match up. But maybe it’s just me. Maybe I just interpret everything wrong. Maybe all the signs that I thought pointed to our mutual affection for each other were all in my head. I’m such an idiot.
 
                  “I know, I don’t know….I’m sorry. I just, uh, I gotta go.”
 
                 I leave the library as fast as humanly possibly which isn’t nearly fast enough. What was I thinking? Of course he doesn’t want to kiss me. He’s my father’s best friend. He’s nearly 200 years old! I should not want to kiss him anyway. I shouldn’t even like him like that. It’s weird and it’s wrong and I’m not doing a very good job of trying to convince myself not to be attracted to him. Because despite the fact that my brain knows all the reasons why it would never work out between us, my heart isn’t quite ready to give up and get over him. I’m pathetic.
 
                 I’m so engrossed in my self-loathing that it takes me a moment to realize that I’m completely lost. I’ve never been to this part of the castle before. In my distraction I must’ve gotten turned around and ended up in Alberico’s wing. In the center of the castle is the large great room, and then there are four wings that branch off from it. The north wing has the guest rooms on the first floor and then the spiral stairs lead up to the tower where my room is located. The west wing has the kitchen and dining areas and the servant quarters. The east wing has the main ballroom and then several smaller entertaining rooms on the second floor. The library is also located in the east tower. The south wing is all Alberico’s. I haven’t been told that the area is off limits, there is just so much to explore in the other parts of the castle that I haven’t made it over this far yet.
 
                 Curiosity gets the best of me and instead of turning around and finding my way back to my room, I venture forward down the hall. The first door I come to is shut but it’s unlocked so I open it and step inside. It appears that I have stepped into an art gallery of some sort. Mom would love this room! I open the drapes, allowing the sun to brighten the room so I can get a better look at his collection of art. I didn’t know Alberico was into this sort of thing. I browse slowly, admiring each piece when one painting in particular causes me to stop dead in my tracks. It’s a painting of a rose garden with a stone fountain in the middle. I recognize this place. It’s located in the park where I spent countless summers frolicking among the flowers while Mom tried to get the colors just right. My heart starts hammering in my chest. I know this painting. It was the first one mom sold in the gallery a few years ago. She said it was her most special piece.
 
                 “I see you’ve found my favorite room.”
 
                 I spin around at the sound of his voice.
 
                 “This is my mother’s.” I state. It’s not a question, there’s no denying that this is hers. I’d recognize it anywhere.
 
                 “Yes, I wanted to have a piece of her with me.” He smiles, but I can see the sadness in his
 
   twinkling blue eyes.
 
   “She loved this painting,” I say as I turn back around to examine it. “She said it was her favorite.”
 
                 “Did she ever mention why?” he asks as he steps closer to the painting. He stares at it so reverently that my gut tells me that he knows why this painting was so special to her.
 
                 “No, she didn’t. But you know, don’t you?”
 
                 “Yes,” he sighs. “I do. This is where we first met.”
 
                 “What were you doing in Manhattan, Kansas anyway?” I ask him. Manhattan is a pretty small town. There is nothing remotely exciting about it, unless you are a fan of college football, so I can’t imagine what brought him there.
 
                 “Would you believe me if I tell you I got lost?” He laughs.
 
                 “No way.” I crack a smile.
 
                 “It’s true. I thought I was in Manhattan, New York. I didn’t realize there was such thing as the Little Apple.”
 
                 “Seriously?”  I stifle a giggle. “How did you make such an epic mistake?”
 
                 “It was the best mistake of my life. It brought me to her,” he says quietly, staring back at the painting. “Oh how I miss her. My Katherine. I knew she was special from the moment I first laid eyes on her. I was drawn to her. You cannot possibly understand how difficult it was for me to leave her like I did. But my father needed me. My kingdom needed me to help rebuild after the war with the Dark Elves. I thought I was doing what was best. But I think about her every day. For the rest of my very long life, I will never forget her.”
 
                 “She was sad for a really long time, but she’s happy now. Paul is a good man. He makes her happy. But I don’t think she will ever forget you either.”
 
                 I leave him then, alone with my mother’s painting and his thoughts. I shut the door quietly behind me and as I exit the south wing I pass Finnegan in the hall.
 
                 “Hello, Duke.” I smile politely at him, but he doesn’t return my smile or my greeting. In fact, he just keeps on walking as if he didn’t even hear me. That was kind of rude. I suppose he might not have heard me. Maybe he was deep in thought or something. Or maybe he is just a jerk. Either way, it didn’t make me feel any better about this upcoming ball where I would be surrounded by less-than friendly elves all evening. I wonder if they will at least pretend to tolerate me in Alberico’s presence.
 
                 I am so wrapped up in my own thoughts that I almost don’t see Grey standing at the bottom of the stairs obviously waiting for me.
 
                 “Mia,” he starts as he takes a step towards me.              
 
                  I hold up my hand to stop him. “No, I can’t talk to you about it right now. I don’t really even want to see you right now so can you please just leave me alone?”
 
   I push past him and head up the stairs, but he is right behind me the whole way to my room.
 
   I stop outside my bedroom door and turn to face him.
 
                 “Mia, please. Let me properly explain myself.”
 
                 “I think you’ve made yourself perfectly clear thank you very much, and I really don’t think I can stand to hear any more so please. Just go.”
 
                 “Mia! I was just looking for you,” a lovely sounding voice chimes as Isobel appears at the top of the stairs.
 
                 “Isobel,” Grey greets her formally but I can see the tenseness in his eyes. He isn’t happy about the interruption.  “Mia, we will continue training tomorrow morning, if you are feeling up for it.”
 
                 I don’t respond, so he nods curtly before he leaves.  
 
                 “Lover’s quarrel?” Isobel whispers with a smile.
 
                 “No, definitely not.”
 
                 The knowing look in her eyes lets me know that she doesn’t buy it.
 
                 “So what’s up?” I ask to try to distract her from Grey and me.
 
                 “I was hoping we could get acquainted. Would you care to join me for a cup of tea?”
 
                 “Um, sure. Of course. I’d like that.”  I actually hate tea but considering I just had a fight with my only sorta-friend here, I’m thinking it might be kind of nice to make a new one.
 
                 “Come along,” she says as she links her arm through mine and steers me down the stairs.
 
                 In the large central room a group of elves stop to stare at Isobel and me. I look at my feet uncomfortably. Isobel must’ve noticed.
 
                 “Don’t worry about them,” she whispers. “They just don’t know what to think of you yet. Give them time. They’ll warm up to you.”
 
                 “Do you think so?”
 
                 “I’m certain of it,” she assures me.
 
                   I really hope so. I hate all the staring and whispering. It makes me self-conscious. I already have a hard enough time walking around in these stupid dresses and heels as it is without feeling like everyone is watching me.
 
   Isobel leads me to a secluded part of the castle grounds near a crystal clear lake. A little table draped in simple white cloth has been set for a tea party for two with antique-looking pale robin’s egg blue china. A gorgeous assortment of cookies looks almost too pretty to eat, and even though my stomach is a bundle of nerves, I can’t resist the temptation. I choose one and savor its crisp sweetness. Isobel sits and pours us both a cup of tea.
 
   “Are you excited for the ball?” she asks as she scoops a lump of sugar into her tea and begins stirring.
 
   “Not really. I’m more anxious to get home than anything.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘get home’? Surely you are safer here?” Her green eyes widen in surprise and she seems genuinely concerned for my well-being.
 
   “I can’t really just stay here. I’m only seventeen, so I can’t really drop out of high school. And anyway my mom would freak out if I never came home. Albercio said it’s okay as long as I check in regularly, and he will be sending at least one other elf to help Grey watch over me. I’ll be back over spring break and then I’ll also spend my summer here.”
 
   “That seems like a fair compromise. Not that I expected anything less from Alberico.” She took a sip of her tea. “But you do like it here, don’t you Mia?”
 
   I take a sip of my tea and think about it for a minute.
 
   “Álfheimr is amazing. It’s beautiful and has the most delicious food I’ve ever tasted. But it’s not my home.”
 
   After tea with Isobel, I return to my room to change for dinner. During the day, I can get away with wearing some of the less formal dresses, but Alberico likes dinner to be a formal affair. Which means the heels cannot be avoided.
 
   I open my bedroom door and find Grey standing by the balcony. He turns when he hears me come in.
 
   “What are you doing in here?”
 
                 “I told you we needed to talk.”
 
                 “And I told you I didn’t want to hear what you had to say. Don’t you think I’m embarrassed enough as it is? I don’t need you to tell me all the reasons why you don’t want to be with me. It’ll just make it worse, okay?”
 
                 He looks at me with what I can only assume is pity.
 
                 “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. This,” he gestures between the two of us, “is all my fault.”
 
                 I can tell by the look on his face that he actually believes that.
 
                 “Actually I’m pretty sure I’m the one who tried putting the moves on you if you remember. So I should be the one apologizing. You’ve always said that we can only be friends. I just seem to keep forgetting that fact.”
 
                 “I just wish things were simpler.”
 
                 “Me too. Can we just pretend that it never happened?” I ask hopefully.
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “Yes, I just want to forget the whole thing.” As impossible as that may seem.
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   “Thanks,” I sigh. “I gotta go get ready for dinner. So I guess I’ll see you later?”
 
                 “Of course, I’ll see you at dinner.”
 
   “Okay, see ya.”
 
   “Mia,” he pauses at the door. “I just want you to know one thing before I leave.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “It isn’t a matter of not wanting, but rather knowing that it can never happen. Good night, Mia.”
 
                  He shuts the door quietly behind him.
 
   What does that mean? Why must he always speak in riddles? It would be so much simpler if people would just say what they mean.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 10
 
                 
 
                  I decide to spend the entire day barricaded in my room with every intention of losing myself in my favorite book before having to face what will surely lead to my demise: the ball. I shudder at the thought. I’m more than a little nervous about meeting so many elves. All the stares and whispers I have been enduring all week are quite enough. I feel like I have a sign above my head flashing: “Look! It's Alberico's illegitimate daughter!”
 
                 Tonight is only going to be that much worse.
 
                 I’m just about to lie down and get comfy when I notice a familiar book lying on my bedside table. I open it and a piece of paper floats to the ground. I pick it up and immediately recognize Grey's neat handwriting:
 
   I thought you might find this more interesting now.
 
                                                                                                                --G              
 
                 I open the Cressey book he gave me months ago even though I am absolutely convinced that regardless of how relevant this book may be to my new life, the chances of me actually reading a history book for fun are still slim to none.  I’m flipping through the pages casually when Dugan’s name catches my eye. I stop. Now this might be kind of interesting. I turn back to the beginning of the chapter and start reading:
 
                 
 
                 In the year 1690, King Eurico and his wife Queen Astrid were blessed with twin boys. They were named Alberico and Dugan, respectively. Given the longevity of elves, conception is a rare and wonderful gift. To be blessed with twin boys was a remarkable event.
 
                 It was decided that Alberico, being the eldest by less than one minute would be the rightful heir to the kingdom.
 
                 As the elves grew up, their differences in personality and beliefs became as obvious as their differences in appearance. Alberico, the fairer of the two, wanted to uphold the same policies his father had of maintaining a peaceful separation between humans and elves. Dugan, who had the darker features of his mother, felt otherwise. After learning about the suffering the humans inflicted upon the elves during the 15th century Witch Hunts, Dugan sought revenge.  He felt that elves, being the superior race, should take over the Earth and punish the Humans. Dugan began preaching his beliefs to other groups of elves and eventually persuaded many to agree with his philosophies.  
 
                 By the early 1800s, he and his followers left Álfheimr to form their own kingdom, Svartálfaheimr, where they not only kidnapped innocent humans and forced them into slavery, but also made a sport out of tormenting them with various forms of elfish magic. They became known as Dökkálfar, or Dark Elves.  King Eurico formed an opposition against Dugan and fought to keep the humans safe.
 
                 The Light Elves and the Dark Elves were at war.  Eurico's army was struggling. Dugan always seemed one step ahead of them and they were tiring of only acting defensively. Prince Alberico suggested they take the battle to Dugan, so for the first time since the beginning of the war, the Light Elves planned an offensive attack.
 
                 But it soon became clear that Dugan's spies had infiltrated Álfheimr. He learned of Alberico's plan and acted quickly. The Dökkálfar attempted an attack on Álfheimr in the middle of the night while the kingdom was sleeping.
 
                 Such a heinous and cowardly act brought the wrath of Sól upon the Dark Elves. She placed a curse upon them, forcing them to forever walk in the darkness, never again to see the light of day.    
 
                 
 
                 Before I can read any further, I hear a knock at my door. Using the note as a bookmark, I jump out of bed and rush to answer the door, assuming it will be Grey. So I am surprised, and slightly disappointed, to find Isobel, looking quite lovely in a gorgeous, ice blue dress, waiting patiently outside my door.
 
                 “Hi, I wasn't expecting you,” I say as I gesture her inside.
 
                 “Good evening, Mia. I hope I'm finding you well?” She truly is stunning with her waist length, wavy chocolate brown hair and large green eyes. She exudes such a warm, yet care-free vibe and it reminds me of my own mom. I was really starting to miss my mom. I haven't talked to her since I arrived here. She sent me a text letting me know she got my note and that she hoped I had a great time, but that was it.
 
                 “Yes, thank you. How are you?” I ask cordially. “Is the Duke with the King?”
 
                 “I believe they are, once again, going over the security measures to keep you safe while you are away from Álfheimr.” She gives me a warm smile, much like a mother would indulge upon a child.
 
                 “He is really that worried, huh?”
 
                 “Yes, he cares very deeply for you. Dugan's spies can be just as cruel as he is,” she says and I am startled to see tears in her eyes.  
 
                 “Isobel? Why are you crying?”
 
                 “I am so sorry. I shouldn't be acting like such a fool. It happened years ago, but it still breaks my heart whenever I think about it.” She wanders over to the balcony window overlooking the gardens.
 
                 “Think about what?” I don't mean to be nosy; I just want to be able to comfort her.
 
                 Okay, I am a little nosy.
 
                 “Years ago, my sister, Cordelia, was murdered by the Dark ones. She was a powerful elf, even more powerful than me. She left the kingdom to be with a human man. We hadn't spoken in years. Something I regret to this day.” She continues to stare blankly out onto the grounds almost as if she is mesmerized by their beauty, but I know she is actually absorbed in her mourning.
 
                 “I’m sorry Isobel.” I don't know what else to say, so I put my arm around her shoulders and give her a small squeeze.
 
                 “They murdered her husband, too. Their bodies were found in the middle of a dark forest. We aren't certain what brought them to such a place. Surely Cordelia would have known better than to go traipsing through a forest at night. We suspect some of Dugan's humans attacked them and brought them to the forest so the Dark Ones could...” She can't go on, but I don't have to hear the rest to know that a truly horrific thing happened to Isobel's sister and husband. I am more afraid now than I have been since first learning of the Dark Elves.  
 
   I keep my arm wrapped around her until she calms down.
 
                 “Thank you for being so kind to me. The attack on my sister and her husband had been the first in many years, so it was a little shocking. I am truly sorry for getting so emotional. It's been almost fifteen years now, but feels like it happened just yesterday.” She clears her throat and wipes her tears abruptly before continuing, “But that is neither here nor there. I actually came to see if you needed any help getting ready for the ball tonight?” she says as she wipes away her tears.
 
                 Ah. Yes. The ball.
 
                 The ball I have been trying to avoid thinking about all day. So much for getting lost in my book. I’m not really a fan of getting dressed up anyway but throw in the fact that I’ll be meeting hundreds of elves and, well, I’m more than a little nervous.  
 
                 My silence brings a small smile to Isobel's face as she reaches for my hand and leads me to the cavernous closet. She heads straight for the rack in the very back that has at least a dozen ball gowns of all different colors and styles hanging in translucent bags. She paws through them all until finally deciding on a strapless green one that she insists will bring out the green in my hazel eyes. The floor-length satin gown is simple and elegant, but I’m almost certain I’ll trip over the train at some point tonight.
 
   Isobel even styles my hair for me. She somehow manages to curl my stick straight hair into tight ringlets, pulling the sides up with loose tendrils framing my face. For the first time since arriving in Álfheimr, I actually feel like a princess, even if I’m just the illegitimate daughter of a King.
 
                 After she touches up my make-up, she leaves to meet up with Finnegan. Even though they aren't guests of honor like me, their entrance still has to be announced since they are such important figures in the kingdom. I’m feeling a lot of pressure as the evening approaches because I know that Alberico is hoping that after tonight I’ll win the favor of the elves with my charm. Grey confided in me about Alberico’s hope to persuade the people to accept me as a possible heir. Not that I ever have any intention of ruling over the kingdom;. I mostly just feel obligated to try to please Alberico.
 
   Though I was angry with him at first for abandoning not only me, but especially my mother, I realize now just how hard it was for him to do so. And that he really did believe he was acting in the best interest for all. He sacrificed his own happiness for the good of humanity for goodness sake. In the last week, I have really come to admire him. He is truly an honorable and selfless King.
 
                 I’m only alone with my thoughts for a moment before the familiar light tapping on my door causes my heart to flutter, but then immediately knots up my stomach as I remember how he rejected me. I open my bedroom door this time to find Grey waiting for me in an elegant black tux. I don't think I will ever get used to the way his indigo eyes sparkle.
 
                 “Shall we?” he says, offering me his arm. “You look breathtaking.”
 
                 The blush that colors my cheeks is my only response to his compliment. As always, he leaves me momentarily speechless. I’m relieved that he is acting like nothing happened, that nothing has changed. I link my arm with his and allow him to escort me to the ball. After all, I’m definitely in need of a friend tonight.
 
                 “Are you nervous?” he asks me after a few moments of silence, but I know that he already knows the answer.
 
                 “No, not at all. Of course not,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “I only have to try to charm hundreds of elves I’ve never met into thinking that their king isn't totally crazy for wanting me to inherit the throne even though I have absolutely zero desire to actually do so, and even if I did, the next in line for it is a million times more powerful than me anyway. What is there to be nervous about?”
 
                 He smiles understandingly at my little rant as he escorts me down to the ballroom where I will be officially presented to the people of Álfheimr for the very first time. Despite the fact that I really do not have any desire to rule, I do actually want them to approve of me. My knees are shaking as we make our way down the grand staircase. I’m immensely thankful to have Grey to hold on to.
 
                 I have to keep myself from gasping out loud when I see the elaborate transformation the castle has undergone in preparation for the ball. Definitely no crepe paper or balloons in sight. Instead it looks as though the breathtaking castle gardens have been moved inside. Delicate ropes of white flowers cascade from the high ceiling, giving the illusion that it is raining freesias and gardenias. The sweet scent of the flowers reminds me of the freshness of springtime. I feel as though I have just walked into A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  
 
   A deep and booming voice announces my arrival as I enter the ballroom. My face reddens and my heart pounds in my chest as I realize that everyone in the room has abruptly stopped what they were doing and all eyes are on me. Alberico clears his throat warningly and suddenly all of the elves bow low to the ground. I am frozen in place by my anxiety. Grey must have sensed as much because he squeezes my hand reassuringly and my feet finally remember how to move. The room is silent except for the sound of our footsteps as Grey escorts me across the room to where the King of the Light Elves, my father, is waiting for me.  I take my place next to Alberico, whose face is beaming with pride as I am officially presented to his kingdom. As I take my seat, the rest of the elves go back to mingling with each other, and the music starts again.
 
                 “What do you think?” he asks me as he gestures grandly.
 
                 “It's amazing,” I answer honestly, because it is. It’s the most amazing scene I’ve ever laid eyes on. Complete and total fairy tale.
 
                 “Greyson tells me your training is coming along quite nicely.”
 
                 The skeptical look on my face must be quite comical because he laughs before continuing, “I am sure you are a little disappointed but rest assured, Grey is a great teacher. If you possess any power over the elements, he'll help you tap into it.”
 
                 “I don't know. I can't seem to do anything but heal.” So far, I think to myself.  More and more lately, I feel like I have only touched the tip of the iceberg. It's like I can feel the power bubbling inside of me just waiting to explode, but I haven't figured out how to access it yet. It's there though. I can tell. It's the same tingly feeling I get in my fingertips.
 
                 “You have only been here for a week. Just imagine what you will accomplish after spending some more time here? I have a good feeling about you Mia. A very good feeling indeed.”
 
                 We are interrupted by a commotion as people bustle to form a line before us. Everyone is anxious to meet Alberico's illegitimate daughter. Quite the scandal! By the time I meet every single elf in the kingdom, my face hurts from smiling so much. Everyone is very kind though, so that is something.   
 
                 During dinner, I help myself to a little wine. It actually tastes better than I thought it would so I drink a little more in hopes that it will numb the ache in my face. The food in Álfheimr is out of this world. Well, I guess that is to be expected since it actually is out of this world. Out of my normal world anyway. I have never tasted such culinary masterpieces before. I can't help but stuff my face, as much as I can while maintaining my proper manners. If I would have remembered what people are supposed to do at a ball, I probably would have restrained myself a bit. I’m too stuffed to move, let alone dance. So imagine my dismay when the tables magically disappear, the orchestra increases from background noise to full-blown dancing volume, and Grey offers me his hand.
 
                 “May I have the first dance?”
 
                 I feel a blush rising to my cheeks and at the same time my heart drops into my stomach. The memories from our last dance together come crashing back and I think I might get sick. I immediately look to Alberico to see if by any chance there was some sort of ballroom dancing protocol that would rescue me from this disaster waiting to happen. He just smiles his approval and nods us away before turning his attention to Duke Finnegan who is eyeing me warily.  He just doesn’t seem to like me much.
 
                 I look back to Grey. His indigo eyes are warm and he gives me a small smile as he leads me onto the middle of the floor where several other couples are already dancing away. He takes one of my hands in his and places his other hand around my waist. Definitely not the normal way high-schoolers dance. But Grey is not exactly a normal high-schooler, and here in Álfheimr he doesn't have to pretend to be. He pauses for moment, and then we begin to dance. It isn't a dance that I have ever done before, but I have watched enough Dancing with the Stars to know it's a waltz. I stumble through the first few steps but Grey is an excellent lead and I quickly catch on.
 
                 “I haven't had a chance to ask you, how are you holding up?”
 
                 “A little overwhelmed, and my mouth hurts from smiling so much.” You know it's bad when a cheerleader's mouth hurts from smiling. I’m supposed to be an expert smiler.
 
                 “Well, next time don't smile with your teeth,” he smirks.
 
                 “I'll keep that in mind next time I am at a fancy ball. Which will be never,” I add.
 
                 That actually got a full-blown, hearty laugh from him. I can't help but giggle a little in return.
 
                  This dance is way better than Homecoming.
 
                 It isn't long before someone asks to interrupt our dance. Once the dancing begins, it shows no sign of ending, or even giving me a break, any time soon. There is always someone else waiting for the next song. I’m certain my feet will be covered in blisters, but I have to admit, it is a rather fun evening. Elves are naturally beautiful, so imagine dancing with a hundred supermodels all in one evening. You would think that would make me feel self-conscious, but it doesn’t because they all act like it is a huge honor to dance with me. Tonight is so different from what I was expecting.
 
                 “So you are the Half-blood from the prophecy?” my current dance partner asks incredulously.
 
                 To think I was actually excited when this spectacularly good-looking elf interrupted my previous dance with a particularly dull elf.
 
                 “That would be me,” I smile, trying to brush off his rudeness. But I am already looking around the room for an excuse to escape what is sure to be an unpleasant conversation with this ass-hat.
 
                 “Huh. Duke Finnegan isn’t too happy about you being here, but I don’t know why, you don't look like anything special to me. I'm Blaise. I'm sure you’ve heard of me.” He winks at me like I am supposed to find him charming or something.
 
   Before I can come up with a retort, Grey swoops in and rescues me.
 
                 “I believe the King would like a word with his daughter before he retires for the evening.” The words alone are perfectly pleasant, but the dark look in Greyson's eyes is dangerous as he stares down at him. Blaise actually looks shaken for a moment before recovering himself.
 
                 “Sure thing. See you later, Princess.” He spits out 'princess' like it is a bad word.
 
                 “Thank you for saving me,” I whisper to Grey as soon as Blaise struts off.
 
                 “No problem. Sorry about Blaise. He can be a bit of a nuisance”.
 
                 “That’s an understatement,” I mutter.
 
                 “Alberico really does wish to say good night to you though, and I figured you were probably ready to leave as well.”
 
                 Now that I’m done dancing, I realize exactly how tired I am and how bad my feet hurt. I will definitely be taking full advantage of my personal spa tonight.
 
                 Alberico is perched on his throne watching the festivities rather than participating in any of the dancing. Which I think is kind of odd. I mean, I know this sort of freaked me out a few days ago, but the fact of the matter is, Alberico really is quite good looking. I wonder why he never married. He would have a legitimate heir if he did. I file the thought away for now and smile pleasantly at my father.
 
                 “Did you enjoy yourself this evening, Mia?” he asks me kindly.
 
                 “Yes, thank you very much. Everything was perfect.” Well, everything except that brief dance with Blaise.
 
                 “Good, good. Well, I just wanted to wish you a good night. I will see you in the morning for breakfast as usual?”
 
                 “Of course. See you in the morning.” I curtsy, like a good sorta-princess, as my father rises from his throne. After he leaves I turn to Grey and he offers me his arm. We make our way through the still lively crowd. Apparently it doesn't matter that the king is no longer present, these balls have been known to continue all night long until everyone is too exhausted to go on.
 
                 “Grey?”
 
                 “Hmm?”
 
                 “Why did Blaise say that Finnegan isn’t happy about me being here?”
 
                 “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
                 I look at him skeptically and shake my head from side to side.
 
                 “He is afraid you will stand in his way to the throne,” he says as though it should be quite obvious. I guess that would explain his coldness towards me, but surely he has to realize I would never want this. I never once even imagined sitting on that throne. I’ll leave the ruling of kingdoms to the people far more qualified than myself.
 
                 We walk the rest of the way to my room in silence, though every once in a while I feel certain that Grey is on the verge of saying something. Alas, he remains silent.
 
                 I open the door to my room and before I step in, I turn around to face him. “Good night.”
 
                 He reaches out and brushes his hand along my cheek, down to the bottom of my chin, and ever so gently tilts my face upward so I am looking into the depths of those indigo eyes I love so much. His eyes look pained, then determined like there is some sort of internal war going on in his head. I don’t want to get my hopes up but I am almost certain that I recognize the look in his eyes as resolve.
 
                 “Good night,” he whispers as he leans in closer.  
 
                 I feel the air being sucked from my lungs. I close my eyes and then...
 
                 My cell phone rings, successfully ruining the moment.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 11
 
                 
 
                 “Um, I guess I better answer that,” I say as I regretfully pull away. I walk over and grab my phone from the end table beside my bed. I answer it on the next ring.
 
                 “Hello?”
 
                 “Oh, Mia! I've been trying to reach you for hours!” It's my mom, and she sounds frantic.
 
                 “Sorry, Mom. We were, uh, hitting the slopes?” I hope she doesn't hear the question in my response. I never could lie.
 
                 She doesn't seem to notice though, and for good reason because what she says next completely shatters my world.
 
                 “Maddie’s in the hospital.”
 
                 “She’s in the hospital? What's wrong with her? Are you and Paul okay?” I just left a week ago, so my first instinct is that she has been in some sort of accident. Grey has entered my room now and closes the door behind him quietly.
 
                 “She got sick over the weekend and it has progressively gotten worse. She has pneumonia.” I can barely hear her now. It's as if she is afraid saying the words too loud will make them more real.
 
                 Over the weekend.
 
                 Maddie got sick the weekend I left. The night she woke up in the middle of the night for the first time since she was a newborn. I knew something was off. I feel sick to my stomach. I want to rush home and make her feel better.
 
                 Then I realize: I can.
 
                 “Mom, I'm heading home right now. Everything will be fine, okay? I promise. I’ll make everything okay. I love you. I'll see you soon.” I hang up quickly without waiting for her to respond and turn to Grey.
 
                 “Grey, I--”
 
                 “I know. Let's go.” He reaches out for my hand and the next second we are standing in the airport parking lot where Greyson parked my car a week ago.
 
                 As I am fumbling around for my car keys, I realize that I never changed out of my gown. Crap. I am supposed to be skiing.
 
                 “I should probably change, huh?” My eyes well up with tears as I try to focus on my next step.
 
                 “Yes, that would be a good idea,” he agrees as he hands me a handkerchief. “We have time, Mia. It's okay. Don't cry. Everything will be fine.”
 
                 A part of me believes that. I do. But I am just so overwhelmed.  Finally the tears begin streaming uncontrollably down my face. Grey pulls me into his arms and caresses my hair. He whispers something I don't quite hear. I lean in and inhale his sweet, crisp apple and sandalwood scent, and for a moment I feel all will be okay in the world if I could just stay in his arms forever...
 
                  What is wrong with me? My baby sister is in the hospital and I am cuddling with a boy in a parking lot. I shake my head and get a hold of myself.
 
                 “We gotta go.” I get into my car.
 
                 He doesn't say anything as he gets in and sits back with his eyes centered on the road ahead. We drive in silence until I pull into the driveway of my house.
 
                 “I'll wait right here while you change,” he says quietly, his voice flat and monotone. He doesn't even look at me. I brush it off and just try to focus. I have to get to Maddie, and soon before she gets any worse.
 
                 As I suspected, Mom and Paul are still at the hospital, so I don't have to worry about sneaking in. I run up the stairs to my room, and my stomach drops to the floor as I turn on my bedroom light.
 
                 “Hey, Mia.”
 
                 It's Brian.
 
                 Sleazy, smelly, creepy Brian.
 
                 He’s sitting on my bed with a deceitful grin plastered to his face. I look around and notice that he is accompanied by someone else. A tall, copper-haired boy I’ve never seen before.  He’s wearing jeans and an untucked flannel shirt but he appears clean, unlike Brian who looks just as greasy as ever. His wavy locks fall in that slightly disheveled, messy but on purpose way, right above his ear. His perfectly normal human looking ear. I think it is safe to assume he’s not an elf. Plus, this guy has a five o'clock shadow. One of the many “elfisms” I learned this past week in Álfheimr is that they never grow facial hair. It explains how Grey always manages to look so smooth and clean-shaven; he never has to actually shave.
 
                 “What are you doing here?” I demand defiantly, trying to hide my fear. I’m afraid I’ve just walked into a trap.
 
                 “I never thanked you for saving my life, now did I?” he says nonchalantly, as if it’s perfectly acceptable to sneak into a teenage girl's bedroom in the middle of the night to express his gratitude.
 
                 I have an urge to punch him in his face.
 
                 “Brian, let's just get on with it,” the copper-haired boy says from the corner over by the window. “There is a Light Elf in her car. He’s bound to grow suspicious if she doesn't come down soon.”
 
                 God I hope so. I am desperately praying that Greyson will rush in and save me. Unfortunately, I have a sneaking suspicion that just isn't going to happen. I’m just not that lucky.
 
                 “What are you doing here?” I ask Brian again.
 
                 He casually gets up from my bed and walks over to me. As he gets closer, I noticed he is wearing the same amethyst pendant that I always found odd. The pieces snap together and I realize Grey's suspicions about how Brian managed to disappear so quickly that day are confirmed. Brian follows my gaze and a slow smile creeps across his face.
 
                 “Yes, it is what you think it is. A gift from King Dugan,” he says proudly.
 
                  This was not going to be good. I knew the Dark Elves would be looking for me. Why did I not insist that Grey come in the house with me? Heck, he should have insisted.
 
                 “Brian. Having a Light one so close is dangerous. If we must take her, we need to get on with it.” The copper-haired boy looks bored and mildly annoyed. If not for the scowl on his face, he would be quite handsome.
 
                 Whereas Brian seems to enjoy teasing me, the other one acts as though he would rather be anywhere but here right now and seems completely indifferent to my ineluctable peril.
 
                 “Fine, Jacoby.” So the copper-haired boy has a name. “Let's go.”
 
                 Before I have time to react, Brian pounces. As soon as he grabs my arm, immediately overpowering me, we transport out of my bedroom. A second later we are no longer in my bedroom, and all hopes of saving Maddie Rose die in that moment. A piece of me dies too. How unfair is it to discover I have the ability to heal, only to be powerless to heal the one person in the world I care the most about? I am so wrapped up in my sorrow that I don't immediately notice that we have arrived at our destination. Brian still has a firm grip on my arm, but it is completely unnecessary because I don’t even attempt to pull away as I take in my new surroundings. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust, but when they do I find myself even more frightened than before. Two torches hanging on opposite walls in this dimly lit room offer barely enough light to see my own hand in front of my face. I swear I can hear screaming echoing out of the darkness. I’m so terrified that I don’t realize I’m gripping Brian’s arm now as though it is my lifeline. Suddenly the room lights up and I find myself face to face with, quite frankly, the scariest looking creature I could ever have imagined.
 
                 “Mia Carrington. My lovely niece. I am so happy you have come to visit your old uncle at last.”
 
                 My uncle? Oh God. I am standing before Dugan, the Dark Elf King.
 
                 He’s a few inches taller than me, and almost as skinny, with stringy black hair that hangs down almost to his waist. His skin is the ashen-gray color of someone who hasn’t seen the light of day in a long, long time. If not for the sickly color of his skin, he could almost pass as a human. Except no human being would ever have eyes so black and full of evil.  
 
                 He saunters over to me and chills run down my spine as he casually drags a two inch long fingernail across my jawline. I jerk back and it makes him cackle.
 
                 “Aren't you jumpy?” he sneers. “We are family you know. You can relax. I'm not going to hurt you.”
 
                 For some reason I just can't bring myself to believe him.  He did just send his evil spies to kidnap me in the middle of the night, after all. I seriously doubt that Dugan ever plans to return me safe and sound to my bedroom.
 
                 “What do you want?” I demand much more confidently than I actually feel.
 
                 “Oh I think you know exactly what I want from you. I am sure my dear brother has told you all about the prophecy.”
 
                 “He might have mentioned it,” I respond with my chin arrogantly in the air. In fact, Alberico doesn't even know that I know about the prophecy, but for some reason I don't divulge that tidbit of information. There is no way I’m going to let him see how terrified I am. If I’m going to go down anyway, I’m going to put up a fight. I catch a glimpse of the copper-haired boy named Jacoby, and he is staring at me with what I think may be amusement. Which sucks. Amusing is definitely not what I’m going for here.
 
                 “Good. I was afraid Alberico would try to be noble and keep the information from you. That was always his way. Sit back and watch. Try to protect. Ridiculous. If you want something, you go out and get it. Take you, for example. As soon as I heard of the prophecy, I sent my spies all over to scout for possible Half-bloods. I was quite intrigued to learn that my very own brother had been paying special attention to a mere human and her daughter. I sent Brian to watch you carefully. Alberico must have been interested in you for a reason. Imagine my delight when I discovered that my honorable brother may have fathered the one foretold to break this wretched curse? Ironic, wouldn't you say?”
 
                 I just stare silently at him, desperately trying not to throw up all over myself.
 
                 “You seem like a smart girl. You know exactly what you need to do, don't you?” He looks at me expectantly.
 
                 Except I don't.
 
                 “I haven't the foggiest idea how to break this curse. And even if I did, there is absolutely no way you could ever make me do it.”
 
                 The Dark Elves look uncomfortable, but Dugan just laughs.
 
                 “I have ways to break you, Mia. Why don't you think long and hard before denying me?”
 
                 He snaps and two Dark Elves step forward, each grabbing one of my arms and leading me deeper into the Underworld. I want to scream and kick and make this as difficult for them as possible, but instead, I maintain my dignity and walk willingly.
 
                 As they lead me down into what I assume is the dungeon, I hear screaming, and the air is pungent with a distinct odor that can only be a combination of dirt, sweat, and the metallic scent of blood. We pass several rooms, some with doors open exposing walls adorned with chains, and even more with the thick wooden doors closed tight. The screams originate from behind these, accompanied by evil laughter. I feel sick to my stomach as I remember what I read about these Dark Elves.
 
                 We finally reach what will apparently be my cell. I try not to focus on the red-stained scratch marks on the stone wall that I can only assume have been made from human hands desperately trying to claw their way out of here. The fourth wall isn't a wooden door like the ones we just passed, but rather consists of steel bars like an actual jail cell. My cell is sandwiched between two empty ones that are identical to it. After securely locking me in, Brian sits guard outside of my cell door for the next few hours, leaning back in his chair with his hands placed lazily behind his head and watching me pace around the cell. He looks pleased with himself.
 
                 Now I really want to punch him in his face.
 
                 Before I can say something that may very well get me in even more trouble than I'm already in, Jacoby comes down the stairs.
 
                 “Your shift is over, Brian.”
 
                 “Too bad. Nothing more entertaining than watching a caged animal.” He sighs. “See you soon, Mia.”  Then he growls and barks at me, literally, like a dog would. He laughs to himself as he leaves the room.
 
                 Sleazeball.
 
                 Jacoby rolls his eyes disgustedly as he sits down, but instead of leaning back and making himself comfortable like Brian did, he leans forward, towards me.               
 
                 “Well, you’re different than I was expecting.”
 
                 I ignore him and continue pacing around the cell.
 
                 “Aren’t you going to say anything?” He asks after a few minutes.
 
                 Maybe if I ignore him long enough he will leave me alone?
 
                 “Hmm, you were much feistier before. Maybe you won’t be all that entertaining after all?”
 
                 “Sorry to disappoint.” I couldn’t stop myself. I bit down hard on my lip to keep myself from saying anything else.
 
                 “Ah, there it is. You’re kind of spunky. I like it.” He pauses for a moment, as though still waiting for me to say something before adding, “Spunky, but kind of stupid.”
 
                 “Excuse me?” I am seething, but when I stop pacing the miniature cell to look up at him, his expression surprises me. He appears concerned. Not exactly the emotion I was expecting to see from one of my kidnappers, as if he gives a damn what happens to me.
 
                 “You were stupid. You should have stayed where you were. Safe and sound in Álfheimr,” he whispers.
 
                 “Yeah, well, I couldn't very well do that now could I?” I snap. Thinking about Maddie makes me want to cry. I have to figure out a way to get to her.
 
                 “I've never been, of course, but I hear it's quite lovely. What made you leave anyway?” He seems so genuinely curious that I almost want to answer him. Oddly, I feel compelled to. But I don't let myself. I don’t know this guy and what little I do know isn’t good. He is one of them.
 
                 “That is really none of your business, now is it?” I collapse on the cot-like bed in my cell. I know that after all that has happened I should be utterly exhausted, but I’m too upset to be tired. Still, I simply can't pace around this pestilential prison any longer. I’ve been provided a thin ragged sheet that I have absolutely no intention of ever covering myself up with, and a flat, dirty pillow. My mind is spinning and my heart is aching painfully. How am I going to get out of this mess?
 
    
 
   

Chapter 12
 
                 
 
                 To my dismay, I must have fallen asleep at some point, because the next thing I know someone is gently shaking my shoulder.  
 
                 “Mia? Hey Princess, wake up.”
 
                 “Don't call me Princess,” I snap, which makes him laugh.
 
                 “How about Blondie?” he suggests arrogantly. I respond with a disgusted groan, which only makes him laugh harder. “Okay, okay, not Princess or Blondie, but rest assured, I'm bound to come up with a suitable nickname eventually. In the meantime, get up. I went to all the trouble of bringing you breakfast, the least you can do is eat it and attempt to be cordial. Though, from what I’ve seen so far, cordial may be a foreign concept to you.”
 
                 I am struggling to open my eyes in my sleepy haze when suddenly, the full force of the memories from last night slaps me back into my senses. I jerk away from Jacoby and I’m immediately on my feet. I'm not sure what exactly I have planned but I know I feel less vulnerable when I am standing.
 
                 “Says the evil kidnapper.” I glare at him and look around for any of the scary looking Dark Elves.
 
                 “Relax. It's just me down here. And despite what you may think, I am not evil. I have absolutely no desire to harm a hair on your pretty little head. I swear.”
 
   He holds up his hands innocently, and my heart slows down a bit. But I refuse to sit down next to him. He seems to find that humorous since he flashes a toothy grin that reaches all the way to his sparkling green eyes. He holds out a plate of food that he has brought down for me. It's just some toast and oatmeal, but there is something mildly unappetizing about eating in a dank dungeon, so I just shake my head.
 
                 “Come on, you have to be hungry,” he persists. “And how do you expect to make your great escape on an empty stomach, Sugar?”
 
                 He winks at me.
 
                 I kind of want to kick him in the nuts.
 
                 What is with me lately? I am usually not this violent, but I guess being kidnapped and held hostage is bound to piss a girl off.
 
                 “No, Sugar isn't quite right either.” He shrugs halfheartedly before patting the spot on the cot next to him. “Come on. Sit. Eat. Enjoy my company because I promise you, I am a hell of a lot more interesting than Brian and 100 times more pleasant to talk to than any of the Dark Elves.” He runs a hand through his hair, but the waves fall right back to their disheveled state. The glow from the torch reflects off his hair, causing its already coppery hue to glow like embers. He is actually quite attractive. His features are angular but in a perfect sort of way. His skin is surprisingly freckle free considering the auburn color of his hair. He actually has a better tan than me. His pretty green eyes are framed by dark eyelashes most women would kill for. And he has full, kissable pink lips.
 
                 He’s actually sort of swoon-worthy.
 
                 A vision of Grey pops in my head and I feel guilty. Which is ridiculous for so many reasons. What the heck, Mia? I mentally slap the boy-crazy girl out of my head. Greyson and I are just friends, and this Jacoby character, regardless of how dreamy he may appear, is aiding and abetting my captivity. Not exactly the kind of guy you want to bring home to meet mom.
 
                 “Mia, I'm not going to bite.” He gently pats the spot right next to him again. I finally concede and sit down as far away from him as possible, which isn’t far on the narrow cot, and take my less than appealing breakfast while trying to appear grateful. I actually am a little hungry. I take a small nibble of the toast and it's not terrible, so I take another bite.
 
                 “There. That is much better. I would hate to see you starve to death.”
 
                 “Why do you care anyway?” I finally say.
 
                 “Well, let's just say that I don't agree with keeping anyone, especially pretty girls, against their will. I would much rather they make the choice to be in my company, but since you are here anyway, I figure we better make the most of it.” He winks at me again.
 
                 “Is there something in your eye?”
 
                 “No, why?” He asks with a bemused expression.
 
                 “Then stop winking at me. It’s annoying.”
 
                 “Beautiful and feisty,” he mutters to himself. “I might never leave.”
 
   “Do you mean that you can leave? He lets you?”
 
                 “I am not enslaved, if that is what you are asking,” he says cautiously.
 
   “But why would you want to come back if you are free to leave at will? You can't possibly want to be down here,” I ask incredulously.
 
   “Truthfully? I don't really spend much time down here anymore. Not unless I have a reason to.” He gestures at me pointedly, as if to indicate that I’m his reason for being here now. Which, I probably am. I am sure Dugan is forcing him to play guard.
 
   “Where do you go when you leave? Do you have a house or something?”
 
   I wish I could make myself shut up. I don't have any desire to get friendly with this guy, but I am oddly curious. He’s human after all. If he doesn't have to stay down here, why is he here at all?
 
                 “Oh, I travel here and there,” he replies noncommittally with a shrug. After a moment he continues, “And I choose to come back because I feel obligated to.”
 
                 I notice an onyx pendant dangling around his neck. At least his amulet looks a little more ominous and manly than Brian's. Of course, anything is scarier than purple. Except for maybe pink. He doesn't say anything else. I am burning with curiosity, so even though I want to bite my tongue, I continue talking anyway.
 
                 “Why are you obligated?”
 
                 “The Dark Elves, well, they sorta think of me as their Prince.”
 
                 “You’re a Prince?” I ask, a little surprised that Dugan would have the Prince doing his dirty work.
 
                 He laughs. “No, not exactly. I said they think of me as their Prince.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Oh, so you expect me to tell you my life story, but you won't divulge any details of your own life to me?” He smirks. “That isn't how relationships work, you know. I give a little, you give a little. It's only fair.”
 
                 If I didn't know better, I would think this guy was seriously trying to flirt with me. The idea is preposterous. After all, he is in charge of guarding me in this dark dungeon. He is helping them to keep me imprisoned. That is the only relationship we have: Guard and Prisoner. Anger flares inside me and I force myself not to respond.
 
                 I don't know exactly how he interprets my silence, but it doesn’t seem to discourage him. He sits and stares at me with an inquisitive twinkle in his eyes. His eyes are actually beautiful. They are a startling shade of green, brighter than an emerald. That color can't possibly be natural. Without realizing it, I stare right back at him trying to figure out what exactly shade of green would accurately describe his eyes, when suddenly he breaks away from our staring match and looks towards the door.
 
                 “Fine. If you must know, he sorta raised me,” he says with an exaggerated sigh.
 
                 That certainly broke me of my trance. Imagining Dugan as anyone's dad is, quite frankly, frightening.
 
                 “What do you mean, he 'raised' you?” I ask him. “He doesn't exactly seem the parental type.”
 
                 He laughs without humor. “You think?”
 
                 I smile hesitantly, but he doesn’t even notice. He is oblivious to me now, caught up in old memories.
 
                 “I was six. I had begged my parents to take me camping for weeks. All my friends were spending their summer vacations back-packing and camping, and for some reason my parents kept making excuses not to. I spent the entire summer throwing fits over it,” he laughs dryly. “Finally, right before school started, they told me we were going. They found a campground a few hours from our home and we were going to spend the weekend there.”
 
                 I suddenly feel as though I am experiencing déjà vu, but I can't quite place the memory before he continues.
 
                 “I don't remember what happened. I must have blocked out the details or something, but I remember seeing their dead bodies strewn across the campsite. I was just sitting there staring at their lifeless bodies one second, and the next moment, I was here. Dugan has taken care of me ever since. Well, he has at least ordered others to care for me. It's not like he was a 'hands-on dad' or anything. But I have always been treated like the Prince of the kingdom, so, of course, I have no complaints.” He shrugs offhandedly as if witnessing his parents’ death and then being raised in the Underworld by a bunch of evil Dark Elves was completely normal.
 
                 “And the humans who are held hostage down here and tortured, you’re okay with bearing witness to these atrocities just because the Dark Elves have always treated you well?” I stand up and begin pacing around the cell, completely appalled. Raised by the Dökkálfar or not, surely he couldn't just ignore what was happening down here. I had only been here for a day, and I could already tell that the screams filtering in from down the hall would haunt me the rest of my life.
 
                 Perhaps he has had enough of our conversation. He is silent for a few minutes before casually getting up off the cot and making his way toward the metal bar door.  As he passes by me, he leans in closely and whispers something so quietly I barely make out the words he is saying. I think he says, “I don't have a choice.”
 
                 I don't turn around to watch him exiting the cell, but I whisper just loud enough for him to hear.
 
                 “You always have a choice.”
 
                 Jacoby sits outside my cell for the rest of the morning in complete silence. With nothing else to distract me, I decide to practice my elemental magic on the sly, hoping he doesn't catch on to what I am doing. I focus all my concentration on the torches lining the walls outside my cell, attempting to command their flames to grow and shrink repetitively at my telepathic will. Sort of like lifting weights with my mind. My theory being that the more reps I do, the stronger I will become. I am probably full of crap, but it keeps me busy so I just go with it.  
 
                 Apparently, I'm not stealthy enough.
 
                 “I know what you’re doing,” he says finally breaking the silence.
 
                 I wasn't actually doing anything, but not for lack of trying.
 
                 “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I widen my eyes and try to look innocent. Just in case he is on to me.
 
                 “I know you are using magic. It's not very strong and I can't tell what element you are trying to manipulate, but I know you are trying.” He enters my cell and looks around expectantly before catching sight of the torches. “I'm assuming Fire?”
 
                 “How do you know what you think you know?” I ask him cryptically. That earns a smirk from him.
 
                 “Your aura. It changes. When you are pacing around it is a brownish color with pops of sulfur, which means you are upset and angry. Although, I would be able to tell that just from your face, even if I couldn't see your aura.”
 
   He gives me that big toothy grin of his, as though he finds himself to be quite amusing.
 
                 I have a peculiar desire to stick my tongue out at him, but I restrain myself.              
 
                  “When someone uses magic, it alters the color of their aura.  Yours changes to goldish-orange,” he continues with a mischievous smile, leading me to believe that he is fully aware that he is irritating me, and that he enjoys it.
 
                 “You can see auras?” Despite my irritation, he has piqued my curiosity. Again. I kind of wish he would stop doing that. I do not want to be friendly with this guy, but he keeps finding ways to catch my attention. I can't seem to stop myself from speaking to him.
 
                 “But of course,” he says nonchalantly.
 
                 “What are you?”
 
                 He laughs at that, but really, I feel it's a fair question.
 
                 “I am just your everyday, average run-of-the-mill Joe,” he smirks. “Who just happens to have an extra-special super sixth sense.”
 
                 “You are annoying. Do you know that?”
 
                 He laughs again.
 
                 “So what kind of magic were you trying to tap into? I've been watching you this whole time. Whatever you were doing, you were obviously concentrating really hard,” he says, as his eyes sparkle with amusement.
 
                 Nosy, over-observant, aura-seeing, arrogant butthead.
 
                 “I’m not actually doing anything. But I was trying to.” I point to the torch on the wall behind him. “I was trying to manipulate Fire. I don't know what good it will do. I haven't been able to control any of the elements yet. It just feels better than sitting here and doing nothing,” I admit with a shrug.
 
                 He tilts his head to the side and stares at me curiously for a while. I start to feel a little self-conscious. I can't really concentrate on practicing anymore with him watching me, so I settle for twirling my hair to keep my hand busy.
 
                 Jacoby unexpectedly reaches out and pulls my hand away from my hair. I instinctively try to jerk away but he is much stronger than me. He gives my hand a quick squeeze and says, “I never could manipulate any of the elements either.”
 
                 I gasp and jerk my hand away when I realize he did not speak those words out loud.
 
                 He just freaking talked to me inside my head!
 
                 It is by far, the strangest thing that has happened to me since I found out I was part elf—and that's saying something.
 
                 “How did you do that?”
 
                 “I told you. Super special sixth sense,” he smirks.
 
                 “You aren't just a regular Joe are you?” I accuse.
 
                 “No, no I'm not. But shh, it can be our little secret.” He gives me a conspiratorial wink.
 
                 “Seriously. What are you?” I wonder out loud again. I know he isn't a Dark Elf. All the ones I have seen have looked like Dugan. Scary, ashen-colored, almost-human-but-not-quite looking creatures, with eyes as black as night. Jacoby, in all his good-looking glory, could not possibly be a Dark Elf.
 
                 Then it hits me. Of course.
 
                 Duh, Mia. You don't have pointy ears either, but that doesn't mean you aren't part elf...
 
                  “I think the more polite question would be 'who are you', don't you think?”
 
                 “Fine. Who are you? But more importantly, who were your parents?” I realize that it might be a touchy subject for him, and I feel guilty for being so insensitive. Which is actually kind of funny, because why should I even care? He is with the bad guys.
 
                 “I am just someone who wants to be your friend,” he replies.  His expression softens and I almost believe him. But then I remind myself, yet again, that he is helping Dugan keep me hostage.
 
                 “Friends don't let friends get kidnapped by evil Dark Elves and then keep guard of the cell,” I point out.
 
                 “Oh, I think we will be great friends.”
 
                  I roll my eyes. A part of me, a very small part of me, agrees that we probably could be friends under different circumstances. An even smaller part of me wants to be friends with Jacoby. But the more rational part of me is telling those other parts to shut up.
 
                 “Don't hold your breath,” I retort.
 
                 Jacoby’s smile falters as we hear approaching footsteps. A Dark Elf comes into view flanked by Brian and another menacing looking human.
 
                 “His Majesty has ordered me to escort you to his throne room for a little chat,” the Dark Elf sneers at me.  
 
                 Brian enters the cell and roughly grabs hold of my arm.
 
                 “Ow! You don’t have to squeeze me so hard! It’s not like I’m not going anywhere!” I yell at him. But instead of loosening his grip, he strengthens his hold causing me to wince in pain. I’m sure I’ll have bruises on my arm tomorrow.
 
                 But I have a feeling a few bruises are the least of my troubles right now.
 
                 This castle is very different than my father’s. Alberico’s is open and light while Dugan’s is dark and damp. When I heard of the Underworld, I expected it to be just that: underground. I expected it to consist of caves and dirt and nothing else. But as we ascend from the gray stone tunnel that leads up from the dungeon, I realize that it is really nothing like I expected. It’s actually a real castle. There are even windows. I’m suddenly anxious to look out of one to see what this strange and scary world looks like.
 
                 I barely catch a glimpse of the dark purple-hued sky before Brian pushes me forward. We turn down a hall and the gothic architecture and decor reminds of Dracula’s castle. I half expect there to be spider webs draped artistically across the ceiling. 
 
   We approach a room that has two rather large statues of gargoyles on either side of a heavy black door. He knocks twice then opens it. Inside there is a large iron chandelier hanging in the center of the ceiling lit up with at least a hundred candles. It casts an eerie shadow on the walls. We walk across the room to where Dugan sits upon a throne made of black marble. A handful of Dark Elves stand nearby watching us as we draw closer to where Dugan is waiting for me. They are dressed in similar style to the Light Elves but more ragged and the tones are darker just like everything else I’ve seen so far. Black, browns, and shades of charcoal.
 
                 “Well, my lovely niece, have you decided to play nice and help us break the curse yet, or are we going to have to take matters into our own hands?”
 
                 His voice makes my skin crawl. It is so inhuman. So cold. One of the Dark Elves that stands beside him looks at me and licks his lips grotesquely like I am a tasty treat. I taste the bile forming in my mouth.
 
                 “I told you I don't know how. And even if I did, there is absolutely no way I would help you. I'd rather die.”
 
                 A little dramatic perhaps, but 100% true.
 
                 “I am sure we will both get what we want.” The glint in Dugan's eyes is pure evil, which only confirms what I have already suspected; I will not escape alive. I am more afraid now than I have ever been in my entire life. “You have two more days to change your mind. That is it.”
 
                 “But I—,” I start but he holds up a hand to silence me.
 
                  “If you don't willingly give me the answers I seek, I will forcibly take them from you, is that clear?”
 
                 I don’t give him the satisfaction of a response.
 
                 “Good. Brian, take her away,” he dismisses me with a wave of his hand.
 
                 When we get back to my cell, Brian shoves me in forcibly causing me to fall to my knees before he slams the bar door unceremoniously.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 13
 
                 When I wake up and push myself into a sitting position on the cot, I try to tell myself that I’m not looking for Jacoby, but the disappointment I feel when I see Brian sitting guard once again makes it hard to deny it. I don’t know why I should care which one is guarding me. I should hate them both equally.
 
                 “Good morning,” Brian says brightly like it really is a good morning. Unfortunately for me, my definition of a good morning is not waking up and realizing that my life has turned into a nightmare. He unlocks my cell and brings in a plate of oatmeal and toast that he sets down beside me.
 
                 “Why are you doing this to me?” I ask him.
 
                 “Do I really need a reason?” he asks as he turns to go.
 
                 “I just don’t understand. I was always nice to you! Why are you doing this to me?”
 
                 “Ha! Don’t pretend that you were ever really nice to me. You looked down on me with disgust! Like I was the dirt beneath your feet. The scum of the world.”
 
                 “You are scum! You are a pathetic excuse for a human being!” I spit at him unable to control my temper.
 
                 Brian stalks over to me and grabs a fist full of my hair pulling me off the cot. I claw at his hands and kick as hard as I can to try to make him drop me.
 
                 “Let me go!” I shriek, my head burning where he has ripped my hair out by the roots.
 
                 He throws me across the room and my back slams against the stone wall as I fall to the ground in a battered heap.
 
                 Jacoby appears out of nowhere, and with one lightning fast, hard punch to the face, Brian is laid out flat on his back.
 
   “What’s your problem?” Brian’s voice is muffled underneath his hand that is trying to stop the blood from gushing out of his nose. Dark purple bruises are already visible beneath both of his eyes.
 
   “What the hell are you doing to her?” Jacoby demands.
 
   “Just showing her her place. What does it matter to you?”
 
   “She’s a girl! If you know what’s good for you, you will get your sorry ass out of here because next time I can assure you, the pain I inflict on you will be nothing compared to this.”
 
   “I’m reporting this to Dugan.”
 
   “Be my guest. But remember your place. You’re a mere human. I’m Dugan’s heir.”
 
   Brian glares at Jacoby then turns to me.
 
   “Don’t let his small act of chivalry fool you. There is a reason he is Dugan’s favorite little pet.” He spits out a mouth full of blood before leaving.
 
                 As soon as he’s gone, Jacoby rushes over to me.  He grabs me by the shoulders and looks down at me, his face filled with worry. Due to our sudden closeness I catch a whiff of his heady scent. It’s woodsy and kind of rustic as though he spent all day hanging around a fire pit or something. It reminds me of autumn back home, and I’m struck with a sudden sense of nostalgia.
 
                 “Are you okay?” He sounds so sincere it startles me.
 
                 “Yeah,” I nod weakly. My scalp feels like it’s on fire, I reach up and touch it realizing I am missing a rather large chunk of my hair. A wave of nausea comes over me. My back is throbbing, but nothing feels broken. It could’ve been much worse. “Thank you for stopping him.”
 
                 “God, I can’t believe he did that to you. I hate that I can’t be the one to guard you 24/7.  I’ll try to figure something out. I won’t let him hurt you again.”
 
                 “Why? I mean, why do you care whether he hurts me or not?”
 
                 “Nobody that shines as bright as you should ever feel any pain.”
 
                 “I don’t think anybody deserves to feel any pain,” I tell him pointedly.
 
                 A shadow crosses Jacoby’s face.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Jacoby asks me.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About the curse?”
 
                 “I don't know,” I answer quietly. “The prophecy only says that I’m supposed to break the curse, it doesn't say how."
 
                 “You better figure it out.”
 
                 “What?” I gasp. I don't know why I am so shocked. Of course he would want me to break the curse. His loyalty obviously lies with Dugan. Just because he has been somewhat pleasant to me does not make him my friend. “Even if I did know what to do, I already told you guys: I'm not doing it.”
 
                 I’m so angry at myself for letting my guard down around this guy. How could I be so stupid?
 
                 “Mia,” he says, almost imploringly. I’m determined to just ignore him, but he’s not going to let me. He walks over to me and reaches for my hand. The naturalness of his touch sends an electric current through my body. Shocked, I look up at him. He gently caresses my hand with his thumb and the gesture feels oddly natural, like a habit that is so ingrained you don't even realize you are doing it. I don't know what to think. I freeze, unable to jerk away from him. Unable to do anything but stand there, staring into his green eyes. Dazed and confused.
 
                 “I didn't mean that the way you think,” he says quietly. “You need to figure out how you are supposed to break the curse. And then do everything you can to avoid it.”
 
                 His logic makes complete sense, but his motivation baffles me.
 
                 “Why?” I’m so confused. Jacoby is one of them, why doesn’t he want me to break the curse? Is this all a ploy to try to trick me into helping them? I back as far away from him as I can possibly manage, but he doesn't release my hand. I don't trust myself around him. My thoughts become a jumbled up mess in my head when he gets too close.
 
                 “For years I have been used,” he whispers, the pain in his voice obvious. “I’ve tortured hundreds of souls, inflicted pain on them beyond your comprehension. I didn’t think twice about it when I was a kid. I even thought it was pretty cool sometimes,” he shakes his head in disgust and continues, “Dugan was the only father I knew. I did as I was told. As I got older I started feeling conflicted about our way of life. I didn’t want to do it anymore, but when I told Dugan I was done doing his dirty work, he gave me a taste of my own medicine as punishment for my defiance. Every time I tried to refuse to do what he was asking of me, he would lock me up in one of those rooms and convince me to continue. I had no choice. Dugan had given me everything and he could easily take it all away. I hated him. I hated myself. But now that you’ve come along, I realize that maybe I’m not as heartless as I thought I was. That maybe there is hope for me after all.”
 
                  He then places my hand over his heart and I feel the rhythmic beats pounding nearly as hard and as fast as my own.
 
                 I realize that Jacoby is damaged. That there is a darkness about him that I know should frighten me, but I think there is something else. Something that makes me believe him, against all reason when I know I probably shouldn’t. I look away, not liking the way my heart seems to recognize the beating of his.
 
                 I regain my senses and jerk away from him.
 
                 “If that is how you really feel, if you are being honest, then you know what you have to do. You have to help me escape.”
 
                 “I'm already working on it.” His eyes twinkle as he gives me a slight smile. “Haven’t you been listening? You were right. Of course you are right. All this time I didn’t do what I knew was right because I was afraid. Afraid of the pain, afraid of death, afraid of the unknown. But I’m not afraid anymore.”
 
                  “You really are going to try to help me aren't you?” I ask in disbelief.
 
                 He smiles, but before he can say anything, I see movement behind him and I gasp as I realize my time is up. Jacoby, reading my reaction correctly, reaches for my plate as though this is his reason for entering my cell, then turns around to greet Dugan.
 
                 “Hey Your Majesty, has it been two days already?” He asks casually.
 
                 “No, but I am getting impatient. And after having an interesting little chat with Brian, I’ve decided she has had enough time to come to her senses. Don't you agree, Jacoby?” He sneers at me.
 
                 “You know, I think she could probably use one more day to be persuaded.”
 
   The tension in Jacoby’s shoulders is my only clue that something terrible is about to happen.
 
                 “I am afraid that is just not possible,” I hear Dugan say, and as I look up at him he glares back at me intently before a cruel grin spreads across his face.
 
                 Then the world starts spinning.
 
                 Not in a way that typically precedes a fainting spell, but in a way that reminds me of a disco ball. Pulsating lights encompass my vision, the colors swirling around me with nauseating speed. I feel disoriented. I can't tell which way is up and which way is down. My instinct is to fall to the ground and curl up in the fetal position, except I don't know where the ground is. I hear screaming and muffled voices all around me, but when I look around I am completely alone.
 
                 No Dugan.
 
                 No Dark Elves.
 
                 No Jacoby.
 
                 I am alone.
 
                 A sudden and blinding pressure explodes in my skull, producing the most excruciating pain I have ever felt. Reflexively, I open my mouth to gasp in agony.  Only, I realize I can't breathe. Panicking, I desperately try over and over to take a breath.  But it’s useless, and the effort only increases the aching burn in my chest as my lungs scream for oxygen. Black spots take over my vision and my head no longer feels attached to my body. The next thing I know, a hurricane-strength wind slams into my chest and knocks me back to the ground. I still can't breathe, but this time it isn't from lack of oxygen. The blasting wind is relentless, and it pummels me with painful force. I curl up on the floor tornado-drill style and just pray for it to be over soon.
 
                 I get my wish.
 
                 The howling wind vanishes instantly, and I am finally able to catch my breath.  My burning lungs greedily gulp in the sweet air, but I don’t have a chance to fully recover.  To my horror, water begins pouring into the dungeon from nowhere, and it is filling rapidly.  Panic mode sets in yet again.  
 
                 I can’t swim.
 
   I mean, I used to know how to swim. But it's been so long I think I have forgotten how. Is it like riding a bike? Do I even remember how to ride a bike? In my hysteria, wild thoughts zoom in and out of my brain.
 
                 The room is still spinning chaotically as the water continues to rise. I clamber desperately onto the small cot to give myself some height advantage, but it's no use. The water is up to my shoulders now, and I have to keep spitting out mouthfuls of the salty liquid as I frantically kick my legs in an attempt to stay afloat.
 
                 Then something in the water grabs me.
 
                 I kick and fight with all of my strength, but I continue to be pulled downward by the invisible force. I hold my breath for as long as I possibly can, but it's no use. I am too weak. Oh, what I wouldn't give to have some power over the water element. My body gives up, and I inhale the burning liquid into my lungs.
 
                 I know it then. I know I am going to die.
 
                 Just like Maddie.
 
                 As soon as my sister enters my mind, I see her chubby little face as vividly as if she were right here with me.  The agonizing thought of leaving this sweet baby girl behind at the time when she needs me most gives me a sudden, desperate burst of strength.  I kick with all my might and finally reach the surface, coughing and sputtering, screaming Maddie's name.
 
                 I emerge from the depths of the salty water, gasping desperately for air.  But instead of the sweet oxygen my lungs are screaming for, I inhale a searing gulp of acrid smoke. The water is suddenly gone, replaced by a scorching wall of fire that encircles me. I am completely trapped.
 
                 How is that possible?
 
                 And then it hits me.  
 
                 Dugan.
 
                 Is he controlling the air, water, and fire? I was under the impression that Elves only specialized in one of the elements, but surely he must specialize in all three to have such immense power over them. The thought of someone so evil being that powerful sickens me, and I realize I must do everything in my power to make sure he is never released from the curse. I feel the tingling sensation in my fingertips and realize what I am about to do approximately two seconds before I actually do it.
 
                 I command the fire away from me and with all my remaining strength I mentally shove it right back in the direction it came from—toward where my instincts tell me Dugan is. My head finally begins to clear, but before I have a chance to process anything that just happened, darkness overcomes me.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter 14
 
    
 
                 My head is throbbing. I am awake, but I am afraid to open my eyes. The last thing I remember happening before the world went black is mentally pushing Dugan's wall of fire as far away from me as I possibly could. It obviously took a lot of my strength, because I am so weak today I don't even know if I will be able to pry my eyelids open. So I remain still, silently praying that this has all been a horrible nightmare. I just keep chanting: It wasn't real. It can't be real. None of this is real.
 
                 “I know you are awake,” he whispers softly.
 
                 I can't help but feel a surge of anger toward Jacoby. One, because he promised he was going to help me escape, yet he continues to remain a part of the group responsible for holding me hostage, and two, if we start talking, I know I will be forced to acknowledge the dreadful reality of my situation.
 
                 And that just sucks.
 
                 I feel him sit down beside me on the narrow cot.  He gently brushes a sticky strand of hair away from my eyes, but I still don't open them.
 
                 “Who is Maddie?” he asks me softly. At the sound of her name, the hole in my chest explodes. The pain is unbearable. The tears stream down my face uncontrollably, and I am rather caught off guard by this sudden release of emotion. He pulls me into his arms, and I don't fight the warmth of his embrace.
 
                 I’m not sure how long I let him hold me as I cry until my eyes burn dry. There is something oddly comforting about letting his strong arms encase me. I press my face into the soft flannel of his shirt, feeling the hardness of his chest and inhaling deeply the rustic fragrance that is all Jacoby. The anger I felt towards him earlier is gone, but the inner turmoil is still there.  The fact remains that he’s still keeping me captive despite the promises he made to me, and he has done nothing to help me escape this desolate place.  On the other hand, I'm pretty sure comforting the prisoners is not part of his job description, so that must mean he cares about what happens to me, right? Maybe he really does want to be my friend? Suddenly, I feel compelled to tell him. To trust him.
 
                 “How do you know that name?”
 
                 “When Dugan was...” he can't say the word, “...you kept screaming it.” His words are spoken so softly, like my suffering has somehow caused him pain. But what makes me so different from any of the other humans he witnesses the Dark Elves torturing every day?
 
                 “What do you mean you heard me scream her name? You weren't even there. Nobody was.” I pull away from him.
 
                 “Mia, do you know what Dugan's specialty is?”
 
                 “Water, Fire, and Air?” I guess.
 
                 “Not exactly, his affinity is Spirit. He made all that happen in your mind.”
 
                 Holy smokes. I knew he was powerful, but I had no idea he was so powerful that he could torment me inside my own head.
 
                 “I've never even heard of Spirit,” I say accusingly, even though I know that it isn't Jacoby's fault my education has been so limited. I was only in Álfheimr for a week, but surely at some point during my brief training, Grey could have mentioned it.
 
                 “Really?” He seems surprised. “Healing is part of the spirit element. It's not a very common affinity. Most elves only possess control over the regular elements: Water, Earth, Air, and Fire. Things that are natural, tangible. Those who are attuned with Spirit, on the other hand, have power over the mind, body, and soul. Like your ability to heal and Dugan's ability to make you see things in your head. Both of these things are aspects of Spirit. Nobody ever told you?”
 
                 I shake my head no. Spirit? What does that mean for me?
 
                 “That is how you were able to fight him off. You may not be able to control the elements in the physical world, but you do have power over them in your mind. That's because of Spirit.”
 
                 I am lost in my thoughts when I feel his hand grasp my own.
 
                 “Mia, who is Maddie?” he asks me again, forcing me back to reality.
 
                 “My sister. Maddie is my sister.” I barely whisper the words, but somehow he hears me anyway. He tightens his arms around me and presses his lips to the top of my head. I feel an unexpected, but familiar, fluttering in my stomach. The words start spilling out of my mouth now. “She is sick. That is why I left Álfheimr. I was going to heal her. But now...”
 
                 He is silent for a moment. Then he whispers, “I swear to you. I will help you. I will get you out of here.”
 
                 “You keep saying that, but I still don’t understand why! Why would you risk everything to help me? And why haven't you done anything to help me yet?” My attempt at demanding answers is weak at best.
 
                 “Because, you and me? We're the same,” is his simple response. I guess I am probably the only other Half-blood he has ever met. “The only reason we are still here is because I don't know if I will be able to transport you on my own. I've never transported anyone. I am working on sneaking you an amulet. I think it will help make the magic stronger. We can't afford to mess this up. Believe me, I'm working on it. You just have to trust me, okay?”
 
                 Hope stirs in the pit of my empty stomach. Then common sense quickly squashes it.
 
                 “But how?”
 
                 “I have some connections. I'll get you out of here. Please, just trust me?”
 
                 And against all logic, I do.
 
                 “Can I ask you something?” he blurts suddenly.
 
                 “I guess?” Between my emotional outburst and trying to absorb this new information, I am mentally drained once again, and my eyelids flutter as I struggle to keep them open.
 
                 “What song was that?” The inquisitive nature of his question is punctuated by a sudden tightness in his eyes.
 
                 “Come again?” I ask. I have absolutely no clue what he is talking about.  I am confused because he looks so desperate.  Maybe I heard him wrong?
 
                 “Did you know that you not only talk in your sleep, but you also sing?” His wide smile produces a single dimple.  I know he is trying to lighten the mood, but I can still see the tightness in his eyes. “Right before you opened your eyes, you started singing a song.  Well actually, you were mostly humming so I didn't catch very many words, but it sounded like some kind of lullaby?"
 
                 Oh, God. How mortifying.
 
                 Well, I am wide awake now.
 
                 “I was singing?” I am desperately wishing that he is making this up, that I really didn't do such an embarrassing thing, but I have a hunch that I am just not that lucky.
 
                 “Yes. Something about seeing the moon and hearing a lark...” he trails off.
 
                 At once I know exactly what I was singing, and my embarrassment grows.
 
                 “It's Maddie's favorite lullaby. I sing it to her”, and only her I think to myself, “before bed sometimes,” I admit, looking down at my hands folded in my lap.
 
                 “It was nice,” he says earnestly.
 
                 I peek up at him through the curtain of hair I have hidden myself behind. He doesn't look like he is being sarcastic. He looks sincere.
 
                 Which almost embarrasses me more.  
 
                 “Will you sing it again?”
 
                 “I don't sing in front of people,” I say quickly. I don't sing in front of anyone. Nobody. Ever. Except for Maddie, and that is only because she is still a baby, so she can't judge me.  Yet. To her, I am the most amazing singer ever. I have spent many hours entertaining her with a radio and makeshift microphone fashioned from an old hair brush.
 
                 “Please? It sounds so familiar. It's on the tip of my tongue.” He looks lost in his own thoughts for a moment. “Please? I need to hear the rest.”
 
                 I start to fervently decline yet again, when I catch the pleading look in his eyes. For a moment, he looks completely vulnerable. Innocent. With no further hesitation, I start to sing quietly.              
 
    
 
   “I see the moon, the moon sees me
 
   shining through the leaves of the old oak tree
 
   Oh, let the light that shines on me
 
   shine on the one I love.
 
    
 
   Over the mountain, over the sea,
 
   back where my heart is longing to be
 
   Oh, let the light that shines on me
 
   shine on the one I love.
 
    
 
   I hear the lark, the lark hears me
 
   singing from the leaves of the old oak tree
 
   Oh, let the lark that sings to me
 
   sing to the one I love.”
 
    
 
                 “I think my mother used to sing that to me,” he says wistfully. “Thank you.”
 
                 “Sorry, I am such a terrible singer. I probably butchered it,” I say apologetically.
 
                 “No, it was good. It was perfectly in tune...You didn't miss a single note, Lark.”
 
                 His mock sincerity makes me smile.
 
                 “What did you just call me?” I ask.
 
                 “Lark. I think I finally came up with the perfect nickname for you. What do you think?” he smiles proudly.
 
                 “It's better than 'princess',” I admit. “But I am not exactly sure why you think it's perfect.”
 
                 “Don't you know? Larks are known for their melodious singing.”
 
                 He smiles so sweetly that I am certain he is, in fact, making fun of me but instead of pissing me off, it makes me laugh. I allow myself this moment, knowing that my time for laughing and smiling is coming to an end.
 
                 I just didn't realize how quickly.
 
                 “Well, isn't this cozy?” The sound of Dugan's voice makes me jump. At the sight of him, my heart races in anticipation of another torture session.  I feel like my knees are about to collapse beneath me, but I stand anyway. I will not show him weakness. Something in the back of my mind realizes that Jacoby should distance himself from me, but I am relieved that he stays.
 
                 “Well, well dear boy. Making friends, are we?” Dugan is obviously speaking to Jacoby, but his black, soulless eyes never leave my face.
 
                 “With all due respect, Your Majesty, what else is there to do down here?” Jacoby shrugs.
 
                 I can never tell if he is being serious or not. He says he is on my side and that I should trust him, but he lies so convincingly. Is he lying to me, too? Is that the only reason he has been kind to me? Because there is 'nothing else to do'? My heart drops to the ground and I feel so torn. I still don't know if I should trust him. The fact that my feelings are actually hurt is even more baffling. I tilt my head to get a better look at Jacoby's face, but he doesn't look back at me. He just stares at the space directly above Dugan's head, not making eye contact with anyone.
 
                 “I see,” Dugan continues. “Brian, would you be ever so kind as to relieve Jacoby of his guard duties for the day? He must be overworked since he is having difficulty remembering his place. Perhaps we should remind him of our ultimate goal?”
 
                 “Yes, sir.” Brian steps up eagerly and takes his post in front of my cell.
 
                 “Be ready,” Jacoby speaks in my mind. I’m startled and it causes me to jump, but I don't think anyone else notices. He seems hesitant to leave, but spares me one long and meaningful look before nodding his head once to me, then once to Dugan before leaving me at the mercy of the Devil himself.
 
                 Dugan stares at me like a vulture circling his prey before going in for the kill. I can hear my knees knocking together, so I know that he doesn’t even need his heightened elf senses to know I’m scared out of my wits.
 
                 “I think it is time for another, ah, session if you will.” He gives me a smug grin. I refuse to cower but my legs feel as though they are on the verge of collapsing beneath me from fear.
 
                 Dugan presses his fingertips against his temples and before I have time to react, the pain returns just like before. The pulsating lights orbiting my head in perpetual circles make me dizzy. Swirls of color and sound surround me. Then suddenly, the world stops spinning and I’m no longer alone. Lying on the ground in front of me is a tiny, baby girl with golden curls.
 
                 Maddie. She is here, ghostly pale with fever and struggling to breathe.
 
                 I am frozen in shock, willing myself to realize that this is not real.
 
                 It can't be real.
 
                 Before my very eyes she turns blue; she is suffocating. Her big blue eyes are about to pop out of their sockets. She is gasping for breath and I start panicking.
 
                 “Maddie!” I scream as I rush over to help her, but I’m too late. I cradle her lifeless body in my arms, sobbing uncontrollably. Then she is gone.
 
                 Vanished.
 
                 But she is replaced.
 
                   My mom is before me on the ground, writhing in pain and foaming at the mouth. She is covered with snake bites, and her skin is turning black where the venom has infiltrated her system. Once again I fall to my knees, trying to heal her. But it's no use. I am too late again.
 
                 Now Hannah is here. Lying on the floor, her limbs sprawled out in very unnatural ways. Her arms, her legs, her neck. All broken. She doesn't move, she doesn't scream. She just lays there. And there is nothing I can do to bring her back. As soon as I reach out for her, she disappears. I am helpless to save the ones that I love. The pain in my chest is agonizing; this is too much to bear. It's not real, it's not real. I keep chanting to myself. I find myself humming Maddie's lullaby to try to keep calm.
 
                 “Open your eyes, Mia.”
 
   I am startled by the lyrical voice. I open my eyes, and before me is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Waves of golden hair fall down to her waist. Her rose-colored eyes appear gentle and kind, but there is a sense of power radiating from her, emphasized by the warm light that engulfs her from head to toe. She has appeared from nowhere and her radiance is so bright I have to shade my eyes.
 
                  “Who are you?” I struggle to do as she asks and after a few seconds my eyes finally adjust to the light.
 
                 “I am here to help.”
 
                 “How?” I ask uncertainly.
 
                 “You are my Chosen One. The power is within you. But you must first believe in yourself.”
 
                 I hear soft moaning coming from behind me. Reluctantly, I turn away from the golden lady and see Grey. He is standing before me, blood pouring out of every orifice. I cannot see his golden skin. I can't see anything but red and the indigo blue of his eyes. Unlike the others, Grey speaks to me.
 
                 “Help me,” he pleads weakly.
 
                 “This isn’t real!” I scream at Grey and the glowing lady.
 
                 “Mia, please! You have to help me.” He makes a gurgling sound and spits blood on to the ground in front of me.
 
                 “I can’t! This isn’t real! You can’t be here!”
 
                 “The power is within you,” she whispers to me before she vanishes and leaving me alone with Grey.
 
                 We are not alone for long.  Suddenly, I am surrounded by everyone I love.
 
                 Mom. Paul. Alberico. Hannah.
 
                 Maddie.
 
                 Everyone that I have ever cared deeply for is, before my very eyes, dying and needing my help.
 
                 The tingling gets stronger and stronger until my fingertips are actually glowing.
 
                 “Please, Mia. You have to. Please,” Grey pleads.
 
                 An explosion of yellowish-light brighter than the sun erupts from my hands. I feel the power surging through me until the last of my strength is gone. I vaguely remember someone screaming, “No Mia, don't!” before I am swallowed up by the darkness once again.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 15
 
    
 
                 “Has she opened her eyes yet?” I hear a familiar voice ask worriedly.
 
   I’m disoriented and smell the familiar scent of fresh honeysuckle and cinnamon. For one brief moment I think I may be back in Álfheimr and I don’t want to open my eyes only to discover I am still locked away in the dungeon.
 
   “Not yet,” says a velvet voice that reminds me of Grey. But he can’t be here, can he? It’s all in my head. It was always all in my head.
 
                 I run my fingers across a plush, soft, expensive feeling downy blanket, and realize that I am definitely not on the rock hard cot with the dirty, flimsy sheet any longer. My eyes pop open and I immediately sit up, only to nearly collapse again from the pain that shoots through my head.
 
                 “Easy, Mia. Easy,” says the warm voice that I now recognize as Alberico. “You've had a rough couple of days. Just lie down and try to relax.”
 
                 “Alberico?” I croak out. I clear my throat and try again, but I’m still barely able to produce an audible whisper. Luckily, everyone in this room is blessed with elfish super-hearing powers. “What happened?”
 
                 “How are you feeling?” Alberico asks me, placing the back of his hand to my forehead as though checking to see if I have a fever.
 
                 “What happened?” I ask again, my voice a little stronger this time.
 
                 “After you didn't come down from your room, I went up searching for you,” Grey explains. “I am so sorry, Mia. I never should have let you out of my sight. If I would have just insisted on going with you, this whole thing never would have happened.” He looks sad, and my heart aches seeing him in pain.
 
                 “I don't blame you. It’s fine.” I rub my temples trying to relieve some of the pressure in my skull radiating from the killer headache. “How long have I been out for?”
 
   “Just a few hours. It’s just after midnight.”              
 
                  Then I remember what made me rush out of Álfheimr in the first place and a panic sets in. “Where is Maddie? Is she...?” I can't even finish the question. A part of me doesn't want to know the answer.
 
                 “She is fine,” Alberico answers me, and grasps my hands in his own. “She pulled through and her stats are looking much better. It appears you inherited your mother's over-dramatic flair. If you would have just been patient, you would have realized that modern medicine is a wonderful thing. You can't just go around healing anybody and everybody, my sweet girl. Not only will it wear you out, but most of the time it is completely unnecessary.” Alberico's smile is warm and indulgent.
 
                 “Maddie is okay?” I ask one more time for reassurance.
 
                 “She is fine. I went and visited her myself yesterday,” Grey interjects.
 
                 “You went to see my sister? Why?”
 
                 He looks almost embarrassed at first, like he doesn't want to tell me.
 
                 “Well, after you disappeared, I had to do a bit of damage control until we found you.” His indigo eyes beg me to understand. And I do. My mom would have been expecting me after my frantic reaction over the phone. When I didn't show up, she would have been worried about me when she should have been focusing on Maddie. I am immensely grateful to Greyson and his obsessive need to tie up loose ends.
 
                 “But how did I, I mean, we...how did I escape?”
 
   “What do you remember?” Alberico asks.
 
   “I remember…” I start to say, but I stop. I remember everything, but the words are hard to spit out. I remember being taken by Brian and Jacoby. I remember being thrown into a cell and tortured. I remember Jacoby telling me his story. I remember Dugan torturing my mind. I remember Jacoby promising he was going to help me escape.
 
   “Jacoby! Where is he? Is he still here?”
 
   “Yes, he is still here. He is locked in the dungeon awaiting his sentencing,” Alberico informs me.
 
   “Awaiting his sentencing for what?”
 
   “For kidnapping the princess of course,” Grey interjects.
 
                 “But you can’t punish him! He helped me escape!” I am on my feet now.
 
                 “He is the one who kidnapped you, Mia. How can you expect me not to punish the person who kidnapped my daughter?”
 
                 “No, it wasn’t like that. He helped me. You have to set him free,” I beg Alberico.
 
                 “He can’t be trusted.” Grey’s eyebrows are furrowed in frustration.
 
                 “Alberico, please. You have to believe me. He isn’t a danger to us. He doesn’t want to be like that. He’s good. He’s not evil like the Dark Elves. I know he isn’t.”
 
                 “What was his role?” Alberico asks me kindly.
 
                 “Yes, he was there. But Brian is the one who grabbed me and transported me to the Underworld.”
 
                 “And Jacoby did nothing to stop him,” Grey points out.
 
                 “Yes, but he didn’t have a choice,” I argue. “Dugan tortures anybody who goes against him. Jacoby risked a lot when he helped me. We have to grant him amnesty or something. Dugan will hunt him down and kill him for helping me.”
 
                 Alberico is watching me closely as though trying to decide whether to trust my instinct.
 
                 “Are you certain we can trust him?”
 
                 “Absolutely. I know he is good. Please, Dad? I know I’m right. I’ve never asked you for anything, but I am asking you now. Please release him. Please do this for me?”
 
                 Alberico sighs heavily. “I’ll have to call a council meeting and inform everyone of the new developments. Jacoby will need to give a formal testimony as to what occurred as well.”
 
                 “Thank you!” I sigh in relief. “Can I go see him now?”
 
                 He eyes me warily.
 
   “Please?” I plead.
 
   “I think you need to rest, my dear. You are incredibly weak right now. Using that much magic all at once is extremely draining. I really should insist that you rest first,” he sighs heavily. “But I suspect you will sneak down there the moment you are alone anyway.”
 
   “Probably,” I admit, causing him to chuckle at my stubbornness.
 
   “Grey, please escort Mia down to the dungeon to see Jacoby. Keep her safe. I’m going to go call on the council. I will join you down there shortly. I am so thankful you are here safe and sound,” he says as he kisses the top of my head.
 
                 As soon as Alberico leaves my room, Grey shuts the door and turns to face me.
 
                  “I don’t understand why you would want anything to do with the jerk who kidnapped you. This is one time I will not follow orders. I’m not taking you down there.”
 
                 “Yes you are! If you don’t, I’ll go by myself! And I guarantee my father would not be very happy with you about that.”
 
   “He is the enemy. Why would you want to see him?”
 
   “You don’t even know him. He was just doing what he was ordered to do. He never hurt me!” I stomp past him, but he holds out his arm, blocking me from the door.
 
    “Let me pass.”
 
                 “This is ridiculous.”
 
                 “I’m serious Grey. Let. Me. Pass.”
 
                 He stares at me trying to break my resolve and when it doesn’t work he sighs in defeat.
 
                 “I don’t like this.”
 
                 “You don’t have to.”
 
                 He leads me through the east wing and down a flight of stone stairs to the dungeon. There is only one cell down here and it’s nothing like the dark, scary looking dungeon I just spent the last few days in. Besides one wall being constructed of steel bars, it resembles any other room in the castle, just a lot less extravagant. Jacoby is sitting on the bed with his head in his hands looking down at the ground between his feet.
 
                 “Jacoby?” I say tentatively as I approach the cell.
 
                 “Hey Lark,” he greets me. While his voice is nonchalant, his eyes reveal relief at seeing me. He stands and walks over to the bars and places his hands on top of my own. His familiar touch sends an electrical jolt through my hand and straight to my heart.
 
                 “I’m so sorry,” I whisper earnestly.
 
                 “I’m fine, the accommodations are quite lovely here. Much nicer than the one we provided for you anyway.”
 
                 “I told Alberico that you helped me. He agreed to grant you amnesty. He’s calling a meeting with his council right now. He’ll be down here soon. You’ll have to give a testimony about everything that happened but then you should be good.”
 
                 He squeezes my hands and offers me a smile. “How are you feeling?”
 
                 “I’m tired. And I have an awful headache. So what happened? I remember some of it but most of its still fuzzy.”
 
                 “I transported us to your bedroom. A Light Elf was keeping watch nearby and sensed when we arrived. He brought us both here. I was arrested on the spot and brought here to this lovely room,” he gestures around and smiles lightly.
 
                 “But what happened…you know…before that?”
 
                 “Well, Lark, you sorta turned into the sun, and you know how the Dark Elves feel about the sun,” Jacoby smirks, but it doesn't quite reach his eyes. I know he is trying to make a joke but he’s hiding something important from me. He presses his forehead to the cool cell bars and shuts his eyes tightly, as if trying to fight back some sort of emotion before looking at me again “I’ve been begging for any information on your condition, but nobody would tell me anything. I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you in one piece, Lark.”
 
                 “Why are you calling her that?” Grey asks from the entrance.
 
                 “Who are you?” Jacoby asks, noticing him for the first time.
 
                 “A friend of Mia’s,” Grey answers.
 
                 “Well, ‘friend of Mia’s’, if you’ve ever heard her sing you would know why I call her Lark.”
 
                 “Mia doesn’t sing.”
 
                 “Aha, but she does. Perhaps I know her better than you do?” Jacoby instigates.
 
                 Grey scoffs in response and walks back up the stairs.
 
                 “Friendly,” Jacoby mutters.
 
                 “He doesn’t approve of me talking to you,” I whisper even though I know Grey will undoubtedly be able to hear me anyway.
 
                 “Why ever not?” Jacoby fakes surprise.
 
                 “Oh I don’t know, something about you not stopping Brian from kidnapping me. Oh, and the fact that you happen to be the beloved Prince of the Dark Elves.”
 
                 “Yes, there is that. Did you at least tell him I also helped you escape and therefore will never be able to return to the Underworld for fear that they will punish me brutally, perhaps even kill me?”
 
                 “Yes, but his mind is already made up. You are not to be trusted.”
 
                 “I can’t say I blame him,” he shrugs with a smirk.
 
                 “But you aren’t bad, are you?” I ask him seriously.
 
                 “I’m no saint.”
 
                 Yes, he’s definitely not a saint. He has done evil things, but I refuse to believe that he’s an evil person. He wouldn’t have helped me if he was.
 
                 Grey clears his throat loudly to get our attention.              
 
   “Alberico is coming,” he announces and I step away from the cell.
 
                 A few seconds later, Alberico descends the stairs with Frederick, one of his guards, and Finnegan trailing behind him, red-faced and obviously irritated.
 
                 “Your majesty, please be reasonable.”
 
                 “I told you, as I told the rest of the council, Mia has given her statement and our first assumptions were false. If she believes the prisoner is on our side, then I believe her. It is no longer up for discussion.”
 
                 “But--”              
 
                 “Remember your place, Duke,” growls Grey. “If His Majesty has decided to offer him amnesty, it is none of your concern.”
 
                 Finnegan looks taken aback and furious as he looks from Grey to Alberico and finally to me before he storms back up the stairs.
 
                 “Jacoby, could you please tell us what happened?”
 
                  “When Dugan dismissed me from her cell, I knew that I had to get her out of there. I hunted down my contact to try to get the amulet early. It wasn't finished yet. Then I heard her scream, so I knew I couldn’t wait for it. I rushed back to her. I had just returned when she lit up the room, and the Dark Elves were kind of, um...well, freaked out, so I grabbed her while they were distracted and transported her to the first place I thought of, her bedroom.  
 
                 “Frederick,” Alberico nods to the guard and he steps forward immediately to unlock the cell to let Jacoby out.
 
                 “What do you mean that I ‘lit up the room’?”
 
                 “As bright as the sun,” Jacoby answers.
 
                 At first I have no idea what he is talking about, but then I remember the golden lady.
 
                 “That wasn’t me,” I tell him. “You must’ve seen her too.”
 
                  The three of them silently stare at me like I am a crazy person.
 
                 “Who are you talking about, Mia?” asks Alberico kindly.
 
                 “The golden lady. She kept saying 'the power is within you' and a bunch of other crap about being 'the chosen one'.”
 
                 “I assure you, the only ‘golden lady’ in the dungeon was you,” Jacoby says.
 
                 “But that’s not possible. I can’t do that!” I stamp my foot in frustration. I’m already part elf, I don’t need to add ‘glow–in-the-dark’ to the mix. “She talked to me. I’m not crazy! I know she was there!”
 
                 “Alberico, do you think this means—?” Grey doesn’t finish his question.
 
                 “It can’t be anything else,” Alberico smiles. “She has been blessed.”
 
                 “Blessed? By who?”
 
                 “You have been blessed by Sól, my dear”
 
                 “Who is Soul?”
 
                 “Sól is the Goddess of the Sun,” he states simply.
 
                 “And how do you know I’ve been blessed by her?”
 
   “Do you think we are all capable of controlling the light from the sun?” His blue eyes twinkle with pride. “You've been chosen by the goddess.”
 
                 “Why would Sól bless her if she is the one prophesied to break the curse that Sól herself placed upon the Dökkálfar?” Grey questions Alberico as he runs his hand nervously through his hair.
 
                 “I am not sure. But it is certain that she has been blessed.”
 
                 “Maybe I'm not the one in the prophecy after all?” I ask hopefully.
 
                 “If you aren't the one, who is? You are the only one to fit the description,” Grey points out. “Alberico has no other children. So you are the only Half-blood child of a Sovereign one.”
 
                 I shrug in defeat, “I was just hoping I guess.”
 
   “I expect you to be in the War room tomorrow morning by 9 o’clock,” Alberico addresses us all.
 
                 “The War room? All of us? Why?” I ask Alberico, but it’s Jacoby who answers.
 
                 “The Dark Elves are desperate. Now that they know what your weaknesses are, they aren’t going to just give up trying to get their hands on you.”
 
   “He is right. We are going to have to take offensive action as soon as possible. We need to form a plan of attack and end this once and for all,” Alberico declares solemnly.
 
   “But I can go back home, right?” I ask Alberico. He looks shocked that I would even consider such a thing, so I hurry to continue. “I just, well you know, I don't know how my mom would feel about me dropping out of school during the last semester of my senior year...” It's true. She would probably flip out to be honest. But mostly I am just homesick and scared.  And when I am scared, I want my mom.
 
   “I can return with her and keep an eye on her for the rest of the school year. I'm already enrolled. She can transport back here for a couple of hours every day to check in and continue her training,” Grey suggests.
 
   “I can be there too. It couldn't hurt to have the extra protection,” Jacoby says nonchalantly.
 
   “And what kind of protection are you capable of providing?” Grey snorts. “Shouldn’t you be worried about your own head?”
 
                 Jacoby stares coolly at him. At first I think that maybe he is going to be the bigger person and ignore Grey's snide remark. But then Greyson's face distorts in pain, and he covers his ears with both hands.
 
   “Jacoby, stop!” I plead. He looks up at me, wide-eyed with mock innocence, and has a guilty grin on his face like a child who knows he is too cute to ever really be in trouble.
 
   “Just demonstrating, Lark.”
 
   “That’s not exactly the way to earn their trust,” I point out to him.
 
   He shrugs and throws his hands up in surrender.
 
   But then Greyson recovers, and the next second the earth starts to quake under Jacoby's feet, making him lose his balance. As he steadies himself, all humor leaves Jacoby's face and he focuses once more on Grey, who immediately falls to the ground, writhing in pain that is being manufactured inside his head.
 
   “Stop! Jacoby!”
 
   As soon as I say his name he releases Grey but he adds with a wink, “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”
 
   “How do we know we can trust him?” demands Greyson. He has remained fairly calm up until this point, but the anger radiates off of him now. “How do we know where his loyalty lies? He was raised with them and on top of that, he’s a Spirit user! Don’t you find that suspicious?”
 
   I've never heard him yell at anyone before. It's unsettling. He is usually so calm and collected. But what disturbs me more is the fact that he refers to Jacoby as a “Spirit user” like it's a bad thing. It is as though, in Grey's eyes, being a Spirit user is reason enough to distrust Jacoby.
 
   “Look, Mr. Intensity, calm down. My loyalty is with Mia. I will do anything to keep her safe, which includes putting myself at risk. Which I think I proved when I saved her.”
 
                 His words warm me to my core. Nobody has ever looked at me with such reverence before. For a moment, I wonder if I’m suffering from Stockholm syndrome or something, because surely it’s not logical for me to have such fondness for someone who helped to kidnap me. But then I remind myself that he also helped me escape.
 
   And besides, he never exactly seemed willing to kidnap me or harm me in any way, so maybe I’m not completely out of my mind after all.
 
   “He did save me. He helped me escape. I couldn't have done it on my own, and he didn't have to help me,” I point out to Grey. “I believe him. I don't think he is going to hurt me.”
 
   Alberico nods in agreement, trusting my instincts, but Grey does not look too happy.
 
   “Another Spirit user,” Alberico says more to himself than anybody else present. “Things just got a lot more complicated.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 16
 
                 
 
                  I only have a few days left in Álfheimr before my mom expects me to be home. Alberico has insisted that I remain on “bedrest” to rebuild my strength. Let me tell you, bedrest sucks. It’s only day two and I am already going crazy. Usually my stubborn self would throw a hissy fit over something like this, but since Alberico went out on a limb for me by releasing Jacoby, I figure I owe him this one.
 
                  I call my mom to check in on Maddie. She doesn’t even remember calling me to tell me that Maddie was sick in the first place, so I play it off as a case of sisterly-instinct. I am so relieved that Maddie is perfectly fine now.  
 
                 I haven’t seen any sign of Grey yet today which, even though I am not entirely surprised, I do find to be a little weird. Before I was kidnapped, I saw him every day. I suppose he might be busy planning attack strategies with Alberico and the rest of the council. But I suspect the fact that Jacoby hasn’t left my room all day might have something to do with it.
 
                 “So what do you do for fun back home, Lark?” he asks me on day two of my bed rest.
 
                 “I don't know. Normal things, I guess. Watch movies. Read books,” I shrug.
 
                 “What is your favorite book?”
 
                 “Why don't we ever talk about you?” I ask, trying to avoid answering his question.
 
                 “Because I'm not nearly as interesting as you,” Jacoby counters, but I’m inclined to disagree.
 
                 “Well, what are your plans now?”
 
                 “Besides baby-sitting you?” he smirks.
 
                 “Ha, ha. Jerkface. Seriously, what are you going to do now? You know, besides baby-sitting me.”
 
                 “I don't know, I guess go to a normal high school, travel, whatever. Maybe I'll try to find out more about my parents?” His face darkens and my heart aches as it always does when he talks about his parents. “But I don't want to talk about that. I want to know what your favorite book is.”  
 
                 “Do you want to know the real answer or the answer I tell everyone?” I ask coyly.
 
                 “Both. You have to tell me the truth anyway, I'd know if you were lying,” he responds with his toothy grin.
 
                 “How?”
 
                 “Your aura of course,” he says with a wink.
 
                 Damn.
 
                 “Well, I tell everyone that Pride and Prejudice is my favorite. And it is definitely one of them. I sorta have a thing for the brooding Mr. Darcy, but...” I pull the blanket up over my face not wanting to continue.
 
                 “Go on,” he encourages as he pulls it down just enough to reveal my eyes.
 
                 “You promise you won't laugh?”
 
                 “I'm not promising anything,” he says with a smile. I take a deep breath and ignore the fluttering in the pit of my stomach.
 
                 “My actual favorite book is Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban,” I blurt quietly before quickly hiding my face beneath the blanket once again.
 
                 He falls off the bed laughing uncontrollably, pulling the blanket down with him. The sound of his laugh is so buoyantly carefree that I can't help but join in. It's contagious and once I start, I find myself unable to stop. I am laughing so hard that tears are rolling down my cheeks and my ribs hurt. I throw one of my pillows at him.
 
                 “Stop laughing! I'm supposed to be resting! And Harry Potter is freaking awesome!” I defend myself. He flings the pillow back at me before collapsing to the ground in another fit of laughter.
 
                 “It looks like you are feeling much better.”
 
                 I look up to see Isobel standing in my doorway. She smiles at me so warmly I am reminded of my mother.
 
                 “Hi! Yes, I am feeling much better.”
 
                 “Good. I am sorry for just letting myself in—I did knock,” she replies, looking a little embarrassed.
 
                 “No worries. I am so glad you came to visit me,” I tell her earnestly. “This is Jacoby.” I gesture to the floor beside my bed where he is still sprawled out on the floor, chuckling at my expense.
 
                 He sits up to greet Isobel properly and their gazes lock. Isobel's mouth drops and the color drains from her face. She stares at Jacoby as if she has seen a ghost. I look back at him thinking that maybe something is wrong only to find him staring back at Isobel with a bewildered look on his face. I nudge, okay more like kick, his side to try to get his attention.
 
                 “Sorry,” he says to me before turning back to Isobel. “Just sorta got a feeling of déjà vu. Have I ever met you? You look so familiar.”
 
                 “No, I don't think we have ever met before,” Isobel quietly responds. “I'm sorry Mia. I have to go. I just wanted to check on you. I will try to come back to see you again before you leave. I promise. It was nice meeting you, Jacoby.”               
 
                 Her eyes meet Jacoby's one more time before she rushes out the door, obviously flustered.
 
                 “Hmm...that was weird. I wonder what Isobel is so upset about?”
 
                 “I don't know. She does look awfully familiar though I can't imagine why,” he says, shrugging it off.
 
                 “Yeah, but she looked like she had seen a ghost or something. It was weird,” I counter.
 
                 “Maybe she thought she saw a Dementor? Those things are terrifying,” he suggests mockingly.
 
                 “You know, you are such a butt-head.” I throw the pillow at his head with a smile.
 
                 “Yeah but you know you love me,” he says using his ability to speak in my mind.
 
                 I stare at him, shocked that he would make such an assumption, but also in awe that he did it again.
 
                 “How do you do that?”
 
                 “Do what? Speak inside your head, or make you blush so easily?”
 
                 I almost tell him both, but I don't want to admit that he has such an effect on me.
 
                 “It's really creepy,” I say instead.
 
                 “Yes, I suppose it is if you aren't used to it.”
 
                 “Your affinity is with Spirit, isn't it?” I ask him. Even though I know the answer already, I just need to hear him say it. “That's what Alberico meant when he said 'another Spirit user'. And it's how you know so much about it. You see auras and can talk in my head. You are a Spirit user.”
 
                 “Yes,” he states simply.
 
                 “Do you think I could do it? You know, speak inside your mind?” I wonder out loud.
 
                  He rubs his chin with his hand like he is deep in thought.
 
                 “Let's try it. Say something to me inside your head and I'll see if I can hear you,” he says, then he reaches out and gently strokes my cheek, causing my heart to spin in a fluttering fit.
 
                 Holy smokes! When he touches me like that....Wow....Why do I want this boy I barely know to kiss me so badly? Am I a floozy or something? How is it possible to have feelings for two different boys at the same time? Oh crap. I really hope he can't hear me. I totally did not mean to say that out loud. I mean, in my head, I mean, to him in my head. Crap. Now I am just blabbering on like an idiot. Can you hear me?
 
                 Jacoby laughs and I feel the heat in my cheeks.
 
                 Crap. He heard everything!
 
                  “I have no idea what you said, but your facial expressions are killing me. What in the world could you be thinking about that would make you blush so red? It must be quite scandalous!” He wiggles his eyebrows up and down, reminding me of a cartoon villain.
 
                 Thank God mind-speak is not one of my abilities.
 
                 “Can all Spirit users do the whole mind-speak thing?” I ask in an effort to distract him from my ferociously beating heart and my blood-red face.
 
                 “Honestly, I am not sure. Dugan can make people see their worst fears inside their heads, but I am not sure if he has ever tried just speaking normally to someone that way. Of course, Dugan doesn't really just speak normally to anyone. He just commands, tortures, or kills to get his point across.”
 
                 “Does Alberico know that you can do it?”
 
                 “I don’t know, I didn’t exactly divulge that piece of information but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t figured it out for himself.”
 
                 “Why didn’t you just tell him?” I ask curiously.
 
                 “I don't know. It just seems like the kind of thing I should just keep to myself, you know?”
 
                 Well, no, I don't know, but I guess since it's not really my secret to tell.
 
                 “Okay, I won't tell anyone.”
 
                 “Good. It can be our little secret then,” he winks. “Imagine how much fun we'll have when you learn how to do it, too.”
 
                 “That is, if I am able to do it. So far it seems like you are so much more powerful than me. Why is that?”
 
                 “Maybe because I'm a man?”
 
                 I punch him in his arm as hard as my girly hands can manage.
 
                 “Shut up, I’m serious. I can barely do anything, and you can do pretty much everything.”
 
                 “Well, for one, I can't do everything. And two, I am not the one who was blessed by Sól and destined to be powerful enough to break the Dark Elves’ curse,” he reminds me, and I blush in embarrassment. I still feel sick to my stomach thinking about the Dark Elves. He must have realized that because he gently pulls me into his arms. “I don’t know, Lark. Maybe because I've been using the magic longer than you? I’m sure you will catch up to my awesomeness someday. If you are lucky, that is.” He tightens his arms around me comfortingly.
 
                 “Ha. Ha. Ha.” I elbow him. “You really are awfully cocky.”
 
                 “It's all part of my charm, Lark. All part of my charm.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter 17
 
    
 
                 It's not until Friday that Alberico agrees I’ve rested up enough and “allows” me to venture out of my bedroom. It's about time too. I've been feeling a little stir crazy. Most of my strength and energy has returned, and I just feel the need to do something. Anything. I've been trying to persuade Alberico to allow me to start training again. I want to learn to defend my mind against any future attacks from Dugan like Jacoby can. Jacoby seems to think it is possible since I am a Spirit user as well. But I still want to talk to my father about it. Alberico insists that I wait a few more days before starting any training. I think he’s being way too over-protective, but at least he let me off of bed rest today.
 
                 Alberico’s private sitting room is one of my favorite rooms in the castle. Not only does it hold sentimental value to me since it is adorned with my mother’s painting, but it’s one of the few places that provide an escape from the constant whispers and stares that seem to follow me around the more public areas of the castle. Which have inevitably become more pronounced since the entire kingdom seems to be aware of my friendship with Jacoby. Whatever good impression I made on the elves at the ball has been overshadowed by their disapproval of my role in Alberico’s decision to offer Jacoby amnesty. Luckily, no one has gotten wind of my so-called ‘blessing’ by the Sun goddess. I would be viewed as even more of a freak if that had been the case.
 
                  It's just Alberico and me today. Grey has taken Jacoby to my school to enroll and get everything in place for Monday. I haven't even begun to ponder how weird it will be to be back there, back where everything is still so ordinary and normal, now that my life is so completely immersed in the extraordinary.
 
   “Dad,” I begin hesitantly, the endearment is still a little foreign on my tongue. I always called Paul by his first name, but I considered him my father for the past several years. It just seems a little weird to call someone 'dad' now. “I have to ask you something.”
 
   “Of course,” he says, eyes twinkling. I sense his pride at my acknowledgement of him as my father. It still feels a little unnatural, but I’m making the effort.
 
                 “When I was in the Underworld, Jacoby told me about Spirit.” I wait to see how he reacts before I continue. “He was surprised that no one informed me about it earlier, especially since I haven't been able to manipulate any of the other elements. In fact my only ability, so far, has been healing, and that is a Spirit aspect.”
 
                 “You haven't asked me a question yet.”
 
                 “Did you know that was my affinity?” I finally ask.
 
                 He leads me over to an elegantly ornate bench surrounded by a bed of  pink stargazer lilies. Next to the yellow roses, these are a close second on my list of favorites. I inhale their sweet scent as I wait for him to answer me.
 
                 “Yes,” he finally says. “We suspected as much after the car accident.”
 
                 “So why didn't anybody ever mention Spirit to me before?” I ask accusingly. I am starting to feel like everyone has been keeping a secret from me.
 
                 “Honestly, we didn't know how exactly the magic would manifest itself in a Half-blood, which is why Grey was testing your abilities when you first got here. We were trying to figure out if there was any chance Spirit wasn't your affinity after all, and that the healing magic had been a fluke. I was hoping that you hadn't specialized in any one particular element, but rather had bits and pieces from them all. Obviously, you are a Spirit user though.”
 
                 “Why did you hope it wasn't Spirit?”
 
                 It seems odd to me that he would hope such a thing. As far as I could tell, Spirit magic seemed like a good thing. The ability to see auras and speak inside the mind seems harmless enough. And healing is definitely a handy ability.
 
                  “I wanted the kingdom to accept you. Elves are generally terrified of Spirit wielders.”
 
                 “But why? Why do they fear Spirit so much?” I think back to Grey saying he didn't trust Jacoby because he is a 'Spirit user'. I wonder if he feels that way about me now. I'm not sure how I feel about that. It makes me a little sad, but I'm kind of offended at the same time.
 
                 “As I am sure you have figured out, the most well-known Spirit user is Dugan. Surely you can see how that alone would instill a natural reaction of mistrust regarding that kind of power?”
 
                 “Yes, but surely there are good Spirit users too?”
 
                 “It's more than just a fear of the Elves who use Spirit. Spirit in itself is frightening because it deals with the unknown. We derive our magic from nature so we are attuned to everything that occurs naturally in our world. Everything is connected in one never ending circle. Wood feeds Fire. Fire creates earth through ash. Earth bears metal.  Metal collects Water. And Water nourishes the Wood. All of these elements serve a purpose in our everyday life. It's tangible. We see it happening. Spirit, well, Spirit is the unseen, and people-- humans and elves alike-- are naturally fearful of the unknown,” he sighs. “I should have been honest with you from the beginning. I thought it would be too much for you to handle so soon. Learning about me and Álfheimr had to be overwhelming enough. I had hoped we would have more time. I misjudged your strength, and I apologize.”
 
                 “It's okay. I understand.” And I do. Despite the fact that I hate not knowing everything, I think he does have a good point. I probably would have really freaked out if I would have learned that I’m not only part elf, and therefore an outsider among humans, but also that I’m a rare Half-blood elf who happens to specialize in the same element as the scariest elf in all of elfish history.
 
                 “It is my fault. I didn't share all the information with you in the beginning. Maybe if I had, none of this would have happened.”
 
                 “Honestly, I don't think anything would have stopped me from trying to save Maddie,” I admit. I blame my mom. Who knew that being a drama-queen was an inherited trait? Or perhaps just a learned behavior?
 
                 “Perhaps,” he smiles sadly, undoubtedly reminiscing about my mother's tendency towards melodrama. “But you might have taken more precaution if you knew everything that was at stake.”
 
                 “But I did sorta know. Grey told me the prophecy in the garden, and I still made a rash decision.”
 
                 “I am aware,” he says rather crossly. “He confessed shortly after you were taken. But he also admitted that he didn't tell you the prophecy in its entirety.”
 
                 “He didn’t?” I frown. Now that I think about it I remember him saying that the first few lines of the prophecy were ominous before reciting them to me, but I didn’t even think about asking if that was everything. Which seems pretty stupid in hindsight. “Alright. Let's hear it.”
 
                 He is reluctant, as usual, to give me any more details. I know he isn’t intentionally trying to make me feel like a child by keeping me in the dark, but I can't help but resent the fact that key information is regularly being kept from me. He sighs and then pulls something out of his pocket. He hands me the folded piece of parchment.
 
                 “Do you just walk around with prophecies in your pocket?” I ask him dryly.
 
                 He chuckles and gestures for me to open it. So I do.
 
                 And I read:
 
   A Half-blood child of a Sovereign One
 
   Hidden in the Shadows until the time is right
 
   Can heal the Cursed of their underground prison
 
   Then once more they will walk among the Light.
 
                 I remember this part from when Grey recited it to me in the labyrinth, but the next few lines are new to me:
 
    
 
   The One with Spirit holds the Key
 
   To See what others cannot See
 
   They will bring Light to the Dark
 
   Only to perish but for the Grace of the Lark.
 
    
 
                  Well, that sounds promising.
 
   I re-read the last line three times, my heart-rate increasing steadily each time. I feel like I can’t breathe. What does that mean? Grace of the Lark? Lark? That can’t be just a coincidence. Could Jacoby have heard of the prophecy before? What does that mean if he has?
 
                 “I don't understand,” I finally tell him.
 
                 “Unfortunately, we rarely understand what these things mean until it's too late,” Alberico says with a sad smile.  
 
                 “No what I mean is, I already know I’m supposedly destined to break the curse. But it says ‘perish’, as in die? Is it saying that I’m going to die? Why is all this happening to me?”
 
   Things cannot possibly suck even worse than they do right now.
 
                  I know I sound like a whiny child. And I also know that things can, and will, get much, much worse. I feel like everything is my fault. If this prophecy is true...holy smokes...I probably should be locked up in a tower somewhere. Alberico is a king. I’m sure he could make it happen. I’m about to cry when Alberico places his hand gently underneath my chin.
 
                 “Mia, you have to know that I won’t let anything hurt you. Remember, you have been blessed by Sól,” he beams. “That means something. Everything will be fine.”
 
                 I head back to my room after I finish talking with Alberico. I need some time to process the rest of the prophecy. I know I will eventually want to talk to someone about all of this and my first instinct is to run to Grey. However, just the thought of him makes me sad right now, considering he hasn't even talked to me since the day I returned to Álfheimr. Funny how a few months ago, I was devastated when he told me we could only be friends even though I wanted us to be so much more. Now I would give anything to be “just friends” again.
 
                 With a sigh, I turn to throw myself onto my heavenly plush bed only to find someone else has already claimed my spot.
 
                 If it was anyone else besides Jacoby, I would probably be irritated that he was hogging up my comfortable bed while I was forced to either stand or sit on one of the pretty, but rather uncomfortable, chairs. However, the sight of him sprawled out so comfortably on my golden bedspread brings on an unexpected rush of affection. I only allow myself to enjoy the view for a few moments before I decided to wake him up before I get caught staring at him like some sort of creeper.
 
                 “Dude, what are you doing?” I ask as I gently tap his foot.
 
                 “Oh hey,” he says sleepily. “Just taking a nap.”
 
                 “You know you have your own room with your own bed right?”
 
                 “Yeah, but mine isn't as comfortable as yours,” he yawns. “And mine doesn't smell as nice. Yours smells like spring and... Christmas at the same time.”
 
                 “Cinnamon and honeysuckle?”  
 
                 “Yeah. Weird combination. But I like it.”
 
                 And just like that, he has me distracted. I don't know what it is about him, but it seems no matter what predicament I find myself in, when he is around it's hard to focus on anything but him and his captivating charm. Trying to deny it is a lost cause, so I give up.
 
                 “So what's the story we'll be telling everyone back home?” I ask, knowing that he and Grey have spent most of the day getting everything in order for our return.
 
                 “I'll be staying with Mr. Intensity...distant cousin or some nonsense.”
 
                 “Wait. You are actually going to be living under the same roof as Greyson?”
 
   “Yep,” he nods unethusiastically.
 
   “But you guys hate each other!”
 
   This could be really interesting, in a really disastrous sort of way.
 
                 “What makes you think that?” he asks, propping himself up on an elbow. I arch an eyebrow at him, and he suddenly remembers their little display of macho-ness from a few days ago. “On the contrary, that was just some good old fashioned male bonding, that's all.”
 
                 “That's what you are going with? Male bonding? It looked more like, what does Paul call it? A pissing contest?”
 
                 He shrugs like it's no big deal and lies back down with his hands resting behind his head.
 
                 “Okay…” I get up off of the chair and casually wander over to where my half-packed suitcase still lies at the foot of the massive bed. I try to convince myself that I really do need to finish packing, and that my location has nothing to do with feeling a need to be closer to the coppery haired boy still lolling on my bed. He’s lying so still and quiet that for a moment I think he might have fallen asleep again.
 
                 “Things are different now.” He startles me when he suddenly starts talking again. “We have a common goal. Well, I guess we’ve always had the same goal, haven't we?” He opens his eyes and looks at me with a penetrating gaze that causes my stomach to flip and my breath to hitch in my chest. Just before I start to hyperventilate, his expression lightens. He sits up and stretches loudly before hopping up off the bed.
 
                  “I'm going to raid the kitchen for something to eat, want something?”
 
                 “No, no, thanks,” I stammer.
 
                 “Okay, I'll be back to say good night later.” He surprises me by leaning down and kissing me sweetly on the forehead before heading out the door.
 
                 I sit down on my bed to rest for a moment. I wouldn't admit it to anyone of course, but I’m still a little weak. I notice the Cressey book is still on my night stand. I really do need to read that book, especially now. I pick it up to put in my suitcase when I hear a light tap on my door. There is no doubt in my mind who is waiting on the other side of that door. My heart starts pounding as I get up to answer it.
 
                 “Hello,” Grey greets me formally. “Do you have a minute?”
 
                 “Sure,” I say as I let him in.
 
                 He immediately walks over to the window that opens up to the balcony.
 
                 “What's up?” I ask. When he doesn't say anything I continue, “I haven't really seen you in a few days.”
 
                 “Would you take a walk with me?”
 
                 “Um....Sure?”
 
                 He leads me silently down to the garden labyrinth with my favorite yellow roses. I lean over and smell the sweet, fragrant petals. This is where he first told me about the prophecy. It's just after twilight, so it's even darker than before, but I’m not frightened here. I’m confident that I’m completely safe in Álfheimr. We stop walking once we reach the same little clearing he showed me last week. Was it really only a week ago? It seems like forever since then. He leads me over to the little bench in the center, but instead of sitting down next to me he walks a few more steps and stands with his back to me.
 
                 He doesn't say anything at first, but when he turns around to face me his eyes are warm and intense with longing. He closes the distance between the two of us before I even have time to think about what he is doing. He reaches for both of my hands and pulls me up to him.
 
                 He kisses me.
 
                 Soft and slow at first, as though testing the waters, but soon his hands grip me around my waist, pulling me closer to him. All at once, every single emotion that I’ve ever felt for him, everything that I have tried so hard to deny ever since he declared we could only be friends, everything comes rushing back to me and I kiss him back. My heart is racing as I press myself further into his embrace causing him to moan and pull me even closer in response.  How many times did I imagine kissing this boy?  Now that it’s finally happening, I discover that the real thing is so far beyond anything I have ever imagined. He pulls back slightly, resting his forehead gently against my own.
 
                 “I wish you could stay here with me,” his velvet voice whispers in my ear.
 
                 “For the night?” I ask him, feeling excited although a little scandalous.
 
                 “For always.”
 
                 “What do you mean?” I ask him, honestly curious now.
 
                 “What do you think I mean? I would have thought it to be quite obvious?” He gives me a smaller version of my favorite crooked smile, but it doesn't reach his eyes.
 
                 “But I thought…” I cut myself off, because despite his claims of a purely platonic relationship between the two of us, I have always felt like we were more. And apparently, I really wasn't the only one after all.
 
                 “Yes, as difficult as this is for both of us, we have to remain friends and nothing more. It is the right thing to do. I desperately want you to know me...the way I know you. I know everything about you, Mia. I watched you grow up, I’ve witnessed every milestone you’ve ever accomplished and every fear and obstacle you have conquered. I wish we could be more, you have no idea how badly I wish it was possible. But nothing can ever change between us. We can't be together. The logistics of it, well, they just don't make sense. If Alberico...if anybody ever found out...”
 
                 He turns away from me then and I am left staring at his back, more frustrated than ever. What the hell? One minute he is kissing me and telling me he wants to be with me and the next he is saying we shouldn't be together.
 
                 “I can't seem to think about anyone or anything else.” His indigo eyes are so sad.  All I want to do is put my arms around him, bury my face in his chest and inhale his apple and sandalwood scent. But I keep my distance, because a part of me knows that I need to protect my own heart. That this won't end well.
 
                 “I should get you back to the castle before someone notices you are gone,” he says quietly.
 
                 “Wait a minute! What was the point of all this? Why would you bring me all the way out here and kiss me, knowing what that would mean to me, and then break my heart all over again by telling me, once again, that we will never be together? What the hell, Greyson?” I don't think I have ever been this angry at anyone in my entire life.
 
                 “I don't know. I had no intention of ever letting this happen. Do you know how many times I have wanted to kiss you? How many times I almost have? But we can't, Mia. It can't happen again. I thought I had finally come to terms with that. I knew I screwed up after they took you. If I hadn't been so personally involved, I never would have let you leave Álfheimr and you never would have been in any danger. Don't you see? I can't do my job if I love you.”
 
                 “Let me leave? You are not the boss of me!” I realize as the words leave my mouth how childish they sound, but it's too late to take them back now. I also realize that he just told me he loves me, but it wasn't nearly as romantic or wonderful as I thought it would be the first time a boy said those words to me. In fact, it's downright disappointing in this context.
 
                 “No, but your father is the boss of me. How do you think he would react if he finds out that the reason I failed to do my job, failed to keep you safe, is because I can't think straight when I am around you? Because when I am around you all I want to do is kiss you?”
 
                 “I don't know,” I stutter. “But that doesn't give you the right to yo-yo me around. Hot one minute, cold the next. It's exhausting! I can't keep up! And I’m tired of trying!”
 
                 “I told you. I had every intention of never letting whatever we have going on here progress any further than innocent friendship. I don't know what I was thinking, bringing you out here, kissing you. I never meant for any of it to happen.” He pauses for just a moment, then he continues, “No, that's not true. I knew exactly what I was doing, but that doesn't justify my actions. I wanted to. I had to kiss you at least once before he swept you off your feet and I lost the chance.”
 
                 “What are you talking about?” I blush because I have a hunch as to who the 'he' is that Grey is referring to.
 
                 “Don't act coy. I've been watching you two together.”
 
                 “Don't you think that is a little creepy?” I say without conviction.
 
                 “You can't deny it. You two share a connection,” he says somberly. “You're the same.”
 
                 I don't want to talk to him anymore. I didn’t know it was possible to feel this many emotions at once. My mind is spinning in confusion, and all I want to do is go to bed.
 
                  “I'm not talking about this with you anymore. You've made yourself abundantly clear. Good night!” I say with a huff. I turn on my heel to make a dramatic exit only to trip and nearly fall on my face before a strong, capable hand catches me.
 
                 Perfect.
 
                 “It's my job to make sure you are safe.” His voice, so warm and caring just moments ago, has already become cold and distant as he transforms back into protector mode and starts to lead me back through the labyrinth.
 
                 “Don't bother.”
 
                 I pull away from him and take off running through the night.
 
                 Somehow I make it back to my room without running into anyone or falling on my face. Both good things. I decide to take a hot shower, hoping it will calm me down. I dig out my favorite comfy jammies with the smiley faces on them.  I had already packed them up thinking that I would just wear one of the fancy silk sets in my closet until I left. But after everything that has happened tonight, I need this small comfort.
 
                 I've just gotten comfortable in bed when I hear a knock at my door. Go away. Maybe if they think I’m asleep they will leave me alone.
 
                 Knock, knock, knock.
 
                 Apparently not so much. I hear the door open, but instead of getting up I bury myself further underneath the big, downy blanket.
 
                 “Hey, Lark? You awake?” Jacoby whispers.
 
                 “Obviously if I was awake I would have answered the door,” I say sarcastically from underneath my covers. I feel the bed shift as he sits down beside me.
 
                 “I came to say good night. What's wrong?” he asks me, and I remember that while the blankets may hide my red rimmed eyes, he can undoubtedly see my telling aura.
 
                 “What color am I right now?” I ask. He laughs as he pulls down my blanket.
 
                 “A dark blue,” he smiles sadly. “Now are you going to tell me what's going on?”
 
                 I respond by pulling the blanket back up over my head.
 
                 “What color is my aura usually?”
 
                 “Turquoise with beams of green and gold.”
 
                 His abilities are so much more defined than mine. It makes me jealous. I need to start practicing as soon as possible. Will I be able to see auras too? It would probably also come in handy to be able to inflict pain on someone from inside their own mind. I can think of one evil bastard I'd like to cause severe pain to...
 
                 “Quit stalling. I know something is wrong.” He brushes his fingers along my jawline and the electric jolt caused by his touch snaps me out of my vengeance fantasy. I’m a bit embarrassed by how violent my thoughts are.
 
                 I pull down the covers to apologize for being so rude and I'm startled by how close his face is to my own. Staring into Jacoby's green eyes, I feel compelled to confide in him. I sit up so he knows that I plan on talking, even if it takes me a minute.
 
                 “When did you first discover your magic?” I ask. I realize that he is probably the only person in the world who can shed some light on the subject of Half-bloods. Everyone else I have met so far has been an elf and their lack of knowledge of Half-bloods has been extremely disappointing.
 
   And I want to avoid the inevitable conversation about why I’m so upset for a little longer.
 
   “A few years ago, I was seventeen or eighteen, I think?” He seems confused by my question. “Why do you ask?”
 
                 “I was just curious. Apparently Half-bloods are so uncommon that Alberico and Grey haven't been able to give me much information about what to expect.”
 
                 “Well, it's a good thing you met me then, huh?” he says, winking at me. My heart flutters in response.
 
                 I tell him what I have learned about the prophecy. That not only will I most likely break the curse, effectively unleashing the foulest creatures in the world back upon the Earth, but there is also a possibility that I might die. Surely that would be enough to upset any girl. And I hope he thinks it’s enough, because I can't bring myself to tell him about what happened in the labyrinth with Grey.  
 
                 “Seriously? And perish but for the Grace of the Lark?” he repeats with a grin. “Lark? Seriously? Man, I am better at picking nicknames than I thought.”
 
                 “Did you know of the prophecy before? Is that why you call me that?”
 
                 “No, of course not! Why would you think that?”
 
                 “You swear?” It’s time like this I wish I could see auras too because then I would know whether he was telling me the truth.
 
                 “I swear to Sόl that I’ve never heard the prophecy in its entirety before now. Dugan only gave us limited information,” he promises sincerely and then with a smirk he adds, “I’m just that good at picking nicknames. It must be fate.” He winks and grins broadly like he is exceptionally proud of himself.
 
   I glare at him, apparently unconvincingly because he just laughs at me.
 
                 “I wonder if that means there is a way to avoid your untimely death?” he thinks out loud while pacing around my bedroom. I'm barely able to keep my eyes open but something about that catches my attention.
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “Well, it says they will bring Light to the Dark. Only to perish but for the Grace of the Lark. Maybe it means that you...” He falters as I give him the evil eye again. “I mean, maybe it means that whomever the prophecy is referring to, needs someone else to help them. To save them. Maybe this isn't a bad prophecy at all.”
 
   Although I think he is being overly optimistic, it still gives me hope. Maybe I'm not a lost cause after all.
 
                 “But I'm tired of always having to be saved,” I yawn loudly. “Just once, I want to do the saving. Maybe there is another Half-blood child out there that Alberico doesn’t know about?”
 
                 “I wouldn’t count on it.”
 
                 “You never know, those Light Elves have been known to be quite promiscuous. I’ve had the displeasure of being told all the sordid tales. It was all part of my ‘training’.” I emphasize the word training with finger quotations. “All the kings had mistresses and stuff. It was pretty messed up. For all I know, I could have twenty other siblings out there.”
 
                 “Alberico doesn’t strike me as the type.”
 
                 “No,” I yawn again and close my heavy eyelids. “Probably not.”
 
   Jacoby stays way later than is proper, but nobody ever comes to enforce a curfew. He hums Maddie's lullaby for me softly until I can no longer keep my eyes open. Before he leaves, he tucks me in, kisses me gently on my forehead, and whispers, “Good night, my Lark.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 18
 
                 
 
                 The sun streaming in through my window awakens me the next morning. I always like waking up to the sun. It’s far more preferable than the sharp beeping of an alarm clock. I allow myself to lie in peace and enjoy the comfortable, honeysuckle and cinnamon scented bed for a few more minutes before I get up and start getting my things together to go back home today. I am looking forward to seeing Maddie, my Mom and Paul, and Hannah, but I am a little worried that they will be able to see a change in me. Alberico told me I can't tell them anything about Álfheimr. I wonder how I’m going to blend the normality of my old life with everything I now know?
 
                 Alberico is busy with his council planning various offensive and defensive strategies so I don't get to see him for breakfast. Though I’m supposed to eat lunch with him before I go back home, but my morning is free from any other obligations. I choose to spend it roaming aimlessly around the castle grounds enjoying the sunshine. About an hour before lunch, I make my way back up to my room for a quick nap. My strength still isn't one hundred percent, but it’s much improved.
 
                 I am just about to fall asleep when I hear a knock at my door. No one is there when I groggily open the door, but a small silver tray sits on the floor right outside my room. It holds a box of chocolate dipped chocolate chip granola bars and a note with a single word written in elegant handwriting that I would recognize anywhere:
 
   Sorry.
 
                 
 
                 “Still not forgiven,” I mutter under my breath, but I take a bite of the familiar chocolatey goodness anyway. I can't believe he would remember something so simple. It is a sweet gesture, but I am not sure what it means. My head is spinning as I overanalyze Grey's actions, so a nap is definitely out of the question now. I figure I might as well get dressed for lunch. I check out my massive closet for a dress that I haven't had a chance to wear yet. Which isn't hard to do since there are easily more than a hundred different varieties and colors. It comes down to a toss-up between a pretty green one adorned with silky ribbons or a silver empire waist number. The latter is stunning, but I go with the first one since it brings out the green in my hazel eyes.
 
                 After I’m dressed, I open my balcony windows to soak up the sun and enjoy the fresh floral scent from the gardens. It's like I can't get enough of the fresh air. It really is beautiful here. If I didn't have Maddie and my mom, I would probably want to stay here forever.
 
                 “Hey, Lark.”
 
                 I jump at the voice that has snuck up behind me. Jacoby laughs as I try to calm my racing heart.
 
                 “Don't sneak up on a girl like that!” I gasp.
 
                 “It isn't my fault that you are completely unobservant. I knocked three times.”
 
                 “Sorry, I was out here enjoying the sunshine. It's still going to be freezing in Kansas.” The thought alone makes me shiver. I am not looking forward to it. I idly wonder if I will catch a cold jumping back and forth between the pleasant weather here and the wintery mix back home.
 
                 “You ready for lunch?” Jacoby asks. “Or did you fill up on...What the hell are these?” He picks up my now empty box of bad-for-me granola bars in disgust.
 
                 “Chocolate-dipped chocolate chip granola bars. They’re sorta addicting.”
 
                 “You ate the whole box for breakfast?”
 
                 “Kind of,” I blush. “But in my defense, I stretched breakfast out for a couple of hours so it's not like I just sat on the balcony stuffing my face or anything. Who would do that? Gross.”
 
                 “You are lying.”
 
                 “No I'm not,” I say as seriously as I can manage.
 
                 “Aura, remember?” He taps a finger to his temple and gives me a knowing look.
 
                 Arrogant butthead.
 
                 “Oh, shut up! Let's go to lunch!” I grab his hand and drag him out of my room. He seems surprised at first but then slides his fingers in between mine. Our hands fit together perfectly.
 
                 Not that I notice or anything.
 
                 “How can you still be hungry?” he mumbles, shaking his head in disbelief.
 
                 We enter the dining room still hand in hand, attracting a variety of reactions from the elves sitting around the table. Embarrassed, I quickly release his hand and take my place beside my father as Jacoby takes the seat across from me. Alberico glances at Jacoby, then me, looking a little surprised but not angry. Some of his council look disgusted and glance warily at us. They are still trying to adjust to me as Alberico’s newfound illegitimate heir, and now here I am getting cozy with another Half-blood who not only used to live with the Dark Elves, but actually helped them to kidnap me. Throw in the fact that we’re both Spirit users, and well, I guess I can’t blame them for their less than warm reception. Isobel smiles kindly as usual at me, but then her green eyes focus solely on Jacoby. She studies him, somewhat perplexed, as though trying to recall a distant memory.
 
                 Grey is looking everywhere but directly at me and his expression is cold. I feel the flush on my cheeks and try my best to ignore him and the waves of tension that radiate from him.
 
                 “Are you all packed, Mia?” Alberico asks me.
 
                 “Yep, I think I have everything. Of course, I'll be back tomorrow afternoon in case I have forgotten anything.”
 
                 “Ah, yes. That reminds me.” He gestures to one of the servants standing against the wall who immediately walks over and hands him a small silver box. Alberico opens it and lifts out the most beautiful necklace. As he fastens the silver chain around my neck my fingers caress the smooth pale blue stone.
 
                 “It's a blue lace agate. It is said to offer protection as well as awaken talents. I thought it would be the perfect amulet for you.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I tell him sincerely. I’m honored to receive such a rare gift.
 
                 “It will make transporting back and forth easier. Plus, if you are ever in trouble, you will need it to make a quick escape. Especially now that Dugan knows you are a healer. He will stop at nothing to get to you.”
 
                 The thought sends chills down my spine, and I shiver in response.
 
                 “We need to be prepared for anything. Jacoby, I'd like to ask you a few questions after lunch if you don't mind? Pertaining to your time with the Dökkálfar.”
 
                 “Of course,” Jacoby replies. “I am finished now if you are ready?”
 
                 “Perfect.” Alberico stands up and walks over to me. “Mia, I don't want you to worry. We will do everything we can to keep you and your family safe. Okay?”
 
                 “Okay.”
 
                 “Now, I will see you tomorrow, correct?”
 
                 “Yes, I promise. I'll be here tomorrow after school.”
 
                 “Good girl. I won't keep Jacoby too long. You may leave after we are finished,” he says, kissing the top of my head before gesturing for Jacoby to follow him.
 
                 After we finish eating, Grey escorts me to my room in complete and utter silence. Not wanting to be rude, I thank him for the chocolate cereal bars.
 
                 He just nods.
 
                 “I ate the whole box,” I state proudly.
 
                 He almost smiles. I see it in his eyes but he catches himself and maintains his stoic stare. Maybe he’s upset over my affectionate display with Jacoby at lunch?
 
                 Oh well, I tried.
 
                 I throw myself on my bed, determined to enjoy its luxuriousness one more time before saying hello to my lumpy old twin at home. I wonder if I could spend my nights here in this comfy bed and just transport back to my room every morning before Mom wakes up. The thought is tempting.
 
                 I hear the door close and look up to see if Grey really just left without saying a single word, but instead I find him standing right next to my bed.
 
                 “We never finished our conversation from the other night.”
 
                 “Really? Because I’m pretty sure we did. I think we established that nothing is ever going to happen between us. This back and forth is getting exhausting and I’m done with it.”
 
                 “But you didn't let me explain why.”
 
                 “I don't need you to explain, Greyson. I just need you to leave me alone and stop messing with my head.”
 
                 A pained look flashes across his face as though I just slapped him.
 
                 “Hey,” I hear Jacoby say as he sticks his head in the door.               
 
   Perfect timing Jacoby. I wonder how much he heard. “Oh sorry, am I interrupting something?”
 
                 “Nope, nothing,” I say too quickly. I feel my cheeks flush because I know that I can't lie to Jacoby, but thankfully he doesn't push me for answers even though I’m sure he is dying to know why Grey is sulking in the corner. He tilts his head to the side wearing a mildly curious expression on his face. My blush deepens as I turn away from his knowing stare, willing one of them to say something, anything.
 
                 But they don’t.
 
                 A knock on my door saves us from the awkward silence. Freya docilely enters my room.
 
                 “Excuse me, Greyson? His Majesty needs to see you for a moment,” the fair elf announces shyly. He nods once to her, then excuses himself.
 
                 “So what's going on?” Jacoby asks me as soon as Grey is out of the room. “Trouble with the boyfriend?”
 
                 “He isn't my boyfriend,” I quickly retort.
 
                 “Really? Because I think Mr. Intensity is under the impression that he is.”
 
                 “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but you are mistaken. There is nothing going on between me and Grey. He has made that perfectly clear from the very beginning. Just friends.”
 
                 And barely even that any more.
 
                 “Good. You might be surprised to know that fact doesn't disappoint me in the least. He isn't right for you anyway.”
 
                 “Oh, yeah? And who is right for me?” I challenge.
 
                 “Me, of course.” The words are spoken nonchalantly, but the blaze in his eyes speaks otherwise, and my heart constricts.
 
                 “What are you talking about? You barely know me.”
 
                 “You are right.” He approaches me, and the closer he gets, the harder it is for me to breathe. He gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and brushes his fingertips down the side of my face, stopping at my mouth. “But I do know that you adore your baby sister. That you would do anything to protect the people you love. I know that you twirl your hair around your finger when you are nervous or deep in thought. I know that you like wearing green the best because it brings out the flecks of olive in your eyes. That you can eat an entire box of chocolate breakfast bars in one sitting and still be starving by lunch. I know that you are strong and kind. But most importantly, I know that I would do anything for you. And that has to mean something.”
 
                 The sincerity of his words catches me off guard, and I feel a warmth spread through my core as I stand in front of him, locked in his gaze.
 
                 “Why?” I ask, slightly embarrassed that he can so easily captivate me.
 
                 “Why what?” he replies as he tilts his head playfully to the side. I hate it when he does that.
 
                 But I kind of love it too.
 
                 “Why will you do anything for me?”
 
                 “I have my reasons,” he smiles slyly. “Isn't it enough that I will?”
 
                 “You are awfully annoying.” I narrow my eyes accusingly at him, which only makes him laugh.
 
                 “I prefer charming.” He smiles mischievously. “And devilishly handsome.”
 
                 I just shake my head and smile to myself. Who am I to deny the truth?
 
                 “Are you going to tell me what happened between you and Grey?”
 
                 Way to change the subject and ruin the moment.
 
                 “I don't really want to talk about that right now,” I say with a little too much force in my words. The idea of talking to Jacoby about everything that’s happened between Grey and me feels wrong. I can tell he isn't satisfied with that answer but he doesn't push it. He sits down on the bed and pulls me down to sit beside him, placing an arm casually around my shoulders. I feel comforted by his closeness. It's strange to think just a week ago how different things were. We remain seated in a comfortable silence as we wait for Grey to return. Every once in a while, I sneak a peek at him to find that his expectant green eyes never leave my face.
 
                 “Are you ready?”
 
                 I jump up at the sound of Grey's voice and feel an unexpected twinge of guilt, like a child caught sneaking a cookie from the cookie jar. I step away from Jacoby and take a deep breath, trying to slow down my ferociously beating heart.
 
                 “Yep. I'm ready.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter 19
 
                 
 
                 “Okay, class. Try not to screw it up. Begin.” Mr. Shilling announces with a wave of his hand.
 
                 “This man is a total dick.”
 
                 I hear Jacoby speak inside my head during Chemistry. I have to stop myself from giggling and focus on getting the necessary materials ready for our lab today. I’m starting to get used to these random interruptions from Jacoby. He somehow managed to enroll in five of my seven classes this semester, so I see and hear, a lot of him during the day.
 
                 At least he has resigned to keeping his less than polite comments inside my head. Jacoby learned the hard way that calling teachers names and back-talking them is a sure-fire way to land yourself in a heap of trouble. His presence at MHS has caused quite the stir among the female student body. Of course, who could blame them? But even the guys seem to like having him around. The teachers, however, not so much. His snarky comments during class the first week of the semester naturally earned him a laugh from the students, but they weren't so well received from the teachers. We are only two weeks into the spring semester and he has spent more time in detention than not.
 
                 Jacoby's antics aside, everything is pretty much back to normal. Or as normal as it can be, at least. I go to class during the day and try to maintain some semblance of the good student reputation I had before Jacoby showed up and started distracting me. I still work on the weekends, but I spend my afternoons in Álfheimr training with Jacoby and Grey.
 
                 As it turns out, Jacoby is surprisingly well-suited for teaching, even if he isn't exactly a star student. He seems to think my powers will mirror his own since we are both Half-blood Spirit users. I am not so sure. I still haven't even been able to see auras yet. And he hasn't been able to heal anything. But the two weeks that I have been training with Jacoby, I’ve noticed that using magic isn't as draining as it was before, which means I must be getting stronger.
 
                 No one has reported anything about Dugan and the Dökkálfar yet. No suspicious disappearances or murders. But I’m afraid it’s just the calm before the storm. I refuse to feel even slightly optimistic about the matter. I don't know how to explain my fear exactly, I just have a bad feeling that something terrible is waiting to happen the second we drop our guard. So I refuse to do so. I have been training hard, and next time I am face to face with Dugan, or any Dark Elf for that matter, I will be ready.
 
                 Hannah is chattering away about something that happened this weekend, but I am finding it difficult to pay attention to both her and the lab we are supposed to be working on.
 
                 “Mia!” Hannah shrieks. “Turn it off!”
 
                 I immediately return to planet earth and realize that while I was supposed to be gently heating the beaker, I have brought it to a full-fledged boil.
 
                 “Oh my God!” I exclaim, instinctively grabbing it to remove it from the flame.
 
                 With my bare hand.
 
                 “Crap!”  I drop the scalding hot glass beaker, shattering it into a million pieces and immediately cradle my hand to my chest, tears threatening to stream down my face. Before I can blink, Jacoby is by my side, shouting something about taking me to the nurse, but I can barely focus on anything except the excruciating pain in my right hand. Surely this warrants a trip to the emergency room, and Mr. Shilling must have said so, because Jacoby has me out of the door before anyone has a chance to stop him.
 
                 He doesn't take me to the nurse’s office, but instead he rushes me into the closest bathroom and locks the door before turning to assess the damage my bone-head move has wreaked on my hand.
 
                 “Good grief, Lark! What were you thinking?” He sounds exasperated as he finishes his inspection.
 
                 “I—wasn't,” I wince barely capable of coherent speech. My entire palm is swollen with violent red blisters.
 
                 “Well, go on. What are you waiting for? That has to be painful.”
 
                 I stare at him blankly. His face is blurry because of the wetness in my eyes, so I think I might be imagining his expectant expression.
 
                 “Huh?” I manage to get out.
 
                 “Heal yourself silly girl before you have to suffer any longer,” he says casually, brushing away new tears gathering in the corner of my eyes.
 
                 “I-- don't-- know if-- I can,” I admit, but even as I say the words I am already attempting to do it. I have never had a reason to try to heal myself before. Is it even possible? I'm concentrating as hard as I can, and finally the familiar tingle builds in the core of my body and moves its way through my veins until it reaches my injured hand. But it's not strong enough. Nothing happens.
 
                 “It's not working.” I look up at Jacoby as tears of frustration now join my tears of pain. Jacoby frowns.
 
                 “Try again,” he encourages. “Focus your mind on the healing.”
 
                 I try again, concentrating less on the pain in my hand and more on the actual magic. Once again I feel the tingling stir inside me, only this time it's much stronger and suddenly, the pain is gone. I look down at my hand. It’s completely healed.
 
                 “I knew you could do it,” Jacoby beams at me.
 
                 “That was amazing!” I want to jump up and down and squeal like a little girl.
 
                 “We'll have to go and get some bandages though. Otherwise you will have to explain to a room full of people how you miraculously healed yourself, and I’m guessing that probably wouldn't be the best idea,” he smirks.
 
                 “I'm sure I have some at the house. Mom and Paul will both be at work. We can swing by there before heading to Álfheimr.”
 
                 “Sounds like a plan. Nobody is going to expect us back here for the last four hours anyway, might as well go now,” he suggests and I know he isn't the least bit upset about skipping class.
 
                 “Okay. We should probably let Grey know.”
 
                 “What for? He isn't your only babysitter, you know,” he teases because he knows it's true. The idea of having a babysitter when I am turning eighteen in a couple of months, regardless of the reason why, sort of irritates me. Which I suspect is Jacoby's goal so I do what any mature, almost adult, would do and smack in the arm.
 
                 “Fine,” I give in. “Let's just go.”
 
                 He smiles winningly and grabs my hand. The world spins and we are in my bedroom.
 
                 “Where do you keep the bandages?” he asks me as I sit down. Transporting still makes me feel a little dizzy, but it doesn’t seem to have any negative effect on Jacoby at all.
 
                 “I can get them.”
 
                 “Nah, it’s okay, Lark. You take it easy. I'll grab them and doctor you all up. Then we can head to Álfheimr before you pass out.”
 
                 “Ha ha,” I say dryly but I don't argue. “In the bathroom cupboard, down the hall on the right.”  
 
                 I curl up on my side and wait for Jacoby to return. I feel guilty for not letting Grey know that we were leaving. He is probably going to flip out. I’m pondering how I’m going to handle that blow out when Jacoby saunters back in with a first aid kit. I don't put up a fight when he starts wrapping my hand. I won't technically need to wear the bandage until Monday, but I can't even muster the energy to argue with him.
 
                 “There. All set,” he says, proudly gazing down at his handiwork. It makes me laugh. “Ready?”
 
                 “Yep. Let's get this over with.” I usually can’t stomach transporting back to back like this. Transporting once leaves me slightly dizzy, transporting a second time in a short time span leaves me feeling sick to my stomach.
 
                 He grabs my newly wrapped hand and the next second we are back in my other room, the one in Álfheimr.
 
                 Freya jumps up in surprise at our sudden arrival. She must not have been expecting us so early.
 
                 “Oh, Mia! You gave me a fright!” she exclaims as she bends to pick up the freshly laundered towels. She must have been restocking my bathroom. I shower more here than I do at my own home. Who wouldn't with such exquisite facilities at their disposal? She catches sight of my injured hand and gasps audibly.
 
                 “We are sorry for scaring you, Freya but she sort of had an incident at school so we needed to come early,” he gestures to my hand. “We need a healer pretty quick.”
 
                 “A healer? But...uh...um...” Freya is so flustered that I smack Jacoby for his mean joke. He just laughs.
 
                 “Freya, relax! He is just kidding. I'm fine. I promise.” I wiggle my wrapped hand to reassure her.
 
                 Since I am currently the only known healer to exist, she was probably about to have a panic attack. 
 
                 “Oh, thank goodness!” she exhales, finally able to relax enough to catch her breath. “Shall I inform His Majesty of your arrival?”
 
                 “Please do.” I try to make my voice sound as soothing as possible. “And thank you, Freya.”
 
                 She quickly curtsies and exits my room. I give the evil eye to Jacoby.
 
                 “That wasn't very nice,” I scold him.
 
                 “Oh, admit it, it was very funny,” he smirks at me.
 
                 “Yeah, well, the poor thing probably was on the verge of a heart attack.”
 
                 “I’m pretty certain elves don't have heart attacks, and if for some reason she did, what better company could she be in?”
 
                 Before I can respond we are suddenly joined by a very enraged Grey.
 
                 “What the hell, Mia?” He doesn't yell, he barely raises his voice at all, but oh my God can he sound scary when he wants to. “You didn't think it necessary to inform me that you were planning on skipping class for the rest of the day? Didn't you think I would worry when I didn't see you at lunch?”
 
                 “Whoa man, take it easy,” Jacoby interrupts. “It's not like we planned it.”
 
                 “I don't believe I was talking to you.” Grey glares at Jacoby pointedly and I can tell things are about to get ugly.
 
                 “Look, Grey,” I chime in before the boys start to rumble in my pretty bedroom. “I hurt my hand pretty badly. Like, at least second degree burns.” His eyes widen in shock. “I healed myself so I'm fine now, but we left before people could ask questions.”
 
                 The fire in Grey's eyes immediately simmers down to the familiar kind warmth that I am used to seeing in his indigo eyes.
 
                 “Are you alright?” he asks me softly.
 
                 “Yes, I'm fine. Really,” I assure him. “We left so suddenly to avoid questions. Everyone in class saw what happened, so I am sure they expected me to go to the emergency room or something. If I stayed, people would be suspicious.”
 
                 “I am sorry for overreacting. I don't like not knowing where you are.” He looks up at Jacoby. “Especially considering the company you keep.”
 
                 “Hey, Alberico trusts me. She is perfectly safe with me and you know it,” Jacoby says with a note of challenge in his voice. Not wanting to witness another male ego showdown, I step in between them.
 
                 “Can we just get started?” I plead.
 
                 “As you wish,” Grey says, the first to back down.
 
                 “After you, Lark,” adds Jacoby, politely gesturing towards the door.
 
                 What am I going to do with these two?
 
                 We decide to start off today's training session by practicing the 'mind attack' thing that Jacoby did to Grey the day we escaped from the Underworld. Since Jacoby is able to block out Dugan’s attack on his mind, he and Grey had the idea that if they practiced enough, they might be able to get a feel for how it works. That could come in handy when we finally face off with Dugan. If there’s a way to learn how to block these kinds of attacks and then teach the other elves how to do it, Dugan will lose a lot of his power over them.
 
                 So far, it just seems like a good excuse for Jacoby and Grey to inflict an awful lot of pain on each other.
 
                 I sit on the sidelines watching Grey's face distort in the pain while Jacoby tries to maintain his balance on the quaking earth, all the while dodging the occasional random tree that comes flying out of the ground aimed for his head. This is getting a little ridiculous. There are uprooted trees everywhere. The groundskeepers are not going to be too happy with us today. Even though I am sure it is entirely possible for an elf to just snap their fingers and put everything right again, it's probably still annoying. Normally, Grey and Jacoby limit their destruction, but neither is holding back today. I suspect our earlier fight about what happened at school has a lot to do with their aggression towards each other right now.
 
                 Idiots.  
 
                 Jacoby snaps his head in my direction, narrowly dodging being skewered by a hundred year old oak.
 
                 “Did I do it?” an exhausted but pleased Grey asks Jacoby, who has completely released him from the 'mind attack' and is focused intently on me.
 
                 “Say something else,” I hear Jacoby ask in my mind.
 
                 “What?” I ask him out loud, causing Grey to cock his head and furrow his brow in confusion.
 
                 “No, say something else. Call me an idiot again or something!” The eagerness in Jacoby's tone clicks the pieces together for me.
 
                 “You heard me!” I respond unable to contain my excitement. “Can you hear me now?”
 
                 “I can.” He beams proudly at me.
 
                 “Did I miss something?” Grey clears his throat uncomfortably while looking back and forth between Jacoby and me.
 
                 “Don't say anything to him just yet. Let's keep this between us for now,” Jacoby says to me before responding out loud to Grey. “Sorry, I got distracted. I thought I saw something move in the bushes behind Mia. Looked like a bear or something. But no, you didn't do it that time. Sorry for getting your hopes up, Mr. Intensity.”
 
                 “Damn,” Grey sighs, his disappointment obvious. “Shall we give it another go?”
 
                 “Why don't we let Mia practice for a little bit?” Jacoby suggests with a hint of a smile, and I know it's because he gets a sick enjoyment out of watching me torment Grey.
 
                 “I heard that. You are going to have to practice blocking what you don't want me to hear,” he smirks at me arrogantly. “But yes, I do get a sick enjoyment out of it.”
 
                 Today's training session was immensely satisfying. Regardless of our differences in abilities, Jacoby has been able to teach me to use my magic more effectively than anyone else has. I suppose that makes sense considering we are the only two Spirit users here.  
 
                 As we make our way back up to the castle to check in with Alberico, Isobel meets us halfway.
 
                 “Can I talk to you?” Isobel asks, looking only at me.
 
                 “Of course. What's up?”
 
                 “Alone?” She warily eyes Jacoby and Grey.
 
                 “Sure.” Whatever it is that she wants to talk to me about must be serious. “I'll meet you guys in Alberico's throne room, okay?”
 
   Jacoby and Grey can obviously sense that something has really upset Isobel so they say a quick good-bye and head into the castle.
 
   Night has fallen and the deep violet sky glitters with bright stars.
 
                  “I need to tell you something,” she says, scanning the area for anybody that could possibly over hear us. “Remember when I told you about my sister and her husband?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” I nod. “How could I forget?”
 
   “She had a son.”
 
   “Okay? What makes you think that?”
 
                  “I don't know. Maybe I am crazy, but his eyes, they are so familiar. I have been trying to place him for weeks. Ever since that day I first met him.”
 
                 She is blurting everything out so quickly, like she is overwhelmed with thoughts and cannot bear to keep them inside for one more minute. “Then I had a dream a few nights ago, and there she was. Cordelia. Just like I remembered her. Those vivid, emerald green eyes and long auburn hair. I couldn't believe I hadn't even considered it. But of course, why would I?”
 
                 “Considered what?” I ask confused.
 
                 “Jacoby. He is her son. It all makes sense. Of course she had a son. That is why she left Álfheimr. The human she was in love with could never come here, don't you see?”
 
                 Well, no not really, but then I suddenly remember one of the very first conversations I had with Jacoby...about his parents and then I remember what Isobel said about where Cordelia and her husband’s bodies were found.
 
                 “They were camping!” I exclaim. “That is why they were in the forest. Jacoby begged his parents to take him camping. Oh my gosh! We have to tell him!”
 
                 “We can't yet.”
 
                 Her eyes are fiercely protective and I can't understand why she wouldn't immediately want to go, I don't know, hug her nephew or something.
 
                 “Why not?”
 
                 “There is a reason I wanted to talk to you in private first.”
 
                 “Okay, why?” I ask.
 
                 “As you know, if Alberico has no heir, the Duke and I are next in line for the throne,” she whispers with downcast eyes.
 
                 “Yeah, yeah, I know, so what?” I honestly don't have the slightest desire to ever sit on that throne, but I suspect it makes Isobel a little uncomfortable talking to me about it since I am Alberico's daughter, and technically would be the heir under different circumstances. I’m pretty sure no Half-blood would ever be allowed to rule the kingdom so the whole thing was moot anyway.
 
                 “If Cordelia would have stayed here in Álfheimr, she would have been next in line...since she was more powerful...”
 
                 Then it dawns on me.
 
   A Half-blood child of a Sovereign One.
 
                 Sovereign One.
 
                 If she had stayed, she might have been Queen. Which means...I was right….
 
                 “It's not me.” The pieces of the puzzle click in my spinning mind.
 
   Hidden in the shadows until the time is right.
 
                 He spent the majority of his life in the Underworld with the Dark Elves.
 
                 Oh my freaking God.
 
                 He is the one in the prophecy. It's Jacoby.
 
                 I feel the weight of the world lift off of my shoulders and at the same time my heart constricts in pain, knowing what this means for Jacoby.
 
                 “We can't possibly know for sure, Mia. It might still be you. But if what I suspect is true, I am not sure if it will be wise to disclose this information to him just yet, you understand?”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 Tears well up in her eyes.
 
                 “After the prophecy was made public, the Dark Elves began hunting down the families of half-blood children. They were determined to find the one in the prophecy and use any means necessary to sway them to join their side. They would kill the families and raise the Half-bloods themselves. It was a way for them to guarantee the prophecy be fulfilled. I fear that is what happened to Cordelia. How do you think Jacoby would react if he thought that Dugan murdered his family because of him?”
 
                 It's not hard to imagine how impulsively Jacoby would react, so I immediately agree that we should wait to tell him. Unfortunately, there is one little problem...
 
                 “I can't lie to him,” I gulp. “He'll know.”
 
                 “You must try,” she urges me. “Please, just try. We can’t tell him yet. Promise?”
 
                 “Okay, I promise.”
 
   And I truly hope that it’s a promise I can keep.
 
   I enter Alberico's throne room to find him surrounded by a handful of elves that include Finnegan, Jacoby, and Grey huddled around the mahogany table poring over the various offensive strategies the War Council has suggested. My eyes wander over to the regal throne and the painting of Alberico in his full, kingly glory that adorns the wall behind it. A single throne where there should be two. He was too bound by duty to abandon his kingdom when he fell for a human all those years ago. What would have happened if he would have risked everything, like Cordelia did, to be with the one he loved? How different would my life have been? He has never said so, but my heart tells me he never married because he is still in love with my mother. I wonder what my mom would think about this room? The castle? How would she react if she found out that the tragic love affair that broke her heart so many years ago was a story with more twists and dangerous connotations than she could ever imagine? Will I ever be able to tell her? Will it change the way she feels about Paul?
 
                 “Ah, Mia, there you are my dear.” Alberico's voice brings me out of my reverie. “How was your training?”
 
                 “Good.” I attempt to sound enthusiastic. “I'm getting much better at the whole 'mind attack' thing.”
 
                 “Much better, indeed. I credit your brilliant tutor,” Jacoby adds in my head and I try to smile in response. He would expect that kind of response from me and I don't want him to be suspicious.
 
                 “Fantastic!” Alberico beams. He wholeheartedly approves of the idea of Jacoby teaching me how to 'mind attack' as well as our experiments with defending against such attacks. At first I didn't really relish the idea of actually hurting anyone, especially if it required me practicing on people that I cared about, but Greyson and Jacoby practically begged me to learn. It was one of the few things they actually agreed on, so how could I possibly deny them this one request? Besides, every time I remember all the things Dugan did to me while I was in the Underworld, well, let's just say I recognize the perks of being able to defend myself thoroughly if I ever need to.  
 
                 “So what's the game plan?” I step closer to the table to take a look at the plans but make the mistake of looking at Jacoby as I do so.
 
                 As soon as we make eye contact, I can tell that from his expression that he knows something is wrong.
 
                 “What happened?” I hear his accusation inside my head.
 
                 “Nothing,” I answer him back quickly with my new ability.
 
                 “You can't lie to me, remember?” He knowingly taps the side of his forehead indicating that my aura is giving me away. Or perhaps my face. I have never been good at lying.
 
                 Grey and Alberico are watching our staring match with piqued interest, and I know they are growing suspicious despite the fact that neither of them are aware of our little parlor trick.
 
                 “Jacoby, please! Not now!” I pointedly look at our present company, hoping he catches the hint.
 
                 “Fine. But don't think for one second I'll forget.”
 
                 I don't doubt that he will nag me until I give in. How am I going to keep this from him?
 
                 Alberico clears his throat and I turn my focus towards him.
 
                 “I think we are going to enter the Underworld and attack one week from tomorrow.”
 
                 “Next Saturday?” I know that we need to take action soon, but I was hoping to have a little more time to practice and improve. I don’t feel ready yet. But of course, how can you ever truly be ready to face your worst nightmare?
 
                 I feel like I need to throw up.  
 
                 “Yes. We feel it would be in the best interest of both our worlds to end this as soon as possible. Preferably before the next new moon,” Alberico answers. “We’ve never taken offensive action before. They won’t be expecting us.”
 
                 “Mia, everything will be fine. Alberico is right, they won't be expecting us. That is, assuming they haven't somehow infiltrated Álfheimr and are being informed of our plans,” Grey says, glaring at Jacoby. I know that despite the fact that he saved me and has been helping me master my abilities, Grey still doesn't trust him.
 
                 “Grey. You know Jacoby is on our side.” I stare at him reproachfully.
 
                 “And you know that I still question whether or not he has your best interest at heart,” he retorts. “As demonstrated today when he persuaded you to leave school without informing me.”
 
                 Jacoby jumps up ready to retaliate but I put my hand on his chest to stop him.
 
                 “No,” I tell him simply, using mind-speak, and he—surprisingly—backs down so I turn my attention back to Grey.
 
                 “What has he done that could possibly deserve your disdain?” I ask Grey.
 
                 With a huff, Grey turns and storms out of the room.
 
                 “Well, I must say, I don't quite recall a time when there was ever so much angst in my castle,” Alberico chuckles cheerfully.
 
                 “Yeah, well, it's kinda getting on my nerves. I don't understand what his problem is.”
 
                 “Don't you?” Alberico asks softly with a knowing look in his eyes.
 
                 I feel the blood rush to my face but I don't try to deny knowing what Grey's problem is.
 
                 I haven't forgotten that night in the garden. The way he kissed me so passionately, only to adamantly renounce any possibility of ever being anything more than friends five seconds later. How do you go back to being just friends after a kiss like that? I don't think it's possible. So I guess my relationship with Grey is doomed to be forever awkward.
 
                 “Do you realize how easy it is to read your thoughts on your face?” Jacoby whispers in my head.
 
                 A tight-lipped smile is my only response, because I can feel the tears of frustration forming along with the growing pit in my stomach. The last thing I want right now is to do something stupid like cry over a boy.
 
                 “C'mon Lark, we should probably head back,” Jacoby says as he reaches out for my hand. I look back at Alberico, but he just smiles and nods.
 
                 “It is getting late. You should go ahead and head back home before Kate starts to worry. We'll talk this weekend when you have more time.” He hugs me then. “Remember, be vigilant and always wear your amulet.”
 
                 Sometimes it is still unnerving hearing such an affectionate, wise, fatherly tone coming from someone so young looking.
 
                 “I’ll never take it off.” I pull it out from underneath my shirt just for confirmation. “See you tomorrow, Dad.”
 
                 As soon as we are outside the throne room, Jacoby reverts back to mind-speak.
 
                 “Are you going to tell me now?”
 
                 “Tell you what?” I ask innocently.
 
                 “You know damn well what I am talking about. Something happened.”
 
                 “It's between Isobel and me. I can't tell you yet.”
 
                 “Why?” His brow creases.
 
                 “Can't you just trust me? If I could tell you, I would. Don't you know that?” I plead.
 
                 Surely he must realize he is practically my best friend these days. I can't exactly tell Hannah about the elves, and with things currently all messed up between Grey and me, he really isn't an option either. Jacoby is the only person I can really talk to.
 
   “I just want to make sure you are okay.” His expression softens as he brushes his fingertips along my jawline. “Safe.”
 
                 “I know.”
 
                 But I'm trying to keep you safe, I think to myself. Then I look up to make sure he didn't hear me. I really do need to practice blocking my every thought.
 
                 “Is Grey still here or did he already transport back?” I ask as we near my room.
 
                 “I'm not sure. But I am guessing he is still here. Just off pouting somewhere.”
 
                 “For your information I do not pout,” Grey's voice resounds from across the room. He apparently had chosen to not pout on my balcony.
 
                 “You could have fooled me,” Jacoby utters under his breath. Grey's answering glare leaves no question in my mind that he heard him with his super keen elf hearing.
 
                 “What are you doing here?” I ask trying to distract Grey from Jacoby's smart mouth. “And on my balcony?”
 
                 “Waiting for you to finish so we can head back home. Obviously.”
 
                 “There is no need to get all patronizing. I just asked you a simple question,” I snap. He momentarily looks shocked that I would speak to him so harshly but quickly recovers.
 
                 “What else would I be doing in here, Mia?”
 
                 Oh I don't know? Waiting for me so that you could apologize for being such a jerk earlier, perhaps?
 
                 I hear Jacoby cough uncomfortably, and I realize that he has heard my thoughts even though I wasn't speaking to him directly.
 
                 Yes, I definitely need to make it a priority to figure out how to filter my thoughts.
 
                 “Well, in case you forgot, I am perfectly capable of transporting myself home now, thank you very much. There is no need to wait.”
 
                 His eyes harden, and I feel a pang of guilt that I might have hurt his feelings.
 
                 “Don't you dare apologize to him. He is the one who should be apologizing to you,” Jacoby interferes.
 
                  Grey remains standing in silence, and when I don't say anything else, he finally says, “Fine. If that is what you wish. I shall remain in Álfheimr tonight. I'll see you tomorrow.”
 
                 And with that he leaves the room.
 
                 Now I feel really guilty. How can I expect Grey to get along with Jacoby when I can't even seem to get along with Grey lately? I feel the tears start to well up in my eyes. How did everything get so screwed up between us?
 
                 “Aw, Lark.” Jacoby pulls me into his arms and the flood gates open up. “You're killing me babe. Why are you getting so upset?”
 
                 “I don't know. I wish I knew how to make everything better.” I manage to get out in between my quiet sobs.
 
                 “What can I do?” he asks soothingly as he rubs my back.
 
                 There is only one thing I can think of that could possibly make me feel better right now. A certain bubbly, strawberry blonde that I haven’t been able to spend any quality time with during the last few weeks.
 
                 “I think I need some girl time with my best friend.”
 
                 He pulls back and looks at me.
 
                 “Well, that isn't the answer I was hoping for,” he teases.
 
                 “Yeah, I just need a little mental break from all of this. One evening with no elves. No prophecy hanging over my head. No training. No babysitters. Just a night to feel...human.”
 
                 He seems to think it over, probably analyzing all the risk factors involved in a night free of my guards.
 
                 “Okay. Here's the deal. I am not sure I feel comfortable with you being away from me or Grey,” he reluctantly spits out the latter's name.
 
                 “I'm sure I could keep myself out of trouble for one night,” I throw out there before he even mentions following us on our girls only night.
 
                 “I'm not so sure about that,” he mumbles but I hear him perfectly.
 
                 “Please Jacoby? I just need a break,” I beg.
 
                 “Fine. But as far as anybody else is concerned, I was with you the whole time, understand?” he unwillingly concedes. “I don't want Mr. Intensity accusing me of slacking on my duty.”
 
                 “Really? Deal!” I feel a burst of excitement at the prospect of getting in some seriously much needed girl bonding time. I can hardly wait to get home and call Hannah!
 
                 “I hope I don't regret this.”
 
                 “You won't. I promise I’ll be extra careful,” I assure him as I throw my arms around his neck and plant a swift kiss on his cheek. He responds by squeezing me tighter. “Thank you!”
 
                 I am definitely ready for this day to be over. Hopefully tomorrow will be better. And with the promise of girl time, I see no reason why it won’t be.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 20
 
    
 
                 It is still dark when I awake the next morning. I lie in bed, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars scattered on my ceiling, not wanting to wake anybody else up yet, but unable to go back to sleep. I laugh at myself for acting like a kid on Christmas Eve, too excited to go to sleep. Tonight is my girl’s night with Hannah, and I guess I’m looking forward to the normalcy more than I thought.
 
                 As I expected, Hannah nearly busted my eardrums with her squeal of delight when I asked her if she could hang out Saturday night.
 
                 “Yay! Oh Mia! I’m so excited! I feel like we haven't had a girls’ night in forever!” she chirped cheerfully.
 
                 It had been so long since the last time we hung out, just the two of us that she was feeling just as deprived as I was. We decided to take advantage of my one, and only, employment perk and take in a free movie. I didn't care what we did as long as it had absolutely nothing to do with elves for one evening.
 
                 “I have to run some errands in the morning, but I'll pick you up before the seven o'clock show, okay?”
 
                 “Sounds perfect. Dessert afterwards?”
 
                 “Duh!” I responded with a smile. Of course we would go get dessert after the movie. It was our tradition. “See you tomorrow.”
 
                 I hung up the phone feeling excited about the prospect of one whole evening to just be a normal teen again. Unfortunately, I only get the evening free of elves. I still had to make a trip to Álfheimr this morning to check in with Alberico. It was part of the deal Jacoby and I made. I was desperate enough for girl time that I would have done pretty much anything, so spending the morning in Álfheimr was a pretty good trade for an entire evening to escape my reality.
 
                 I really don't mind though. I was actually hoping I would have a chance to see Grey and try to make peace. Jacoby seems to think I don't owe him an apology and a part of me is inclined to agree. After all, I’m not the one who has been giving mixed signals and jerking him around for the last six months. And I won’t even go into the issues surrounding the bittersweet kiss that I wish I could just erase from my memory. But I can't stand the way things are between us right now, so if I have to apologize to make things a little easier, then it's a small sacrifice. The problem is I don't know what to say. Things are so weird between us now. I've rehearsed my speech to Grey a dozen times, but whenever I see him the words leave my head and all I do is make everything worse.
 
                 I definitely need a breather. I get out of bed as quietly as possible, throwing on some jeans and a t-shirt. I tip-toe quietly down the hall to Maddie’s room to check on her before I go. She is sleeping soundly. I brush a blonde curl off of her forehead and tuck it behind her ear before leaning over and kissing her softly on her forehead.
 
                 “You have no idea how lucky you are Maddie Rose. Enjoy your simple, uncomplicated life where the biggest challenge you face is potty training. Because you never know when you may wake up one day to discover that creatures of mythology are real, prophesies determine fates, and boys undoubtedly will mess with your head and your heart. Trust me, growing up is not all it’s cracked up to be.”
 
                 She rolls over and sighs deeply in her peaceful sleep.
 
                 “See you later, baby girl,” I whisper.
 
                 Instead of trying to sneak back out of her bedroom and down the stairs I transport myself outside to my car and fist pump the air when I do so without any of the usual negative side effects. I don’t feel dizzy at all! I really must be getting stronger. I briefly consider transporting somewhere else just to see if I can do it again so easily, but while it is definitely one of the perks to being half-elf, I still love to drive, so I unlock my car and climb in.   
 
                 I don't think about where I’m going. I just drive with all my windows down, hair blowing wildly in the wind, allowing myself to fall prey to highway hypnosis. Soon, I find myself on the familiar back road that I love, surrounded by the tall grass and nothing but sky as far as I can see. This is my happy place. A place where everything is still simple. But I can't fool myself for long. Life is anything but simple these days. Suddenly, I’m overwhelmed with emotion and tears sting my eyes as I pull over to the shoulder to collect myself.
 
                 So much has happened in the last few weeks. I find out I’m an elf princess, meet my father, get kidnapped and find out I’m blessed by the Sun goddess. What does that even mean anyway? And why does everyone else seem to think it's such a big deal? So I can light up like a firework on the 4th of July, what good does that do? At most it only distracted Dugan long enough to allow Jacoby to transport us out of there.
 
                 My little car feels claustrophobic so I step outside and take a deep breath, inhaling the intoxicatingly sweet fresh air. I stand facing up towards the sky with both arms outstretched wide, palms up, letting my skin soak up the sun. The warmth both calms and rejuvenates me. The energy feels like it's just bubbling under the surface, the force of it is almost too much for my body to bear. I do the only thing that feels natural. I push the energy out and away from me with as much force as I can muster. The beams burst forth all at once and I am bathed in warm, bright light. I bask in the warmth, feeling the power being absorbed and reflected. I stand still, letting myself enjoy the sensation for a few more moments.
 
                 Even after the beams of sun are gone, I still feel the power pulsating through my veins as I drive back home.
 
   I stop by Starbucks for a Mocha Frappuccino. As I sip on it, I decide that nothing will complement its creamy yumminess more than one of my favorite chocolate-coated granola bars.
 
   As soon as I get in the house, I head to the kitchen to grab one before leaving for Álfheimr.  Mom and Paul are already sitting at the table eating breakfast and reading the paper together.  Paul reaches out and squeezes Mom’s hand gently, causing her to look up at him and smile lovingly. They are obviously very much in love with each other, but now that I know my dad, a piece of my heart breaks because he is pretty great too.  I wonder what would have happened if Alberico would have told Mom everything? If she actually had a choice, who would she have chosen? How does one choose between two great men? I decide that maybe she was lucky that she never had the choice to make, after all.  She is blissfully happy now and that’s all that matters.  
 
                 “Mornin’,” I greet them as I head over to the pantry.
 
                 “Mornin’ sweetheart. Where did you venture off to this morning?”  Mom asks me before taking a sip of her coffee.
 
                 “Needed some caffeine,” I say as I hold up the clear plastic cup. I take a big bite of my granola bar and join Mom and Paul at the table.  “I’m going to the movies with Hannah tonight and I’ll probably sleep over at her house if that’s okay?”
 
                 “That’s fine with me,” Mom said.
 
   “What movie are you going to see?” Paul asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet. I told Hannah it was her choice.” I get up and throw away the empty cup and the plastic wrapper from my granola bar. “I’m on my way now to meet Jacoby at the library.”
 
   “Jacoby?”
 
   Mom isn’t a fan of Jacoby’s. I don’t think she has anything against him personally, she’s just a big fan of Grey’s so she doesn’t really understand why I’ve been spending so much time with another boy.
 
   “Yes, Mom, I told you, I’m tutoring him.” It was the easiest explanation I could come up with for why I’ve been spending so much time with him at the library.
 
   “What ever happened between you and Grey? He was such a perfect gentleman.”
 
   “I told you, Grey and I are just friends. Jacoby and I are just friends for that matter.” I tell her, completely exasperated by this conversation.
 
   “Will you be back before dinner?” She changes the subject.
 
   “Yeah, we’ll probably grab some lunch after we finish studying then I’ll be home for the rest of the afternoon. Hannah and I aren’t meeting up until seven-ish.”
 
                 “Sure, I don’t mind.”
 
                 “Okay, cool. Thanks, Mom. I’ll see you later.” I hug her good-bye. I do this every time I’m about to leave now, just in case. “I love you.”
 
                 “Love you too, honey.”
 
                 Then I hug Paul too.
 
                 “See you later, kiddo.” He smiles kindly, his eyes twinkling with affection.
 
                 I drive over to the library and park near the back like I’ve done every day for the last month. Nobody ever parks back here so it’s always deserted which makes it the perfect location. I scan the parking log and make sure nobody is around before locking my car door and transporting to Álfheimr.
 
                 Once the room has stopped spinning, I check the clock in my room and realize that Alberico is probably at breakfast. My mouth is already watering at the thought despite the fact that I just inhaled a granola bar and a Mocha Frappuccino. Nothing could keep me from enjoying an elfish breakfast though. Elves do breakfast up right. Well, really any meal but I am especially fond of breakfast. I’m actually surprised I haven’t gained at least twenty pounds since I’ve been freely enjoying all the deliciousness.
 
   Before I make my way down, I decide on a wardrobe change. Alberico will undoubtedly be surrounded by his council and other important elves, so I should probably look the part of a princess. I enter my massive closet and browse through the endless rows of flowy dresses, finally deciding on a pale yellow dress with long sleeves that flare out at the wrists. The bodice is laced and ties at the neckline. I don't really know what to do with my hair, but since I will likely be doing some training later anyway, I pull it to the side and braid it. I notice that Freya has a vase of freshly cut yellow roses on my bedside table so I pick a few buds and slip them in my long braid. Once I deem myself presentable enough, I take a deep breath and head down the hall.
 
   I literally run into Grey.
 
                 I seem to do that a lot.
 
                 But at least this time I didn't land flat on my back.
 
                 “Hey, I was hoping I'd run in to you,” I tell him.
 
                 “You were?” he seems surprised and I detect a hint of amusement in his indigo eyes.
 
                 “Yes, well, not quite so literally,” I tease him, earning a small smile in return. “I wanted to talk to you.”
 
                 “Does anybody know you are here yet?” he asks as he looks around.
 
                 “No, I just got here.”
 
                 “Where's Jacoby?”
 
                 “I'm guessing he is still sleeping.” Jacoby likes to sleep in whenever possible and on the days he doesn’t get to sleep in, he naps. The boy sleeps all the time. I left him a message when I was driving around earlier letting him know where I would be in case he came to check on me like he is supposed to when it was his turn to 'play babysitter' as he likes to call it.
 
                 “He doesn't know where you are?” he says sternly.
 
                 “I know where I am and that’s all that matters.”
 
                 “Why are you being so difficult?” he exhales, exasperated over my stubbornness.
 
                 “You're one to talk,” I snap, and immediately the guilt washes over me. “Sorry. I actually came here to try to make things better between us.”
 
                 At that his eyes soften and he reaches for my hand.
 
                 “Mia,” he whispers. “I'm sorry. It's not your fault. I should have kept my feelings in check. I need to do a better job at keeping them under control. It's just so much harder than I ever dreamed possible.”
 
                 He pulls me closer to him and rests his chin on the top of my head for a minute. Or maybe an hour. I don't know how long we stand there, but eventually he pulls away. “I should go.”
 
                 Without another word, he turns and walks away from me. I think about following him for a second but force myself to continue down the hall to meet my father for breakfast.
 
                 It's amazing how different he is when it’s just the two of us versus when other people are around. But I suppose he has always been like that. He is all sweet and attentive when it’s just us, but as soon as somebody else enters the room he becomes distant and impassive towards me. It's frustrating. And so different from Jacoby. Jacoby is constant. He is the kind of guy who would kiss you in the middle of a busy street and not feel remotely embarrassed by the public display of affection.
 
                 I am suddenly not in the mood for breakfast after all, so I make my way back to my room. I'll just spend a few minutes on the balcony, soaking up the fresh air before I go see my father.
 
                 Lately, it seems that I have been drawn to the outdoors, especially during the day. It's almost like I am addicted to it. When I have been indoors for too long I start to feel on edge, but once I step outside I feel calm and more at peace. The fresh air and sun are a source of comfort and energy for me now. I've always been more inclined to stay indoors. I never really was the outdoorsy type, until now. I idly wonder if perhaps this has something to do with discovering the truth behind my heritage or the blessing of the Sun goddess?
 
                 “Daydreaming about me, Lark?” I turn to see Jacoby leaning casually against the door frame. I guess he got my note.
 
                 “Ha. Don't you wish.”
 
                 “Actually, I do,” he smiles.
 
                 “I'm surprised you’re up this early.”
 
                 “You and me both,” he laughs. “Are you sure you don't want me to come with you tonight?” He reverts to speaking in my head since there are probably elves close enough to hear us. “It would make me feel better if I knew you were safe.”
 
                 “Jacoby, please! You promised! I want to spend some time with my best friend. It's just one night.”
 
                 “Fine!” he relents, but I know he really doesn't want to.
 
                 “Come on. Let's go see Alberico.” I drag him behind me.
 
                 Fortunately, Alberico doesn't have any new updates for us. The plan remains the same: attack the Dökkálfar next Saturday. As nervous as I am about the upcoming battle, I’m relieved that I will be able to head home early today.
 
                 “You seem like you are in a hurry to leave today.” Alberico notes. “Do you have big plans tonight?”
 
                 I look at Jacoby before I respond, “Nope, not really.”
 
                 “Okay, well I will see you tomorrow.”
 
                 “See you.” I turn around just as the door opens, and I run smack into the heavy frame. “Ow!”
 
                 Alberico and Jacoby immediately rush to my side, looking me over as Finnegan enters and frantically starts apologizing. But not to me.
 
                 “I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt her,” he says, his eyes crazed with panic.
 
                 “Shouldn’t you be apologizing to my daughter?” Alberico states calmly, giving Finnegan a pointed look.
 
                 “My apologies, Mia,” he says, bowing before me, but when he looks up to meet my eyes, the look is anything but apologetic.  I am taken aback by his obvious disdain at having to bow before me. I know that he has never been openly friendly with me like his wife, Isobel, has. I hadn’t really given it much thought up until this point since most of the elves are wary around me because of the prophecy, but this is different. He really seems to have a genuine hatred towards me.
 
                 “It’s okay. It was an accident.” I reply as Jacoby places his hand underneath my arm.
 
                 “C’mon Lark, we need to get going,” he says as he ushers me out the door. “See you tomorrow, Your Majesty.”
 
                 “Bye, Dad.”
 
                 “Good night to you both.” Alberico smiles distractedly, then a perplexed expression crosses his face as he eyes Finnegan.
 
   ***
 
                 As expected, Hannah decides we are going to watch the latest book-to-movie adaptation. Though predictable, it was exactly which movie I would have chosen for the night. We are a little obsessed. Any time we see a preview for a movie that we think we might enjoy, we immediately go to Amazon.com to see if there was a book first. Then we devour the book right before the movie comes out. It’s sort of our thing. This movie is based on a series of books about vampires and it’s the last installment. We’ve been waiting to see it though so we could avoid the insane crowds and actually get good seats.
 
                 As we stand in line at the concession stand waiting to get our snacks, I get a weird feeling that someone is watching me. I casually look over my shoulder, but there is only an elderly couple standing behind me. My eyes wander around the red-carpeted lobby but nobody seems out of the ordinary. I’m supposed to be forgetting about the supernatural element in my life and enjoying a normal Saturday night with my normal best friend and yet I still can’t seem to really escape my reality. I try to shake the weird feeling I’m getting and just concentrate on the mundane task of choosing which overpriced candy I’m going to indulge in tonight.
 
                 I end up getting nachos and a small coke while Hannah gets a large popcorn with extra buttery topping, a box of Sour Patch Kids and a large cherry slushy.
 
                 “So are you going to tell me what is going on between you and that Jacoby guy?” She whispers during the previews.
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “What do I mean? I mean, don’t tell Seth or anything, but that boy is freakin’ hot!”
 
                 I laugh at her absurdity.  
 
                 “But I don’t understand, whatever happened between you and Grey?”
 
                 “Oh God, I don’t even want to go there tonight,” I sigh. “Let’s just say, it’s complicated.”
 
                 I wish that I could explain everything to her, but unfortunately, I’m not supposed to tell anyone about the Light Elves. And besides, it’s not like she would believe me anyway. Nobody wants their best friend to think they’re crazy.
 
                 “Complicated? Having two ridiculously swoon-worthy guys vying for your attention? Yep, I’d say that is pretty complicated,” she cocks an eyebrow at me.
 
                 “It’s not like that. It’s just weird and complicated and I don’t know how else to explain it, but trust me, neither are vying for my attention.”
 
                 She doesn’t look too convinced, but she doesn’t ask me any more questions about Grey or Jacoby during the movie and by the time it’s over, she is gushing over something besides the guys in my life.
 
                 “Oh my gosh, Mia,” she squeals as we are leaving the theater building. “That was epic! I think it’s my favorite!”
 
   It’s dark already and the air is surprisingly chilly tonight. It causes chills to run up and down my spine and goosebumps cover my arms and legs. I start to regret the fact that I automatically parked in the very back of the theater like I would do if I was working. The only other vehicles back here are those of the employees working right now which means there isn’t anybody else back here except for me and Hannah.               
 
   “Definitely! Mine too,” I agree, as I walk swiftly to my car hoping she follows suit. “I liked that it followed the book more closely than the other movies anyway.”
 
                 It is a huge pet-peeve of mine when movies change a bunch of unnecessary things. I understand that some things have to be altered in book-to-movie adaptations to make them more cinema-friendly, but I'll never understand why they will sometimes cut what I would consider to be important details, but then add completely random things. For example, the Harry Potter movies left out the entire history of the Marauder's map, but managed to fit in a choir singing with toads in the beginning of the movie. How does that make any sense?
 
                 “Do you want the rest of the popcorn?” she asks as she hands it to me.
 
                 I know most people probably think it is gross but stale movie theater popcorn is my favorite snack. Next to chocolate covered chocolate chip granola bars, that is.
 
                 “Thanks,” I take it from her as I try to dig out my keys as quickly as I can. “Where do you want to go for dessert?”
 
                 She doesn't answer me right away like I expect so I glance up to see what has her attention. She is staring at something behind me. She is shaking and her eyes are as big as saucers. I slowly turn around to look at what has her so scared. A pit forms in the bottom of my stomach as my heart rate accelerates.
 
                 “So we meet again,” a greasy sounding voice greets me.
 
                 Brian. His dark, oily hair has grown a few inches since the last time I saw him, but he’s wearing the same dirty white shirt and threadbare pants he has always worn.
 
                 He isn't alone. There are five others with him all looking us over menacingly. I notice all of them are dressed similarly to Brian, dirty and ragged. Most look like they are older than me. I look at each of them, trying to memorize identifying details just in case we are able to escape.  The guy standing closest behind Brian is wearing an eye-patch and a sneer. Another one reminds me of Mr. Clean with his shiny bald head. Only I’m pretty certain Mr. Clean would never wear a white shirt that dirty. Two other Hulk-size men stand on either side of Brian, cracking their knuckles and glaring at me.  
 
                 “Where’s your boy-toy, Mia?” one of the guys cackles from behind me. I recognize the voice before I turn around to see his face.
 
   I was so distracted by Brian’s sudden appearance that I didn’t notice the familiar gangly teenage boy with stringy blond hair grab a hold of Hannah. I stop breathing, and my stomach drops to my feet. How could I put Hannah at risk like this? All for a girls night out so I could attempt to momentarily escape reality. I shouldn’t have been so selfish.
 
                 “Ethan?”
 
                 “Miss me?”
 
                 “You’re one of them?” I ask completely shocked by this sudden turn of events.
 
                 “You really didn’t think that I would subject myself to rejection after rejection because of your irresistible charm, did you?” he glares at me. “Because trust me, you aren’t that charming.”
 
                 I’m too stunned to say anything. How could I have been so stupid? I should have known that even if Dugan and the other Dark Elves couldn't come above ground, he would certainly have his human and Half-blood spies watching me, waiting for a chance to get me alone and take me back. The thought terrifies me.
 
                 I wish I would have listened to Jacoby. If he or Grey would have been here tonight, we would be safe. I should have known better. But then I realize that while I can't escape the threat of the Dark Elves, that doesn't mean I have to be a victim again. I don't want to depend on someone else to save me.
 
                 This time I plan on fighting back.
 
                 It's time for me to be the hero.
 
                 “Let go of her,” I demand.
 
                  “What are you going to do about it? Perfect little Mia?” Ethan laughs while increasing his grip on Hannah. I respond with the most evil smile I can possibly manage.
 
                 I know from talking to Jacoby that during a mind attack you can make your victim suffer in several different ways. I’m still just a beginner, so right now the only thing I can do is cause enough pressure in someone's mind to make them feel like their head is being crushed in a garbage compactor.
 
                 From what I've been told, it's excruciatingly painful.
 
                 He immediately lets go of Hannah and grasps his head in his hands, falling to the ground. Hannah, finally free, screams.
 
                 “Hannah!” I yell over her. “Get behind me!”
 
                 She immediately reacts and cowers behind my back.
 
                 “You need to leave now,” I tell Brian. I'm hoping that the realization of what I am now capable of will be enough to send him and his cronies back to Dugan with their tails between their legs. I really hope the threat is enough because I am certain I won't be able to do it again. Though I have gotten more control over my abilities, it still is physically draining.
 
                 He stares at me skeptically for a minute, and I try to stand tall and confident.
 
                 “You seem to forget, even with Ethan down, you are still outnumbered,” he points out.  
 
                 “Yes, but how many of you can do what I just did to your little friend over there?” I taunt, pointing to Ethan still writhing in pain on the ground. I sincerely hope that they are all just humans working for Dugan and none of them are Half-bloods who actually could inflict some damage on us. But of course, I’m just not that lucky.
 
                 “Yeah, yeah. Impressive. But you seem to forget that I have worked for Dugan for years. I know all about elfish magic and how exhausting it can be, especially for beginners,” he snarls. “So sweetheart, would you like to try that again? 'Cause I am betting it is a struggle just to stand upright right now,” he instigates.
 
                 “I mean it, Brian. Leave us alone.” I try to make my words as confident and forceful as possible.
 
   “Or what?” He sneers.
 
   “Or else you’ll regret it.”
 
   Brian laughs and then he turns to the Mr. Clean look-alike.
 
   “Marcus, apparently our little friend here needs to be put back in her place.”              
 
   Marcus nods slowly. With a menacing grin he throws his hands up in the air and fire shoots out of his palms encircling us. We are immediately trapped. Hannah is still cowering behind me screaming at the top of her lungs.  I don’t know what to do. I’m completely helpless. Brian and the remaining four cronies laugh at my expense and I feel the anger boiling inside me.
 
                 What made me think I could ever take care of myself?
 
                 They surround us, and I am really starting to freak out, when suddenly they are all on the ground groaning with their faces contorted in pain. The circle of fire is gone just as quickly as it appeared. I look around for my savior and my heart bursts in relief when Jacoby appears at my side.
 
                 “Are you okay?” he asks frantically.
 
                 “Yes.” I exhale painfully, not realizing that I had been holding my breath until now. “How did you get here so fast?”
 
                 “You didn't really think I would leave you alone, did you?”
 
                 I should be mad, but I am immensely grateful.
 
                 “Let's go!” I grab a hold of his hand and Hannah's.
 
                 “I'm not quite finished with these losers yet.” He stands in front of me and Hannah, who is shaking and crying uncontrollably. I put my arm around her.
 
                 “It's okay Hannah. I promise. We are going to be okay now,” I whisper the words of reassurance.
 
                 “Get up,” I hear Jacoby demand.
 
                 He must have released them from the mind attack because they are slowly regaining their composure, though most of them still appear to be visibly shaken.
 
                 “Look boys,” Brian spits out weakly. “It's the traitor.”
 
                 “Are you trying to offend me?” Jacoby smirks. “Because I can assure you that isn't the way to go.”
 
                 “Not trying to offend. Just trying to insult you, you ungrateful little bastard. After everything Dugan did to ensure your future, you turn on him for the first chance you get for a cheap piece of pretty little ass.”
 
                 With that, Brian is once again on the ground in convulsions. The other guys don't even attempt to overtake Jacoby. He is so obviously in control of his enormous power, he is even intimidating me, and I’m not on the receiving end of his wrath.
 
                 “Don't you dare talk about her like that,” Jacoby growls protectively.
 
                 “I--guess your—parents died-- for--nothing--after all,” Brian can barely get out the words but it's enough to cause Jacoby to release him from the mind attack.
 
                 “What are you talking about?” he demands, grabbing Brian by his throat.
 
                  “Turns out you aren’t that special after all. Your parents were killed and you weren’t even the right one.”
 
                 I gasp loudly. Oh God. Please don't let Jacoby find out like this. Brian must've noticed my reaction because his eyes meet mine and I can tell that he knows I know something.
 
                 “Looks like your girlfriend has been keeping secrets from you,” Brian jeers. “Do you still think she is worth it?”
 
                 “Jacoby,” I reach for him. “Please, let's just go. Okay? Please.”
 
                 “What is he talking about?” His voice is stoic, but there is a pleading look in his otherwise angry eyes and it is because of this vulnerability that I don't think about the consequences of my actions.
 
                 I just act.
 
                 I grab Jacoby and Hannah and transport us to Álfheimr.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 21
 
    
 
                  “What the hell just happened?”
 
                 “Lark, what was he talking about?”
 
                 “Who were those guys?”
 
                 “What was Brian talking about?”
 
                 “Where are we?”
 
                 Hannah and Jacoby are speaking over each other so rapidly that it is making my head spin. Of course, it could also be the adrenaline rush that is still in full swing causing my heart to palpitate so fast that I feel as though it will beat right out of my chest. I think I need to sit down before I pass out. I collapse on one of the Queen Anne chairs, bending over until my head is almost resting on my knees, burying my head into my hands.
 
                 “Mia. Look at me.” Jacoby rarely calls me Mia anymore. “Talk to me.”
 
                 I look into his alluring green eyes and realize just how hard it is to deny him anything.
 
                 But I am a coward and choose to answer Hannah first.
 
                 “I am not sure how much I’m allowed to tell you, but since I totally just broke normal protocol by even bringing you here in the first place, I guess I better fill you in.” I see Jacoby's eyes tighten in frustration, but I ignore him.
 
                 “That would be nice, because I’m sorta freaking out over here.” Hannah's squeaky voice is shaking and it reminds me of a cartoon mouse.
 
                 “We are in Álfheimr. Er...um...the home of the Light Elves. I, uh, sorta transported us here.” I am definitely not as eloquent as Grey was when he was first explaining this same thing to me not too long ago.  
 
                 As I expected, Hannah looks at me like I just grew a third head.
 
                 “Elves? Did you say Light Elves? As in little people who make shoes?”
 
                 “Yeah,” I laugh nervously. “I mean, yes I said elves, but no they are not little people. They are actually normal size. You've even met one already.”
 
                 “Come again? Is this some sort of joke? Did you get those guys to stage that attack on us? You know April Fool's is not for another couple of months, right?”
 
                 I’m kind of offended that she would even think I would play such a mean joke on her. Those scary guys at the movie theater were not even remotely funny.
 
                 “No. I am not playing a joke on you. I’m being serious. A lot has happened since Christmas break. I sorta found out that Grey is a Light Elf and my father is the King. This is his castle actually...”  
 
                 “That’s crazy. Elves? Like with pointy ears? What have you been smokin’? Wait, did you say your father is an elf? You can't honestly expect me to fall for this. You can’t be serious?”
 
                 “As a heart attack, I'm afraid,” Jacoby pipes in, clearly growing impatient with me.
 
                 Just then, Freya and Grey enter my room. Freya curtsies as she curiously glances between me, Jacoby and Hannah.
 
                 “We heard voices coming from your room and weren't expecting you,” Freya explains, looking slightly embarrassed for just barging in my room unannounced.
 
                 “What's going on?” Grey asks me, his face growing serious. “What is Hannah doing here?”
 
                 “Hey, Mr. Intensity, never thought I'd be happy to see you. Could you help us out? Show Hannah your ears already so we can move on.”
 
                 “Pardon me?” Grey looks completely baffled.
 
                 “We were attacked tonight. I had to bring Hannah with me. I couldn't leave her there,” I try to explain.
 
                 Out of nowhere, Hannah, quite impressively, leaps at Grey throwing his hair behind his ear. She jerks her hand back and yelps.
 
                 “No freaking way.” She turns to me, wide eyed in shock.
 
                 “I told you—” But I don't even finish my sentence before Hannah collapses to the floor in an unconscious heap.
 
                 “Mind helping me with her?” I ask Grey since he is closest. He lifts Hannah up easily from my arms and carries her over to the bed.
 
                 “My turn,” Jacoby says as he turns to me.
 
                 I just stand there, staring at him, nervously twirling my hair, waiting for him to ask me again because I have no idea where to begin.
 
                 “Tell me,” he demands, not unkindly.
 
                 “I can't. I promised,” I admit.
 
                 “What is he talking about Mia?” Grey interferes.
 
                 “Tonight. At the theater. Brian said something about my parents dying for no reason, but he wouldn't explain further. He seems to think Mia knows something about it though,” Jacoby says with an accusatory look at me. “He said to ask her, but she won't tell me.”
 
                 “I am sure she has good reason,” Grey tries to defend me.
 
                 “Lark, please. If you know something, please tell me.”
 
                 His eyes are so beseeching that I can't keep it from him any longer.
 
                 “Freya?” I turn to the meek little elf. “Could you please go get Isobel?”
 
                 She curtsies and leaves the room, shutting the door quietly behind her.
 
                 “Let's wait for Isobel,” I plead.
 
                 “No. I want to hear it from you.” He is so close to me I can smell his comforting rustic scent and it weakens my resolve. I squeeze my eyes shut thinking that maybe it will make what I am about to say easier if I don't have to see his reaction.
 
                 “Dugan didn't just stumble across you and your parents that night. He was hunting you.” My words are barely louder than a whisper.
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Because of who your mother was. Because of what a Half-blood child was destined to do.” I slowly open my eyes and look up at him meaningfully.
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Yes. Cordelia,” his eyes widen at the mention of his mother's name, “was next in line for the throne. You could very well be the Half-blood in the prophecy. We assumed it was me because of my father. But it could just as easily be applied to you.”
 
                 “How do you know this?”
 
                 “Isobel figured it out. Cordelia was her sister.”
 
                 Jacoby's face blanches.
 
                 “How could you not tell me?”
 
                 “I promised. We didn’t know how to tell you,” I try to explain, but he holds up his hands to stop me.
 
   “Don’t. Just don’t. I can’t—just not right now. I gotta get out of here.” He takes several retreating steps away from me.
 
                 “What? Why? Where are you going?”
 
                 “I just need to think,” he says breathlessly. “I gotta go.”
 
                 “Please,” I implore. “Please, just wait. Wait to talk to Isobel.”  
 
                 He rushes out the door but before I can follow him, Grey stops me.
 
                 “Just give him some space. What you just told him...just give him some space. Give him time to take it all in.”
 
                 “Oh, Grey. I really freaking messed up tonight.”
 
                 “Hey, come here.” He pulls me into his arms and rubs my back. “Shh, it's okay. He'll be fine. Just give him some time.”
 
                 For a moment I am comforted in his arms, inhaling his intoxicating smell. But then I realize the only reason he is acting like he cares is because we are alone and as soon as anyone else enters the room, he'll go right back to acting completely apathetic towards me. It makes my stomach flip, and not in a good happy way but more in an I-am-about-to puke-all-over-you sorta way. I pull away as Isobel enters my room.
 
                 “What happened?” Her sea-green eyes widen with confusion.
 
                 “He knows.”
 
                 “Oh my God. How? Why?” Isobel frantically asks.
 
                 “They were attacked tonight.” Grey is quick to answer for me. “One of the Dökkálfar spies told him. Mia just filled in the blanks.”
 
                 “Where is he?”
 
                 “I am not sure. He left to go process everything on his own,” Grey answers again as I can't seem to manage to speak.
 
                 “I'll go to him.” Her royal blue dress flares out dramatically behind her as she leaves.
 
                 After a few moments of silence, I go to sit on the bed next to Hannah.
 
                 “How much trouble am I going to be in for telling her? For bringing her here?” I ask Grey.
 
                 “Alberico will understand the circumstances. In fact, I should probably go brief him on everything that has happened.”
 
                 “I'll stay here with Hannah if you don't mind.”
 
                 “As you wish,” he nods. “I shall return shortly.”
 
                 I lay down next to my best friend, letting everything wash over me. I wish she would hurry and wake up so I could talk to her about it. But I also wonder if maybe it would be better to transport her to her house and let her think it was all some crazy dream. That would probably be the kinder option. As much as I wish I could talk to my best friend about everything that is going on, I am not sure I want to put that on her. Do I really want her to be scared and worried about me all the time? Would knowledge of the Light Elves and Dark Elves put her at risk too? I am not willing to chance it. I have almost decided to go ahead and take her home when Isobel, out of breath and scattered, stumbles into my room.
 
                 “He's gone!” she sobs. “I saw him leave. He transported! I couldn't get to him in time to stop him!”
 
                 I don't need to ask her where he went.
 
                 I already know.
 
                 “I'm going after him.”
 
                 “You can't! Not without help. Alberico is planning the attack for next Saturday,” she reasons. “Maybe we can move up the date?”
 
                 “I'm not waiting long enough to find out. I can't,” I tell her. “I know what Dugan is capable of. There is no way I am leaving Jacoby to face him alone. I've got to go.”
 
                 “Then I'm coming with you,” she proclaims.
 
                 “No. I need you to stay here. I need you to take Hannah back to her home and I don't know, do some of that elfish memory replacement stuff. Get her to believe it was all a dream. Please, Isobel? I'll get Jacoby. I swear. But I need you to do this for me,” I plead.
 
                 “Okay. But please, please bring me back my nephew.” She grasps both of my hands in her own.
 
                 “I will. I swear it.” I grab a piece of paper and quickly jot down Hannah's address then thrust it into Isobel's hand. “I promise. I'll bring him back.”
 
                 “I can't let you do that,” says Grey, startling me. I don't know how long he has been standing in the doorway, but even if he just got there moments ago, I am sure with his elfish hearing, he could have heard us from down the hall. We weren't exactly whispering.
 
                 “Grey, I have to. This is my fault. I have to get to him before Dugan tortures, or worse, kills him.”
 
                  His expression is pained, but determined.
 
                 “Then I'm going with you.”
 
                 I am speechless. Grey has never been shy about his disdain for Jacoby but here he is offering to help me save him.
 
                 “I'm not doing this for him.” He must have read my expression accurately. “I'm doing this for Alberico. I won't let him lose you.”
 
                 For a second there I thought he was going to say he was doing this for me, but I should know better by now.
 
                 “Okay, what are we going to do?”
 
                 “First, we need to decide where exactly in the Underworld we will be transporting to.”
 
   It's hard to focus on the Underworld without the fear creeping in and overtaking my thoughts. There has to be some place that we can transport to that won't attract a lot of attention. I think of the room I first arrived in. I see it clearly, but that probably wouldn't be a very good place for us to just appear. The only other rooms I remember are the cells and the torture chambers. Chills run up and down my spine as I remember the acrid smell of blood and earth mixed together, and worst of all, the screams of the prisoners being tortured. I take a deep breath and try to block it all out so I can concentrate.
 
                 “This may be kind of crazy, but I think we should transport into the cell they kept me in.” I eye him reluctantly. The idea isn't really all that appealing to me, but what choice do we have?
 
                 “Are you thinking that maybe they will be so preoccupied with Jacoby that they won't notice the two of us just popping in out of nowhere?” He doesn't seem to buy it.
 
                 “No, well, yes. I am guessing he won't be in the cell. I am guessing he will be in the torture chambers, and yes, knowing the Dark Elves, I am guessing they will be a little distracted.” The thought sickens me.
 
                 “Well, then, let's give it a go.”
 
   I hold out my hand and when he takes it he gives me a quick squeeze of encouragement. I take a deep breath, trying to prepare myself for my return to the one place I swore I would never go back to. At least this time, it's on my terms.
 
                 The world spins in typical transporting fashion, only this time I seem to recover much quicker than I have ever before. Maybe I have finally mastered the skill.
 
                 We hit the floor as soon as we appear, hoping no one notices our arrival. I quickly scan our surroundings and sure enough, no one is on this side of the dungeon. I hear hoots and cheering coming from around the corner where the torture chambers are located and I immediately scramble up to head in that direction, but Grey stops me.
 
                 “We need a plan.”
 
                 “Really? Because I was planning on just walking right up to Dugan and kicking his ass.”
 
                 “Mia.”
 
                 “Fine. What do you want to do?”
 
                 “First, let's see if we can sneak over there and get a feel for what we are facing here.”
 
                 Always the voice of reason.
 
                 “I already know what we are facing. The devil himself,” I hiss, but I follow his lead.
 
                 We make our way down the dungeon tunnel towards the direction of a rather large crowd of Dökkálfar gathered around one of the torture rooms. The torches lining the stone walls have been lit and they create an eerie glow as we sneak down the hall towards where I know I will find Jacoby.  
 
                 I hear him cry out in pain before I can see him.
 
                 “You will bring her to me,” Dugan’s evil voice demands.
 
                 “I'll never let you get her,” Jacoby declares before he screams again.
 
                 “Do you think you, a pathetic little Half-blood, will be able to stop me? I will just continue to overpower your weak mind until you bend to my will. To think, I actually thought you were the prophesied one. But you are weak. Just like your parents. They were easy kills. It’s hardly any fun when the victims don't put up a fight. I thought you might be worthy, but obviously you are nothing. You are completely worthless to me. A waste of years of my time and resources.”
 
                 I hear the crack of a whip and I strain for a closer look, but the cheering Dökkálfar are making it extremely difficult. How can they derive so much entertainment from watching someone suffer so horribly? Finally I break through, and the sight before my eyes brings bile to my throat.
 
                 Jacoby is tied up in chains and dangles from the ceiling like some kind of animal. Violent red gashes lacerate his chest where he has been whipped repeatedly with a cat'o'nine tails. But that is not even the most disturbing part. No, the mangled condition of his body is nothing less than alarming, but it's nothing compared to the sight of his beautiful face distorted in so much tormented pain. Grey must have sensed what I’m about to do because I feel his hand on my arm trying to pull me back, but it doesn't stop me.
 
                 “Stop!” I shout, causing several Dark Elves to jump up in surprise. “Leave him alone!”
 
                 “Mia, no! What are you doing? Get out of here!” Jacoby's weak voice cries out.
 
                 I rush over to him and try to reach him, but he is much too high for me to pull down.
 
                 “Well, well, isn't this an unexpected surprise. How are you this evening, my dear?” Dugan’s pleasant tone contrasts sharply with his malicious intent. “Did you finally change your mind?”
 
                 “Yes,” I say making a last minute decision to wing it.
 
                 “Lark, what are you doing?” I am alarmed at how weak Jacoby sounds even when he is speaking inside my mind.
 
                 “Saving your ass, what does it look like I am doing?” I retort a lot more confidently than I feel. I hope that Grey is taking advantage of Dugan's preoccupation with me and is doing something useful.
 
                 I guess we really should have planned better.
 
                 “This is unexpected.” Dugan sounds surprised, but I can tell from the look in his eyes that he is suspicious.
 
                 “I'll help you. I know how now. But you have to let Jacoby go first,” I demand.
 
                 “Unfortunately, I just don't think that will be possible my dear,” he says much to the delight of the Dökkálfar. “You see, we are having way too much fun teaching this traitor a lesson. Who am I to deny my people their entertainment? I may not to be able to inflict pain on his mind like I am accustomed to with my usual victims, but this may be an even more entertaining method.”
 
                  He cracks his whip again. Jacoby screams in agony and then goes limp. The hall erupts in cheers and applause and it makes me sick. I see Brian’s face in the crowd and I feel the anger start to boil deep inside me. I have to do something.
 
                 Don't be a victim, I chant to myself. Be a hero.
 
                 “Free him and I'll break the curse, but if you don't, well, I guess you better just forget about ever seeing the light of day again,” I threaten, knowing that if I show the slightest sign of weakness, he will pounce. “That's the deal. Take it or leave it.”
 
                 “That is where you are wrong my dear,” he says as he folds his hands together. “You see, you will break the curse for me. I am afraid you don't have a choice.”
 
                 “There is always a choice,” I say as I brace myself for the attack.
 
                 Then all hell breaks loose.
 
                 The earthen walls suddenly begin to crumble, collapsing onto the crowd of Dark Elves with a tremendous, ground-shaking crash. Before I can even grasp what is happening, blazing balls of fire appear, whizzing furiously around the dungeon, and I gasp in shock as I see powerful gusts of wind blast the Dark Elves down left and right, sucking the very air from their lungs. Terrified, I look around to try to see what is happening.  At first I think it’s an uprising among the Dökkálfar, and for a moment I think that maybe not all of them were evil after all. That’s when I notice that Alberico, Isobel, and about twenty other Light Elves have suddenly appeared by my side.              
 
   “How did you know how to get here?” I ask Alberico.
 
                 “I've got a few tricks up my sleeves. Which you would have known had you actually waited for our planned attack. Duck!” he yells, and I do just in time to narrowly miss a rather large boulder that was aimed for my head.
 
                 “Ah, brother, I was wondering when we would meet again,” Dugan sneers.
 
                 “Little brother, why don't you just give up while you still can,”Alberico replies regally.
 
                 Dugan just snarls in response and Alberico winces in pain briefly before he regains control of himself. Suddenly there is a wall of fire roaring towards Dugan, and he responds with an attack of his own. I instinctively move to help my father but he doesn’t seem to be affected by Dugan’s second mind attack. Unfortunately, the other Light Elves aren’t quite powerful enough to block Dugan from their heads and about half end up on the grounding writhing in pain.
 
                 “Mia, watch out!” Grey shouts, and I turn just as one of the Dark Elves' spies tries to hit me with a whip. I'm not fast enough to fully react, so he nicks my shoulder, but Grey steps in to take care of him by causing another avalanche which collapses on top of him. “Go Mia, help Jacoby!”
 
                  While Grey is busy doing his thing, I try to figure out how to release Jacoby from his chains.  The powerful blasts of cold wind whooshing around me cause my hands to shake and the ash and soot filling the air due to the Fire wielders make it hard to see, but I finally manage to free him. He is in pretty bad shape. I drag his bloody, unconscious body off to the side, away from all the commotion. Without even trying, the healing magic starts to swell up inside me and I feel the tingling sensation in my fingertips. I try to focus on nothing but healing Jacoby. He appears lifeless and I’m worried I might be too late.
 
                 “C'mon Jacoby,” I plead. “Please, don't leave me now.”
 
                 As if the chaos around me isn’t distracting enough, the ground starts to quake underneath my feet, and I know that there is no way I am going to be able to concentrate on healing him properly. I know we have to get out of here if I am going to save Jacoby. Half of the Light Elves are still incapacitated from Dugan’s mind attacks, and are lying helplessly on the ground contorting wildly in pain.  I just can’t leave them all down here alone. These are my people now. I can’t just stand here and watch Dugan continue to torture them.  
 
   My heart is breaking as I look around me and realize that the outcome of this battle is bleak at best. We did not have enough time to train. We hadn’t even begun to teach the other Light Elves to block out Dugan’s mental attacks and as a result we are losing. My friends and loved ones are suffering. It was foolish and reckless of me to barge in here without a plan, before the Light Elves were more prepared. They followed me here to help me save Jacoby. I know that they have had their doubts about me, but the fact of the matter is, they are here, trying to help me, and now they need me to help them.
 
                 I take a deep breath and gently kiss Jacoby's cheek.
 
                 “I'll be right back,” I whisper softly to him as tears sting my eyes.
 
                 I know what I need to do to help end this battle.
 
                 I am the Half-blood daughter of King Alberico of Álfheimr, blessed by Sól, the goddess of the Sun. I summon all of my energy and focus on pulling from the light within me. I did it once before when I was being tortured by Dugan. I hadn't realized what I was doing at the time, but now I have control over my powers. Now I know what I am capable of. It might not be much, but hopefully it’s enough.
 
   At once, my hands are glowing as bright as the sun. The heat of the fierce light pulsates out from me in waves. Dugan’s eyes widen in fear, and the thrill of satisfaction I get from his terror makes me smile and gives me strength. The light forcefully shoots out of my fingertips and I project it outwards until the light completely encases me. The Dark Elves, petrified from fear, have stopped fighting and everyone is focused on me.
 
   “I warned you,” I tell him as I continue to focus on the light streaming from my fingertips. I concentrate the beams into a single, blazing ball that I suspend between my hands. I can sense Dugan’s fear as I look him straight in the eye and use all of my energy to aim the ball of light directly where his heart should be.  Suddenly, Brian appears out of nowhere and dives in front of Dugan taking the hit. The light explodes all around him with a deafening crack, then he is gone and the smell of burnt flesh fills the air.
 
   I incinerated him.
 
   “No!” shrieks Dugan as he tries to wrap his mind around what he just saw. What I just did. “You will regret this, Mia Carrington!”
 
   Then he vanishes. The remaining Dark Elves fall over each other trying to scramble away and their human slaves follow suit. Soon only the Light Elves are left.
 
                 Grey isn't too far from where I stand, and he is looking at me with what I think may be pride, and perhaps a little awe. But I’m not proud of myself. I feel sick to my stomach. How could I do that? I killed him without thinking twice about it. What kind of person does that make me?
 
                 “Let's get back before they have a chance to regroup,” Alberico says quickly.  
 
                 “We need to free their human prisoners. We can’t just leave them down here,” I plead, as I continue to project enough light to keep the Dark Elves away. “They will need to be healed and their memories should be altered.”
 
                 “We’ll take care of it, Mia. You just get Jacoby back to the castle,” he says sternly. He looks frustrated, and I’m suddenly afraid that I have made him mad or disappointed him in some way.
 
                 “But--” I am desperate to get Jacoby to safety to heal him but I am afraid to leave without everyone else. What if the Dark Elves come back?
 
                 “Go. We will be right behind you,” he promises.
 
                 I nod, then grab Jacoby's hand and transport us back to Álfheimr where I know we are safe. We appear in my room a second later and I’m pleased to realize that transporting doesn't even faze me anymore. I guess practice makes perfect.
 
                 Hannah is no longer lying in my bed, so I assume that Isobel kept her word before joining the battle in the Underworld. It doesn't matter anyway since I can’t lift Jacoby into the bed by myself, so I just lay him gently on the floor. Nobody else transports back into my room, so we are alone for the time being.
 
                 I check his pulse and find it very weak. His breathing is shallow, but at least he is breathing on his own. I take a deep breath and try to heal him again. This time the magic is stronger, and I can feel it pulsing into his limp body. I close my eyes as I focus all of my energy into healing his wounds.
 
                 “Lark?” he weakly croaks.
 
                 “Oh, thank Sόl!” I cry, choking back tears of relief.
 
                 “You saved me,” he says, lifting his hand up to brush the wetness from my cheeks.
 
                 “Yes, I did.”  
 
                 “Are you okay?” He rises slowly, pulling me up with him and looking me over. “You didn't get hurt, did you?”
 
                 “No, I'm fine actually, I feel great.”  I’m so happy that he is going to be okay.
 
                 “Why would you risk your life for me?” He seems oddly curious.
 
                 “You know why.”
 
                 “You’re amazing. Do you know that?”
 
                 “Eh, it was nothing. Just a normal Saturday for me, you know. Kick some Dark Elf butt. Heal a hot boy. All in a day’s work,” I joke.
 
                 His usual playful expression is replaced by a more serious one and he places his hands gently on my cheeks, holding my face at arm’s length. The look in his eyes grows more intense and it makes my knees weak.
 
                 “I'm serious. I know it's a rare moment but I am trying here. So listen, okay?”
 
                 “Okay,” I nod nervously.
 
                 “You saved me. Not just tonight. Before I met you, my life was one long night. I was trapped in the darkness. Dugan never forced me to stay, you know that. But it didn't matter. I had no will to escape. I was so used to the darkness that had become my life, that my eyes had grown accustomed to the shadows. From the moment I first saw you,” he pauses, “God, your aura was so bright, I felt myself drawn to you. Like gravity. You are the Lark that promises the coming of day. You are the brightness of the sun, happiness, and everything good. I was, and I still am, completely and ardently enchanted.”
 
                 He leans in slowly and pauses, waiting to see how I will react. Without hesitation, I meet him the rest of the way and my breath catches as his lips barely brush my own. The warmth in my core branches out and explodes, spreading throughout my entire body. My heart pounds fiercely in my chest as the kiss deepens. His full lips mold perfectly against mine. One hand tightens around my waist, pulling me closer, while the other one makes its way up my back, tangling into my hair.
 
                 I think I could spend the rest of my life kissing Jacoby and it would never be enough.
 
                 He pulls back and rests his forehead against my own.
 
                 “You don't know how long I have been waiting to do that.”
 
                 “It couldn't have been that long,” I giggle. “We’ve known each other for what? A couple of months?”
 
                  My heart is beating erratically.
 
                 “Perhaps. But it feels like much longer than that,” he says as he kisses me again.
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter 22
 
    
 
                  Once I was satisfied that Jacoby was going to be fine, I returned to go heal the humans that were being held captive and tortured by Dugan. There were less than a dozen victims (thank Sόl), but by the time I finished it was nearly dawn and I was exhausted. I contemplated going to Hannah’s house since my Mom thought I was spending the night there, but I couldn't bring myself to leave Jacoby after coming so close to losing him so we crashed in my room. I’ll deal with trying to figure out an explanation for spending the night with a boy later. Nothing happened between us except a lot of sleeping and maybe a kiss or two. Or three or four. Who am I kidding? There was a lot of kissing. And even though it was all very innocent, it was still a little shocking to wake up with him lying beside me.
 
                 “Good morning,” he greets me. “Or I guess I should say, afternoon.”
 
                 “How are you feeling today?” I ask.
 
                 “I've been better.”
 
                 “What's wrong?” I suddenly worry that maybe I didn't completely heal him.
 
                 “Don't worry, I'm perfect. Just tired. I didn't get much sleep last night. You didn't warn me that you snore,” he teases.
 
                 “I do not snore,” I say, smacking him lightly. “I gotta get ready for breakfast with my dad.”
 
                 Alberico has invited me into his sitting room for a private breakfast this morning before I head back home. Normally, I adore breakfast in Álfheimr, even more than my chocolate-dipped chocolate chip granola bars, but I’m worried that I have disappointed my father, so I'm dreading the inevitable confrontation.
 
                 “I suppose it would be too presumptuous to ask if I could join you in that magnificent shower? Or perhaps that massive hot tub of yours, huh?”
 
                 “That would be a correct assumption.”
 
                 “Eh, it was worth a shot,” he remarks flippantly.
 
                 “Not happening.”
 
                 “Is that so?” His face brightens with his signature smirk and he pulls me closer to him.
 
                 “Are you trying to persuade me?”
 
   “That depends, are you persuadable?” He nuzzles his nose against my cheek.
 
                  “Perhaps, but not today,” I smile. “Now get out so I can get ready.”
 
   I kick him out with a quick kiss. “I'll see you after breakfast.”
 
                 “Promise?” He steals another kiss.
 
                 “Of course,” I smile at him before standing on my tippy toes and kissing his cheek.  
 
                 He leaves and I make my way to the bathroom for a quick shower. The water pulsating on my back is relaxing, like my own personal water massage, so I decide to prolong it a little while. By the time I get out, my fingers are pruney from the water, but I feel noticeably calmer. I dress casually in jeans and a black cardigan. While I do apply a little bit of makeup, I don't even bother attempting to do anything fancy with my hair, opting to just leave it long and straight down my back. Before I know it, there is nothing left to do but to face my father.
 
                 As I turn the corner to take the stairs leading up to where he is waiting for me, I spy Grey entering Jacoby's room. Intrigued, I decide to take a little detour, postponing my meeting with Alberico for a little longer. I stop outside the door, holding my breath, in hopes that no one hears me.
 
                 “I just wanted to tell you that I am sorry for doubting you,” I hear Grey proclaim. “You obviously care deeply for her, and I let my own feelings cloud my judgment. For that I apologize.”
 
                 “I do care about her. More than even she knows. So thanks, I guess, for acknowledging that.” Jacoby pauses thoughtfully for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”
 
                 “I suppose.”
 
                 “You said you let your own feelings cloud your judgment?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “What exactly are your feelings towards her?”
 
                 Well, this could get very interesting. I am tempted to continue to eavesdrop.
 
                 Do I want to know? Would it change anything? I decide to walk away before he has a chance to answer. I don't need to hear it. I know he cares about me. But I also know that it's not enough. There are too many complications when it comes to Grey. And my life is already way too complicated without adding anything else to the mix.
 
   Besides, nothing he could say at this point would change my feelings for Jacoby. Of that much I am sure.
 
                 I make my way towards Alberico's sitting room, very proud of my newfound self-control. Normally, my nosy nature would have demanded that I stay and eavesdrop until I had all the answers I wanted. But I realize now that sometimes you don't have to know everything. Sometimes, it's better to just learn as you go.
 
                 I knock twice before slowly opening the door and peeking my head inside Alberico's sitting room.
 
                 “Dad?” I hesitate.
 
                 “Ah, good morning, Mia. I was afraid you would, how do you say it? Skip out on me?”
 
                 Ha. How very close to the truth that was. I definitely considered it. I've been more than a little worried about the inevitable conversation with Alberico since my impromptu decision to follow Jacoby into the Underworld last night. After all, I placed many lives at risk by prompting our attack on the Dark Elves a week earlier than planned.
 
                 “Of course not. I could never pass up an elfin breakfast,” I cheerfully reply.
 
                 “Good, because there are a few things I would like to discuss with you.”
 
                 Oh boy.
 
                 “First, how are you recovering after using so much magic this weekend?”
 
                 “Physically I feel fine. But mentally,” I pause as I remember what I am guilty of. “I killed someone. Someone I knew. I don’t know how to feel about that. I mean, I know I wasn’t trying to kill him, Brian just got in the way, but I was trying to kill Dugan. Brian did awful things to me and part of me feels guilty, but the other part of me, well, I don’t know. I feel like I’m no less evil than Dugan if I say that I think he deserved it but….I don’t know if I really feel that way, if I really wanted him dead. At the same time…I’m not making any sense. I guess it’s just hard to explain.”
 
                 “What’ve you been through, well, no 17-year-old should ever have to experience what you’ve been through. But Mia, you aren’t evil. You did what you had to do then and you will do what you have to do next time.”
 
                 “This is only the beginning, isn’t it?”
 
                 “I think we have some time before we have to worry about the Dökkálfar again, but yes, this is only the beginning. But you have been blessed by Sόl and that has to mean something good for our side.”
 
                 A warm burst of pride emanates through me as I remember my blessing from the Sun goddess. For some reason, she chose me. I’m the only one who is able to control the power of the sun. I'll take that over Earth, Fire, Water, or Wind magic any day. And maybe healing isn't as cool as some of the elemental magic, but I was able to save Jacoby and that was pretty freaking amazing in my book.
 
                 “That reminds me. How did you get to the Underworld that night? Grey said I was the only one who could get there since I was the only one who had actually been there before.”
 
                 “Let's just say your amulet has a little something extra.” He points to the pendant around my neck, his eyes twinkling mischievously. “Sort of like elfish GPS”
 
                 “You've gotta be kidding me. I'm being tracked?”
 
                 “Only in case of emergencies, I promise,” he smiles. “Next, I would like to discuss what you are going to tell Hannah.”
 
                 Oh crap.
 
                 “Well, I was thinking that I could just play up the whole crazy dream scenario and that would be enough to take care of it,” I tell him uncertainly.
 
                 “I agree, that would probably be best,” Alberico nods in agreement as he takes a bite of a scone.
 
   “Dad, what happens now? The prophecy didn’t come true, so what does that mean? Does that mean it’s not really over?”
 
   After a thoughtful pause Alberico recites the prophecy,
 
    
 
   “A Half-blood child of a Sovereign One
 
   Hidden in the Shadows until the time is right
 
   Can heal the Cursed of their Underground prison
 
   Then once more they will walk among the Light.
 
    
 
   The One with Spirit though, holds the Key
 
   To See what others cannot See
 
   They will bring Light to the Dark
 
   Only to perish but for the Grace of the Lark.”
 
    
 
   He pauses and lets the words of the prophecy that has terrified me for weeks now sink in. They take on a completely different meaning to me now.
 
   “Was it about us both?” I ask Alberico.
 
   “It is very possible. Though, it appears that at least part of the prophecy has been fulfilled. Jacoby’s spur of the moment trip to the Underworld resulted in bringing the Light Elves to the Dark Elves.  Without you, Jacoby would have perished, so that came true as well. Perhaps, the prophecy only warns of the possibility of the Dark Elves being healed from their curse. Maybe you do have the ability to heal them, but you chose not to.”
 
                  “So what do we do now?
 
   He sighs and a shadow crosses his face. “I guess all that we can do is be ready.”
 
   “I can do that,” I smile. I think last night I proved to myself and everyone else that I am more than capable of taking care of myself now. “So you really aren’t disappointed in me?”
 
   “Of course not. Why would you think that?”
 
   “Last night, after Dugan and his followers rushed off, you looked upset. I thought it was because I ruined everything you had been planning for weeks. I thought you were mad that I put the Light Elves at risk,” I choke on the words.  After everything he has done for me, I hate that I may have disappointed him.
 
   “Of course I was upset. What kind of father would I be if I wasn’t upset that my only daughter put herself at risk like that? I never wanted you to have to go through any of that. If anything, I am disappointed in myself that I couldn’t defeat Dugan for you.”
 
   My heart swells with affection for my father. I throw my arms around his neck and hug him tightly.  
 
   “I love you, Dad.
 
                 “I love you too, Mia.”
 
   Alberico and I finish the rest of our breakfast talking about much more pleasant things than Dark Elves, like school and my job and even cheerleading.  Try-outs for next year’s squad will be in a few weeks and I’m in charge of organizing them. After our showdown with the Dark Elves, I’m more than confident I’m up for the challenge. In fact, I’m looking forward to doing something so completely ordinary again.
 
                  After breakfast I head to Jacoby’s room as I promised earlier. I feel a little giddy about seeing him, even though I just saw him an hour or so ago.  
 
                 The door is ajar so I just let myself in.
 
                 “Jacoby?” I call out when I don't see him. Maybe he is waiting for me in my room.
 
                 I’ve never been in his room before, so curiosity gets the best of me, and I decide to take a look around. His room seems slightly smaller than mine, but that could just be because of the slate and gray tones making the room much darker than my pale gold room. I know his closet probably isn't nearly as massive as mine. Guys don't need all the extra space for their shoes.
 
                 I wander over to the large bay window. It faces the west so he probably has a perfect view of the sunset every night. I idly wonder which view would be more beautiful, my view of the lush gardens or his of the rich gold and pink hues of the setting sun. I decide it’s a toss-up.
 
                 “Hey, Lark.”
 
                 I turn at the sound of his voice to find him coming out of the bathroom.
 
                 Wearing nothing but a towel and a crooked grin.
 
                 “Oh! Sorry! I was just, uh, checking to see if you were ready to leave yet,” I stammer as the heat rises to my cheeks. Nobody should be allowed to look that good in a towel.
 
                 “Not quite yet,” he smirks slyly, gracefully sauntering over to me with his damp hair glistening.
 
                 “Um, well, I'll go. So you can finish, um, getting dressed.” I turn to leave but his hand catches mine.
 
                  He pulls me against his damp chest and places his hand on my back. He presses his lips lightly on my forehead before leaning down and kissing my lips. Even the lightest touch leaves me breathless and tingly, and I feel like my heart is seconds away from exploding with joy. I wonder if it will always feel like this?
 
                 I hope so.
 
                 “I'll be ready in a few minutes,” he sighs wistfully.
 
                 I’m still a little incoherent from the kiss, so I just nod.
 
                  “Gotta get you home before bedtime,” he grins. “You've got school tomorrow.”
 
                 “We've got school tomorrow,” I correct him as I slowly make my way out the door, smiling brightly at the turn of events in my life.
 
                 I know that things aren't over yet. In fact, they are just beginning. I may be blessed by the Sun goddess, but I have royally pissed off the Dark Elf king. I know that he will eventually seek revenge. And when he does, I'll make sure I am ready to face the consequences.
 
                 But for now, I have other things to worry about.
 
                 Like homework.
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