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1

RILEY WAS LAUGHING SO MUCH she could barely breathe. Jill was right beside her, also smiling brightly, as the two of them draped ribbons and cloth around Storm until they could hardly see any of the black unicorn colt under all the layers of colorful fabric.

They were in the sewing room on board the Queen of Bermuda and were supposed to be working on clothing repair, but instead, they were playing with the colt. Riley reached out with a red ribbon and tied it to the end of the unicorn’s misshapen horn. “There you go, Stormy. Don’t you look beautiful!”

Storm seemed to understand they were playing and whipped his head back and forth to make the ribbon fly. He neighed playfully and pressed his shoulder against Riley.

“Honestly, you two should leave that poor boy alone,” Maggie called from her place before the treadle sewing machine, though she was smiling brightly and showing her predator’s teeth. “Look what you’ve done to him—it’s hardly dignified.”

“He likes it,” Riley said as she hugged Storm’s muscular neck. “Don’t you, Stormy?”

The colt’s head bobbed up and down.

Jill tied another ribbon to Storm’s horn. “He’s very pretty now.”

Once again, the colt neighed and bobbed his head up and down.

Riley stopped and put her hands on her hips while looking at Storm. “Is it me, or is he even taller than yesterday?”

Jill nodded. “I think so. He’s growing so fast, I can’t believe it.”

Maggie put down her sewing and walked over to Riley and Jill as they fussed over Storm. “Well, Gideon and Priri did say that unicorns grow quickly. But even I never imagined it would be this fast.” She reached out and stroked the colt’s black muzzle. “At this rate, he’ll be adult size in no time.”

“I’m just glad he doesn’t need milk anymore,” Jill said. “It wasn’t fair to keep asking the gargoyles to bring some for him.”

“I don’t think Gideon or Priri minded,” Maggie said. “You’ve seen how much they adore him. We all do.”

Riley nodded. “Gideon is sure Storm won’t grow as big as the other unicorns, and that’s one of the reasons they”—she paused so Storm wouldn’t hear her—“you know…” She didn’t finish the sentence, not saying that the adult unicorns had tried to kill Storm right after he was born because he wasn’t perfect. He was smaller than other foals, and his golden horn was misshapen—not to mention his three white hooves.

Maggie nodded knowingly. “Indeed. But he’ll always be perfect in our eyes.”

“Yes, you are,” Riley said to Storm as she pressed her head against the colt’s warm face. “You are perfect.”

Though Storm might not have been physically perfect compared with the other unicorns, he was just as smart, if not smarter, and could understand everything being said to him. Storm was also much sweeter and gentler than the others, who were mean tempered and could be very dangerous.

Gideon once explained that unicorns were almost like the Atlantis police force. Whenever there was big trouble, they’d show up. This was especially true during the Red Moons, when wildlings and dangerous creatures crossed over the land bridge between Atlantis and the Forbidden Zone. It was always unicorns and gargoyles who drove them back.

Storm nickered and pressed against Riley. “Well, Stormy, we’d better get to work before Lisette sees that we’ve been spending all morning playing.”

Riley and Jill started to take all the fabric off Storm. Just as they finished, the loud, nerve-shattering horn on the Queen blasted.

“What?” Jill cried. “Not again.”

Riley looked over at Maggie with wide eyes. “We’ve just had a Red Moon. It can’t be right. That would make it three in one month!”

Maggie, who was nearly always calm at the horn warning of the Red Moon, had fear in her feline eyes. “I cannot recall ever having two Red Moons so close together, let alone three.”

“Really?” Jill asked. “Never?”

Maggie shook her head. “Never. I don’t know what’s happening, but something is definitely different.”

Storm snorted and pawed the floor. When Riley looked at him, his manner had changed completely. His eyes had become wild, and his nostrils flared.

“Easy, boy,” Riley said softly as she stroked his head. “We’ll be safe, just like last time.”

“Let’s head up to our cabins before the stairwell fills with people,” Maggie suggested. “We don’t want Storm getting shoved or knocked over on that narrow ramp.”

The sewing room was situated on one of the lower decks, and when the Queen had been in service, it had been used as the crew’s dining area. Because of its large size, there was more than enough space for the other ladies who sewed to work in there, but most of them still preferred the small, dark sewing hut that was a good walk from the ship.

Riley believed that some of the seamstresses were still uncomfortable around Maggie now that she remained out of her yellow cloak. But that didn’t stop others from coming in on occasion and asking to use one of the treadle sewing machines. Their hesitation still irritated Riley, but it didn’t seem to bother Maggie.

For the most part, though, the people of the Community had adjusted well to the change in policy that saw the people who were turning into animals going without their cloaks. Some even rekindled old friendships with those they’d lost touch with. The term “Cloak” was no longer used to refer to them and had been replaced with “Turned.”

The corridor outside the sewing room was mostly empty except for the first people arriving on board. Maggie was right. It would be easier to get Storm up to their suite on the top deck before everyone boarded the Queen.

Entering the stairwell, they heard the sounds of others coming up from below. Their footfalls on the stairs were soft but swift. There was very little chatter as everyone appeared to be feeling anxious over the third Red Moon in such a brief period of time.

Storm did as he had been taught and walked over to the narrow ramp against the wall that had been laid along the stairs. With the stops crossing the ramp, it was easy for the colt to climb up, and they made it to the top deck in no time.

Instead of going straight into their suite, they walked out into the blazing sunshine along the promenade. There was no sign of the fog yet, but it would come. Crossing to the railing, they peered over the side and watched the people climbing the main ramp to board the ship.

The Queen of Bermuda was a sanctuary in the upcoming storm. It normally housed most of the Community’s population, but not all, as some people still chose to live in small houses away from the big cruise ship. But when the horn blared the warning of the Red Moon, everyone boarded the ship. These days, it finally offered protection to the members of the Turned community as well.

The sound of running on the deck started, and Riley saw her cousin Alfie, Bastian, and Miss Pigglesworth trotting over to them. When Bastian saw Riley, he smiled brightly, which made Riley’s heart flutter. With the sun shining on his dark hair and the smile lighting his face, Bastian was impossibly handsome.

“Hey, Shorty,” Alfie said, taking a place beside Jill.

“Hiya, Creep,” Riley replied. She smiled at Bastian. “Glad you and Miss Pigglesworth made it back safely.”

“Always,” Bastian said, taking his place at her side. “But I can’t believe it’s another Red Moon so soon.”

“What’s going on with this place?” Alfie asked. “Shane said it’s never done that before.”

“It hasn’t,” Bastian agreed.

“It’s very mysterious, indeed,” Maggie added.

Riley looked at her friends and family. “We can’t have this many Red Moons in such a short time. Something’s definitely gone kerflooey.”

Bastian nodded. “It’s worrying to all of us.”

Miss Pigglesworth barked and started to whine, and Bastian said, “Miss Pigglesworth agrees with you, Riley, that something feels wrong.”

Jill was quiet as they gazed down on the people boarding the Queen. She’d had a hard time with the first Red Moon when they’d arrived in Atlantis and with all the sounds of the creatures outside the ship who had come over from the Forbidden Zone. Now, with it being yet another one in just a matter of days, she was starting to tremble.

“It will be all right, Jill,” Maggie said kindly as she wrapped her fur-covered arm around her. “You know the Queen will keep us all safe.”

“But why does it keep happening?” Jill asked. She looked at Riley. “You said they didn’t happen very often. But this is the fourth since we got here.”

Riley nodded. “I know. I just don’t know why.”

“That is the big question,” Bastian said.

They continued to watch the members of the Community climbing the ramp. Riley searched for her family to make sure they boarded safely. “There’s Danny and Sarah with Chrissy and Pea,” she said, pointing down to her brother and his girlfriend, Sarah, who was Jill’s older sister. Sarah was carrying her youngest sister, while Danny was holding the koala. Pea used to resist being carried around but had learned to accept it when speed was required.

“And there’s your mother with Cameron,” Bastian said, pointing to Riley’s mother and the island’s other doctor. “And Mary is there with Tony and Lisette.”

Riley glanced over at Bastian. “Have you noticed how much time Tony is spending with Lisette?”

“I have.” Bastian grinned. “I think they really like each other.”

“So do I,” Riley agreed. She felt her cheeks heating.

“I don’t know,” Alfie said. “My mom is starting to teach reading and writing to everyone—I think Tony is just giving Lisette extra lessons with her reading.”

As the time ticked by, all the members of Riley’s and Jill’s families made it safely on board the Queen and to the upper deck. They gathered at the side to watch the loading.

While the people filed on board the ship, Kevin the rhino arrived and stood at the side of the ramp. Soon other Turned appeared and waited to load.

“I’m amazed at how many Turned there really are,” Bastian said. “So many more than I realized.”

“We have had to keep hidden,” Pea said. He was still in Danny’s arms and appeared quite content there. “Many never even visited the Queen. Now they can.”

“There should have been many more,” Maggie said sadly. “We have lost so many to the Red Moons of the past.”

Riley nodded. “But not anymore.”

“No, not anymore,” Maggie said gratefully.

Once the last person was on board, the Turned started up the ramp. Beresford and Shane were there to greet them and nodded as they filed on board. The Turned would stay down in the loading area, as most couldn’t manage the stairs. They didn’t appear to mind and were grateful for the protection the ship offered them.

Kevin the rhino was always last to board. When all the other Turned were up the ramp, he bellowed for several minutes to call the last members on board. When no one else arrived, he trotted up the ramp, and the Queen was sealed.

After a while, Alfie looked across to the other side of the deck. “Here comes the fog.”

When Riley glanced over, she saw the wall of white rolling steadily toward the ship. It was like a living, breathing, malevolent creature heading straight at them. She shivered, recalling the time Edward had tried to kill her. She and Beresford had been forced to stay outside for a whole Red Moon, and she remembered the sight of the fog swallowing her vision and leaving only white in its wake.

Though it was a terrifying ordeal, she was equally grateful for the experience. It had given her Storm and made Beresford see what life was like for the Turned, who were forced to endure Red Moons outside the protection of the Queen. This made him change his mind and amend the Community rules. It had made something very, very bad into something very good.

“Okay, everyone, inside,” Mary, Alfie’s mother, said nervously. “That fog is moving fast, and this deck will become too slippery.”

“You won’t get an argument from me,” Danny quipped as he and Sarah started in. They ushered Jill’s little brother and sister forward.

Riley patted Storm. “C’mon, boy, let’s go in.”

They were almost at the outside door to their suite when Storm stopped. His eyes became wild, and he started to whinny. He did a partial rear and then pawed the deck with his front hoof as his ears went back.

“It’s all right, Stormy,” Riley said. “We’re all safe. Just get inside.”

Miss Pigglesworth also stopped and started to whine.

Bastian said. “Miss Pigglesworth can feel something.”

Maggie paused and looked around. “I’m feeling it too—it’s a vibration of some sort.”

“A vibration?” Riley said. “From where?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never felt anything like this before,” Maggie said. “It is as though the Queen itself is somehow shivering. It’s subtle, but it’s there.”

Pea reappeared at the suite door and rubbed his furry hands together. “Please, everyone, hurry inside. Something isn’t right.”

“Whatever’s happening, it looks like Pea is feeling it too,” Jill commented.

They hurried toward their suite. Storm now filled the doorway as he entered the Royal Suite. He walked over to the back wall and turned, facing the door, still shaking his head and snorting nervously. His shoulder muscles started to twitch.

Instead of taking a seat, Riley stayed with the colt and stroked his neck. Bastian and Miss Pigglesworth came up beside her to help comfort the unicorn.

“What’s wrong with him?” Riley asked. “He’s never acted like this before.”

Miss Pigglesworth whined and started panting heavily.

“It’s the vibrations,” Bastian explained. “Miss Pigglesworth says they are getting stronger.”

During all the Red Moons, everyone in Riley’s extended family gathered in the one spacious suite and went through the terrifying ordeal together. Extra chairs were carried in, and everyone chatted lightly until it was time for lights-out and silence.

Alfie shared his lounge chair with his spider-monkey mother, while the others cuddled up together. Because Jill was so upset, Maggie sat on the sofa holding on to Jill, her sister Robbi, and her brother Pauly.

The fog soon enveloped the whole ship. Out the windows they could only see white. The cabin door was still open, but any sounds from outside the ship were muffled in the misty denseness. But when the suite became too damp, they closed the door and windows.

While everyone else in the suite sat down to wait out the Red Moon, Riley and Bastian stayed with Storm. With each passing moment, the unicorn became more and more agitated.

Soon Maggie looked around fearfully. “The vibrations are getting worse. It’s like…”

Before Maggie could finish, the ship began to rumble. It was mild at first, but it was enough that everyone who wasn’t sensitive could actually feel it. But the slight rumble didn’t last long—it increased.

Soon their suite started to shake. Storm shrieked.

“It’s an earthquake!” Mary squealed.

Fear filled the room as the shaking intensified. Items fell off tables and lanterns crashed to the floor as the large cruise ship began to list. The rumbling intensified and soon mixed with the terrible sounds of the ship groaning as its metal hull was crushed in the moving earth.

“We’re going to tip over!” Robbi cried.

“No, we aren’t,” Pea reassured her. “We buried the Queen too deep. We’ll just keep moving with the ground.”

Pea said the words, but they were hard to believe when more items slid off shelves and dresser tops and smashed to the floor of the cabin.

Storm’s shrieking grew louder as the shaking continued. Suddenly the ship listed hard to the side, and Storm, Riley, Bastian, and Miss Pigglesworth were knocked to the floor and tumbled toward the door to the outside deck.

The colt arrived first and hit the doorframe, smashing the door open. His large body blocked it, keeping Riley, Bastian, and Miss Pigglesworth from slipping outside. But Storm’s legs were thrashing and doing damage to everyone and everything around him.

“Storm, stop!” Riley shouted. “Please, you’re hurting us….”

“Riley, we’re coming!” Danny shouted as he and the others in the room were tipped out of their chairs. “Everyone, form a chain! We have to get them away from Storm’s kicking hooves!”

Danny started crawling down the steep slope toward Riley while holding his mother’s hand. She also moved carefully forward while holding on to Josh, who held on to Alfie, who was clinging to the doorframe to one of the bedrooms. Long before they reached Riley, the furniture in the room tumbled toward them, knocking the people-chain apart.

Everyone and everything that could move started sliding toward Storm and the open door.

Moments later Danny tumbled into Riley and Bastian, with the others falling against him. But there was no time to react as the shaking increased. And just like a boat on an ocean filled with heaving waves, the Queen shifted again. This time, the big ship righted and then slid over to the other side.

Screams filled the air as everyone tumbled. They all hit the opposite wall and had to crawl quickly out of the way as Storm whinnied and slid across the floor, smashing against the wall.

This time the shaking didn’t pause, and the Queen rolled again, throwing everyone back toward the door.

Just as they all scrambled clear of Storm, he tumbled toward the open door. Hitting the frame again, the unicorn colt whinnied loudly and thrashed to get up.

Nobody moved, as they expected the Queen to shift again. But after several minutes, the rumbling trailed off and ended completely. When it was finished, the ship was listing even farther on its side.

“Is everyone all right?” Beverly called. She climbed over a fallen chair to gain her feet on the heavily slanted floor.

Riley groaned. “Yes, but I’m going to have some really big bruises in the morning.” She also made it to her feet, but it was like walking on the tilted floor of a fun-house ride. One wrong step, and she knew she’d slip and fall.

“Me too,” Bastian said. “Storm got me right in the arm.”

“And me,” Danny complained. “Now I know what it’s like inside a tumble dryer.”

Chrissy was still crying, but Sarah had managed to keep hold of her to protect her from the worst of the tumbling.

Beside Riley, Storm had stopped thrashing. When she looked at him, she could almost see his mind working on how to get out of the position he was in. “Stay still, Stormy. We’ll move the furniture and then you can get up.”

The colt looked at her, and Riley knew he’d understood what she’d said. He lay calmly on his side, not moving, just waiting.

Working together, they cleared the fallen furniture away from Storm. Riley reached over his side and managed to close the outer door. It was when she turned to look back into the room that she realized Maggie had used her long, sharp claws to keep Jill, Pauly, and Robbi on the sofa with her. Though the sofa had moved, they’d stayed safe on it.

Her aunt Mary was standing on top of the tipped-over desk, holding on to Pea.

After a few minutes, Storm was back on his feet several paces from the door. The fear had left his eyes, even though the Queen and their cabin were now leaning heavily over. He stood calmly, leaning against the outer wall, as the incline wouldn’t let him move deeper into the room.

“If everyone here is all right,” Beverly said, “I’m going out to check on the others below.”

“I’ll come with you,” Danny said.

“Me too,” Josh added. “There might be some people trapped who need help.”

Danny nodded, then looked at Riley and the others. “Please stay up here and do what you can to move all this furniture into one of the bedrooms until we figure out what to do next.”

“What we do next is get outta here,” Alfie said. “We have to leave the ship.”

“We can’t leave the Queen,” Bastian said. “It’s the only safe place during the Red Moon.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed,” Alfie snapped, “we just had a big earthquake, and we’re not safe. The Queen could tip over at any minute. I think we should get off.”

“Alfie, we really can’t. Look at it out there.” Riley pointed out the window. All they could see was a layer of white. “It’s thick fog and still daylight. The Red Moon is just starting. Tonight is going to be awful. Trust me, I’ve done a Red Moon outside, and I never want to do another one!”

“Neither do we,” Pea said, nodding to Maggie. “Until you’ve experienced one for yourself, you can never truly understand how terrifying they are.”

“Plus, we have one other major concern,” Beverly added. “This is an island, and depending on where that earthquake was centered, there may be a tsunami.”

“A what?” Pea asked.

“Tsunami,” Beverly said. “It’s a big tidal wave that could completely flood this island. They often occur after earthquakes in the ocean.”

“Oh dear,” Pea said. “That would not be helpful.”

“No, it would not,” Mary agreed.

“Trust me, we are safer on this ship, even with this tilt,” Beverly said. “So just hold tight, and we’ll be back soon.”

While Riley’s mother, Danny, and Josh left to look for injured or trapped people on the lower decks, Riley and the rest of the extended family did what they could to make their suite safe. Chairs were no longer an option, so they were carefully moved into one of the bedrooms.

With all the furniture out of the suite, it was much bigger than Riley realized. But with the chairs gone, the only place anyone could sit was on the slanted floor with their feet pressed up against the outer wall.

“I wonder how the sewing room is,” Jill finally said. “I hope the sewing machines are all right.”

“Me too,” Maggie said. “I’ve been spoiled by them and would rather not go back to hand sewing.”

“I’m sure any damage could be fixed,” Pea offered. “What really worries me is how Gideon and the other gargoyles fared. They are stone during the day. With the shaking, some may have fallen over and suffered breaks.”

Riley hadn’t thought of that, but after seeing what Gideon went through with a break before, she was terrified for him and the others. “I wish we could go to them to check. If anything happens to Gideon, I—I just don’t know what I’d do….”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Mary said. “The gargoyles are strong.”

“Yes, but none of us were prepared for an earthquake,” Riley said. She felt her voice starting to tremble. “What if the Crucible collapsed?”

“Stop it, Shorty,” Alfie said. “You don’t know that anything has happened to him or the others. We just have to wait to see. For now, just focus on us in here.”

Alfie was right. There was nothing she or anyone else could do at the moment. Not with the Red Moon. All they could do was wait.

While they all sat together, they would occasionally hear the Queen groan and make other loud thumps and bangs as the large cruise ship protested its situation or items in other cabins moved and smashed against the side.

With nothing to do, Riley just sat watching the window until the light outside faded. “Night’s coming,” she commented softly.

“I guess the ‘lights-out’ horn isn’t working,” Bastian commented. “And I think it’s safe to assume there won’t be an evening meal.”

“Yeah,” Alfie said. “I bet the kitchens are a mess.”

“I’m not hungry anyway,” Jill said.

“Me neither,” Robbi agreed.

“This is going to be a long night, I fear,” Pea said. “I just hope Beverly, Danny, and Josh are all right as they look for the injured.”

“Me too,” Jill said softly.

Minute by minute, the light outside the window darkened. Chrissy started to whimper, and Sarah did all she could to keep her quiet. Robbi started to weep, but then Maggie whispered softly to her.

Riley couldn’t hear what Maggie said, but whatever it was, it calmed the distressed girl down.

When it was dark, Riley felt Bastian take her hand. She slid closer to him until they were touching, side by side, and just waiting for the long night to end.

Outside the Queen rose the sound of howling, roaring, and calls of other wild animals who had crossed over from the Forbidden Zone. This was the time that worried Riley the most. Before long, the unicorns would come to drive them away. Their whinnies would rise loud and shrill. But with each call, Riley was terrified that Storm would answer. What would happen if the unicorns ever found out he was on the ship?

“It’s all right, Storm,” Riley called softly as a loud roar started. She got up and felt her way over to the colt. Storm was still standing, leaning against the wall. When she found him, she stroked his neck and felt him quivering. Was it fear? Or was he aware that the unicorns were coming?

Bastian found his way to her side again. “He’ll be fine; we all will.”

Soon Alfie and Jill joined them. Together they kept Storm occupied and worked to calm the quivering colt.

Riley knew Storm was near the outside door. That also added to her anxiety. Had it been damaged? Could it fly open and Storm fall through it? The thought was just forming in her mind when the worst happened, and the door opened.

“Everyone, it’s me. Don’t be frightened,” Gideon’s tight voice whispered.

Riley nearly cried with relief. “Oh, Gideon, I’m so glad you’re alive! I was so scared that you’d suffered a break in the earthquake….”

“We are all fine,” Gideon said. “The Crucible has sustained some damage, but nothing like here. Priri has flown back to alert the others. We must try to stabilize the Queen before she slips any further from her seat in the ground.”

“Can you stand her back up?” Alfie asked.

“Unfortunately, no,” Gideon said. “We gargoyles are strong, but even with our combined strength, it wouldn’t be enough to right her again.”

“Gideon,” Riley said, “in all the past, have you ever known of an earthquake on Atlantis?”

“Never,” Gideon whispered. “And we have been here a very long time. Three Red Moons so close together and now an earthquake? We fear something is happening to Atlantis.”

“We agree,” Maggie said.

“If you can’t stand the Queen up again,” Alfie said, “what do we do?”

“I am uncertain,” Gideon said. “But we cannot leave her as she is. The large loading doors are blocked by the ground, so for the moment, you are all trapped on board. I fear for the Turned on the lower deck. But we can do nothing until this Red Moon is over.”

“Gideon,” Pea called lightly. “A long time ago, when I was still mostly a man, I vaguely remember all of us digging the hole to seat the Queen in. I believe the Leviathan came on land and helped settle her. Do you think Galina might ask him to help us again?”

Gideon fell silent for a moment. In the absolute darkness, Riley couldn’t see him, but she could hear his deep breathing. He was still outside the door and hadn’t tried to enter.

Finally the gargoyle said, “It may work. Unfortunately, we can’t do anything tonight. But when it is over, I shall speak with Galina. I’m sure if we all work together, we can restore the ship to her proper position.”

“Thank the stars,” Maggie called softly.

“Until then the danger has not passed,” Gideon said. “For tonight I must ask some of you to go to the lower decks and warn everyone not to move around at all. I appreciate that it is dark and frightening, but you must warn them as quickly and as quietly as you can. The ground around the Queen is unstable and may give. That would be an unimaginable disaster.”

Riley turned in Alfie’s direction. “Would you, Bastian, and Jill go and warn people? I have to stay with Storm.”

“Robbi and I can go too,” Pauly offered.

“Okay,” Alfie said. “But I don’t know how much good we’ll be at getting anywhere. I can’t see a thing.”

“Neither can I,” Jill agreed.

“I will come with you,” Maggie said. “Luckily, I can see in the dark. We can take it level by level.”

“I can see in the dark as well,” Mary added. “We can form two groups and cover more territory this way. Pea, will you stay with Chrissy while we’re gone?”

“Of course,” Pea said.

A loud roaring from below was met with another roaring, which soon ended in a snarling, vicious fight.

“I must leave you,” Gideon said. “Please, get moving. Warn everyone, but do it as quietly as you can. This is still a Red Moon, and now that the Queen is compromised, the danger is even greater.”

“We will,” Alfie said. “Please be careful out there.”

“Always,” Gideon said. Then he shut the outer door and was gone.

Before leaving, Bastian reached for Riley’s hand, then she felt him move in close. She turned her head toward him, and suddenly their lips met in the dark. After the briefest of kisses, Bastian whispered. “We’ll be back soon.”

“Please stay safe,” Riley said.

“You too,” he whispered back. “Keep Storm quiet.”

“I will, even if I have to sit on him,” Riley said.

“See you, in a bit…,” Bastian called.

“I’ll be here waiting for you….”

“Oh, please…,” Alfie cried softly. “Bastian, would you and Riley cut it out—you’re gonna make me sick!”

“We’re not doing anything,” Riley said. Though if the light were on, they would all see the deep color in her cheeks.

“Yeah, right,” Alfie said.

“Just go,” Riley said lightly. “I’ll see ya later, Creep.”

“Yeah, Shorty, see ya.”
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WHEN EVERYONE WAS GONE, THE suite felt especially empty. Before leaving, the others had helped settle Pea and Chrissy near Riley. It was getting late, and despite the situation, Chrissy was soon sleeping soundly beside her “Teddy.”

Everyone on the ship knew to stay silent during the Red Moon. But this time, rising from the decks beneath them came the sounds of steady thumping, which could have been trapped people signaling for help—not to mention the constant groaning of the ship. The Queen of Bermuda was in trouble. They all were.

Riley stayed close to Storm, stroking the colt’s neck and keeping him calm. She whispered softly in his ear, asking him to stay silent and not move. If ever any evidence was needed to prove he understood her, this would be it. The colt didn’t move a muscle and remained perfectly quiet.

Several times in the seemingly endless night, Riley felt the ship shift and tilt a bit farther. Then there was the sound of loud thumping and deep scraping. They had no idea of the cause of it, but her mind was filled with monsters trying to get in.

“What is that?” Riley whispered.

“It could be the Queen settling in her new surroundings,” Pea said. But there was little confidence in his voice.

Riley grew tired of standing in the total darkness and lay down on the floor beside Storm. She let the unicorn foal know she was still there but settled down with Pea and Chrissy. She knew she wouldn’t sleep, but it was a bit more comfortable.

Waiting for the night to end reminded Riley of what she went through when she and Beresford had floated in the water near the land bridge to the Forbidden Zone just a few months ago. That night, just like this one, never seemed to end.

And just like then, she heard a sound that caused her to tense even more. Sharp whinnies rose from the ground.

Riley reached out and stroked Storm’s hoof. “I know you hear them, Stormy,” she said softly. “But don’t make a sound. They will want to hurt you if they know you’re here. Please stay quiet.”

Storm was quivering beneath Riley’s hands, and she knew that he knew the sounds from outside were the unicorns.

“Oh, Riley,” rose a loud, teasing call from outside the ship. “Come out to play. You stopped our game before it finished….”

Every muscle in Riley’s body tensed, and chills ran down her spine. She hadn’t heard that voice since the night outside with Beresford. It was a voice that still gave her nightmares and caused her throat to tighten. “I thought he was dead,” she said softly. “I was sure the hyenas got him. How could he survive?”

“Mada is especially good at getting out of trouble,” Pea responded. “I wonder if Edward is with him.”

“Come out, Riley,” Mada called. “I’m waiting for you.”

“Don’t answer him,” Pea warned. “You’ll only encourage him. If Gideon is still out there, I’m sure he’ll drive him away.”

“I hope he takes him to the Forbidden Zone,” Riley said tightly.

Mada continued to taunt and call to Riley for several minutes more. But his calls stopped when there was an especially loud unicorn whinny.

“I must leave you now, Riley,” Mada teased. “But don’t you worry. I’ll be back, and then we can finish what we started.” The statement ended with a blood-chilling roar that seemed to reverberate throughout the ship.

“Why does he hate me so much?” Riley asked.

“I doubt if Mada even knows,” Pea said. “He may speak like a man, but there is very little of the man I once knew and called a friend left in there. He is pure predator now.”

In the dark, Riley couldn’t see Pea, but she felt him moving closer to her. “Riley, you must be very careful. With Mada back, you are in grave danger.”

“I know,” Riley agreed. “I think I need to keep a machete with me.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Pea agreed.

The threat Mada posed hung in the air as Riley tried to remain calm. The sounds from outside the Queen didn’t help with her anxiety. It seemed the moment the unicorns drove one ferocious monster away, another arrived to take its place.

Riley lay her head back and closed her eyes, trying to suppress the fear that was bubbling up deep inside her. Mada’s return was shocking and terrifying in equal measure. She had hoped she’d seen the last of him on the beach. Now all those hopes were gone.

Each moment dragged on and on. Would the night ever end? Riley suddenly wished Bastian were beside her. There was nothing he could do to change the situation, but just being close to him made her feel better.

Finally the whinnies of the unicorns outside the ship faded, along with the howls, growls, and hissing of the creatures they were driving away. This was followed by the first raindrops landing on the deck outside the door.

“Pea,” Riley said softly. “It’s raining. Do you think it could soften the ground even more and tip us over?”

Pea didn’t answer for a very long time. Finally he said, “I have never lied to you, Riley, and I never will. Yes, the rain could cause us to tip the rest of the way over.”

“Oh, I wish you’d lied to me,” Riley whispered.

Pea chuckled lightly. “I wish I could have too. We just have to hope for the best.”

Hope. That was a hard thing to find at the moment. Even if they didn’t fall all the way over, how were they supposed to get off? Gideon said the ship was tilted enough to block the loading doors.

The only way would be over the side on ropes. Or perhaps the gargoyles could help carry them off after the Red Moon. But then what? Where would they live while they worked on the Queen?

They lay together on the floor, listening to the heavy rain pounding down on the deck outside their suite. Despite the force of it, the ship didn’t move.

Eventually, light started to filter in. Dawn was finally coming. The Red Moon was over. But how long until the next one?

With the rising light came more sounds from deep within the ship. Riley hoped that Bastian, Alfie, and the others had warned everyone not to move around much because of the risk of tipping.

After a while the door to the suite opened.

“Riley?” her mother called.

“We’re still in here,” Riley answered. She sat up and looked back toward the door. Her mother was struggling to hold on to the doorframe to keep from sliding into the room.

“Are you okay?” Riley’s mom asked.

“Yes,” Pea answered. “How is everyone else?”

“It’s not good,” Beverly answered. “There have been a lot of injuries and some very bad burns for those working in the kitchens. We’ve set up a makeshift hospital in the dining hall, and Cameron and I have been at it nonstop. I have to go back, but I wanted to check on you.”

“We’re fine, Mom,” Riley said. “I don’t know if you’ve seen Bastian or the others, but they’re telling people not to move around. Gideon said the ship could still tip over.”

“I’ve seen Alfie, Mary, and Jill, and they told us.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Pea asked.

Beverly smiled. “To be honest, you can stay here and stay safe. Just take care of Chrissy and Storm, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

“Have you seen Beresford?” Pea asked.

Beverly nodded. “I have—he’s all right. I’ve seen Tony and Lisette also. They have a few bumps and bruises, but so do we all. Shane, Danny, and Josh are working with several teams to make the ship as safe as possible.”

“Have they said what’s going to happen?” Riley asked.

“That’s all we’re talking about,” her mother said. “Right now everyone is thinking we have no choice but to abandon the Queen until she can be righted—if she can be righted.”

“Mom,” Riley said hesitantly. “Did you hear Mada last night?”

Her mother nodded. “We all did. But don’t you worry. No one is going to let Mada touch you.”

“But if we have to abandon the ship…,” Riley started.

“Riley, stop,” her mother said quickly. “We don’t know what’s going to happen with the ship. Even if we have to leave it for a bit, Mada won’t get near you.”

Riley heard the words, but they didn’t help. Deep inside she knew that if Mada really wanted to get her, nothing would stop him—no matter what anyone said or did.
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AS ALWAYS AFTER A RED moon, the rain came down all day. Riley and Pea tried to keep Chrissy occupied with games and stories. They also tried to make the room more comfortable, but the angle of the tilt made it impossible. Storm was also having a difficult time, as the colt wanted to move around but couldn’t. They were all trapped in the main part of the suite.

Several times throughout the day, family members returned to check on them. Bastian, Robbi, and Pauly brought in fruit and bread, which were being distributed from the damaged kitchens.

Maggie came by as well and said that she’d made it down to the lower deck, and though the Turned suffered some bruising and small cuts, no one had been seriously hurt. She had also heard Mada’s threats to Riley and promised she would stay close.

“He nearly killed me once,” Maggie said. “But I know how he fights now, so I can keep you safe.”

Her words were meant to be reassuring, but they just added to Riley’s fear. Mada wouldn’t hesitate to harm those she cared for as a way to make her suffer. Something had to be done to stop the tiger-man once and for all.

As the day progressed, Riley’s brother, Danny, arrived to pick up Pea, saying he needed the koala’s advice on how to open the lower exit—inward. Unless they could find a way, everyone was trapped on board.

“It’s just us now,” Riley said in a light voice to Chrissy. “Let’s have some fun before the others come back.” But it was hard to keep Chrissy occupied. She wanted to move around, but with the tilt, she couldn’t.

Riley wondered what was going to happen. They couldn’t stay on the ship the way it was, but what was the alternative? Where could everyone stay that was safe, especially if there was another Red Moon? And then there was the question of Storm. How would he get down? And what if the other unicorns saw him?

When night came, Riley’s and Jill’s families returned with horror stories of the damage done throughout the ship and the people who had been hurt. They also brought new lanterns with them so the darkness wasn’t complete, but the suite was anything but comfortable.

Not long after dark, Gideon and Priri arrived on the stricken cruise ship. They came with a message from all the other gargoyles that when the rain stopped, they would work on reseating the Queen. The trouble was that after the Red Moon, rain would last a few days—so they would have to wait it out.

When Riley mentioned that Storm needed to go out before then, Gideon came up with a solution that made Riley both excited and a bit nervous. She and Storm were invited to wait out the rain at the home of the gargoyles at the Crucible.

Hearing this, Pea begged to come along as well, as he was anxious to see the large library. When Gideon agreed, Alfie and Bastian also asked to join them, but their request was denied because they were needed on the ship to help out. As it would only be a couple of days, they grudgingly agreed.

The biggest problem came in the form of a large black unicorn colt. Gideon was more than strong enough to carry Storm. The trouble came in trying to hold on to him. Maggie volunteered to run down to the sewing room to see what she could find that would work as a sling for the colt.

When she returned, she was carrying a bolt of thick denim fabric they’d brought from Colorado. “We’ve been using this to make work clothes,” Maggie explained. “So I’m sure it’s strong enough to carry Storm.”

“How is the sewing room?” Jill asked. “Is everything wrecked?”

“It’s in a state. It will take us several days to clean it up, but the machines looked mostly intact. They’re on their sides, so I couldn’t see if there were any breaks. We won’t know until we can get in there in daylight.”

“I’m sure we’ll fix any problems,” Pea said. “But for now let’s get this boy settled in his sling so we can head over to the Crucible.”

It was difficult working in the slanted suite, trying to get Storm secured in the long piece of denim fabric. Gideon had to remain outside and was handed the two ends when they were fed under Storm’s body. When it was set, Riley stepped up to the colt’s head.

“We’re going to have to lift you out of here, Stormy. It will be all right. Please don’t struggle in the sling while Gideon carries you. I don’t want you to fall and get hurt.”

In the lantern light, Storm’s eyes glistened and sparkled, showing his intelligence. He snorted and appeared to nod.

“Riley, while Gideon carries Storm, I will carry you,” Priri said. “Would you hold on to Pea?”

“Of course.” Riley looked back at her mother and then at Bastian, Alfie, and the others. “We’ll be back in a couple of days.”

“Be careful,” her mother said. “And mind your manners.”

Riley grinned. “You betcha!”



Priri carried Riley in her arms so that Riley could hold on to Pea safely. As they flew, Riley tried to look at Storm, but with the rain and darkness, she couldn’t even see Gideon flying beside them.

When Storm whinnied, Riley called, “I’m right here, Stormy. Don’t be scared; we’ll be there soon. Just be quiet—we don’t want the others to hear you.”

“Do not fear that the unicorns will hear him,” Priri said softly. “They are not in this area. Now that the Red Moon is over, they will be staying in their own territory to keep out of the rain.”

“That’s a relief,” Riley said.

“How far is it to the Crucible?” Pea asked.

“Not far,” Priri answered. “Look ahead—you can see its light from here.”

With the rain falling as hard as it was, Riley couldn’t see any trace of the crystal building. Though after a few minutes, she saw a glow rising in the distance. “Is that it?”

“It is,” Priri said.

The rain was really frustrating Riley, as she wanted to see the Crucible. Even when they were descending to land in front of it, she couldn’t really make out the details.

Priri was the first to touch down. A moment later Storm was lowered down. He whinnied and called for Riley. When Gideon released the fabric, the colt trotted over to her.

“Good boy, Storm!” Riley said as she held Pea in one arm and stroked Storm’s muzzle with the other hand. “You did so well!”

“Let us get inside and out of this rain,” Gideon suggested.

They approached the glowing building, and Riley looked up the front to see just how tall it really was. At least four, maybe five stories high. She understood now why they could see it from the Community.

There were no windows, but the light from within glowed through the crystal walls so the entire building was like a giant beacon of light.

“It’s beautiful,” Riley said.

“And it’s dry inside,” Gideon said. “Shall we go in?”

They reached the double crystal doors, and Riley saw three carved gargoyles just above them. One of the gargoyles looked a lot like Gideon. There were no handles on the doors, and no knocker or doorbell. She tried to push them open, but it was like moving stone.

“Allow me,” Priri said as she reached past Riley and gave the crystal doors a gentle push.

When the doors swung open, they revealed a large entranceway that was lit by a lantern’s light. It seemed especially bright.

“Is this the same lantern from back when we first met Galina?” Riley asked. “The one the unicorn lit when you were hurt.”

Gideon smiled. “It is. I told you how strong unicorn power was. It never goes out and doesn’t need fuel. It just keeps burning.”

Riley put Pea down and looked around in wonder. It was prettier than she could imagine. Almost like the hall of mirrors at an amusement park. The walls were cut into facets that sparkled with the lantern light like diamonds.

“Do you like it?” Gideon asked.

“Like it?” Riley repeated. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s magnificent,” Pea said. “A credit to all the gargoyles.”

Gideon chuckled, the sound like deep distant thunder. “I am glad you like it. It took us an age to carve it.”

“You carved this?” Riley asked.

“We did,” Priri answered. “It is several large layers of crystal that formed part of the volcano in the Forbidden Zone. We layered them on top of one another and then hollowed out the center to make our home.” She touched Gideon on the arm. “Why don’t you show Riley and Pea around while I get Storm settled down here?”

“Wonderful idea,” Gideon said. He opened his arms in invitation. “Come with me, this way.”

Riley and Pea followed Gideon through the maze of the main floor of the Crucible. Riley tried to hide her surprise when she saw other gargoyles there. Some were sitting in large crystal chairs and reading, while others were stacking books on the shelves built into the walls.

Pea’s eyes were huge as he gazed at all the books. “There are so many more books than I imagined!”

“This is just part of our library,” Gideon said. “We have many more books upstairs. These are just the most popular.”

Pea gasped. “There are more?”

Gideon chuckled. “Thousands.”

Pea rubbed his furry hands together. “And may I read them?”

“Of course,” Gideon said. “You are welcome to take what you like.”

Pea made a whee sound and did a pirouette of joy. This made Gideon laugh heartily.

Riley noticed how the other gargoyles were watching her and Pea and were smiling at the koala’s joy. Each gargoyle looked different from the others in shape and size—some had wings like Gideon, others didn’t, and one even looked like a small dragon. They did have one thing in common: they all came in shades of gray and greeted her and Pea warmly. They also bowed their heads respectfully to Gideon.

When Riley noticed how the others were with Gideon, she frowned. “Gideon, is there a leader here—like a head gargoyle or something? Kinda like Beresford is with the Community?”

“There is,” Gideon said. “Though he doesn’t like to think of himself as a leader.” There was a twinkle in his eyes and a slight grin on his face. The other gargoyles started to chuckle lightly and then turned away.

Riley suddenly realized the truth and gasped. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the leader of the gargoyles!”

Gideon’s smile grew as he looked at the other gargoyles. “I think I have just been found out.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Riley asked.

“Would it have made a difference?”

Riley thought for a moment. “I guess not. But I feel like I should call you sir or something.”

Gideon laughed again. “Don’t you dare!”

“Sir Gideon,” called one of the other gargoyles. This caused ripples of laughter among the others.

Gideon smiled again but then started to walk. “Come, let me show you around some more.”

Gideon led them to the center of the Crucible and into a wide circular stairwell. Each step was cut from the same diamond-like crystal but was as smooth as glass. The lantern light flickered off the steps and the walls as they climbed slowly. Each floor was filled with books and more gargoyles.

“More books!” Pea cried gleefully as they reached the third level, which was also filled with books. He walked out of the stairwell and up to a bookshelf.

Riley joined him and turned in a small circle. “There’s just so many.” She approached a shelf across the floor and looked closer. There were books that were very old and written in languages she couldn’t understand, others were in English, and some were even newer paperbacks, and she found a small collection of Stephen King novels.

“Stephen King?” Riley said. “Really? I wonder what he’d think if he knew gargoyles were reading his books.”

“It might be interesting to find out,” Gideon said lightly. “They are all very popular here.”

Across the way were many shelves containing ancient-looking scrolls of papyrus. Riley turned back to Gideon. “Were all these going to be burned in the Community?”

“No, not everything,” Gideon said. “We have been collecting books and scrolls for generations. Some of these were rescued from the Great Library of Alexandria before it fell into disuse. Others we have collected from around the ancient world, including China. And as I told you, others drift in on the tide and we find them.”

“This place is a dream come true,” Pea said. “A great treasure.”

“I am glad you feel that way, Pea,” Gideon said lightly. “Shall we continue? There is more for you to see.”

“Yes please,” Riley said.

They returned to the stairwell and climbed up to the top floor. When they stepped out into an open area, the sight took Riley’s breath away. There were several large desks containing star charts and two comfortable-looking sofas that each had a gargoyle on them, reading. The gargoyles looked up at Riley and Pea and nodded in greeting. A smaller, winged gargoyle was fluttering around, dusting the spines of the books on the highest shelves, while another gargoyle that looked a bit like a bull was pushing a mop around and washing the floor. Riley tried not to laugh at the sight of the large, almost elegant gargoyle mopping up.

Pea ran across to the books and started taking them off the shelves to read. While the koala was occupied, Riley looked to the left and saw a large open doorway that led out to a balcony. Rain was bouncing off the floor of the balcony, sounding much like it did outside their suite on the promenade of the Queen.

When Riley approached the open door, Gideon said, “That balcony encircles the entire top of the Crucible, so that we may have a clear sight in all directions. It is there that those of us with wings often launch from.”

Riley noticed that there were no railings on the balcony, and that made her feel a little woozy. She turned away and saw a large telescope that pointed up through a hole in the roof. The hole was covered to keep the rain out.

Riley approached the telescope. “Where did you get this?”

“We made a trade with an astronomer for it some years ago.”

“Trade?” Riley asked. “Did people see you?”

“Of course, it’s hard to do a trade any other way.”

“But…,” Riley started. “But how? Didn’t you say you’d get sick like we did if you left for too long?”

“I’m sure we would get sick. But when we do leave Atlantis, it’s never for very long, and we hurry back. Generally, we prefer not to leave, but our interest in the stars got the better of us, and we wanted to explore further. So we made a trade and brought this telescope here.”

“What did you trade?” Riley asked.

Gideon smiled. “Pearls. We knew how much humans value them, so Galina was kind enough to gather some for me. We gave them a fortune in pearls in exchange for this and their promised silence.”

“I can’t believe you like astronomy.”

“We like to study all the sciences,” Gideon said. “We have microscopes and a small lab here too. We have always been very curious about everything, and we thrive on learning.”

“Hear, hear,” Pea called as he put down one book and started to leaf through another. “I feel exactly the same.”

As Gideon and Riley walked around the top floor of the Crucible, she paused and looked at him. “Where do you sleep? I haven’t seen any bedrooms.”

“You know we don’t sleep,” Gideon said. “We turn to stone.”

“Yes, I know, but do you have bedrooms? Or someplace special to do it?”

There was soft chuckling from the two gargoyles seated on the sofas reading. It wasn’t a cruel laughter, just very lighthearted.

Gideon smiled at them. “Riley asked an honest question that deserves an honest answer.” Then he turned to Riley. “No, we don’t have bedrooms, as we don’t need them. When the sun rises, we turn where we are. The one thing we do try to achieve prior to sunrise is to find somewhere to sit down so there is no risk of us falling over. Which is why none of us suffered a break during the earthquake. Though a couple of us did awaken covered in books from fallen shelves.”

“Yes, about that,” Pea said. “You said there was damage here?”

“There was,” Gideon said. “As I said, some shelves came down, and part of a crystal wall was cracked. We have repaired it.”

“Wow, that was fast,” Riley said.

“I don’t know about that,” Gideon said. “Some of us worked much harder than others.” He glared back at the two gargoyles seated on the sofas that were in no hurry to help the ones cleaning.

One of them rose and came over. He was much shorter than Gideon, about Riley’s height, but he was stalky. Were it not for the beaming smile and sparkle in his eyes, his face would have been terrifying. There were long, tusklike teeth coming up from his lower jaw, and he looked almost like a wild boar. “Just because some of us aren’t as strong as you, Gideon…,” he said.

Gideon looked at Riley. “Don’t let Stokyr fool you. He’s much stronger than me when he chooses to be. He just rarely choses to be….”

“Lies!” Stokyr cried—but then he started to laugh with a loud bellowing belly laugh.

The other gargoyle rose from her chair. “As it appears that Gideon isn’t going to introduce us, I will introduce myself. I am Skye.”

Riley grinned. “I’m Riley. That’s Pea over there.”

Skye grinned, revealing long, sharp teeth. Like Stokyr, she wasn’t as big as Gideon or even Priri, but she did look powerfully built. Her skin was gray-blue and looked almost like smooth marble. She didn’t have wings, but she did have strong, muscular legs and long claws on her feet.

“We have heard much about you, Riley, and your unicorn colt, Storm. I take it he is here too?”

Riley nodded. “Yes. Because the Queen is tilting, he can’t move around, so Gideon let me bring him here. He’s on the main floor with Priri. I probably shouldn’t leave him for too long.”

“I should like to meet him,” Skye said.

“Sure, that would be great.”

Gideon turned to Riley. “I will let Skye escort you back down to Storm. I have a short errand I must do.” He headed toward the balcony.

“You’re going out in the rain?” Riley asked.

“Yes. I am going to try to find Mada. I am well aware of the threat he made toward you. I am going to dissuade him from trying anything against you or anyone else on the Queen.”

“I don’t think that will work,” Riley said. “I don’t know why, but he seems to really hate me.”

“You truly don’t know why?” Stokyr asked.

When Riley shook her head, he continued. “Child, hasn’t Gideon told you that you are very similar to Susan, Mada’s love, when she was your age? Of course, the clothing isn’t the same, and your eyes are a different color, but you’re similar enough for Mada to notice.”

“What?” Riley cried.

“She is, isn’t she?” Skye agreed.

Riley looked at Pea. “Did you know?”

Pea shook his head and closed the book he was inspecting. He came over to Riley. “I don’t remember Susan as a child. I can barely remember her as a woman when she started to turn. And even then I’m not sure if it’s a memory or just from me looking at her image in the book Adam gave to me.”

Riley turned to Gideon, feeling betrayed. “You knew this and didn’t tell me?”

The tall gargoyle looked uncomfortable and wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Gideon?” Riley asked.

“I didn’t think it would help for you to know. Yes, there are times when you look like her, but you are not the same. You are Riley. I realize now that Mada has seen it too and that you are a living reminder of what he’s lost.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Riley asked.

“What purpose would it have served?” Gideon asked. “There is little you could have done.”

“Maybe I could have changed how I look so I wouldn’t remind him of her. I could cut my hair or something.”

“That might help, but we can’t be sure. I think what really infuriates him is how you could look like Susan but be completely different. Susan was meek, obedient, and never challenged him. Even when she turned, she might have been dangerous to everyone else, but she was still controlled by Mada.

“But you challenge him all the time. He is from an age when women were seen and not heard. You are of this age, when everyone is equal. He must hate that, and it inspires the predator in him.”

Riley felt her temper starting to flare. To think that Mada hated her just because she sort of looked like Susan but had a mind and free will of her own? It was just too much. He was still frightening to her, but now he was pathetic too.

“Do you think it’s time to take him to the Forbidden Zone?” Riley asked.

“I could,” Gideon said. “But he would be back the very next Red Moon. Or he might be brave enough to try swimming the channel between there and here even though the Leviathan patrols the waters. If Mada is one thing, he is cunning. He may well succeed in getting back here.”

“So it will never stop until one of us is dead.”

“I will never allow that,” Gideon said.

“You can’t stop it. Not if he attacks me during the day, when you’re stone.”

“That is why I intend to find him tonight and tell him to back off. If he refuses, or if I feel his response isn’t genuine, I may have to consider another option.”

“What is that?” Pea asked.

“I have several; none of them are particularly pleasant. But for now, go with Skye back down to Storm. I’m sure he’ll be missing you.” Gideon turned to Skye. “Would you see to their needs? She, Pea, and Storm will be alone tomorrow while we are stone. Please ensure they have plenty of food and water available to them. But, based on what we discussed tonight, please keep the outer doors closed.”

Skye bowed respectfully. “Of course, Gideon.”

To Riley and Pea, Gideon said, “If I do not see you later this evening, I will see you after sundown tomorrow.”

“Good night, Gideon,” Riley said. “Thank you for letting us stay here.”

Gideon grinned broadly. “It is our pleasure. It has been far too long since we had visitors here, and it is rather nice. Sleep well.” With a quick nod, Gideon stepped out onto the balcony and leaped gracefully off.
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THERE WERE TIMES RILEY WISHED she had a watch. It felt like it was very late in the evening with how tired she was. But something told her it wasn’t late at all. It was just the stress of the most recent events making her exhausted.

Skye and Stokyr were just as nice as Gideon and Priri and did everything they could to make Riley, Pea, and Storm comfortable. They brought cushions from the sofas for Riley to sleep on. Though there weren’t blankets or covers, the Crucible was very warm inside, so no covers were needed.

Skye also ensured that they had plenty to eat. What really surprised Riley is that the large, powerful gargoyles were, like everyone in the Community, completely vegan. They enjoyed a diet of leaves, fruit, and vegetables.

Priri and Skye joined Riley and Pea for a bowl of vegetable broth. While they ate, Riley asked if there were any gargoyle children.

The two gargoyles looked at each other and then shook their heads. Priri said, “There have been no children for a very, very long time.” She looked at Skye and smiled warmly. “Skye was the last to be born here. She is Stokyr’s daughter. We do not know why there are no more, as we are not changing like the people in the Community. Yet, like them, we remain childless. It saddens us that when we pass, there will be no more gargoyles in the world. We are an endangered species on the precipice of extinction.”

“That is too sad,” Riley said. “You’re all so smart—don’t you know what’s wrong?”

Priri shook her head. “No. We have tried to discover the cause but found nothing.”

Riley knew the only way for there to be more children in the Community was for them to be brought to Atlantis, as she and Alfie had been. But hearing that the gargoyles in the Crucible were all that were left of their entire race struck a painful chord.

As though Priri could read her thoughts, she said, “Do not grieve for us, Riley. We have survived longer here than we would have anywhere else in the world. We remain grateful for each night that we live.”

More and more gargoyles filtered down to the main floor to formally meet Riley and Pea and to spend time with the unicorn colt. Storm took the introductions in his stride, and he seemed to blossom with each and every new visitor who fussed over him.

An especially large gargoyle that was introduced as Oberon came forward. Priri explained that Oberon was Gideon’s father. He was at least as big as Gideon, if not larger, with massive wings that dragged on the ground. He was much darker gray than the others, but he seemed the gentlest as he lightly stroked Storm with a hand as big as a basketball.

“My son has told me many things about you,” Oberon said. “He is very fond of you.”

“He’s the best,” Riley said. “I don’t know how many times he’s saved my life.”

“As I understand it, you and your family saved his when he was hurt near your old home.”

Riley nodded. “It was really scary. The police thought he was a bear and shot him. My mother was able to remove the bullets, but it could have been much worse.”

“Indeed,” Oberon said. He tilted his head to the side. “In all my many years, I have never touched a unicorn before. Until now I have only worked with them during the Red Moons. But even then they did not welcome my attention.”

“I had not touched one either,” Skye said. “I would never have imagined they could be so sweet.” She smiled at Riley. “You have done a fine job with him.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Riley said proudly. “It’s all Storm.”

“You gave him love and a family,” Pea said. “That has made all the difference.”

The gargoyles came and went all evening, introducing themselves and visiting Storm. Riley counted thirty-five, so with Gideon, there were only thirty-six gargoyles on the whole planet. They were beyond being an endangered species.

As the night progressed, Riley couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore. Priri and Skye shooed the others out of the entrance area and let Riley, Pea, and Storm settle down for the night. Before they left, Priri came forward.

“When you rise in the morning, you are welcome to move about the Crucible as you wish. There is a food area that is well stocked on the third level, so feel free to take what you need.”

“We shall be especially careful around all of you,” Pea said seriously. “We won’t touch any of you and risk a break.”

“We know you are no threat to us. But thank you for saying so,” Priri said. “Sleep well.”

“You too,” Riley said.

When Priri and Skye left, Riley settled down on the cushions. Storm lay down beside her, and Pea had his own cushion.

“So many books,” Pea sighed in contentment. “I could live here forever.”

“It is amazing,” Riley agreed as she yawned. “Who would have dreamed it would be a real crystal building? It’s more like a magic one to me. I’d like to look through that telescope.”

Pea started chattering on about some of the books he planned to read, but within a short time, his voice faded away as Riley drifted off to sleep.



When Riley woke, she was disoriented until Storm’s muzzle pressed against her cheek, and then everything returned. She was in the Crucible with Storm and Pea. When she sat up, the room was just as bright as the previous night because of the unicorn lantern. The walls of the Crucible were dark gray now as they reflected the color of the outside world. It was still raining, but with luck this would be the last day of it, and they could return to the Queen the following day.

Riley’s body ached from sleeping on the sofa cushions. Though they were better than sleeping on the bare stone floor, they didn’t offer a lot of cushioning, which her hips reminded her when she tried to move.

“Ah, you’re awake,” Pea called.

Riley lifted her head and saw him seated on his small red cushion. He was eating an apple and holding a book. “I brought some fruit for you.” He motioned to a small bowl beside her. “Storm took most of it, but he left you some.”

Riley sat up and reached for an apple. “Thank you.”

“Did you sleep well?” Pea asked.

Riley didn’t want to complain after the kind hospitality of the gargoyles. “Yep. How about you?”

“Well, these old bones were feeling the hard floor,” Pea said.

Riley started to laugh. “I don’t think it’s your age. I think it’s the floor. I’m aching all over too!”

After her meal, Riley rose, and she and Pea walked all around the main floor. Storm was stuck to her like glue, which meant there would be no going back upstairs. She couldn’t risk the colt on the stairs or any damage he might do to the gargoyles if he got too close. So Riley would have to spend the day on the one level.

The tour of the area proved to be very interesting. As with the other levels, there were loads of shelves stacked full of books. But other rooms were filled with items the gargoyles had collected over the centuries. A couple of rooms held glass cases displaying even more interesting items.

“They sure do collect a lot of stuff,” Riley said as they toured a room filled with things that looked like medical and surgical items. “Mom would love to see all this stuff.”

“I never knew they were so curious,” Pea said while trying to stand taller to peer into the cabinets.

Without thinking, Riley reached down and picked him up so he could join her in looking at the collection.

“I should like to ask Gideon what some of these things are,” Pea said. “Unless you know.”

Riley pointed to the cabinet with the antique medical equipment. “Those I recognized from some of Mom’s older medical books. They are surgical tools from long ago. But a lot of this other stuff is a mystery to me. Like that thing…”

She pointed to an instrument made of brass. It was almost triangular in shape and had an eyepiece like a microscope, some kind of scale with numbers on it, and tiny mirrors mounted to it.

Pea started to laugh. “Riley, you practically grew up on a sailboat. How could you not know what that is?”

Riley looked at his adorable face and shrugged.

“It’s a sextant. Sailors use that to navigate their way through the seas. They settle on a celestial body and use that to triangulate their location with their charts. It’s said you can never truly be lost if you have a sextant with you.”

“How does it work?” Riley asked, studying the strange-looking device.

“Perhaps if they let you use the telescope upstairs, they can show you how to use a sextant.”

Riley looked at Pea and grinned. “You don’t know how to use one, do you?”

“Me? Well, of course, I mean—Riley, I was a carpenter. I didn’t need to know how to use one. But that doesn’t mean I don’t know what it is.”

They both laughed and continued their tour of the main floor. Of all the things that surprised Riley about the Crucible—and there were more than she imagined—one had been the actual size of the building. The main floor was massive, the next up was a bit smaller, and the one above that even smaller, as the building tapered up to a point that had the viewing hole in the ceiling.

There was just so much to look at. Each room they explored had wonders beyond imagining. Most things were of a scientific nature. But some they had no idea what they were or what purpose they served. The one aspect they all had in common was that they had a use. It seemed the gargoyles loved to learn. But what was lacking was art. There was no art on the walls or statues anywhere. This surprised Riley.

When they reached the last room down a long corridor, they found the heavy door was standing partially open. Entering the room, Riley and Pea saw it was filled with items completely different from all the other rooms. Those were mainly focused on scientific study or medicine. This room held crystals and gems and the kinds of things found in crystal and holistic shops. But there were more strange items that she had no idea about. There was a case containing sticks knotted together by a golden chain and another that held dried leaves. In one large glass case, they found a set of beautiful iridescent blue dragonfly wings. The four wings were much bigger than Riley knew dragonflies to be, and they had small jewels glued to them. They were laid out open, with larger top wings above and then the smaller lower wings beneath them and what looked like golden pins holding them in place.

“Aren’t these beautiful?” Riley said. “So delicate. I wonder where they came from.”

Pea leaned down in Riley’s arms. “I have never seen any insect with wings like those. I am sure they didn’t come from Atlantis. And why are they locked in?”

“Are they?”

“Look at the front; there is a seal on the case.”

Riley looked at the front of the display case, where the glass lid joined the body. There was a hinged latch that came down from the top. A heavy rope ran through the latch and was sealed to the body of the case with a large piece of thick wax. In the center of the wax seal was a flat gray stone with unusual writing on it.

“That’s so bizarre.” Riley peered back at all the other cases, and not one of them had a seal on them. “I wonder why this one is locked. Do you think it could be the jewels on the wings?”

“I don’t know,” Pea said. “The gargoyles seem unconcerned with wealth and financial gain. We can ask Gideon or one of the others when they wake. Now, come, there are a couple of books I saw earlier that I should like to delve into.”

They finished the tour and made their way back to the entrance area. The color of the crystal walls let Riley know it was still dull and rainy outside, meaning there was no going out. But even if they wanted to, Riley doubted she had the strength to open the heavy doors.

“When you went up for the fruit this morning, did you see the gargoyles?” she asked Pea.

“I did,” Pea said. “It is as Gideon said. They are all seated and now stone.”

Riley really wanted to go see them for herself, but she couldn’t risk leaving Storm alone. The unicorn was becoming a bit more independent, but he was still determined to spend all his time with her. Instead, she and Pea each selected a book and settled down to spend the day reading.



Riley always enjoyed reading and used to be able to do it for hours and hours. But now she couldn’t concentrate. Something was bugging her, like an itch she couldn’t scratch. She was sure it wasn’t wanting to see all the stone gargoyles on the upper floors, or even worry about her family on the Queen. That was bad, but this was something else. Something she couldn’t name—a kind of restless drawing—as if someone or something was calling to her, but so softly, she couldn’t make it out. Finally she stood up and looked over at Pea, who appeared quite calm and content with his book.

“I’m going for a walk to loosen up my muscles. All this sitting is making me stiffen up.”

“I shall remain here and guard the door to keep intruders out.”

Riley grinned. “Of course I’m sure we all appreciate your dedication to our protection.”

“It is a sacrifice.” Pea sighed. “But it must be done.”

Riley walked away, chuckling. She found it impossible to imagine what Pea must have been like when he was a man. He said he was a ship’s carpenter, and his talent for building was clear proof. The way he spoke reminded her of an aristocrat. Much like Gideon and all the gargoyles. There was just something so special about him. Riley knew her life would be greatly diminished if she didn’t have Pea or Maggie in it.

Storm and Riley made their way through the maze of the main floor, back to the corridor with the mysterious room at the end.

Riley started to feel slightly dizzy as she entered the room. She ignored all the other display cases that contained mysterious items and instead was being drawn to the case that contained the iridescent blue dragonfly wings. They were so delicate that she could see through them and tell that it wouldn’t take more than a gentle breeze to destroy them. The jewels on the wingtips seemed to sparkle with a strange luminescence, as though lit from the inside.

As Riley stood before the wings, she began to feel peculiar. Her dizziness increased, and she heard the strangest sound. It was very soft at first but then grew a bit louder. It was a high-pitched kind of singing. But not like the singing of Galina—this was strangely different.

Staring with dazed eyes, Riley saw her hands reaching forward to break the wax and stone seal on the latch. When the pieces fell to the floor, she pulled the rope free and opened the lid of the case. With no control over herself, she watched her hands pull out the gold pins securing the blue wings.

The moment they were free, the wings started to flutter.

Riley gasped, frozen to the spot. She tried to call out to Pea or even scream, but she couldn’t move or make a sound. All she could do was watch as the wings lifted off the floor of the case and up into the air.

Higher and higher the wings climbed until they actually landed on her cheek, not far from her left eye. A moment later she felt a very sharp sting or possibly a bite, and then she felt—nothing.
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“RILEY, RILEY, WAKE UP!”

Riley struggled awake and found Pea at her side, pulling her arm. “I—I’m awake.”

“What happened to you?”

Riley sat up slowly and looked around. Storm was beside her and nickering softly. She reached up and stroked his muzzle.

Her cheek was on fire, and when she rubbed the skin, she felt a warm lump. “I’m not sure what happened. I—I remember reading with you, and then things go kinda fuzzy from there. I can almost remember coming back in here. Then I think I heard something. A faint, high voice. I think it was singing. Then… then…” Riley frowned. “I don’t remember any more than that.”

“Riley, Pea, where are you?”

Gideon’s voice seemed to boom through the main floor.

“Gideon is awake?” Riley asked Pea. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Forever,” Pea said. “Storm came to get me, but when I found you here, I couldn’t wake you. I was so scared. I’ve been in here with you for most of the day. There was no one I could call for help.”

“Riley?” Gideon called.

“We’re in here,” Pea responded.

Moments later Gideon burst into the room. His face was panicked as he ran over to Riley on the floor. “How did you get in here? This room is off-limits. The door was sealed and too heavy for you to move.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Pea said. “Earlier today Riley and I went exploring this level and found this room. The door was ajar when we arrived.”

“That’s not possible.” Gideon looked up to the glass display case and shouted, “No!”

For being as big as he was, Gideon moved with remarkable speed as he rose and inspected the case. His eyes flashed to the pieces of broken wax seal on the floor. Reaching for the stone that had been set in it, he looked at Riley.

“Did you open this case?”

“No,” Riley said. “I mean, I don’t think so. I can’t really remember.”

“What do you remember?” Gideon demanded.

Riley went into detail of what she recalled. From finding the room the first time to going to read with Pea and then feeling too restless to concentrate. She had to stop when she couldn’t recall any more. “Then Pea and Storm were here,” she finished. She continued to rub her cheek.

“What’s wrong with your cheek?” Pea asked. “You keep rubbing it.”

“I don’t know,” Riley said. “Maybe I hit it when I fell. It’s hot and stings.”

Gideon knelt down beside Riley. “Let me see.”

Riley lowered her hand as the gargoyle inspected her cheek closely. His thumb grazed across the area. He said nothing for a long time, until finally he sat back on his heels and sighed heavily.

“What is it?” Riley asked.

Gideon smiled, but it never reached his eyes. “It’s nothing. Let me help you up.”

Gaining her feet, Riley looked over at the display case. The blue dragonfly wings were gone. “What happened to the pretty blue wings?”

There was a strange, disturbed expression on Gideon’s face. “I am uncertain. Come, let’s get out of here. I must speak with Priri and my father.”

When Riley and Pea left the room, Gideon pulled the heavy door closed, sealing the room shut.

“I promise you, that door was half-open when we came,” Pea insisted. “We were told we could go anywhere in the Crucible. Had we known it was off-limits, we would not have entered.”

“I do not blame you or Riley one bit,” Gideon said. “But that is a very dangerous room.”

“What’s in there?” Riley asked. “It’s different from the others.”

“Yes, it is,” Gideon agreed. “That room contains artifacts and pieces from the Enchanted territory. The part of Atlantis filled with magical creatures.”

“Magic?” Riley asked.

“Yes,” Gideon answered. “Some mostly good, others, not so good.”

“And those wings?” Pea asked. “Were they good?”

Gideon shook his head. “No, they were very, very evil.”



Riley, Pea, and Storm were back in the main area watching the flurry of activity from the gargoyles. Oberon and Priri came down with Gideon and once again asked Riley to go through the tiniest details of everything she could remember from the room with the items from the Enchanted territory.

Once again Riley’s memory failed her, and she could only grasp snippets of the events that led to the opening of the case. But not the actual opening of the case or what followed right after. For that, she could recall nothing.

That lack of memory scared her. But not as much as the intensity of the questions. Plus, Priri’s close examination of Riley’s sore cheek. Every time she asked what it all meant, they would say it was nothing and not to worry. Which made her worry all the more.

As the long night progressed, things calmed down. The rain finally stopped, so the double doors were opened and the sweet, rain-washed air flooded in. Guided by the light from the unicorn lantern, they walked out and gazed up into the star-studded sky.

“It’s beautiful now,” Riley said. Looking around, she saw that the dense trees came right up to the Crucible, as though the crystal building had grown organically out of the ground. Nothing had been cleared.

Beside her, Storm started to buck and hop and charge around, as this was the first time he could move freely in a few days.

Riley started to laugh at the joy-filled unicorn running in circles around her. “You like it out here, don’t you, Storm?”

“It is lovely,” Pea said, gazing around. “But so different from the Community. Even the air smells different.”

“Indeed,” Gideon said. “Atlantis is full of these oddities, where the terrain and plant growth are completely different within the different territories. It changes again and becomes even more wild the farther north you go.”

As Riley breathed the fresh air in deeply, her anxiety about the events in the strange room started to fade. It was bizarre and mysterious but not that serious.

“Come, let me show you around,” Gideon offered. “I need to check on Galina. She has a small cove with a beach not far from here. I would imagine your father is there too.” He lifted the unicorn lantern and started to walk.

Riley hadn’t noticed it at first, but there was a trail that had been worn through the jungle. Following behind Gideon, Riley started to hear Galina’s voice. She was singing, but it was louder than normal and much faster. It reminded Riley of how they first met, when the siren was struggling to keep hold of Gideon after he’d been hurt and suffered a break.

Then she heard a dolphin squeal and realized it was her father. “That’s Dad!”

“Something is very wrong,” Gideon said, starting to run.

The large gargoyle tore through the jungle much faster than Riley could run. She bent down to scoop Pea up, but in moments Gideon was gone—taking the unicorn lantern with him. All Riley could see was its glow fading farther and farther away.

Left in the dark, Riley couldn’t see a thing. She was about to call out to Gideon when a brilliant light shone from behind her. Riley looked back and saw that Storm’s bent horn was glowing with enough light that they could clearly see the path.

“Storm!” Riley cried. “Look at you, aren’t you amazing!”

“I never knew unicorns could do that,” Pea said. “I knew their horns have powers to stun and even kill, and they can light lanterns. But not that they could actually be a lantern.”

“Me neither,” Riley agreed. “Then again, I know almost nothing about them.”

Storm moved forward and led the way though the dense trail. Galina had stopped singing, but they could soon hear Gideon’s voice, so they knew where to go.

The trees finally gave way to a sandy beach. Up ahead, Gideon was carrying Galina in his arms toward the water.

Riley started to run. “Gideon, what happened to Galina?”

A song came from the water, and when Riley looked over, she saw Galina at the surface with her father.

“That isn’t Galina,” her father said. “It’s another like her. She was beached and drying out. We were so scared she would die and have been calling for help for ages.”

“Another mermaid?” Riley gasped.

She reached Gideon in the water and watched him lower the mermaid beneath the surface.

“Who is she?” Riley asked.

“I do not know,” Gideon said. “I have never seen her before. Neither has Galina.”

Pea was still in Riley’s arms, and he peered down into the water. “Her hair and tail are the same color as Galina’s. I wonder if they’re the same kind of mermaid and not a Turned.”

Gideon looked at Pea and nodded. “She certainly isn’t a Turned. They never look like this.”

Riley looked from Galina’s concerned face to the siren in Gideon’s arms. From the details she could make out, the unconscious mermaid looked a bit older than Galina.

Her father came up to Riley and pressed against her legs. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but why are you so far from the Community?”

“Gideon and Priri brought us to the Crucible because the Queen has been damaged and Storm couldn’t stay there anymore.”

“What happened to the Queen?” His dolphin voice rose even higher in pitch with his fear. “How are your mother, Danny, Mary, and the others?”

“Everyone is fine,” Riley said. “There was an earthquake at the start of the Red Moon. It moved the ground beneath the ship, and now it’s leaning over really bad. So much so that Gideon let me, Pea, and Storm come here so Storm could move around.”

“Gideon, why didn’t you tell us the Queen has been damaged?” Riley’s father asked.

“There was no time,” Gideon said. “It has only just happened. Now that the rain has stopped, we are going to see what we can do to help right the ship. But right now my main concern is this young lady.”

Galina seemed frightened by the new mermaid and stayed farther back. Riley treaded through the water to see her. “It’s all right, Galina. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

“She is breathing,” Gideon said. “I can see her gills moving.”

That didn’t appear to reassure Galina. Riley frowned. “Are you scared of where she comes from?”

Galina looked away from Riley but nodded.

“Why?” Riley asked.

The siren sang softly, and Riley’s father said, “She is scared that this mermaid has come to take her away. She says Gideon and we are her family, no one else.”

Gideon looked at Galina and frowned. “Child, have you remembered where you come from? Is that why you are frightened?”

Galina sang again, and when she finished, Gideon said, “She does not remember where she is from, only feelings of fear and not wanting to go back. But that could have been her very young age.”

Galina shook her head and sang.

“Do not be afraid, my child,” Gideon said. “I would never let anyone take you from me. You are as much my daughter as Riley is to Andrew. We are family, and nothing can change that.”

That appeared to reassure Galina, and she swam closer to the unconscious mermaid. She lifted the girl’s hand out of the water, and by the lantern light, Riley could see that the webbing was split and damaged.

“How long was she out of the water?” Riley asked.

“Too long,” Gideon said. “It has done a lot of damage to her. The end of her tail is frayed and broken, and her scales are dried and falling out. I worry what other damage has been done to her internal organs.”

“But it was raining—she would have been wet,” Pea said.

“Yes, but rain is fresh water,” Gideon explained. “Galina, Andrew, and I must assume this child requires salt water. The fresh water would have harmed her.”

“We couldn’t get to her,” Andrew said sadly. “Galina tried to reach her, but she was too far up the beach. In the short time Galina was in the rain, it was burning her, so she had to crawl back. Something must have frightened this siren enough to drive her out of the water and up onto the beach—even though she knew what would happen.”

Riley frowned. “Wait, Dad, are you saying she did this to herself? It wasn’t the Red Moon or the tide?”

“The tide never goes that high on the beach,” Gideon said. “She chose to beach herself.”

“Knowing it could kill her?” Pea said. “Oh, that poor child. What could inspire her to do such a terrible thing?”

“Could it have been the Leviathan scaring her?” Riley asked.

“No,” Andrew said. “He was with us and nowhere near here. Something else frightened or drove her out of the water.”

Riley looked down on the unconscious mermaid, trying to imagine what could have made her do that. Then a thought came to her. “Could it have been Mada or another predator?”

“I considered that,” Gideon said. “But there are no marks on her apart from the damage of the rain. I sincerely believe she did this to herself, but I have no idea why. Perhaps she can tell us when she wakes—if we can understand her language.”

“I won’t be much help there,” Riley said. “I still can’t understand Galina, and we’re friends!”

“Me neither,” Pea agreed. “Though I would very much like to.”

Gideon smiled warmly at both of them. “Andrew has learned to understand Galina. In time, I am sure you will also.”

Riley smiled at Galina. “I hope so.”

They continued chatting lightly as Gideon held on to the siren. What seemed like halfway through the night, the gargoyle reacted. “She stirred.”

Riley leaned down closer to the siren. “Look, her eyes moved.”

A few minutes later the siren’s eyes flickered open, and she gazed up through the water. She screamed when she focused on Gideon holding her.

“Do not fear, child,” Gideon said gently.

But the siren continued to scream and started to thrash in the water. Her tail rose, and the fluke at the end smacked Riley across the chest, casting her and Pea backward into the dark water.

Storm reacted immediately, his horn starting to glow. He whinnied and approached the mermaid while lowering his head.

“Storm, no!” Gideon commanded as he struggled to hold on to the panicking siren. He turned her in the water to place himself between the angry unicorn and the frightened mermaid.

“It’s all right, Storm!” Riley called as she stood up, still holding on to Pea. “Look, we’re not hurt.”

“Just wet,” Pea said.

Galina swam closer and reached out to the panicking mermaid. Catching hold of the other mermaid’s hands, Galina started to sing. Galina’s voice rose so sweet and pure that the frightened siren started to calm. She looked at Galina with a shocked but no longer frightened expression on her face.

Riley watched her friend in complete awe. As Galina continued to sing, she reached up and placed her webbed hand on Gideon’s face—smiling at him. Then she gazed down on the siren again.

“What’s she saying?” Riley asked her father softly.

“She’s telling her not to fear and that she is safe. She says that Gideon is her father and only wants to help.”

The siren stopped struggling and looked up at Gideon. Her brows knit together in a frown, but she reached up and touched Gideon’s cheek. Then her eyes trailed over to Riley and finally to Pea, who was still in Riley’s arms.

Galina also looked at Riley and Pea and motioned for them to come closer. When they did, the siren tentatively reached out and stroked Pea’s wet fur.

“Can you understand each other?” Riley asked Galina. When Galina nodded, Riley asked, “What’s her name? Where does she come from?”

Galina sang out again, and for the first time, the mysterious siren responded in song. It was very much like Galina’s voice but much deeper in tone.

“Hey, I can understand her too!” Riley’s father said. “How is it possible that she and Galina speak the same language?”

“I must assume they come from the same place,” Gideon said. “Galina was a young child when I found her on the shore. She could never tell me where she came from or what had happened to her. Though she was as frightened as this one. But she already knew how to sing.”

“What is she saying?” Riley asked her father.

“She says her name is Eva.”

“Eva,” Riley repeated. “Did she say where she was from?”

Galina sang again and must have asked the mermaid where she was from. When she sang her response, Gideon looked at Riley in confusion. “This makes no sense.”

“Why?” Riley asked.

“She says she is from Atlantis….”
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“ATLANTIS?” RILEY REPEATED. “I DON’T understand. This is Atlantis, but we’ve never seen her here before.”

Galina started singing again. When she finished, Eva responded, and Gideon shook his head.

“I just don’t understand,” the gargoyle said. “Eva insists that Atlantis lies deep in the ocean, far beneath the Forbidden Zone.”

“Well, actually, it makes a lot more sense than here,” Andrew said.

“What do you mean?” Gideon asked.

The dolphin continued, “Ancient mythology says that Atlantis became an underwater city filled with wondrous buildings and water-breathing mer-people. So when we came here and everyone claimed it was Atlantis, it didn’t really make sense to me. But then nothing about this place does. I mean, people turning into animals? That was never part of the mythology.”

Riley frowned. “So, you’re saying that where we live, this island, isn’t the real Atlantis?”

“I don’t know,” Andrew said. “It’s all mythology anyway, and those stories aren’t supposed to be real. But every story ever written about Atlantis says it’s underwater. So maybe we are part of Atlantis—but only the bit above the surface, kind of like an iceberg where most of it is hidden beneath the waves.”

Galina was repeating everything they were saying to Eva. When they finished, Eva started to sing again. But soon she was singing faster and faster until Gideon shook his head.

“She is speaking too quickly,” he said. “Galina, please tell her to slow down. I heard her say there is trouble below and that they are looking for her, but I didn’t understand the rest.”

“I couldn’t understand either,” Andrew said.

After Galina repeated the comment, Eva looked at them and started to sing much slower.

Riley was anxious to hear what was being said, but neither her father nor Gideon would translate. After several minutes Eva stopped and lowered her head, looking at the damage the rain had done to the webbing on her hands.

“Wow,” Andrew squeaked in his dolphin voice. “I was not expecting that.”

“This is outrageous,” Gideon said.

“What?” Pea asked. “Tell us, what is happening?”

Riley’s father explained. “It appears the real Atlantis, or perhaps we should call it Sub-Atlantis, is not the idyllic place of mythology. Where Eva comes from is filled with strife and hatred, with limited space and dwindling resources.”

“Really?” Riley asked. “But it’s beneath the ocean. How can there be limited space? There is more water on this planet than land.”

“I do not believe they are from the open ocean,” Gideon said. “What Eva is describing is an area far beneath the seabed under the Forbidden Zone.”

“It sounds like a cavern or something,” Andrew said, “where water gets in but no one gets out.”

“Exactly,” Gideon agreed. “But something has gone wrong. There are collapses and landslides happening, and it is getting even smaller, which is causing more tension. Especially as food is growing scarce.”

“Is that why Eva left?” Pea asked.

Gideon shook his head. “It seems Atlantis is ruled by two families vying for total control. The daughter of one of the rulers was recently killed in a landslide, and so to make up for her loss, that ruler, Nen, demanded that Eva’s father hand her over as a replacement. But Eva refused. Instead, she entered a newly opened crevasse and escaped.”

“Wow,” Riley said. “This is unbelievable.”

“Anything can happen when people are desperate,” Andrew said.

Gideon nodded. “It gets worse, I’m afraid. Eva says if her father doesn’t hand her over, it could lead to a full-blown war. But Eva is terrified of Nen, so she fled, hoping it would be enough to stop it.”

“What?” Riley cried. “That—that’s so wrong! If their world is collapsing, why don’t they just leave it, like Eva did? There’s plenty of space up here around our Atlantis. They don’t need to fight.”

Galina started singing again, and Riley was sure she was repeating the question.

Moments later Eva answered, and Gideon’s tone became sad. “Nen won’t allow it. He fears losing power if the cavern is opened fully. So he is doing all he can to prevent it from happening. He is insisting that the world above is dangerous and that anyone who leaves will be hunted, killed, and devoured by monsters living here. That is why Eva dragged herself out of the water. She said she would rather have suffocated than be devoured.”

“This is shocking,” Pea said. “Surely if Eva were to prove that she had been above and she was all right, the people would see the truth.”

Gideon sighed heavily. “Pea, your logic is sound. But Nen’s power over his side of the cavern is absolute. Should Eva return alive, they may well kill her to keep the truth hidden.”

“This is truly unbelievable in the twenty-first century,” Andrew commented.

“Is it really?” Gideon asked. “Haven’t you told me of things that have happened recently around the world that you yourself can’t quite believe?”

Riley watched her father’s dolphin face turn away. Finally he nodded. “Yes, you’re right. But somehow I thought with the real, underwater Atlanteans, it would somehow be different.”

“I would have hoped so too,” Gideon said. “Alas, no. But it does beg other questions. If Atlantis, perhaps the real one, is beneath us, how did Galina get out? She was just a child. Did someone, maybe her mother or father, send her out to find a better life? Or was she stolen and the perpetrator thought she would be killed? We don’t know. But now, after hearing from Eva, I am even more curious to discover the truth.”

“So, does anyone have any idea what we should do next?” Riley asked. “I mean, Eva got out, but her people may come looking for her to hand her over to Nen. We can’t let that happen.”

“It is not for us to decide her fate,” Gideon said. “She must choose, or we will be no better than her people.” He looked at Galina. “Would you ask Eva what she would like to do? What does she want for herself?”

Galina nodded and started to sing. Moments later Eva looked up at everyone and also started to sing.

Gideon nodded.

“What did she say?” Pea asked.

“Eva has asked for our protection. She wants to stay and understand us more.” He looked at Riley. “There were legends among her kind of beings who could not breathe underwater and whose top half looked like them but the bottom half split in two.”

“Really?” Pea asked. “How peculiar.”

Gideon chuckled. “Pea, I think she is referring to humans with legs.”

“Of course,” Pea said. “I knew that.”

Riley smiled at the koala and hugged him. “I know you did. It’s just funny to hear that mer-people have legends about us.”

Gideon nodded. “Humans are not the only ones with mythologies. Even we gargoyles have our own myths and stories about other magical beings who looked like us. Whether they were true or not remains a mystery.”

“Wow,” Riley said. “I’d love to hear some of them one of these days.”

“Me too,” Pea agreed. “But in the meantime, what do we do about keeping Eva safe should Nen’s people come for her?”

“That is a good question,” Gideon said. He looked at Galina. “Would you ask Eva how far from here was the entrance to the crevasse she came through?”

When Eva answered, she pointed out over the dark water, farther down the channel.

“She said rocks are still falling, and the water is clogged with silt,” Gideon said.

Hearing this, Riley had a thought. The recent disasters above the water seemed to be happening at the same time as the land problems below the surface. She looked at her friend. “Galina, would you ask Eva when things started to change in her Atlantis? Was it recent?” She looked at Gideon. “We’ve been having really weird weather here with the three Red Moons in a row. I wonder if it’s the same there, and that’s why they are having the cave-ins.”

“Yes,” Pea agreed. “Don’t forget the earthquake.”

“Exactly,” Riley said.

Moments later they had their answer from Eva.

“It’s the same!” Riley said. “Whatever’s causing the multiple Red Moons and the earthquake here is also destroying their Atlantis. We have to find the cause and how to stop it.”

“It could be climate change,” Andrew said. “It’s happening all around the world. Maybe the effects are being felt here too.”

“I hope it is not as you suggest,” Gideon said. “If so, we have no way to stop it.”

Gideon stood up and looked down into the water. “The sun will be rising soon. I must make my way back to the Crucible. But what to do with you…,” he said to Eva.

Riley looked out over the dark water. “If she found her way out of their Atlantis through an entrance not far from here, what if we take her farther down the coast to that area near Pea’s house?” Riley suggested. “Or even the other side of the island?”

Gideon considered for a moment and nodded. “Yes, perhaps near Pea’s house will be far enough away. I would not suggest the other side of the island. She will be safer in the protection of the channel between Atlantis and the Forbidden Zone, as the Leviathan patrols this area. If Galina asked him, he may well keep her safe.”

“What’s wrong with the other side of the island?” Riley asked.

“It’s the other sea-people, isn’t it?” Riley’s father asked Gideon. “The ones who have come from here and turned from human to aquatic. You don’t trust them not to hurt her.”

“That is correct,” Gideon said. “They were furious when I found Galina and protected her. They were intimidated by her, and it took a very long time for them to even tolerate her. I do not believe they would readily welcome another, especially as she is older. Like Galina, I believe Eva will be safer in the channel with the Leviathan.”

Before heading back to the Crucible, they worked out a plan. When the sun was up fully, Riley, Pea, and Storm would return to the water and swim back to the Community area with Galina, Andrew, Eva, and the Leviathan as an escort. It was also agreed that after sundown, all the gargoyles would return to the Queen, and they would try to secure the ship. They told Riley to let the others know they would be coming. Before they did anything with the ship, everyone had to be evacuated from it in case the recovery didn’t work and the ship tipped over.



Riley and Pea hated leaving her father, Galina, and Eva alone while Gideon escorted them back to the Crucible. But it had been a very long night after a trying day. Despite Riley’s protests that she wasn’t tired, the moment she lay down on the cushions, she fell into a deep sleep.

When Riley awoke again, she saw Pea was already up and, as on the previous morning, eating an apple. Storm was beside Riley, munching on a bowl of fruit.

“Good morning,” Pea said. “Sleep well?”

“The same as before,” Riley said. “My hip is killing me.”

Pea laughed. “Me too.” He tilted his head to the side. “Is your cheek still sore?”

Riley frowned. “No, why?”

“Because you are rubbing it.”

“Am I?” Riley pulled her hand away from her cheek. She had been absently rubbing the same area that was hurting the previous day, after the mysterious events in the room with the blue wings. She had forgotten all about it because of the excitement over Eva. But as she recalled it now, she frowned.

“I still can’t remember what happened to me in that strange room.”

“I’m sure it will come back to you in time,” Pea said as he stood up and walked stiffly over to her. “Until then, shall we head back to the water? The others will be waiting for us.”

Riley and Pea cleaned up the area and stacked the cushions near the steps. When they finished, they headed to the door. There was a note stuck to it.


The door is on a counterbalance. When you close it after you leave, it will stay shut and you will not be able to open it again—this is for our protection. Do not leave until you are absolutely ready.

I will see you this evening at the Queen.

Much love,

Gideon.



“He has the most beautiful writing,” Riley said.

“He does indeed,” Pea agreed. “I believe I am ready to get going. How about you?”

Riley nodded but then headed back to the fruit bowl and gathered up the leftovers. “Galina loves fruit—maybe Eva will too.”

When they left the Crucible, the heavy crystal door closed automatically behind them. Riley pushed against it, and it wouldn’t open. She frowned. “Pea, how does that work?”

Pea inspected the door. “I really don’t know. Gideon said there was a counterbalance, but I didn’t see any such workings behind the door, and there is nothing here. I believe our gargoyle friend is being very mysterious.”

Riley nodded. “I think you’re right. He wouldn’t tell us why everyone was so interested in what happened in that room with the stuff from the Enchanted territory. He says it’s nothing, but I don’t think so.”

“I noticed the same thing. Perhaps he doesn’t want to frighten us.”

Riley nodded. “Maybe, but saying it’s nothing frightens me even more.”

They left the Crucible together and made their way along the trail through the trees to the beach. In the bright sunshine, Riley admired the beauty of the area. It really was so different from the jungle around the Community. Not only were the trees different, including some that had blue leaves while others had big blazing yellow, but it sounded like there was a lot more wildlife. The birdsong was louder and somehow prettier. There was also more rustling in the undergrowth.

“Um, Riley,” Pea said as he paused and looked around nervously. “I hate to ask this, but would you be so kind as to carry me to the beach? I’m not very big, and there is a lot of life around us. I don’t know whether it’s safe for me to be walking around.”

Riley smiled at the small koala. “Of course, Pea. It does sound wilder here than in our area.”

“I wonder why,” Pea said.

When Pea was safely in her arms, Riley looked around. “I don’t know. I just hope there aren’t any Red Cloaks around here.”

“I was thinking the exact same thing,” Pea said.

They continued through the jungle in silence. Beside them, Storm was gazing all around and at times sniffing the air like a dog. When he stopped, Riley stopped too. “What is it, Storm?” she whispered.

The unicorn looked at her, but she had no idea what he might have heard or been thinking. She breathed an audible sigh of relief when the colt started walking again.

“I wish Bastian and Miss Pigglesworth were here,” Riley mused aloud. “At least Miss Pigglesworth could tell Bastian what she was hearing.”

“I agree,” Pea said. “Perhaps you could walk a bit faster? I won’t breathe a sigh of relief until we reach the water.”

Riley picked up her pace. She thought back to the days when Pea was terrified of going near the water for fear of the Leviathan. Now he looked to the water and the immense sea serpent for protection.

Finally they reached the end of the trail, where it opened up onto the beach. In the dark of the previous night, Riley hadn’t seen the details of the area. But in daylight, she was struck silent by the beauty of the small cove surrounded on two sides by trees and a high rocky wall on the third.

Across the channel was the Forbidden Zone. But from here, it was farther away than in the Community or even in the Red Cloak territory, where the land bridge was that connected the Forbidden Zone to Atlantis during the Red Moons.

They stepped out on the golden sand and smelled the warm, ocean-washed air. The beach was much deeper than in the Red Cloak territory, and based on Gideon’s footprints and the markings on the smooth sand, Eva had managed to drag herself quite high on it.

“Dad,” Riley called toward the calm water. “Are you here?”

“We are, honey,” came a high-pitched dolphin voice. Her dad appeared from behind the trees at the edge of the cove.

Riley quickened her pace until she reached the water.

Galina’s blond head broke the surface, followed by Eva farther back. In the bright sunshine, Riley saw that despite the same blond hair, they were very different in appearance. Both were beautiful, with pale eyes. But Galina’s face was rounder and Eva’s was more lean and sculpted. From what Riley could see, Eva was painfully thin.

“Good morning, Galina,” Riley called. She treaded into the warm water up to her knees, followed closely by Storm. “How is Eva doing today?”

“She’s doing much better,” Riley’s father answered. “Though her tail is still frayed from the fresh water damage, and it’s taking her some time to get used to the brightness of the sun. She’s never seen it before, and it’s hurting her eyes. She seems pretty good with breathing air, though.”

Riley waved at Eva. The siren tentatively raised her hand and waved back, though there was no smile on her face, just an expression of concern. In the light, Eva frowned at Riley’s legs.

“We’ve been telling her a bit about life above the surface,” her father said. “She still finds it difficult to believe that humans exist. She thought they were just monster stories their parents told to scare siren children into behaving. She was even more shocked when Galina told her that I used to have legs and that the Forbidden Zone changed me.”

“Is that why she looks so scared of me?” Riley asked.

Galina nodded and came closer. She reached out and took Riley’s hand in hers, and then she sang to Eva.

After a bit Eva swam closer. She showed no fear of Pea or Storm; it was Riley who scared her.

Riley reached into her pocket and pulled out a couple of apples. “I brought these for you and Eva.”

Galina grinned and accepted the apple. She took a bite and sang in excitement.

Riley held out a second apple for Eva. The siren looked at Galina eating it and swam closer. She reached out a trembling hand and snatched the apple from Riley.

“That’s rude,” Pea said.

“She’s doing better than earlier,” Riley’s father said. “When Galina and I showed her some edible seagrass, Eva nearly ripped it out of Galina’s hands. The poor girl is half-starved. She said that food is hard to find in their Atlantis, and everyone is always hungry.”

Eva’s face revealed her surprise and excitement as she bit into the apple. For the first time, she actually smiled at Riley.

“I’m glad you like it,” Riley said.

While Galina and Eva enjoyed their fruit, Riley walked deeper into the warm water and lay back so that Pea could ride on her stomach. “Ahh, I’ve needed this.” Riley sighed contentedly.

“What’s it like in the Crucible?” her father asked. “I’ve seen its peak through the trees, and it looks very interesting.”

“It really is,” Riley agreed as she and Pea went into details of their time inside the gargoyles’ home.

“So many books,” Pea said happily. “It is a wonder in there. I doubt I could ever read them all.”

Riley nodded and added, “I really like the telescope.”

“Those gargoyles will never cease to amaze me,” Riley’s father said. “I wish I could have seen in there.”

“Me too,” Riley said.

Galina started to sing, and Riley’s father nodded. “Galina says now that you are here, we should leave this area. It’s very close to the crevasse Eva came through. Others might try to follow. Not to mention you’ve got to get back to the Queen.”

“I don’t think we’ll be able to do anything for the ship until tonight, when the gargoyles come and we try to move it.” Riley looked at Galina. “We wanted to ask you if you might ask the Leviathan to help us?”

“Yes,” Pea agreed. “He helped a very long time ago to seat the Queen in the ground. I do not know who asked him then, but someone did—though it might have been the other sea-folk. Would you ask him now?”

Galina nodded and then sang out to Eva, and they were soon on their way. Riley was holding on to her father’s dorsal fin, while Pea sat on her back, grasping her hair. They could have moved much faster, but they could only travel as fast as Storm could swim. To keep him calm, Riley made sure she was always beside him.

As the water was warm and the day beautiful, there wasn’t a rush. Even so, Riley was surprised just how far it was to get back. They had flown to the Crucible in complete darkness, and Riley wasn’t aware of the distance. But as they made their way toward Pea’s house, she realized it had to be several miles. This was good news for Eva, as it was quite far from where she emerged from the crevasse.

Finally as the sun reached its peak over their heads, they arrived at their play area near Pea’s old house. Storm was the first out of the water and seemed glad to be. Riley wondered if part of him remembered his terrible start in life, when the other unicorns stunned him and shoved him into the water to drown.

“Would you go check on your mom?” Riley’s father asked. “We’ll be in this area, or maybe farther down the coast to keep Eva safe. But if you need us, just come back here and call. I’m sure we’ll hear you.”

Riley nodded. “We will. Please be careful.”

Her father’s dolphin head bobbed up and down. “You bet!”

Just as Riley and Pea started up the bank, Eva called softly. Riley turned and saw the siren waving shyly at her. Riley grinned and waved back. “Galina, would you tell her we’ll see her later and that we’ll try to bring more fruit for you both?”

Galina nodded as she, too, waved goodbye.

Pea shook off the water from his fur and grinned. “That was refreshing,” he said. Then he paused.

“Riley, you’re rubbing your cheek again. Is it bothering you?”

Just like before, Riley wasn’t aware that she’d been rubbing her cheek. She didn’t even know why she was doing it, as it wasn’t sore, and she’d mostly forgotten the strange events at the Crucible.

“Nope, it’s fine,” Riley said.

They walked past Pea’s old house, and despite the fact that he didn’t live there anymore, he was keeping it in perfect condition and the garden was beautifully tended. Riley paused and looked at it. “Are you scared they might not let you stay on the Queen anymore?”

Pea shook his head. “Not at all. But I lived here a very long time. I just don’t want to see it falling apart.”

“I’m glad,” Riley said. “It’s so pretty.”

They kept walking toward the Queen, and when they came out of the jungle, both Riley and Pea stopped and gasped at the sight. They knew the ship was listing badly on one side because they’d been on it when it happened. But actually seeing the stricken ship was completely different. The ground and gardens around the Queen were ripped up and broken with large cracks showing in the earth.

The biggest shock was the five huge boulders that had been placed against the leaning ship to support it and keep it from falling all the way over.

“The gargoyles must have done it,” Pea said. “But look at the size of those boulders. Where did they come from, and how did they ever move them here—let alone set them up against the Queen?”

“When did they do it?” Riley asked. “We were with them at the Crucible.”

“Yes,” Pea said. “But remember, a large group left right after Gideon found you collapsed in that strange room. Perhaps someone saw the Queen was falling further and they came to gather the others to stop it.”

“It could be,” Riley said. “We had the feeling something was wrong. But why didn’t Gideon or Priri tell us?”

“Maybe they didn’t want us to worry.”

Riley and Pea neared the stricken ship. There was no one out on the promenade. But then again, it would be too dangerous. Riley cupped her hands together and started to call, “Mom? Danny? Alfie, can you hear us?”

When there was no response, she called again, “Miss Pigglesworth, can you hear me?”

After a few calls, a window on a lower deck opened, and Bastian’s head poked out. “Riley, you’re back! Are you all right?”

“We are, but how is everyone on board?”

“Not great,” Bastian said. “We’re running out of water, and we can’t get out. There are many injured people on board who need help. Your mom and Cameron are doing a great job, but they need to get to the medical hut. Danny was talking about going over the side on a rope.”

“He doesn’t have to. We’re here,” Riley said.

“Yes,” Pea agreed. “Please tell Danny to start working on a pulley system from one of the lower windows. Then we can get you anything you need from down here.”

“That’s great!” Bastian said. “I’ll let your mom and the doctor know.”

Tony also opened a window and peered out. “Riley, Pea, we’re so glad you’re back. We need some help in here!”

“I know. We’re going to get you some water and food. Also, the gargoyles are going to try to right the ship. They had to wait for the rain to stop before they could do anything. But they’re coming tonight. Will you tell Beresford and everyone that they can’t work on the Queen with people on board? They need to get everyone off first. So let them know they’ll have to head up to the top deck so that the gargoyles can bring them down.”

“That’s wonderful news,” Tony called. “We’re all sick of trying to work with this tilt!”



Riley and Pea spent the balance of the day shuttling supplies to the ship. Danny did manage to set up a pulley system with rope up to one of the lower windows, and they were able to get fresh water up to the people on board, as well as medical supplies from the doctor’s hut and food from the storage bins.

Alfie and Bastian regularly appeared at a window. The first time Alfie did, he wanted to know about the Crucible.

“It was amazing,” Riley called. “They have some really neat stuff there, including a big telescope.”

“A telescope!” Alfie cried. “Oh, what a rip. I really want to see it.”

“I’m sure when things are better, Gideon will let us go back,” Riley said. She looked up and saw how Bastian was smiling at her, and it made her heart skip. She smiled back. “What have you been doing?”

“Nothing much,” Bastian said. “Remember, we’re not supposed to move around, so we’ve just been waiting for the rain to stop.”

“Riley, tell them about Eva,” Pea suggested.

Seeing Bastian again had taken the thought right out of her mind. “Hey, guess what? We’ve met another mermaid just like Galina.”

“Really?” Alfie said. “Where?”

“She was on a beach near the Crucible. She’s a bit older than Galina but really scared of people.”

“Why’s she scared?” Bastian asked.

“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you when you get down tonight. Oh, and Galina is going to ask the Leviathan to help, so he might be here tonight too!”

“That’ll be really cool,” Alfie cried.

Jill soon appeared at the window and waved to Riley. “Maggie and I have been in the sewing room—it really is a mess, but we can’t do anything until the ship is fixed.”

“Hopefully that will be tonight,” Riley called.

“I hope so,” Jill said. “I hate sleeping on the floor.”

“Me too,” Riley replied. “They don’t have beds at the Crucible.”

“Really?” Bastian asked. “What do the gargoyles sleep on?”

“They just sit in chairs and then turn to stone. I wanted to see them all, but I couldn’t leave Storm. But Pea saw them.”

“It was very strange indeed,” Pea said. “Like a gallery of statues of people you know.”



After supplying the ship as much as they could, Riley, Pea, and Storm settled down against some trees not far from the Queen to wait for sunset and the arrival of the gargoyles. Tired from the events of the past few days, Riley dozed off.

The sound of screaming woke Riley up with a start.

“Shorty, run!” Alfie screamed. “Come to the pulley—get on board!”

“Mada, get away from them!” Bastian’s frightened voice called from the ship. “Leave them alone!”

Riley gasped when she saw Mada approaching. He was on all fours, walking casually toward her. His tattered, filthy red cloak dragged on the ground.

Moments later Miss Pigglesworth started to bark and growl from the ship’s window. Bastian had to hold her back to keep her from jumping out and harming herself.

“Mada, I order you to leave!” Beresford shouted from another window.

Pea stood up and approached the terrifying tiger. “Please, you don’t belong here. Just go before there is trouble.”

Mada let out a mixture of sickening laughter and a roar. “Pea, I warned you before not to get involved with these people. But you ignored me and are now as much of an enemy as Riley is.”

“I have done nothing but try to defend you,” Pea said. “Please, listen to me. Does our past mean nothing to you? Have you forgotten our friendship and the evenings we spent together in my home? Don’t you care about the pain it will cause me if you harm Riley?”

“My hurting Riley will not cause you pain.” Mada held up a paw and drew his claws. “These are going to cause you pain.”

A roar at another of the ship’s upper windows caused Mada to pause and look up. Maggie was at the window and baring her teeth.

“I am ready for you, Maggie,” Mada threatened. “If you are brave enough to come down here and finish the fight.”

“I swear, if you touch her, I’ll tear you to pieces!” Maggie roared. She was trying to force the window wider to climb out.

“No, Maggie,” Riley cried. “It’s too high. Don’t jump.”

“How sweet,” Mada hissed. “You care so much for her….”

More and more people appeared at the window and yelled at Mada to stop. But their calls seemed to encourage him even more.

“Oh good,” Mada said slowly. “We have an audience.” He focused on Riley. “You haven’t thanked me yet, Riley, and that is rude.”

“Thanked you for what?” Riley demanded as she took a step toward the ship. She stood no chance of reaching the pulley line, but she had to try.

“For removing Edward. I’m sure you were concerned that he would come after you again. And he was planning on it. But you are my kill, so I had to stop him.”

“Stop him,” Pea cried. “Did you kill him?”

“Of course,” Mada said. “But it wasn’t nearly as satisfying as this is going to be.”

Riley continued walking toward the ship, but she knew there was no escape. There were no gargoyles to help her, no creatures from the Forbidden Zone during the Red Moon going after Mada. It was just her and Pea and… Riley looked around and couldn’t see Storm. Had the colt wandered off while she and Pea slept?

“If you’re looking for that unicorn of yours, forget it. I took care of him first.”

“What?” Riley cried. “No!”

Mada grinned, and it was grotesque with his tiger face. “Though what you are doing with him is beyond me. I considered telling the other unicorns to see what they might do, but then I realized they, too, might come after you, and I couldn’t let that happen. You are mine.”

“Storm…,” Riley gasped, collapsing to her knees.

“Why are you crying when you are about to be reunited with him—in death?”

Riley felt like her world was crumbling. She shook her head and started to weep. “Why, Mada? Why do you hate me so much? What have I ever done to you?”

“You are my prey, Riley. I chose you the first time I saw you, and I never change my mind once I settle on a meal.”

“Is that it? Or is it because I look similar to Susan when she was young?”

Mada roared in unbound rage. “Don’t you dare say her name. You are unworthy!”

“Adam, please,” Pea said sadly.

Mada roared again. “Don’t call me that! Adam is dead. There is only Mada now.”

“Then if you won’t listen to reason,” Pea said quickly, “consider this. If you kill us, you will be banished to the Forbidden Zone.”

“Do you think that scares me?” Mada spat. He looked back up at the ship and all the faces of the people watching. He roared and then shouted, “I will be feasting on all of you soon!” Mada turned back to Riley. “But you first!”

Riley tried to run, but Mada crossed the distance to her in two short strides. He knocked her to the ground and opened his mouth wide, revealing his long tiger teeth. “It ends now, Riley!” He roared as his mouth came down.
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RILEY RAISED HER ARM FOR protection and shrieked as Mada’s large tiger mouth bit down on it. The momentum kept going to her throat. His jaw closed like a vise on her arm, and his long, sharp teeth pierced the skin of her neck. Riley had never known pain like this. But just as quickly as the attack started, it stopped. Mada opened his mouth and started to cough and choke. He stood and stumbled back, spitting out her blood, and gasped, “Wh-what is this…? Your blood, it is… it is wrong….”

Mada was still choking and shaking his head when a shrill scream sounded. Storm reared up and kicked out his hooves. The unicorn colt had deep scratches on his haunches, and his mane and neck were matted with mud and blood. His crooked horn was blazing gold, and his eyes were wild with rage. He landed on the ground, lowered his head, and charged at Mada.

Storm struck the tiger-man in the side with his misshapen horn. As Mada roared in shock, the unicorn hoisted him in the air and tossed him aside as though he weighed nothing. Storm then charged at Mada, reared high, and came crashing down on him again and again.

Mada howled and continued to roar as he swiped at Storm with his claws. He cut across Storm’s front legs, knocking the colt sideways. While Storm screamed and struggled to gain his feet, Mada rose and looked back at Riley while pressing his paw to his stabbed side. “What are you…?” he demanded before staggering away and vanishing into the jungle.

“Riley!” Pea cried, running over to her.

“Storm,” Riley muttered through gritted teeth. “Help Storm.”

“No. You are hurt, and your throat is bleeding….” Pea pressed his paws down on Riley’s neck to close the tooth wounds.

Riley could barely focus with the pain of her mangled arm and neck. She could not hear all the people on the boat calling for her. All she knew was pain and fear for Storm.

“I’m here,” Pea kept repeating. “Please hold on, Riley. Don’t die. It’s over. You’re safe now. Just relax and don’t move.”



Time stopped for Riley as she lay on the ground with Pea holding her neck. The koala talked nonstop, telling her to stay strong. He was also describing everything that was happening. How her mother and Cameron were being lowered from the ship on the pulley.

After a while, she heard her mother’s voice getting closer. This was followed by Cameron’s.

“Storm…,” Riley moaned. “Help Storm.”

“Riley, don’t move,” her mother ordered as she took over from Pea and held a cloth firmly to Riley’s neck. “Mada’s teeth grazed your jugular. You’re losing a lot of blood. Storm is fine; he’s here.”

A moment later Cameron said, “I’ll get the sedative,” and then his voice drifted away.

“Mada…,” Riley rasped. Her neck felt like it was on fire.

“Please, stop talking,” Pea said. He was stroking her forehead with his soft paw, but his voice sounded frightened. “Mada is gone, and Storm is here with me. He’s all right. Everyone is fine but you. You must do as the doctors say and stay very still.”

Riley did as she was told and lay perfectly still. She had no choice. Her mother’s grip on her neck was tight and restricted any movement.

“Okay, Riley,” Cameron said when he returned. “Don’t move your head. I’m going to pour this in your mouth. I know it’s bitter, but I want you to swallow it. Now, open your mouth….”

Riley opened her mouth, and Cameron poured a thick liquid from a cup. It tasted terrible.

“Swallow,” her mother ordered.

After the first swallow, Riley felt the worst of the pain starting to subside. Moments later she was too sleepy to keep her eyes open, and she faded away.



The next time Riley woke, she heard many voices. When she opened her eyes, the sun had gone, and the stars were shining brightly overhead. She was no longer on the ground but lying on a soft bed.

“Gideon, she’s awake again,” her mother called.

Riley felt thick bandages at her neck, and she couldn’t move her arm. It was in a sling, with splints holding it in place. She was in a lot of pain, but even so, it wasn’t nearly as bad as she remembered.

“Riley,” Gideon said.

Riley looked over and saw Gideon approaching. He was holding on to the unicorn lantern and placed it down as he knelt beside her bed. He smiled gently. “I can’t leave you alone for a moment without you getting into mischief. First at the Crucible and now here.”

His eyes were sparkling, but there were creases of worry on his brow.

“Wasn’t—my—fault.”

Gideon smiled again, and this time it did reach his eyes. He stroked the hair back from her eyes with a massive hand. “I know, child. But you did scare me when we arrived to find you so close to death. Then your mother told us what happened.”

“It was Mada,” Riley rasped. “He said he’d get me, and he did.” She struggled to swallow, but it hurt. “He won’t stop till he kills me.”

“That can’t happen now, Riley. He’s gone.”

“Where? Forbidden Zone?”

“No,” Gideon said. “I was going to kill him for what he did to you. But when I found him, he was already dead.”

“Mada—dead?” Riley cried. “How? Was it Storm?”

“Riley, calm yourself.” Gideon placed his hand on her shoulder. “Just rest. Mada will never trouble you again.”

Riley surrendered to Gideon’s hand and settled down. “It was Storm, wasn’t it? He saved me.”

“Storm is a very brave unicorn who loves you.”

Riley frowned, remembering what Mada had said. “Mada said he’d killed him.”

“He tried,” Gideon said. “But as you know, considering Storm’s beginnings, unicorns are notoriously hard to kill. If two unicorn horns couldn’t succeed, then Mada certainly couldn’t. Now, I need you to rest and recover.” Gideon looked toward the Queen. “There are several people wanting desperately to see you, but I insisted on being the first after your mother and Cameron. Don’t try to talk much—you need your rest.”

Gideon rose and made a motion with his arm. Moments later Bastian, Miss Pigglesworth, Alfie, Jill, and Maggie ran over.

“She’s very weak,” Gideon said. “Beverly said you could talk to her, but don’t let her move or speak too much.”

Bastian nodded and knelt down beside Riley’s bed. In the lamplight, his eyes looked red and swollen, as though he’d been crying. “We were so scared,” he started. “We saw everything from the Queen and couldn’t stop it.”

“You couldn’t have stopped Mada,” Riley struggled to say. “No one could.”

“Hey, Shorty,” Alfie said softly. “I still can’t believe that after all this time that monster still wanted to hurt you. When I saw him with his teeth on your neck…” Alfie turned away, and Riley could hear him sniffing.

“Creep, it’s all right,” Riley said weakly. “Storm was here. I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not,” Maggie said as she knelt beside Riley. “You’ve been badly hurt. I so wanted to get out the window to help you, but they held me back.”

Riley smiled, but it pulled at her neck and hurt. “I’m glad they did. Mada would have killed you. It’s over now—he’s dead.”

Alfie finally turned back to her and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “We watched Storm get him good.”

Riley tried to nod, but that also hurt her neck.

Jill was standing farther back, and Riley could see the tears on her cheeks. “It’s all right,” Riley said to her. “It’s over now….” Riley paused as her throat became dry and painful.

“That’s enough talking, my love,” Maggie said. “We’re here and you are safe.”

“Where is Storm?” Riley managed to say.

At the mention of his name, Storm nickered and came closer. Riley felt his soft muzzle on her cheek. She turned to look at him and saw that he was covered in white bandages that went around his neck and covered most of his back. Mada hadn’t killed him, but he’d wounded the colt badly.

“See, Storm is safe. Now get some rest,” Maggie said. She leaned forward and kissed Riley lightly on the forehead.

With the sounds of high activity around the ship, Riley struggled to stay awake to see what was happening. But no matter how hard she tried, she drifted back to sleep.



Every time Riley awoke, she was given the terrible syrup that put her back to sleep. At one point she was awake long enough to hear the sounds of shouting and Gideon’s voice calling loudly, “Stokyr, pull.”

When she awoke again, there was more shouting and screaming. She struggled to lift her head and gasped when she saw the enormous Leviathan sliding like a snake up to the Queen. Gideon was there, holding on to Galina as the mermaid told the sea creature what to do.

Riley wanted to see more, but before she could call out, she drifted away again.

This constant coming in and out of consciousness continued throughout the night and part of the next day. Each time she awoke, Riley struggled to stay awake long enough to see what was happening with the Queen. But within moments, her mother was giving her more sedatives and she would slip away again.

The next time Riley woke, it was twilight. Her head felt clearer, and though she was still in a lot of pain, it wasn’t unbearable. This time there were no more sedatives.

“Look who’s back.”

Riley turned to the voice and saw Tony Zamora there. He was standing with Lisette. “Hey, kiddo,” he said. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

Riley smiled. Tony had given up his life in Florida to come to Atlantis, and he seemed so happy. He and Lisette spent a lot of time together, and since meeting him, Lisette was much nicer too.

“We were so frightened for you,” Lisette said. “So many of us watched the attack. I still can’t believe what Adam turned into. To think of the man he used to be, it is just so tragic. He became the most dangerous of all the Turned.”

“Well, it’s over now,” Tony said to Lisette, patting her hand. “And now that the Queen is seated again, we can all get on with the repairs and life can get back to normal.”

“The Queen is set?” Riley asked.

“It is,” Tony said. “And right before they left, the gargoyles managed to open the loading doors to the ship and get the ramp down. There are quite a few Turned who are grateful to be out in the open again.”

Riley recalled seeing the Leviathan, but she wasn’t sure if it was real or a dream. “Did the Leviathan really come on land, or did I dream it?”

“Oh, he came all right,” Tony said. “I never imagined anything could grow so big. That water snake could take down Godzilla!”

“He was terrifying,” Lisette said. “But he did everything that mermaid asked him to do. After all these years, I never realized he was intelligent.”

“He is,” Riley agreed. “And gentle.”

“Gideon tells us you know the mermaid.”

Riley nodded. “Galina. She’s one of my best friends. I met her when we were first here, and she helped Alfie and me get home.”

“It seems you met a lot of very special people when you first arrived,” Lisette said.

Riley wasn’t sure if this was a statement or an accusation. “We met by accident, but I’m so glad.”

Lisette finally smiled. “So am I.”

Over the course of the evening, more and more people stopped by to say hello. No one stayed long, but Riley was surprised by the love she was shown. Even Shane spent a few minutes with her and expressed his sadness that he couldn’t stop the attack.

As always, those closest to her were hovering nearby. In fact, it took her mother and brother to get Bastian and Miss Pigglesworth back to work clearing up the mess on the Queen.

When darkness came, Gideon and several gargoyles returned. Priri came up to Riley to check on her. When she did, she asked Riley’s mother for some of Riley’s used bandages, saying she wanted to check on something.

As her mother had only just changed Riley’s dressings, she handed over the soiled ones.

“What are you looking for?” Riley asked. She was feeling better and had managed to sit up a bit.

Priri paused for a moment, as though she was surprised by the question. There was a strange expression on her face. Finally the gargoyle smiled brightly. “Nothing. We have our microscopes but have never seen human blood before. We didn’t want to ask for any. But I am looking for any similarities between your blood and ours.”

“You could have asked for a sample,” Beverly said. “I would have given you some of mine.”

“We didn’t want to intrude,” Priri said. “But the bandage is all we need.”

The way Priri wouldn’t meet Riley’s eyes disturbed her. She was almost certain Priri was lying about something and that she wasn’t comfortable about it. Riley was about to ask when she heard a loud grunting.

Looking over, she saw Kevin coming closer. He was nodding, as though he were asking permission. Riley smiled at him and asked, “How are you doing, Kevin?”

Kevin approached and lowered his head to Riley. His long, sharp horn was very near, but Riley knew she was perfectly safe around the gentle rhino. He squealed and made some soft sounds. Riley didn’t know exactly what he said, but she had an idea. “I’m fine now,” she said back to him. “How are you doing? Were you hurt when the ship tipped over?”

Kevin shook his head.

“I shall leave you two to talk,” Priri said. She seemed almost grateful to get away.

“Will you let me know what you find?” Riley asked. “I mean, are we similar?”

“I will,” Priri said, clutching the soiled bandages. She opened her wings and took off into the air.
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RILEY SPENT THE FIRST FEW days and nights of her recovery on her bed outside the ship, with her friends camping around her. Bastian had set up his bedroll near her side, and Miss Pigglesworth laid her head on the bottom of Riley’s bed each night. Storm was even closer, as he also recovered from his injuries. He was never more than a few feet away from her and pressed his head to her often.

A lot of the Turned also joined them in the evening, and at any time, she could look up and see Kevin, Jeff, and a lot of the others sleeping near her bed. Those who could talk said they preferred sleeping outside the ship. But Maggie said they were there to make sure Riley was never attacked again and that she rested easy, knowing she was protected.

From her location on the ground, Riley could watch the activity around the Community as people came and went on the Queen to repair the damage from the earthquake.

Before long, apart from the boulders that were now permanently set up against the ship to protect it from other earthquakes, the ship and the area around it were looking back to normal.

Maggie and Jill stopped by often to let Riley know how things were progressing in the on-board sewing room. They’d managed to clear up most of the damage, and all the fabrics had been put back on the shelves. Jill said in a day or two the room would look like nothing had happened.

Maggie was thrilled to report that apart from a few scratches, her two treadle sewing machines were working fine. Maggie also told Riley to hurry up and get better because the repair basket was overflowing from all the tears to work clothes from the people repairing the ship. Riley suspected Maggie was exaggerating, but she knew that the cat-woman wanted her to recover as quickly as she could.

As the days passed, Riley’s strength returned, and she was anxious to get up. Whatever was in the leaves that Cameron and her mother were giving her, they were working wonders.

The wounds on her neck were mostly closed, and though her arm had been crushed and broken in Mada’s powerful jaws, it, too, was feeling better, if not a bit stiff from lack of movement.

Storm was also recovering quickly. From the looks of the healing scars, Mada had caught hold of the colt by the neck in a grip that should have killed him. But not only had he survived, he’d also managed to save her and Pea.

Before long Riley was allowed to rise and move around. Bastian was glued to her side as they toured the area. Helping Riley also gave him an excuse to keep his arm around her, which Riley loved.

They walked past Kerry, and Riley expected her to say something cruel when she saw how Bastian was holding her. Instead, Kerry smiled. “Good morning, Riley. I hope you’re feeling better. I’m so sorry for what Mada did to you.”

Riley still couldn’t get over Kerry’s change of attitude. It had started to get better a while ago, but this was even more friendly. Though it could be the fact that she was long over her crush on Bastian and was now completely infatuated with Jill’s brother Josh. Or it could be all the nice clothes Riley had brought from Colorado that she’d given Kerry. “I am feeling better, thanks. Soon I’ll be back to normal.”

“That’s wonderful. We’ve missed you at meals and the sing-along.”

“I—I hope to come tonight.”

“Perfect,” Kerry said. “I’ll tell the others and see you there.”

When Kerry walked away, Riley looked at Bastian. “Wow, that was really friendly.”

“I told you she wasn’t so bad,” Bastian said.

Riley knew Bastian could never see just how mean Kerry could be. But Kerry hadn’t said one cruel thing to her in ages. It was actually a relief, and maybe Bastian had been right when he’d said long ago they might actually become friends.

While Riley was considering this, Alfie and Jill came up.

“Well, look at you two,” Alfie teased. He nudged Jill. “Aren’t they an adorable couple…?”

“You should talk, Creep,” Riley said back to him, looking at him and Jill together.

“What?” Alfie protested. But then he laughed. “Don’t be stupid. Jill and I are just friends.” He turned to Jill. “Right?”

“Exactly,” Jill said. “Just friends. Riley, if you’re up to it, your dad’s really anxious to see you again. He’s asked me to bring you to him.”

“I’d love to. Let’s go.”

They all walked slowly through the Community and past Pea’s house. Finally they reached the gentle slope going down to the water.

“Dad?” Riley called. “We’re here.”

She didn’t need to call twice, as her father soon surfaced. “Riley!” he squeaked. “I’ve been worried sick. When your mom told me what Mada did to you, I just couldn’t believe it.”

“It was horrible,” Riley said. Then she patted Storm’s neck. “But Stormy here saved us.”

“So I heard,” her father said. “Gideon told me Mada is dead. I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that,”

“Me too,” Riley agreed. “I think it was always going to be him or me. I’m just glad it’s me that lived.”

“Me too, baby. Me too.”

Galina and Eva appeared beside Riley’s father. Galina had a distressed expression on her face and sang out to Riley.

“I’m doing much better now,” Riley said. “Mom thinks we can remove the splints on my arm in a few days, and my neck is almost healed. How are you doing?”

Galina sang, and Riley’s father said, “She’s doing fine. I tell you, these two are peas in a pod. Eva has taken to her new life here wonderfully. She can spend a lot longer above the surface and I’ve actually heard her laughing. She and Galina really are like sisters now.”

Riley looked at Eva and smiled. “Hi, Eva.”

Eva’s fear of her had finally faded. She nodded, smiled brightly, and started to sing.

“She says she’s glad to see you up and swimming again.” Her father laughed. “She still can’t grasp that humans walk on land and swim in the water. She also said she was sorry you were hurt. Since she never saw Mada, she has no idea how bad he was. But Galina has told her.”

Riley nodded to Eva. “It’s over now, and he’s gone. Before long, I can come swimming again, and maybe we can have some fun together.”

Galina clapped her webbed hands and sang to Eva, who nodded and smiled.

Everyone spent the afternoon with Andrew and the two mermaids. Riley sat on the shore watching Bastian, Alfie, and Jill go in the water and play.

“It won’t be long before you’re in here too,” her father said.

“I know,” Riley said. “For now I’m happy to sit here with you and Stormy.”

“I agree,” her father squeaked.

When the dinner gong sounded, everyone climbed out of the water. Riley saw the water glistening on Bastian’s face and bare chest, and she had to look away. But she wasn’t quick enough. Alfie came up to her and teased, “Getting a little red in the face, huh, Shorty!”

“Quiet,” Riley hushed, hoping that Bastian hadn’t heard.

But he had, and he grinned at her. Which made Riley go even redder.

“Get going, you guys,” Riley’s dad said, coming to her rescue. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

They made their way back to the Queen and joined the others moving toward the dining area. When Riley appeared, everyone rose and greeted her with applause.

“Everyone was worried about you,” Maggie said, coming up to Riley.

“I’ll never forget it,” her mother added. “But Mada is gone and you’re recovering.”

Riley felt the love coming to her in waves, but most of all from Bastian, who still had his arm around her. Then he helped her sit and prepared her meal.

Alfie watched them and was about to speak when Mary said, “Don’t you dare!”

This brought the biggest smile to Riley. “I’ll get you back later, Creep,” she teased. “Don’t you doubt it!”



After the meal they gathered for the bonfire and then the singing. Once again Danny and Sarah played for the Community and received rounds of applause.

As the night drew to a close, Bastian, Alfie, and Jill helped Riley back to the Queen. “We’ve moved your bed back up to your suite,” Jill said.

Riley was grateful for that. It meant that things were finally getting back to normal.

When they climbed up the ramp onto the ship and then to the stairs, the other Community members moved aside to let Storm use the ramp that had been installed on the steps. Storm had become the Community’s hero, as he had defeated Mada and saved them all from the dangerous tiger-man.

As they started to climb through all the levels, Riley felt herself getting fatigued. “Whoa,” she said as she paused to catch her breath. “I can’t believe how tired I am.”

“You lost a lot of blood, Shorty,” Alfie said. “It’s going to take you time to get healthy again.”

When Riley had rested enough to move again, she noticed how everyone was quiet on the stairs and walked as lightly as they could. They were all still worried about the Queen. She had only just been righted, and some still wondered if she could tip over.

By the time they reached the top deck, Riley was exhausted. She noticed that Storm was also tired. He kept his head low, and his tail hung down, unmoving.

When they arrived at their suite, Riley’s mother, Maggie, and Pea were already there with most of the Decker children to welcome them.

Her mother came over to her. “How were the stairs?”

“Exhausting,” Riley said. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go to bed early.”
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RILEY SLEPT IN LATER THAN usual, and it was only activity in the living room that woke her. She rose, dressed, and left her bedroom.

“Morning, sweetheart,” her mother called. She gave Riley a medical once-over, checking her eyes and the scars on her neck. “How are you feeling today?”

“Better,” Riley responded. And she did feel better. Her arm still ached, but mostly, the heavy, strange fatigue seemed to be lifting.

“Great, but I still want you to take it easy. You need your rest.”

“Storm and I don’t have the energy to do anything anyway.”

Bastian arrived at the suite and offered to help Riley down to breakfast. He stayed by her side as they all made their way down the stairs to the dining hall. When they arrived, people greeted Riley and Storm warmly.

Once again Kerry came up, and after saying hello to Riley, she gave Storm an affectionate pat on the head before going to the table.

Across the large area, Riley saw Beresford, Lisette, Tony, and Shane with their heads together in deep conversation—so much so that Beresford forgot to give the large gathering the morning greeting. It was only after everyone was eating that Beresford called everyone to attention.

“Good morning, everyone. I am sorry to disturb your meal, but we have a situation, and we must all work together to get through this.”

This caused a murmur of concern. Finally Beresford raised his hands. “I’m sure I don’t need to mention all the Red Moons and the earthquake we’ve endured. But it has been brought to my attention that the orchards have suffered greatly. So today I am asking everyone to forgo their normal duties and join us in the orchards and vegetable gardens to salvage whatever we can. I must also warn you that there are trying times ahead with our food supply. Only after today will we know how bad the situation is.”

Because she was still recovering, Riley was excused from work. But that didn’t stop her from visiting the orchards and vegetable gardens. The once lovingly tended gardens had been greatly damaged by the rain from multiple Red Moons as well as earthquake damage. Several large fruit trees had been downed, and most of the Community was there, trying to help raise them again. Riley found Bastian, Alfie, and Jill were also working in the gardens.

After dinner and storytelling that evening, Danny and Sarah started to play for the crowd. Wanting to lighten the grim mood, Riley’s mother and Tony got up to dance.

Everyone watched them in surprise as they moved around the area. Some rose to join them but didn’t know how. Beverly and Tony soon taught them the basics, and before long everyone was on their feet and moving to the music.

Bastian asked Riley to dance, and as color came to her face, she took his hand and they joined everyone else.

Riley felt awkward and flushed as Bastian held on to her. But she wouldn’t have changed it for the world. As they moved around the campfire, it was like everything else in the world vanished and it was just them—that is, until Riley saw Maggie dancing with Pea by holding him up in her arms. That made her laugh, and she realized just how wonderful everything was despite the concern over the garden situation.

It was very late by the time everyone drifted away and retired for the evening, but not before several people asked Danny and Sarah to play the same music the following night so they could dance again.

Alfie patted Danny on the back. “Looks like you got yourself a full-time job.”

Danny laughed. “I think so, but I don’t mind.”

Riley watched her brother’s eyes follow Sarah as she packed up her violin and chatted with other Community members.

Maggie came up to Riley and whispered in her ear, “I think our Danny is in love.”

Riley grinned. “I think so too.”

Then Maggie said something that turned Riley’s face bright red. “And looking at you and Bastian dancing together, he’s not the only one.”

Riley gasped in shock. “Maggie!”

“What?” Maggie said. “I am just saying what I’m seeing. You two are meant to be.”

Before Riley could respond, Maggie drifted away into the crowd. She looked back and winked at Riley.

“What was that about?” Bastian said as he came up to her.

Riley felt her cheeks flushing. “Nothing. Just that she enjoyed the music.”

Bastian grinned. “I enjoyed the dancing.”

“Me too,” Riley said.

Riley didn’t walk back to her suite so much as float. This was probably her best evening in Atlantis.

The days that followed were much the same, with everyone working in the gardens and orchards, replanting seeds and salvaging fruit, while evenings were spent dancing.

Riley noticed that she wasn’t the only one changing her clothes before dinner. By the time she made it to the dining area, she, Jill, Sarah, and Kerry were all wearing as fancy an outfit as they could. It wasn’t just the girls either. Bastian, Alfie, and the boys also cleaned themselves up for the dance.

Just before leaving their suite, her mother had said to Mary, “Doesn’t this remind you of prom night?”

Mary laughed and waved her spider-monkey arms in the air. “I was thinking the exact same thing!”

“What is prom night?” Pea asked.

“It’s nothing,” Riley said quickly.

Her mother laughed lightly. “I’ll tell you later, Pea.”



After another glorious evening of dancing, Riley woke early in the morning, and she and Storm walked out on the promenade to stretch their legs.

Riley smelled the sweetest of floral scents from the blossoms around the Queen. She’d never noticed them before, and it was like pure ambrosia. The air smelled almost edible.

The blue sky above her seemed so much brighter too. In fact, everything was brighter and more beautiful. She smiled to herself, wondering if this was what it was like to be in love—where everything was especially wonderful and smelled so much better.

From below came the sounds of the outer doors being opened and the large ramp being lowered.

Riley peered over the side and watched the Turned making their way off the ship. These days, they regularly spent their evenings on the Queen instead of out in the open. Maggie told Riley that it made them feel like they were almost human again and part of the Community.

When she saw Kevin making his way down the ramp, Riley called to him. Kevin turned and nodded to her, making excited grunting sounds.

“I’ll see you later!” she called back.

Kevin reached the bottom of the ramp and gave his little rhino dance, which always made her laugh.

Riley also noticed that her arm didn’t ache at all and her neck was completely back to normal. She looked down at the splint and started to unwrap the bandages.

Storm came up to her and nickered softly.

“It’s okay, Storm,” she said. “My arm feels fine.”

When Riley finished pulling the last of the bandages away, she saw the leaves that had been put on her arm. Removing them as well, Riley looked in wonder at the smooth, scar-free skin of her healed arm.

She flexed it a few times, and it felt completely normal.

“Look at this, Stormy,” she said. “It’s all better—you’d never know that Mada tore it apart!”

Glad to have her arm back fully, Riley continued to walk along the top deck with Storm, enjoying the sunshine and calmness of the early morning. It was going to be another glorious day.

With her arm feeling better, Riley was ready to join everyone working in the garden. The days began to follow this same pattern as Riley worked beside Maggie and her mother, tilling the ground and planting seeds.

Despite the return to normalcy, everyone was on edge. It had been almost three weeks since the last Red Moon, and they all felt there was another one coming at any time.

Finishing their work early on an especially bright day, Riley and her friends went down to the water to visit her father and the two mermaids. Danny and Sarah joined them, along with Josh, Robbi, and Pauly. As Kerry had been so nice to her lately, Riley invited her along. When she heard that Josh was coming, she quickly agreed. Before long, most of the children of Atlantis were going.

Alfie brought a ball with him, and with so many people there, teams were formed, and they started playing water volleyball.

Riley’s team had Galina while Danny’s team had Eva. Once they understood the rules, the two mermaids were impossibly good at the game, as they were able to leap out of the water and hit the ball farther.

Riley’s father worked as a referee and ball collector for when it was knocked too far away, while Storm, Pea, Miss Pigglesworth, and Mary remained on the shore, cheering as the game progressed.

On two occasions, Riley and Bastian reached to hit the same ball. They missed it and ended up smashing into each other. This caused rounds of laughter until Riley could barely breathe. The third time it happened, Riley realized Bastian was doing it on purpose to get close to her. He looked at her with a grin on his face that made her heart flutter. It was a secret grin meant only for her.

Riley was so distracted by Bastian that a shot from Danny hit her right in the head. This caused more peals of laughter from both sides. Galina came up to her and looked at Bastian and then back to Riley. She smiled and sang softly. Riley still couldn’t understand exactly what Galina said, but it was enough to make Eva pause and look at Riley and Bastian. She, too, smiled, and Riley blushed.

As the game progressed, Riley’s team was down by two points. Danny’s team had the ball, and it was Sarah’s turn to serve. Jill was on one side of Sarah, while Eva was on the other. Alfie was near Riley, teasing Sarah and claiming she couldn’t hit the side of a barn.

Just as Sarah raised her hand in the air to shoot, Jill screamed and vanished beneath the surface. When Danny turned to look for Jill, powerful arms reached up and caught hold of him, dragging him down under the water.

Eva sang in warning as the water around them exploded with large, well-built mermen coming to the surface. They had long hair, and their faces were filled with a mixture of rage and fear as they caught hold of the players.

Galina’s voice rang out as two powerful mermen caught hold of her and dragged her down.

“Let them go!” Riley’s father squeaked as he dove at the attackers.

Sarah was next to vanish beneath the surface.

“Sarah!” Pauly called.

“What’s happening?” Soraya cried.

Panic started as players tried to get out of the water. A merman caught hold of Riley and started to drag her down. On shore, Storm screamed in rage. His horn turned blazing gold, and he leaped into the water. He reared up and kicked the merman away from Riley before striking him with his blazing horn.

The merman cried out once, then fell unconscious.

“Everyone, out of the water!” Maggie shouted as she dove after the mermen attacking the game players.

“Hurry!” Pea called from the shore.

Miss Pigglesworth leaped into the water, barking and growling as she went after the attacking mermen.

Riley made it to shore, followed by Robbi, Pauly, and Kerry. The water before them was a nightmare of movement. John was dragged down but then reappeared when Storm kicked the merman attacking him. Maggie was on the attacker going after Soraya. Roaring and hissing, she used her claws with a viciousness Riley had never seen from her before. Soon the water ran red from her rage.

Alfie was taken, but then Miss Pigglesworth launched herself at the attacker. Moments later Alfie reappeared at the surface, coughing and spewing, struggling to make it to shore.

“Creep!” Riley shouted, running back into the water and catching hold of her cousin. Helping him to shore, she looked around wildly, searching for Bastian. She spotted him fighting with a merman. Miss Pigglesworth was trying to swim to him.

“Bastian!” Riley screamed.

Miss Pigglesworth growled and started barking. But just before she reached Bastian, he lurched beneath the surface.

“Bastian! Bastian!” Riley shrieked. She charged back toward the water, but Alfie and Josh stopped her.

“Riley, no!” Josh cried, holding her firmly. “They’re too strong. They’ll take you, too!”

“But they’ve got Bastian!” Riley panicked as she struggled in Josh’s arms. “Let me go!”

“Shorty, please,” Alfie begged. “Stop! It’s too late. He’s gone.”

Miss Pigglesworth was barking in the area where Bastian had gone under. She ducked beneath the surface, then rose again, and ducked down in another area. She soon started to howl in raw grief.

Storm was still in the water, screaming and touching the attackers with his horn. Each time one fell unconscious, another would drag him away beneath the surface.

Suddenly the sound of a ferocious roar filled the air. The Leviathan was cutting through the water at an incredible speed—heading straight for the attacking mermen. When they saw him, they sang out in male versions of Galina’s voice and dove beneath the surface.

The Leviathan whooshed past the players, then disappeared beneath the surface as he pursued the attackers.

The once-wild water calmed. Maggie resurfaced, roaring in rage, while Miss Pigglesworth howled and Storm reared and whinnied.

Riley lost all the strength in her legs and collapsed to the ground. Deep sobs tore through her as she realized the horror of what had just happened. Bastian was gone. Danny was gone, and so were Jill, Sarah, Eva, and Galina. Mermen had taken them. Why?

“Sarah, Jill,” Robbi cried, standing on the shore.

“Where are you?” Pauly screamed. “Come back!”

“They’re gone,” Alfie choked. His eyes were as haunted as Riley’s. “They’re all gone.”




10

SHOCK RAN THROUGH THE COMMUNITY when the group returned and explained what had happened. Beresford called an emergency meeting in the dining area, and everyone was there, seated at tables. The Turned attended, standing at the side and listening in grief to the details of the attack that saw the loss of four young people and the two sirens.

Riley was too distraught to be able to talk about the attack. Alfie wasn’t much better, as he, too, suffered the loss of the others.

It was Kerry, John, and Maggie who did most of the speaking, explaining about the game and then the sudden appearance of the mermen and the abduction of the six.

“Did they say anything?” Beresford asked.

“No,” Kerry said. “They sang, just like Galina and Eva did. But their faces… They… they were so angry. It was as though they hated us. But they didn’t even know us.”

Vadin held up his arm to show the large bruise forming where one of the mermen had caught hold of him. “They had me. If Storm hadn’t been there, I’d be gone too.”

Maggie came forward and addressed the gathering. “The strength of those sea-people was astounding. One wrapped his arm around my waist. If I hadn’t been able to bite him, I’m sure he would have had me too.”

Beresford was shaking his head. “This is a terrible disaster with far-reaching implications. It saddens me to say that from now on we must go back to the way it used to be. The waters around Atlantis are too dangerous for us and are now off-limits. None of us can go near the shore or they risk being killed too.”

“They’re not dead!” Riley wept. “They’re not. We—we need to find them.” Her mother was seated beside her with her arm wrapped tightly around her. Like Riley, she was weeping.

Miss Pigglesworth was sitting in front of Riley, leaning against her and whining constantly.

“Riley, I’m so sorry,” Lisette said gently, coming to her feet. “They can’t breathe underwater like Galina or Eva. There’s no way they could survive this long beneath the surface. It pains me to say this, but we have to accept that they are lost to us.”

“No!” Alfie shouted. “Don’t say that! They can’t be dead!”

Tony stood up. “Listen to me. We can’t make any assumptions. We need to find out if they are dead or not. We must be certain.”

“That is impossible,” Beresford said. “We have no way of following them beneath the waves.”

Alfie’s face was red and blotchy from crying. “What about the other mer-people? The ones who are Turned and first brought us here. The scary-looking ones.”

“Of course, we will try asking them,” Beresford said. “But they may be too wild now to want to help us.”

“How can they be too wild?” Alfie demanded. “They spoke to Uncle Andrew to let us go not too long ago and then they let us come back. We have to try. We can’t give up and just say everyone is dead…”

Beresford looked at Alfie with great compassion. “Of course, Alfie, we will try.”

“If that doesn’t work, I know another way,” Tony said. “I can take the scarab back to Florida and get ahold of some scuba equipment, and then we can try to follow them.”

“Leave Atlantis?” Lisette gasped. “Tony, no. You’ve been here too long. You will become ill, just like everyone else who left here did.”

Tony looked at Riley and Alfie. “How long were you back before you started to suffer?”

“A few weeks,” Alfie said miserably.

“See, I won’t be gone that long. Just long enough to get the equipment we need. I only hope that the sea-folk who let you kids out will let me out.”

“No, Tony,” Beresford said. “Taking your boat is too dangerous.”

Pea was seated at Riley’s table. He had been silent for most of the discussion. Finally he climbed down from his chair and walked up to Beresford. “I have a suggestion.”

“What is it, Pea?” Beresford said.

“Gideon found us in Colorado—and I know he was hurt, but if they are cautious, perhaps he can carry Tony back to get the equipment he needs. It would be faster and less dangerous for Tony.”

“Pea is right,” Maggie said. “When Gideon finds out about Galina, he will be unstoppable. I’m sure he will do anything he can to get her and the others back.”

Beresford looked at the group. “The gargoyles must be informed. Who here knows the way to the Crucible?”

“I do,” Maggie said. “I can go there now. When they wake at sundown, I will let Gideon and the others know what has happened. Though I imagine Gideon will sense what has happened because of his love for Galina.”

“All right,” Beresford said. “We will speak to Gideon first and then decide what must be done. If those mermen attacked us once, they may try it again.”

Riley was too miserable to tell them they were probably safe on land, as the mer-people couldn’t come out of the water for long. She remembered how much damage was done to Eva by spending time on the beach in the rain. Galina would never come on shore for more than a few minutes.

Instead, Riley sat in agonized silence with tears trickling down her cheeks. It was too terrible to consider. It had all happened so fast. One minute they were playing and having fun, and then the next, everything changed. Danny and Bastian were gone.

Riley tried to hold out hope that somehow they weren’t drowned. But how? Had the mermen simply taken them farther down the coast and left them in the Red Cloak territory? Or maybe they’d taken them to the Forbidden Zone and abandoned them there. If it was only for a couple of days, they could still come out relatively unharmed, unless they were eaten by something there.

But it was equally possible that they’d been taken to the other Atlantis. The one far beneath the Forbidden Zone. Eva had said that human beings with two legs were just a myth to her people; perhaps they were taken to show them off, like a museum exhibit or something. But if so, then all hope was lost, as they couldn’t stay underwater that long.

Thinking this renewed Riley’s grief, and her deep sobs started again. All this talk of scuba equipment was a waste of time if the ones she loved were already dead. She didn’t need to see their bodies.

Riley looked at her mother. “I can’t stay here anymore. I’m going back to my room.”

Her mother was in as much pain as she was. Unable to speak, she simply nodded.

Riley climbed to her feet and walked zombie-like back to the Queen. Her arms hung limply at her sides, and she was barely aware of anything around her. Storm was right beside her, but the normally energetic colt was as subdued as she was.

Kevin trotted up and took a place on her other side and nudged her gently.

Riley looked into the sweet rhino’s tiny brown eyes and burst into fresh tears. Kevin put his head close to her, and Riley hugged his long face. Soon she fell to the ground, crippled with grief, while Storm and Kevin stayed close to her.

Riley wasn’t sure how long she sat on the ground, but after a while Alfie came up to her. He sat beside her and put his arm around her but said nothing.

Nothing needed to be said. Since the day they first landed in Atlantis, their relationship had changed completely. From warring cousins, they were now as close as brother and sister. And both had suffered a great loss. For as much as Riley loved Bastian, she knew Alfie cared for him, too, as well as for Jill. Not to mention Danny, who was a big brother to both of them.

Before long, more people arrived. Josh walked with Pauly and Robbi. Their faces were as blotchy and as tear streaked as Riley’s and Alfie’s. Josh reached down and helped Riley and Alfie to their feet. “Let’s go in,” he said softly.

Riley gave Kevin a soft pat before walking up the ramp into the Queen. They all climbed the stairs like robots to the top deck. When Riley reached her suite, she nodded at the others, and then she and Storm walked silently to her bedroom.

Riley threw herself down on her bed as once again the overwhelming grief wrenched painful sobs from her heart. Her mind kept replaying in blazing color and painful slow motion the moment the mermen attacked and started pulling people and the mermaids under.

She, too, had been attacked by a merman, but Storm had seen him off. He might have even killed him, Riley didn’t know. Part of her hoped he had.

With pain overwhelming her every sense, Riley couldn’t eat when the dinner bell chimed. No one in her family could eat either, and they all stayed in the suite, silent and suffering. At some point Riley cried herself to sleep. When she awoke again, she heard Gideon’s voice coming from the living room.

Her bedroom door opened, and Maggie came over to the bed and sat down. She stroked Riley’s back. “Riley, my love, Gideon and Priri are here. Come, they need to see you.”

Riley loved Gideon so much, but she didn’t want to move. She couldn’t move. “I can’t,” Riley wept.

“Please,” Maggie said. “Gideon says this is very important. It concerns you. You must come.”

Maggie caught hold of Riley and basically forced her up. Then, with her arm around Riley tightly, she walked with her back into the living room.

So many people were packed into the suite. Her mother was seated in a chair and crying. Pea was in her lap, patting her hand. Alfie, Mary, and Miss Pigglesworth were beside her. Beresford was standing with Lisette, Tony, and Shane.

With Gideon and Priri in the room, it was full.

“Riley, please come in,” Gideon said.

Looking at his face, to some, Gideon might appear composed. But Riley knew him. And she could see the deep lines of pain etched on his brow line and the way he held his mouth.

When she came closer, he embraced her tightly.

Being held by Gideon started her tears all over again. “They’re gone, Gideon,” she whispered. “They’re gone.”

“Gone, yes, but not dead,” Gideon said.

Riley could feel him trembling. She looked up into his face. “What do you mean not dead? The mermen took them under the water.”

“Yes, and I believe they are in Atlantis,” Gideon said softly.

“They’re here in Atlantis? Where? The Red Cloak territory? Can we go get them?” Alfie cried.

Gideon shook his head as emotion choked his voice. “Not this Atlantis. The other one, far beneath the waves.”

“But you said Bastian, Danny, and the others were alive,” Riley said.

Gideon nodded. “They are, for now.”

“How do you know?” Lisette asked.

Priri explained. “We gargoyles can feel those we care for, whether they are happy or sad, safe or in danger. Believe us, everyone that was taken is still alive.”

“How is that possible if they are in the other Atlantis?” Riley’s mother asked.

Gideon turned to her. “That I do not know. Galina and Eva can breathe underwater. The others can’t, yet I feel them and know they are alive. I cannot tell if they have been harmed or how they are able to survive, but I do feel them. I wouldn’t if they were dead.”

“I’ve suggested we use scuba equipment to get them,” Tony said. “I just need to get back to…”

Even before he finished, Gideon was shaking his head. “That will not work. None of you can speak their language even if you could get down there. Before coming here I spoke with Andrew, and he has a hard time going down that deep.”

In her grief over Bastian and Danny, Riley was ashamed to admit she hadn’t thought about her father. “How is Dad?” Riley asked.

“Like you, he is grieving over the loss of Danny and the others,” Priri said. “He’s also feeling guilty for not being able to stop the attack. He said he watched the mermen dragging the others away and saw them struggling to breathe. When he tried to speak to them or stop them, they struck him violently and rendered him unconscious. When he awoke, they were all gone.”

That comment started Riley’s mother crying again.

“Beverly,” Gideon said gently. “You must focus on what is important. They are alive. We do not know where or how it is possible, but they are. That knowledge must sustain you for what we now face.”

Hearing that Bastian and her brother were still alive sparked something in Riley. But just as quickly, the spark was extinguished. They were beyond their reach.

She looked around the room and saw that same realization on everyone’s faces.

“So how do we get them?” Beresford asked.

Gideon turned to Riley and looked at her square in the face. “There is a way.”

Riley felt the pressure of Gideon’s eyes pressing down on her. “What’s that?”

“Magic,” Gideon said. “We are starting to believe that it was magic causing all the Red Moons and earthquakes that opened the entrance to the other Atlantis. We believe it will take magic to stop it.”

“Magic?” Mary cried. “Gideon, please, talk sense. There is no such thing as magic.”

“How can you say that, Mary,” Priri asked, “when you have transformed as much as you have?”

“I changed from being in the Forbidden Zone and radiation. There was no magic involved.”

Gideon shook his head. “I am sorry, but you are wrong. There is no radiation there. If there were, the other animals would have mutated. But only humans change. It is specific. We are certain it is some kind of magic.”

“How?” Lisette cried. “Gideon, the Community hasn’t had anything to do with the North Side since, well, before I was here. All we have are stories from long ago. Why would they use magic on us now?”

“Something has happened,” Gideon said. “And we need to find out what. To do that, we must go to the Enchanted territory and negotiate with Lola-Rose and ask for her help getting the others.”

“Who is Lola-Rose?” Mary asked.

“She is the queen of the fairies.”

“Fairies? Gideon, are you serious?” Beverly asked.

Gideon looked at Riley’s family. “You are still new here, but you must accept what I say is true. There are fairies, pixies, elves, and many more magical creatures here in Atlantis. They keep to their territory, just as you keep to yours, here in the Community. Our only hope of freeing the others lies within the boundaries of the Enchanted territory. Otherwise, those who were taken will be lost forever.”

Riley could hardly believe what she was hearing. She frowned. “But you said humans weren’t allowed in the Enchanted territory—that it was dangerous.”

“That is still true,” Gideon said. “But the situation has recently changed.”

“Gideon, what are you talking about?” Beresford asked. “Please, this is not the time for riddles. Speak plainly.”

Gideon kept his eyes on Riley. “It is true that humans are banned from the Enchanted territory, but Riley has been summoned there.”

“What do you mean?” Beverly asked.

“I mean that Queen Lola-Rose knows about Riley and has instructed us to bring her there. Then we can ask for her help.”

“Why would the fairy queen be interested in Riley?” Lisette asked.

Gideon focused on Riley. “Because she is one of them.”

“One of what?” Riley asked.

Gideon was not smiling when he said, “A fairy.”
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“WHAT?” RILEY CRIED. “WHAT ARE you talking about?”

“Riley, please sit down,” Gideon said. He looked at the others. “All of you, please listen very carefully and prepare yourselves. This will sound impossible, but it is completely true.”

Riley’s mother shifted over so Riley could sit beside her on the sofa. “Gideon, you’re scaring me,” Beverly said.

“I know, and I am sorry.” He focused on Riley. “I didn’t want to tell you like this or so soon. But we have no choice now. Riley, when you, Pea, and Storm came to the Crucible, you entered the room that was supposed to remain locked.”

“We told you, the door was open,” Pea said.

“And we absolutely believe you,” Priri said. “But that doesn’t change what happened in there.”

“What happened?” Riley’s mother asked.

Gideon knelt down on the floor before Riley and reached for her hands. “Do you remember when Pea found you collapsed on the floor?”

Riley nodded. “Yes, it was in front of the case with the pretty dragonfly wings.”

“Yes,” Gideon said. “Only those were not dragonfly wings, and that wasn’t a display case. It was a prison, and those wings were from a very evil fairy.”

Riley shook her head. “Fairies aren’t real.”

“Yes, they are.” Gideon paused, but Priri put her hand on his shoulder.

“Keep talking, Gideon. They must know all of it,” Priri said.

The gargoyle nodded and returned his attention to Riley. “Do you know what a Changeling is?”

Riley looked at her mother, then shook her head.

“Well,” Gideon started, “there are stories that people have told for centuries about fairies who would visit newborn babies in the human world and steal them. Then they would leave a substitute in their place—a Changeling. Sometimes they might be an imp or other magical being; other times, an enchanted piece of wood that was carved to look like the baby.”

“That’s a story from a fairy tale,” Beverly said softly.

“Perhaps,” Gideon said. “But it isn’t just a story; it is true.”

“Really?” Mary gasped.

“Really,” Gideon said.

“What happened to the babies?” Riley asked.

“They would be taken to the fairy world. Then they would be given a small bite, usually on the cheek, and soon that baby would turn into a fairy.”

“Other times,” Priri added, “the fairies would keep them human and treat them as pets.”

“So, what about Shorty?” Alfie asked.

“Yes, that takes us back to the room and the prison case,” Gideon said. “I should tell you that there are many kinds of fairies, just like there are many kinds of people. Some good, some very good, some not so good, and others who are pure evil. In that case, those blue wings were from a very, very bad fairy named Oleander. She was responsible for many terrible things happening in Atlantis. So much so that the other fairies finally caught her, contained her, and removed her wings. And to keep them from causing more trouble, we gargoyles took the wings and secured them in the Crucible.”

“Why remove her wings?” Mary asked.

“Because a fairy’s wings are immortal and the source of their power,” Priri said. “Once removed, the fairy withers and dies. But the wings live on. And so Oleander’s wings were imprisoned with us to keep them from doing more harm.”

Gideon continued, “We have been the keepers of those wings for over a thousand years. There was magic sealing the case, and the wings couldn’t escape. Not without help.”

“Gideon, I don’t understand,” Riley said. “I didn’t help Oleander.”

“Yes, you did, though you don’t remember,” Gideon said. “We are certain we know what happened. You, Riley, were the first human to enter the Crucible since we secured Oleander’s wings there.”

“Really?” Riley said.

“Indeed,” Gideon said. “But we made a grave mistake and underestimated Oleander’s power. We believe that her wings felt you there. They opened the sealed door and summoned you into the room. Then they enchanted you, Riley, and made you do their bidding. They forced you to break the seal and open the case.”

Riley frowned deeply. “I can’t remember any of this.”

“You won’t, not unless Oleander wants you to.”

“Gideon,” Priri warned.

“I am getting to it,” Gideon said. “Riley, do you know how you’ve been rubbing your cheek?”

“I haven’t been rubbing it that much,” Riley said.

“Yes, you have,” Pea insisted. “It’s becoming a habit.”

“It’s not a habit, Pea. It is where Oleander’s wings bit her.”

“Riley was bitten?” Beverly said. “How? How is any of this possible? Wings that live? Even if I could believe that, how can wings bite?”

Gideon turned to Riley’s mother. “I intend no disrespect, Beverly,” he started. “But you are from an age that denies magic and are using human rationale in your thinking. But you mustn’t. This is fairy magic… and the rules of logic and physical existence do not apply.”

Riley struggled to take this all in. Fairies? Wings? Bites? Having suffered one of the worst days of her life, she felt overwhelmed.

“So what now?” Alfie said. “Is Shorty turning into an evil fairy or something?”

“Not evil,” Gideon said. “Riley is still Riley. That will not change.”

“But she’s becoming a fairy?” Lisette asked.

“We believe so,” Priri said.

“What?” Mary cried. “This is ridiculous!”

Gideon turned to Mary. “Why is it so difficult for you to accept after everything you have been through? Mary, you turned into a monkey. Every person in this Community is turning into some kind of animal. Until the bite, Riley was also destined to turn into an animal. That has stopped now.”

“And she is becoming a fairy,” Maggie said.

“Yes,” Gideon responded. “But there’s more to it.”

“I don’t want to hear any more!” Riley stood up. “It’s—it’s too much, especially now….” She tried to walk back to her bedroom, but Gideon caught her arm.

“It pains me to do this,” Gideon said softly. “But you must hear this. You must understand. Oleander’s wings did not bite you to turn you into a fairy—that will be a side effect. Her wings bit you so they could take a tiny piece from you, so tiny the mark didn’t show up. But it would be enough to trigger the change in you and to restore Oleander’s body.”

“What do you mean?” Beresford asked.

“It’s DNA, isn’t it?” Beverly said. “Oleander’s wings needed a piece of Riley to rebuild her body.”

Gideon nodded. “Indeed. Only a human would work.” He lowered his head. “But I promise you all, had I known this would happen, I would never have allowed Riley into the Crucible. Oleander’s wings have been there so long, we practically forgot about them.”

“So now Oleander is coming back,” Riley said in a haunted voice. “Because of me?”

“Yes,” Gideon said. “But, Riley, this is not your fault. Oleander used magic on you. You were helpless to stop yourself. But now that it has happened, Queen Lola-Rose has summoned us to her court, and she wants us to bring you with us.”

“Why?” Beverly asked.

“We’re not sure,” Gideon said. “And we weren’t going to go to the Enchanted territory, but after today I believe we must if we want to get the others back.”

“Wait,” Tony demanded. “Are you saying that a bunch of fairies caused that attack today to catch Riley?”

“No, it was not them. I assure you,” Gideon said quickly. “Those attackers were from the other Atlantis. I am asking Riley to go to the Enchanted territory with us to ask for their help in getting everyone back. The fairies have the power to do it. Had Riley not been bitten by Oleander’s wings, we would never have conceived of such a plan. But now I am certain they will help us.”

“In exchange for what?” Pea asked.

“I don’t know,” Gideon admitted. “But I would imagine Lola-Rose will be asking for our help capturing Oleander before she can do any harm. Since Riley was bitten by the wings, she and Oleander are connected. That connection will be valuable to Queen Lola-Rose—perhaps in tracking her down.”

“So Riley is part of Oleander like Harry Potter is part of Voldemort?” Alfie asked.

“I do not know who Harry Potter is,” Gideon said. “Is he a fairy?”

“No. He’s a wizard,” Alfie said.

“Really?” Priri gasped. “Would he help us?”

“No,” Beverly said. “Harry Potter doesn’t exist. He is from a series of children’s books.”

“But this is no book,” Priri said.

Hearing all this, Riley wanted desperately to run away. She was being told that she’d freed an evil fairy when she had no memory of anything like that. Now she was going to turn into one? What was that supposed to even mean? Finally she did speak and asked, “Are you sure I was bitten?”

“Obviously you don’t have a scar,” Gideon said. “But we must assume the wings bit you because they are gone, and they would have needed a piece from a human to go anywhere. Tell me, have you been experiencing any changes in yourself? Perhaps heightened senses?”

“What do you mean?” Riley asked.

“Does the world seem brighter to you?” Priri asked. “Perhaps more vibrant? Is it as though you can actually feel all life around you growing and changing? Can you hear more and smell more? Does it sometimes feel like the trees are calling to you?”

Riley recalled right after the Red Moon how everything seemed more colorful and smelled better. She thought it was because she was in love with Bastian. She finally nodded. “I think so. I first noticed it after Mada’s attack. Everything seemed brighter. But I thought it was… something else.”

“No, it wasn’t something else,” Gideon said. “It was because you were bitten by Oleander’s wings.”

“What does this mean for Riley?” her mother asked.

“I’m not certain,” Gideon said. “I do know they only ever take babies or toddlers. I’ve never heard of them biting someone of Riley’s age. The only way to find out what’s coming is to ask them.”

Riley looked around the room, then focused on Gideon. “Do the fairies really have the power to save Bastian, Danny, and the others?”

“They do,” Gideon said.

Riley turned to her mother. “Mom, I have to go to the Enchanted territory. If there’s a chance we can save the others, we have to take it.”

“Riley, no. You don’t know what will happen up there,” her mother said.

“We already know that we can’t reach Danny and Bastian on our own. I have to do this.”

“Riley…,” her mother said softly.

“Are you asking me not to go?” Riley said. “When going means we might be able to free the others?”

Her mother lowered her face into her hands with renewed tears. Finally she shook her head.

Riley stood up, looked at Gideon, and said shakily, “When do we leave?”

“Oh no,” Alfie said. “Shorty, you’re not going alone. I’m going too.”

“So am I,” Maggie said.

“And me,” Pea added. “You will need our help and support.”

“You can’t,” Riley said to her cousin. “Gideon just said they don’t let humans up there.”

“They will allow it if you are with them,” Priri said. “They will accept them as your servants.”

“Servants?” Alfie said. “No way!”

“It is pretend, Creep,” Riley said softly. “We’ll know the truth.”

“Oh, all right,” Alfie finally said. “Just don’t get any ideas of making it permanent!”

Riley looked at her cousin and saw him smiling at her. It was faint, but it was here. “I’ll try not to.”
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BY THE TIME GIDEON AND priri left, they had settled on a plan of action. First thing the next morning, the group would head out to the Crucible. Then, at nightfall, Gideon and Priri would join them in making their way to the Enchanted territory.

There were a couple of additions to the rescue team. Miss Pigglesworth insisted on going, and as it was going to be a very long walk, Kevin was invited to join them if he would allow Alfie to ride him. Kevin readily agreed.

Both Mary and Beverly had insisted on going until Riley explained that they were still needed on the Queen. They weren’t happy, but they finally agreed.

When Riley made it to bed, she was exhausted from the roller-coaster ride of emotions of the day. For the first time ever, Miss Pigglesworth hopped up onto the bed and settled down beside her. The dog drifted in and out of sleep, but each time she slept, she started to whimper and run in her dreams.

Riley envied Miss Pigglesworth’s ability to sleep. Though she was wrung out, she couldn’t rest. Fear for Bastian and the others kept her awake. What was happening to them? How could they be in the other Atlantis, far beneath the surface, and still be alive? How were they breathing?

There were so many unanswered questions that just kept spinning around in her mind. Riley tried to push the other revelation away from her thoughts. Though she did finally notice how often she rubbed the spot on her cheek.

The answer to whether she’d been bitten by the wings seemed settled. But what did it mean? It had taken her a long time to come to terms with knowing that she was turning into an animal. Since everyone in her family was, somehow it seemed okay. But now she was turning into a fairy? What could that possibly mean? What was a fairy exactly? How would she change?

All Riley knew of them was from the book of fairy tales she’d had when she was younger. Were fairies like those in the books? Tiny little Tinker Bell–type creatures who carried magic wands?

Gideon said Oleander was an evil fairy. Evil how? What had she done? It must have been bad if it meant her wings were ripped off and locked away in the Crucible.

With thoughts spinning wildly in her mind, Riley finally noticed the smokey gray of dawn breaking through her bedroom window. As sleep was still a world away, she rose, and with Storm and Miss Pigglesworth at her side, she walked through the silent suite and out onto the promenade.

The air was as delicious as it always was, if not more so. Riley stepped up to the railing and peered over the jungle all around the ship.

Gideon was right—it was as though she could hear each insect buzzing along its merry way. If Riley closed her eyes, she was certain she could actually hear the trees talking to each other and to her.

This was totally bonkers, but it was still happening.

Riley reached out to stroke both Miss Pigglesworth and Storm at the same time. Miss Pigglesworth continued to whine softly, and Storm was standing especially close to her. She turned and looked into his beautiful dark eyes, and it felt like she could almost understand him.

“What’s happening to me, Stormy?” she asked. Though Riley already knew the answer. She was turning into a fairy. Riley wondered if she would shrink. In all her storybooks, fairies were small. The wings in the prison case weren’t that big either, so the fairies must have been only about eight or nine inches tall. She was over five and a half feet tall. If she was going to have wings, how big would they be?

“I’m going to be a giant fairy,” she mused aloud.

“And you will no doubt be the most beautiful.”

Riley turned and saw Maggie standing a few feet back. “I couldn’t sleep either,” the cat-woman admitted. “I doubt that anyone could.”

Riley fought back tears, which seemed to be on speed dial. “What are we going to do, Maggie?”

Maggie came closer and put her furred arms around Riley. “You can’t look at the whole picture, Riley. It’s just too large. Instead, look at a small part of it. So for today we are going to the Crucible. Tonight, when Gideon and Priri join us, we will head to the Enchanted territory. After that we will face what comes next and then deal with it bit by bit.”

Normally Maggie’s words calmed Riley. This time they couldn’t. This was just too big. What if they failed? What would happen to Bastian, her brother, and everyone then?

Riley hadn’t even considered how they were supposed to get them back. Magic was a big word. What did it mean? Blink and everyone was back? Flick of a magic wand and the access cave was sealed and everyone was safe? Or would she, Alfie, and the rescuers have to be turned into fish and go to the real Atlantis? There were so many uncertainties.

Riley and Maggie stood at the railing, not speaking much, but being together. Finally Riley broke the silence. “The guys are about to open the outer doors.”

“Really?” Maggie asked. “How do you know?”

“I can hear them. Can’t you?”

“No, my sweet, I can’t.”

A moment later louder sounds rose from below, and Maggie nodded. “Now I can.”

Riley and Maggie looked at each other but said nothing. Nothing needed saying; it was further evidence of the changes Riley was experiencing.

After a while Alfie and his mother appeared on deck. “Morning, Shorty. Morning, Maggie.”

This was the earliest Riley had ever seen Alfie get up. The sun hadn’t even fully risen yet. “Hey, Creep,” Riley responded. “Did you sleep?”

“Are you kidding?” Alfie said. “I kept thinking about the attack.”

Riley nodded. She didn’t mention all the other things keeping her awake.

“I couldn’t sleep either,” Maggie agreed.

Mary was fidgeting anxiously beside Alfie. “I really think I should go with you.”

“Mom, we’ve talked about this,” Alfie said. “You have to stay here. You have reading classes to teach.”

“I won’t be able to teach today,” Mary said. “I’m too scared.”

“I promise you, Mary,” Maggie said. “I’ll keep Riley and Alfie safe.”

That didn’t seem to calm Mary. Her spider-monkey nature meant she was always nervous and on edge.

Before long other members of the extended family came out on deck. Riley’s mother appeared. Her face was red and puffy, showing that she’d been crying again. When she approached the railing, she slipped her arm around Riley and kissed her cheek.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Riley asked.

Her mother shook her head. “Not really.”

“We’ll be all right,” Riley promised, feeling none of the confidence she tried to show.

“Good morning, everyone,” Pea called. The normally cheerful koala was subdued as he ambled up to them. “And so it begins.”

“I guess so,” Josh said. “I wish I was going.”

“I know,” Riley said. “But you must stay for Pauly, Robbi, and Chrissy.”

A loud snorting call from below caught their attention. Riley peered over the side and saw Kevin walking down the ramp off the Queen. Rhinos had notoriously bad vision but excellent hearing, and he looked up at them.

Jeff was beside him. Seeing them at the railing, he waved a large gorilla arm and called a greeting.

“Seems everyone is up early,” Alfie said. “Guess I’ll get ready to go.”

“No, Alfie,” Mary whined. “You’re my baby. I must come with you.”

“Mom, I told you already…,” Alfie argued as he and his mother disappeared into their suite.

“And I think you should eat something before you go,” Riley’s mother said.

“I’m not hungry,” Riley answered.

“I know,” Beverly said, “but we have to eat. Starving ourselves won’t help Danny and the others. We need our strength. And you especially, as you are traveling today.”

Maggie nodded. “Come, let’s go down to the kitchens and see if we can find something to eat before we leave.”

The group headed down the stairs to the ship’s dining hall. When there wasn’t a Red Moon, breakfast was normally served outside, but the meals were always prepared here. When the group entered the dining hall, the breakfast workers saw them, and without needing to be asked, they prepared an early breakfast for Riley and the rest of the group to eat inside.

When one of the workers, Annie, started serving food, another, Christian, came out from the kitchen carrying two large sacks. He handed them to Alfie. “I got up early and prepared some food for your journey,” he said. “This will see you through a few days. There is also water in there and fruit for Storm and Kevin.”

“Thank you so much, Christian,” Riley said, managing a smile. “We really appreciate that.”

Christian nodded. “We all know where you are headed and why. We want to help any way we can. I just hope this works and you can bring our children back where they belong.”

“We’ll try our best,” Riley said.

When they finished eating, they headed toward the exit of the ship. Riley arrived at the top of the ramp and stopped. Everyone from the Community stood at the base, gathered together to wish them a safe journey.

When they walked down and reached the bottom, Beresford came forward and addressed all of them.

“When you venture to the Enchanted territory, please know that all our hopes and best wishes go with you. None of us in the Community will rest until you and everyone else comes home safely.”

Riley didn’t know what to say. She threw her arms around Beresford and held him tight. “We’ll try our best.”

When they separated, Beresford kissed her cheek. “Riley, listen to me,” he said extra softly. “No matter what happens or what you end up being, you will always have a home here with us in the Community. That will never change.”

Riley saw the sincerity in his eyes. She and Beresford had been on their own journey together not so long ago and had grown closer than she’d imagined would be possible. The rocky start from when they first arrived was forgotten. They had shared something that would bind them together for the rest of their lives.

Riley hugged him again. “Thank you, Beresford.”

“No need to thank me. Just come back safe.”

“We’ll try.”

“Come on, Shorty, let’s go,” Alfie said.

Alfie was right. They couldn’t delay any further. Maggie said reaching the Crucible would take most of the day. They had to get moving.

There was one point, though, that Riley hadn’t considered. While Alfie would be on Kevin, she was planning to ride Storm. But she’d never been on a horse before, and Storm was just a young colt. She might not know about horses, but she did know you didn’t ride them when they were young. But Storm wasn’t a horse, really. He was a unicorn who had grown so quickly and was so strong, she hoped it would be all right. But there was also the question of whether he’d let her on his back.

“You’re sure this is all right, Stormy?” she asked the colt as she stood at his side.

Storm snorted and nodded.

Tony came up to her. “Have you done much riding?”

“Including today?” Riley said. “This will be my first time.”

Tony gasped. “You’ve never ridden a horse before?”

“No,” Riley said.

“Riley, seriously, this could be dangerous for you. For both of you. He’s still so young.”

“I know, but we don’t have much choice,” Riley said. “If I go, he’s going too.”

Storm whinnied and again nodded.

“Would you help me up on his back?”

Tony nodded and wove his fingers together into a kind of stirrup. “Just take your time. If he starts to buck, jump off.”

“I will.” Riley lifted her foot, realizing what a stupid thing she was about to do. But then again, Storm was highly intelligent and understood the seriousness of the situation.

With a quick lift, Riley was on Storm’s back. She froze with fear, waiting for the colt to buck. He didn’t. And his back didn’t seem to move or give. He felt strong beneath her.

“Are you okay, Stormy?”

Storm looked back at her and nodded.

“He’s a strong boy,” Tony said. He lifted Pea and placed him in front of Riley so they could both hold on to Storm’s black mane. “Take it nice and gentle,” Tony said. “Don’t push it with him. Let him rest and walk beside him often.”

“I will,” Riley said.

She and her mother had said their big goodbyes outside the dining hall, where they’d had more privacy. But that didn’t stop her mother from coming up to her. Fresh tears were streaming down her cheeks. “Please, please be careful. I’m so scared for you.”

“We’ll be fine, Mom,” Riley said, not feeling fine at all. “Mada’s dead, and he was the one who really scared me.”

“I know, but…”

Riley bent down and hugged her mother as best she could. “We’ll be back as soon as we can and hopefully with help from the Enchanted territory. Then we’ll go get Danny, Bastian, and the others.”

Her mother nodded but couldn’t speak. Maggie gave Beverly a brief embrace. “I’ll take good care of them.”

Riley’s mother nodded. “Thank you.”

When Maggie released her mother, Tony put his arm around her and said to Riley and everyone, “Don’t go taking any silly risks, you hear me?”

“We’ll be careful,” Riley said.

Beside her, Mary was squeaking and squealing with worry. Alfie sat on Kevin’s back. “It’ll be okay, Mom,” Alfie was saying. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”

No matter what Alfie said, it couldn’t calm Mary down. Finally Riley’s mother walked over to her. “Come on, Mary, they have to get moving.”

Beverly and Mary held on to each other, crying, as Riley, Alfie, and the group started to move. The members of the Community parted to allow them through. Riley looked over at Alfie and smiled weakly as they moved past the bow of the Queen, then beside the beautiful outdoor dining area, and finally toward the dense jungle.
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AS RILEY AND PEA RODE storm through the jungle, Maggie walked several paces ahead, watching for trouble. She was carrying a machete and cut down any dense undergrowth that would block their way. Alfie was on Kevin right behind Riley, and Miss Pigglesworth kept pace beside them.

They had crossed into Red Cloak territory a while ago, and so far no one had appeared. Mada was gone. But there were several other Red Cloaks who had traveled with him. One could appear at any time. And then what?

With no watches to keep time and the dense jungle canopy overhead, Riley had no idea how long they had been moving. But when the trees opened a bit and the sun was still shining brightly overhead, she asked Storm to stop.

Maggie paused and looked back, while Alfie called, “Is everything okay, Shorty?”

Riley nodded. “I just want to walk for a bit to give Storm a break.”

Storm looked back at Riley and snorted.

“I know you’re okay,” Riley said. “But I need to stretch my legs.”

Riley said it for Storm’s sake, but the truth was, she was worried about the colt. He was still so young and had carried her for several hours.

“Good idea,” Alfie said as he slid off Kevin’s back and patted the rhino. “Thanks for the ride, Kevin.”

Pea offered to climb down as well, but Riley asked him not to. He was safer on Storm than walking on his own in the jungle. As this was still Red Cloak territory, they needed to be ready to run at any minute.



Sometime later Maggie paused. “And here we are. We have reached the boundary between the Red Cloak territory and the gargoyle territory.”

Riley looked around. There was no fencing like there was between the Community and Red Cloak territory. She couldn’t see anything to suggest the territories were changing. “How do you know? I don’t see any markers.”

“There are no markers,” Maggie said. “But I have been here enough times to know.”

“So we’re safe now?” Alfie asked.

“We are no safer here than in Red Cloak territory. Consider how many times Mada breached the boundary line and entered the Community. A boundary like this is hardly going to stop someone intent on harming us.”

“Oh great,” Alfie said. “So I can’t relax yet.”

Maggie walked back to Alfie. “Look around you. You have Kevin, Storm, Miss Pigglesworth, and me here to protect you. How much more do you think you need?”

“I—uh,” Alfie started. “You’re right. I guess I’m a little freaked out by all this.”

“On that we agree,” Maggie said. “Now, let’s get to the Crucible. I am half-starved, but I don’t want to stop until we get there.”

They continued on their journey, and when there was an opening in the canopy above, a sparkle caught Riley’s attention. She looked up and saw the top spire of the crystal Crucible. It wasn’t far ahead at all.

A few minutes later they found themselves on a well-worn trail that led straight to the gargoyles’ home.

“Wow,” Alfie said as he gazed up at the Crucible. “You said it was pretty, but oh man, it’s outta this world!”

“It’s just as pretty on the inside,” Riley said. “It’s a good thing the gargoyles turn to stone during the day. Because if they didn’t, they’d never sleep with how bright it is in there.”

“I’m sure if they didn’t turn, they would sleep at night,” Pea said.

“I hadn’t thought of that. You’re probably right,” Riley agreed.

They soon approached the front of the Crucible. Settling on a space in the clearing outside the entrance, they opened the bags of packed food. They laid it out like a picnic as they all settled down to rest.

Riley was surprised by just how considerate the kitchen staff had been. There was enough food to last for several days, as well as portions to suit everyone’s taste—including a bunch of sweet rolls that were a particular favorite of Pea.

After they ate, they had nothing to do but wait for night and the waking of the gargoyles. Storm was sitting down on the grass, and Riley, Alfie, and Pea sat up against him. Miss Pigglesworth was beside them, while Kevin stayed close but remained standing as he munched leaves from the lower branches of the trees.

Maggie was also seated, but her ears never stopped twitching and listening to the sounds around them.

“Hey, Shorty, how far is it to the water where you first met Eva?”

Riley turned and pointed down a trail. “That way. It’s not too far. But I don’t think you should go there. Eva said it’s really close to where the entrance to their Atlantis is. I’m afraid they might have more people there or something.”

“Good point,” Alfie said. “Think I’ll stay here.”

“I would suggest you two try to get some rest,” Maggie said. “Once Gideon and the others are awake, we will be traveling all night.”

“I’m not tired,” Alfie said.

Riley yawned. “I am. I can barely keep my eyes open. All this stress is getting to me.”

Sitting back against Storm’s warm, calm body, Riley soon drifted off to sleep.



“Riley, come to me…”

“Who are you?”

“You know who I am.”

“Oleander?” Riley didn’t know how she knew who it was, but she did. She also noted how the voice was a girl’s and sounded very much like hers.

“Correct. I want you to come to me. We have much to do.”

Riley’s feet moved even though she didn’t want to. She was terrified walking through the unfamiliar area. It wasn’t like the jungle that surrounded the Community or even at the Crucible—it was more like a woodland. The leaves and the trees also looked different. There were vibrant colors everywhere. But something was terribly wrong. Though Oleander’s voice sounded much like hers, there was a difference. Somehow it was malevolent and dripping with poison. Riley didn’t want to get closer, but she couldn’t keep her feet from walking.

“Closer,” Oleander coaxed. “Let me look upon my mother—my child.”

Up ahead was a clearing with a tall tree standing in the very center. The leaves on the tree were bright blue. There was a hole in the trunk that the voice came from. It scared Riley more than anything had before in her life. She tried to stop, but she couldn’t. She was drawn closer… closer… until she could see a small figure sitting there.…

“No!”

“No!” Riley howled.

“Shorty, Shorty, wake up!”

Riley awoke with a start and felt Alfie shaking her. She looked around wildly. “Where—where is she?”

“Who?”

“Oleander.”

“She’s not here,” Pea said. “You were dreaming.”

Maggie was kneeling before her. “Just calm down. You are safe. We are at the Crucible, awaiting the gargoyles. All is well.”

“No,” Riley insisted. “That was more than a dream—the colors were so bright, and I never dream in color. Oleander was talking to me. She called me her mother and her child.”

Pea and Maggie looked at each other, while Alfie said, “Whoa, that’s heavy.” He turned to Maggie. “Maybe it was a vision and not a dream. I mean, if what Gideon says is true, Riley is connected to Oleander because of the bite. Maybe that’s how Oleander is talking to her.”

“I don’t know,” Maggie admitted. “I really don’t know anything about fairies or the Enchanted territory except to stay away from it. But right here, right now, I do know that you are both safe.”

“Absolutely safe,” Pea said. “No one will trouble you here.”

Kevin came closer and nodded in agreement.

Riley was still trembling. She didn’t feel safe; she felt scared. Seeing the worry lines in Alfie’s brow, she could tell he felt the same. She reached back and stroked Storm’s side. He turned to her and nuzzled her cheek.

“There, see?” Maggie said. “Storm would never let anything happen to you either.”

Riley wished she could believe that. But Maggie hadn’t felt the evil coming from Oleander. It was like a burning wall of hatred. To think that Oleander was out there took away any of Riley’s sense of safety.

Getting back to sleep was not an option. Riley didn’t want to return to whatever that was. Dream? Vision? It didn’t matter, she just hoped to never feel that way again. She always thought that Mada was the biggest terror in her life. She was wrong.

The sun moved across the sky and faded in the distance as they all sat outside the Crucible. Kevin continued munching leaves, trying to look casual, but his head never stopped moving as he listened for danger, flicking his ears around. Maggie was sharpening her claws on a stone, while Miss Pigglesworth kept getting up and pacing.

Pea was standing near Riley with his hands on his hips, surveying the area and managing to look painfully adorable.

Storm was feeling Riley’s tension too. He was still resting on the ground, but his head was up and his eyes were keen.

When the sun started to go down and the light faded, Maggie and Pea gathered some sticks and twigs. Then, with Alfie’s help, they made a campfire. Riley opened the food bags again and pulled out a few sweet rolls. They weren’t going to eat a lot, as they wanted the food to last.

Riley wasn’t hungry anyway. The dream or vision stayed with her, leaving her feeling unsettled. She kept looking at the heavy door of the Crucible, wishing it would open. She needed to speak with Gideon about the dream, because deep down inside, Riley was certain it hadn’t been a dream. Oleander was calling to her and wanting her to do something. But what?

Finally, after what seemed like an age, the door swung open. Oberon was the first out. He was carrying a torch and smiled brightly when he saw them.

“I’m glad you made it,” he said. He tilted his head to the side when he saw Maggie. “I don’t think we’ve met formally.”

“I’m Maggie,” the leopard-woman said. “Riley, Pea, and Storm you already know, but here is Alfie, who is Riley’s cousin, Miss Pigglesworth, and Kevin.”

Oberon’s smile broadened as he came closer. “My son has told me all about you. It’s nice to finally meet you in person.”

Alfie leaned closer to Riley. “Who is his son?”

Riley whispered back, “I told you before. Gideon is Oberon’s son.”

“Whoa, I didn’t think anyone could be bigger than Gideon.”

“I know, right?” Riley said.

Soon more gargoyles emerged from the Crucible and greeted the group. Finally Gideon arrived with Priri. Gideon was carrying the unicorn lantern, and it lit the whole area.

“Ah, you made it. Did you have any problems?”

“None,” Pea said. “Though earlier Riley had a very disturbing dream that we’re a little concerned about.”

“You are concerned about a dream?” Oberon said lightly. “Though we gargoyles do not dream, I’ve heard they can be quite intense. But they are harmless.”

“This was about Oleander,” Alfie said.

The smile left Oberon’s face, and hearing the name, the other gargoyles came closer.

“Tell us,” Gideon said.

Riley looked at all the gargoyles staring at her. “Well, um, there wasn’t much to it. But it was really scary.”

“Take your time,” Gideon said. He stood before Riley and placed his large hands on her shoulders. “Close your eyes and take us through all the details as you remember them.”

Riley did as Gideon suggested and closed her eyes.

“It started with me walking in a very strange wood. There were rolling hills covered in moss. The leaves on the trees were different colors, like blue and purple and pink. There were a few green ones, but mostly other colors. And there was this big tree in a clearing. The branches were all bent and misshapen, and its leaves were blue. The tree had a thick trunk with a hole in it. That’s where the voice was coming from.”

There was a gasp from one of the gargoyles. Riley opened her eyes and looked over to see a pig-like gargoyle with fear on his face.

“Go on, please,” Gideon said. “Was Oleander in the tree?”

“Um… yes, I think so.”

“What did she say to you?” Oberon asked.

“Well, she told me to come to her because she wanted to look upon her mother—her child.”

This comment caused more gasps.

“Silence!” Oberon commanded. “Riley, please, continue.”

“Yes, go on,” Gideon said softly. “Take your time, and tell us what else she said.”

“There wasn’t a lot more. She said we had a lot to do. And then she came out of the hole in the tree.” Riley shook her head, trying to drive the memory away. “I tried to turn away because I didn’t want to see any more.”

“Riley, listen to me,” Gideon said. His voice was soft and calming, but there was an edge to it. “You are here, and you are safe. No one—not even Oleander—can get at you here. But you must face that memory. Tell us, please, what did you see? What did Oleander look like? Was she fully developed?”

Riley frowned and closed her eyes, not wanting to see what was in her memory.

“Please,” Gideon said. “This is so important. What did Oleander look like?”

Riley opened her eyes again. “She looked like me!”
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THERE WAS A COLLECTIVE INTAKE of breath when Riley said Oleander looked like her. She continued, “I mean, she was tiny, maybe a foot tall, and when she crawled out of the hole in the tree, her wings were blue, just like the wings in the case.”

This caused a murmur from the gargoyles.

“Gideon, what does this mean?” Pea said.

“I will tell you in a moment,” Gideon answered before focusing on Riley again. “Please, this is very important. Tell me about the wings. Were they straight, or did they look like a butterfly’s wings when they first come out of the cocoon?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

“Please close your eyes and concentrate,” Gideon said. His voice held more pressure than she expected. “Try to recall her wings.”

“Well, um… they… they didn’t look like the wings from the case. Those were flat and long. These were folded strangely and really wrinkled, like they were new or something. It made them look short.”

“Very good, Riley, very good,” Gideon said as he let out a deep sigh.

“Wait,” Alfie said. “Are you saying that Riley wasn’t dreaming?”

Gideon shook his head. “That was no dream. The description Riley gave is of the Enchanted territory. And that tree is Oleander’s tree. It is her home and where she will center all her evil powers again.”

“But why are her wings so important?” Maggie asked.

“Oleander’s wings used a lot of energy to regrow her body. They have had to renew themselves. So right now they are underdeveloped, which means we still have time,” Oberon said. “A fairy doesn’t have all their powers until their wings are fully matured. Since Oleander’s wings have been a captive for so long, it’s taking her longer to be completely restored. This gives us time to stop her.”

“From doing what?” Pea asked.

“From bringing all her darkness back into Atlantis.”

Oberon’s comment knocked the wind out of Riley, and she felt sick. This was her fault. She was the one who had entered the room and opened the case that had freed Oleander. And now Oleander had taken a part of her and was regrowing herself.

“Riley, sit down. The color has drained from your face,” Gideon said as he helped Riley settle down on the ground.

“I don’t understand something,” Alfie said. “If that tree is part of Oleander and her powers, why didn’t the other fairies just chop it down while she was in prison?”

Oberon shook his head. “They couldn’t. That tree is protected by very old magic that Oleander put in place before she was captured and de-winged. She is linked to it, and they are part of each other. Nothing can destroy it. But we must find a way if we are to stop her.”

Riley was seated on the ground, feeling overwhelmed by the conversation. “Please stop,” she cried. “We’re going to the Enchanted territory to ask for them to help us free my brother, Bastian, and the others from the mermen, not to start a fight with an evil fairy and her tree.”

Priri shook her head. “If we don’t stop Oleander now, while she is still weak, rescuing your brother and the others will never happen. She will cause so much devastation, there will not be an opportunity to free them.”

Gideon knelt down before Riley. “I am so sorry, but Priri is right. When Oleander’s wings first escaped, I was certain we had more time. Time that we could use to save the others and plan our next move. But your contact with Oleander has just proven that I was wrong. We are out of time. If we don’t move against her now, there is no telling the damage she could do to all of Atlantis, not just the Enchanted territory.”

Riley felt like she was losing herself. “But why would she be more dangerous now than before? The fairies were able to beat her in the past.”

“Yes, they were able to defeat her,” the pig-faced gargoyle said, coming forward. “But at a terrible price. Many good fairies and gargoyles lost their lives in the process. It will happen again if we don’t strike now. She will seek her revenge against all of us.”

“Gargoyles died?” Pea said.

“Yes,” Oberon said. “In the past, we didn’t want to get involved in a fairy war. It was a fight among the enchanted. But then the fight spread quickly to our territory. By then Oleander had amassed so much power, it took all of us to defeat her. If we had joined in when the fairies first asked us, many lives would have been saved.”

Priri nodded. “We still carry guilt for our lack of foresight. Which is why no one goes to the Enchanted territory anymore—we are not welcome. The most we could do to keep the peace was to offer to hold Oleander’s wings here at the Crucible.”

“But then I set them free,” Riley said miserably.

“No!” Gideon said sharply. “Not you. It was me that allowed you to come to the Crucible, forgetting that Oleander needed a human to be reborn. You were all she needed to set herself free.”

Pea was scratching his head. “Gideon, do you ever wonder if this was Oleander’s plan all along? If it hadn’t been for the multiple Red Moons and the earthquake, we would never have spent so long here. We might have visited, but you would have been with us at all times. It was only because we were staying here that Oleander could influence Riley to open the case.”

“But why me and why now?” Riley asked. “I’m not the only human here. There are a lot of people in the Community and have been for a long time.”

“True,” Pea agreed. “But how many in the Community are close friends with Gideon and the gargoyles? Close enough that they would be invited into the Crucible? It could only have been you or Alfie. All Oleander needed was an event that would mean one or both of you would come to stay here.”

The pig-faced gargoyle frowned. “Are you suggesting that the repeated Red Moons and earthquakes were caused by Oleander in order to get a human here?”

“Is it something she could have done?” Maggie asked.

“In the past, absolutely,” Oberon said. “But whether her wings alone would have the power to do this is unknown. We will have to ask the queen when we see her. In fact, we should get moving. It is a long journey and will take us two nights by land.” He turned and looked at the gathering. “As you have heard, the situation has changed. Go gather food and weapons. We all head out this night.”

Riley and her group watched in shock as the gargoyles mobilized. They were moving in and out of the Crucible as they gathered weapons and provisions for the journey to the Enchanted territory. It seemed they were ready to go in a matter of minutes.

Riley watched a gargoyle, the same one she’d seen using the telescope on her first visit to the Crucible, carrying a doubled-sided battle-ax.

When Gideon came over, she pointed at the weapon. “Isn’t that a little big to use on a tiny fairy?”

In the past Gideon might have smiled. Now he didn’t. “That’s not to be used against Oleander. It’s the animals and trees she will command to attack us. We were ill prepared last time, and we lost eleven gargoyles. That will not happen again.”

“Eleven?” Pea cried. “How?”

Gideon lowered his head. “Oleander waited for day. When we turned to stone, she had her trees attack us. Those eleven suffered breaks and never awoke. It was only because other fairies came to protect us that we all didn’t die.”

“Whoa,” Alfie said. “Oleander sounds like bad news.”

“She is,” Gideon agreed. “Now, are you ready to go? We’ll be leaving shortly.”

The food bags were packed and draped over Kevin, while Riley picked up Pea and sat him back on Storm. “I’ll walk for now, at least until I’m really tired,” she said as she stroked the colt.

Within minutes they were heading out. Oberon led the group, holding up the unicorn lantern, while Gideon and Priri stayed back with Riley and Alfie. As they moved, Riley became aware that her small group was soon surrounded by gargoyles with grim expressions on their faces.

Riley was walking beside Maggie. “Are you scared? I am.”

“A bit,” Maggie admitted. “I was not aware of the first war with Oleander and suspect it was long before my time. But looking at everyone’s faces, I fear it was very bad,”

Gideon heard the comment. “I’m sorry to say it was.”

“How did you beat her?” Alfie asked.

Gideon took a moment before he answered. “We all had to work together—including the unicorns. They built a power circle around her and used their horns.”

“Unicorns?” Riley repeated. “Are they going to get involved?”

“They will have to, as this involves them. Oleander wanted to enslave them, and they fought and some died to keep it from happening,” Gideon said. “Stokyr has already gone ahead to notify them. We should be joining them tomorrow evening.”

“But…,” Riley started.

“I know,” Gideon said. “This is not ideal. However, they were going to find out about Storm eventually. At least now, with this common threat, I can only hope they will understand.”

“And if they don’t?” Maggie asked.

“Then we may have a problem,” Gideon said.



They walked for half the night, not speaking, just moving steadily through the dark jungle. Riley kept her hand on Storm’s neck, feeling his strength as he moved. It was more to reassure herself than Storm. They were heading into a situation she was dreading, where the unicorns were going to find out about Storm’s existence. What would happen? Would they fight? Try to kill him? Or would they accept him and then expect him to live among them?

Despite Storm being perfect to her, he was different from the other unicorns. He was smaller—even considering he was still a colt—his horn was bent, and instead of his feet being black, they were white. What would they do when they saw him? There were so many questions with answers yet to come.

Riley started to yawn and noticed that Alfie looked as tired as she felt. His eyes were half-closed as he walked, holding on to Kevin for support. The stress of the situation was taking a toll, as was treading through the jungle all night.

“Riley, Alfie,” Gideon said. “Why don’t you climb up on Storm and Kevin and try to get some rest. The night is long, and our journey is tiring.”

“I—I’m fine,” Alfie said.

“Me too,” Riley agreed. Though she ached to lie down and sleep. She felt like a walking zombie. “Are we still in the gargoyle territory?”

“We are,” Priri said. “We won’t leave it until tomorrow night, when we reach the unicorn territory.”

Riley remembered so long ago when she first saw the unicorns—right after Gideon suffered the break during the Red Moon. Even then she was struck by how magical and wonderful they were. She had asked Gideon back then where their territory was, and he had warned her not to try to befriend the unicorns and that they wouldn’t welcome her attention.

She looked over at Storm, a unicorn who had completely stolen her heart, and she couldn’t imagine her life without him. Was this why Gideon had warned her, because of the magic of the unicorns and how they could enchant?

“Seriously, Riley and Alfie,” Gideon said. “You need to sleep now, for our sake. Tomorrow, when we turn to stone, we will be completely vulnerable and in the open. We will need you fresh so that you can defend us should something happen.” He looked at Maggie and then Kevin. “We will need you too.”

Kevin made a series of loud grunts and Miss Pigglesworth barked. Finally Maggie said, “We will all stand guard over you.”

Maggie then turned to Riley and Alfie. “Gideon is right. You must sleep to be fresh for tomorrow. Get some rest. Kevin, Miss Pigglesworth, and I are much older than you. We will be all right if we miss a night’s sleep. But you are young and need to rest. I just hope Storm will be all right.”

Storm nickered and bobbed his head up and down.

Realizing the danger the gargoyles would be in, Riley accepted Maggie’s help getting back up on Storm.

“I will carry you, Pea,” Priri said, “so that Riley may rest free from the fear of hurting you or knocking you off.” Before Pea could speak, Priri lifted him off the colt and cradled him in her arms.

Alfie walked over to Kevin, and another gargoyle came forward and lifted him onto the rhino’s back. “I will stay with you to keep you from falling off,” she offered.

“Thanks,” Alfie said as he leaned forward and laid his head on his arms.

Riley wasn’t sure if she would sleep, but Storm’s rhythmic movements soon lulled her off to sleep.



“You are coming to me, Riley, and that is as it should be. We will do many things together, you and I.”

“Please, Oleander, I don’t want to fight you. I just want to save my brother and the others.”

“Why would you fight me when you are part of me, and I am part of you? Would your left arm fight your right? No. We are one and will work together.”

“I don’t want to.”

“If you join me, I will destroy the Atlanteans beneath the waves that have taken those you love. I will free the prisoners and give them to you and anything you could ever dream of—it will be my gift. But if you side with the gargoyles and Lola-Rose, I will not forgive you, and you and all those you love will pay for your betrayal, starting with Alfie, then Maggie, Pea, Kevin, Miss Pigglesworth, and finally Storm—whom you love best of all.”

Riley felt a fist tighten around her heart as she looked around. She was standing before the large, gnarled tree. Oleander was seated in the hole with her tiny feet dangling out. It was dark, but somehow Riley could see every detail of Oleander’s face. HER face. What she couldn’t see were Oleander’s wings, as they were still hidden in the tree.

“Tell Gideon and the others to go back to the Crucible. This has nothing to do with them. I will guide you the rest of the way.”

“I—I…” Riley stumbled.

“Riley, you will come to me one way or another. But will you join me? Will you let me show you our greatness?”

“How can I join you? They say you are evil and hurt others. Why would you want to harm anyone?”

“I am not evil; I am simply misunderstood. If the others appreciated my greatness and that I am the rightful queen, there would be no problem. All they have to do is serve me and there will be peace in all of Atlantis, both above and below the surface.”

“See,” Riley said. “That’s what I don’t understand. Why would you want others to serve you? What do you gain from it? Even in my world, bad people want control over everyone’s lives. Why? Why can’t you be satisfied with just being alive again and enjoy this beautiful island? I just don’t get it.”

“That is because you are young,” Oleander said. “I will teach you the true meaning of power.”

“I don’t want power. I want to live in peace with everyone I care for.”

“And you will, once I gain the throne—with you by my side.”

“If it means hurting people, I don’t want it.”

“You will, Riley. Trust me, you will.”

Riley woke suddenly and sat up. She looked around and for a moment was very disoriented. Then she saw Gideon walking beside Priri and Maggie.

“Riley, what’s wrong? Are you all right?” Maggie asked.

“She knows about us,” Riley said in a hushed voice.

“Oleander?” Gideon asked.

Riley nodded. “I was just speaking to her. She knows we’re coming. She said you and the other gargoyles should return to the Crucible and that she will guide us. And that if I don’t join her, she will punish everyone I love.” Riley looked at Maggie. “She named you, Alfie, Pea, Kevin, Miss Pigglesworth, and Storm. She knows everything. She even knows about Bastian and Danny being held by the Atlanteans beneath the ocean. She said she would get them back for me and destroy the Atlanteans as a gift. All I have to do is go with her.”

Gideon stopped. “This is grave news.” He opened his mouth and let out a strange howl, the likes of which Riley had never heard before.

All the gargoyles stopped, and Oberon walked back to him. “What has happened?”

Riley retold the story of her conversation with Oleander. “She knows everything. It’s like she’s right here with us. It’s because of me, isn’t it? Like she’s reading my mind or something.”

“Not necessarily,” Oberon said. “She was always one step ahead of us in the past. I believe she has spies everywhere. Perhaps the insects, or even the trees.”

“The trees?” Alfie gasped.

“Yes, child,” Oberon said. “Do not underestimate the intelligence of trees. Just because they do not talk as you can understand them, or move, does not mean they are dim-witted. Trees are highly intelligent and sensitive beings.”

“But could she have her spies here, Father, still so far from the Enchanted territory?”

“Everywhere,” Oberon said. “Oleander is an Earth Fairy; she is linked to all of it.”

“Then how are we supposed to stop her?” Riley said. “She seems obsessed with power and ruling people. She said she wouldn’t hurt anyone if she were queen.”

“She is deceiving you, Riley,” Oberon said. “Oleander was almost as brutal to her servants as she was to her enemies. You must not trust a single thing she says to you. When she claims she will save your brother and the others and fulfill your dreams, don’t believe her. She weaves a tapestry of lies so complicated and deceptive that it is almost impossible to see any truth in her words.”

Riley started to shake her head. “She keeps saying we are one. That we shouldn’t fight each other like a right arm shouldn’t fight the left. But I don’t want power, I don’t want to rule. I just want my family and everyone to be safe.”

Oberon nodded. “She will betray you, Riley. Even though she owes her existence to you. Oleander cares for nothing but Oleander, her tree, and the suffering of others. That is all. You would be enslaved by her.”

“Or worse,” Gideon said.

“What’s worse than that?” Alfie said.

“Gideon, no,” Oberon said.

“Father, Riley needs to know the truth.”

This comment scared Riley. She looked over at Alfie and saw the fear in his face too. “Tell me everything,” Riley said.

“There is not much more to tell,” Gideon said. “You already know you are connected to Oleander. Your messages to each other prove that.”

“Yes, but?” Riley asked.

Gideon sighed. “For as much as Oleander has taken a part of you into herself to become whole again, she obviously gave you something as well. Something she desperately wants back.”

“What’s that?” Pea asked.

When Gideon hesitated, Oberon said, “Some of her power.”

“What?” Alfie cried.

“How do you know?” Riley asked. “I’m sure I don’t have any power.”

“You must,” Oberon said. “I have been musing on this since your first contact with her. It has been many days since the bite, and yet Oleander is still not whole. Yes, the wings were imprisoned for a long time, but from what you describe, something is wrong and she is not developing as she should. Which could only mean one thing…”

“That Riley has some of her power,” Maggie said.

Oberon nodded and looked at Riley. “You already know that your destiny changed because of the bite. Instead of an animal, you are going to become a fairy.”

“Yes,” Riley said. “But not for a long time.”

“Well, we don’t know how long it will take,” Oberon said. “Oleander was a very powerful fairy. Stronger than most. If you have taken some of her power, it may split the loyalty of her tree and weaken her position. That will make you a threat that must be removed.”

Gideon nodded. “Oleander has never been one for sharing. She will not willingly share her power with you. This puts you in grave danger.”

“I’m no threat to her!” Riley cried. “I’m just a kid. I’m no threat to anyone.”

“But you are,” Oberon insisted. He looked at Gideon. “Did you tell her about Mada?”

Gideon shook his head. “I didn’t want to scare her.”

“What about Mada?” Riley demanded. “What are you talking about? Is he alive?”

“No,” Gideon said softly. “He is dead. I did not lie to you about that.”

“But…,” Riley said.

Gideon lowered his head. “Storm did not kill him.… You did.”

“Me, no!” Riley took a step back. “He—he attacked me and nearly killed me.”

“Yes, he did,” Gideon agreed. “But in the end, it was you who killed him.”

“Gideon, please speak plainly,” Pea said. “You’re scaring all of us.”

Gideon reached for Riley’s hands. “Riley, we—I mean, my father and the rest of us—think that you might be turning into a fairy faster than any of us anticipated.”

Riley started to tremble. “I—I don’t understand.”

“Fairy blood is deadly poison,” Gideon started. “That is why they are rarely harmed or attacked by anything other than another fairy. But when Mada attacked you, he didn’t know you’d been bitten. When we found his body, we tested it. His wounds from Storm were bad but wouldn’t have been fatal. Instead, we found that he had ingested poison.”

“Poison from you,” Priri added.

“No,” Riley insisted. “Pea touched my blood right after the attack. So did my mom. It didn’t hurt them.”

Gideon nodded. “The blood must get inside, either through a cut or by mouth. They were fortunate they didn’t have cuts on their hands; otherwise the outcome would have been disastrous.”

Maggie turned back to Gideon. “But Mada attacked Riley just a short time after the bite.”

“Which is why we suspect that Riley is turning faster,” Gideon said.

“And why Oleander is after her,” Oberon added. “She will want to take back her power before Riley turns completely.”

“How will she do that?” Riley asked.

“It won’t happen,” Gideon said. “I won’t allow it.”

“Gideon, tell me,” Riley demanded. “How will she take the power back?”

Gideon hesitated a moment before saying, “She will have to kill you to take it.”

“What?” Alfie cried. “Oleander wants to kill Riley? We have to go back to the Community; we can’t go to her!”

“We must,” Oberon said. “If we do nothing, Oleander may complete her regeneration. That will give her the power she needs to follow you to the Community and claim Riley. The danger will not end—it will increase.” He focused on Riley. “We will do everything we can to keep you safe. But we need help. When we reach the Enchanted territory and meet Queen Lola-Rose, we can ask her to teach you how to use your powers to defend yourself.”

“And the other fairies might also want to protect Riley,” Priri added.

“And if they don’t?” Maggie said.

“They will,” Oberon insisted. “If only to keep Oleander from claiming her.”

“That doesn’t make us feel any better,” Alfie said.

Riley felt like she couldn’t breathe. Everything in her life was changing too quickly. She didn’t know how to handle it or what to do to stop it. How was she supposed to save Bastian and the others if she couldn’t even save herself?

“I am sorry,” Oberon said. “I do know this is a lot to take in. But we must keep moving. Every moment is precious—we can’t waste a second.”

Riley couldn’t speak. Instead, she nodded as the gargoyles continued their march toward the Enchanted territory.




15

RILEY KNEW SHE SHOULD PROBABLY sleep. Maggie, Pea, and everyone else kept telling her she should. But every time she did, Oleander was there. Calling her, taunting her, threatening her. How was she supposed to rest with that happening?

Instead, she dozed, woke, dozed, woke, and dozed again. Finally as the sky started to lighten, the large group stopped. The gargoyles gathered in a tight cluster, and each faced outside the group to protect wings and tails and anything else that would stick out and risk breakage.

Riley stood before Gideon. “We’ll keep you safe,” she said softly.

He smiled at her. “I know you will. Just stay near us today; rest if you can. And if anyth—”

Gideon was caught midsentence as he turned to stone.

“We’ll be careful,” Riley answered as she patted his arm.

Alfie stood beside her. “You know, no matter how many times I see that, it still freaks me out.”

“A lot of stuff is freaking me out now,” Riley said.

Maggie slipped her arm around Riley’s shoulder. “This is a challenging time for you, my love. But we’ll see it through together.”

“Indeed, we will,” Pea agreed. “No matter what happens, we are in this together.”

Miss Pigglesworth whined while sitting beside her, and Kevin snorted in a sound that Riley was learning meant “yes.”

Despite knowing they probably couldn’t help her if it came down to a fight between her and Oleander, their words did help how she felt. Their support meant everything to her.

With the long day spread out before them, they gathered together and sat down in a spot that was close to the gargoyles but was dappled with streaming rays from the rising sun. Riley was achingly tired but fought sleep with every fiber of her being.

Instead, she looked around at the trees—and as though seeing them for the first time, she saw more in them than just a trunk, branches, and leaves. There seemed to be a glow emanating from them. And if she concentrated hard enough, she could hear a hum. The trees were—talking! Riley gasped.

“What is it?” Pea asked her. “Do you hear something?” He stood up and made tiny fists, ready to go into battle.

Pea was trying to look fierce but ended up only looking sweeter. “No, nothing like that,” Riley said. “But look around you at the trees. Do they seem different to you? I’m sure I can hear them humming.”

“Humming?” Alfie said. “Shorty, you need to get your hearing checked. There are birds whistling and stuff like that, but there’s no humming.”

Riley looked away from Alfie, having that strange otherworldly feeling again. Maggie slipped her hand into Riley’s and gave it a squeeze. “Since I turned, I hear many things now that the others do not. You will get used to it.”

Alfie frowned. “Does that mean Shorty is really hearing the trees talk?”

Maggie nodded. “I would imagine so.”

“Whoa…,” Alfie said. “What are they saying?”

“I don’t know,” Riley said softly. “It’s just humming.”

Storm was standing farther back, constantly sniffing the air. He started to paw the ground and snort. Suddenly Miss Pigglesworth got up. Her ears went back, and she growled.

Maggie was the next to rise. “Riley, Alfie, get closer to the gargoyles and stay there.”

“What is it?” Alfie asked.

Riley stood and focused her hearing. She couldn’t decide if she was hearing or feeling others coming. But whichever it was, there was definitely movement in the trees from all around them.

“We’re not alone,” Riley said. She trotted over to where the gargoyles had left their weapons and reached for a machete. She picked up another one for Alfie. “Here, Creep, you might need this.”

“Against who?” he asked fearfully.

“I don’t know.”

Riley and Alfie stood before the gargoyles, ready to take on anyone who came at them. But right before they saw who was coming, Riley somehow knew.

“Uh-oh,” she said softly. “Storm, come back to me. Stay close, baby.”

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Alfie asked.

“The unicorns are here.”

Storm did as Riley asked and returned to her side. Riley stood with Alfie, Maggie, and Pea, waiting for the unicorns to appear. Moments later the first came out of the trees. It was the biggest unicorn Riley had ever seen. The stallion’s black coat was gleaming with health, and his eyes were wild. His nostrils flared as he took steps closer to Storm. Suddenly his horn started glowing bright gold, and he lowered his head in threat.

Riley stole a look back at Storm and saw that he was half the size of the stallion, but his misshapen horn was also glowing.

“No, Storm,” Riley said sharply. “You’re not going to fight him—do you hear me?”

Kevin moved closer and placed himself between Storm and the unicorn stallion. This caused the unicorn to snort and start pawing the ground in increasing fury. Kevin also pawed the ground and snorted even louder, lowering his sharp rhino horn. It looked like he was preparing to charge.

Moments later another unicorn appeared from behind Riley, and then a third and fourth. They were soon encircled by a large herd of unicorns, all with glowing horns. They moved closer and lowered their heads, ready to attack.

“Any suggestions?” Alfie said to anyone who was listening.

Riley took a deep breath, walked toward the largest unicorn, and held up her hand. “Stop!” she demanded. “Just stop it right now!”

“Uh, Riley,” Alfie said softly in a singsong voice. “What do you think you’re doing? Don’t you see that really big, really mean unicorn? They’re not your friend when their horn is glowing like that! Come back here now….”

“I know he’s angry,” Riley said without looking back at her cousin. “But so am I!” She advanced on the stallion and pointed at him. “You—cut that out right now! We’re here to protect the gargoyles, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Now, are you going to help us, or are you going to cause trouble?”

That comment angered the unicorn further. His eyes focused solely on Riley. She didn’t need to have fairy blood to feel his rage coming at her in thick waves.

“Shorty…,” Alfie warned.

“Riley, step back,” Maggie said.

Storm whinnied and took a few steps closer to Riley. His appearance made the stallion rear up and scream. Which made Storm rear up and scream in response to the challenge.

“Storm, stop it!” Riley shouted. “Get down!” She turned back to the unicorn and held up the machete. “And you stop it too! If you try to hurt my Stormy, I’ll cut my hand with this machete and throw my blood at you! I’ve got fairy blood in me now. Oleander infected me, and I know it’s poisonous to you. I don’t want to do it, but if you attack him, I swear I will!”

Riley was quaking with fear. She wondered if the stallion could see it. She also wondered if he knew her threat was a bluff. There was no way she could ever harm the magnificent creature. She just prayed the bluff stopped him. “I know you can understand me. Please, don’t do this. We have to work together against Oleander. Not fight among ourselves.”

The stallion stopped rearing and came down to the ground—though his horn still glowed brilliantly. He stared at Riley for a long time. Finally the glow faded, and he seemed to calm. His head tilted to the side, but his eyes remained locked on her. He snorted and took a step closer.

“Shorty…,” Alfie warned.

Instead of stepping back, Riley moved closer to the stallion and held out her hand. “Here, check if you don’t believe me. Do I smell like a fairy?”

The stallion looked from Riley’s hand over to Storm.

“Don’t even think about it!” she warned. “You didn’t want him when he was born. I did. He’s with me now and I will protect him with all I have. Look at him: he’s beautiful and sweet and intelligent.”

Riley couldn’t believe she was going to do this, but she turned her back on the stallion and looked at Storm. “I love him; he means everything to me. So, please, I’m begging you, don’t try to harm him. Oleander is back. We all have to focus on stopping her before she gains all her strength and ruins Atlantis for everyone. Please worry about that and not about my Storm or how angry you are that I saved him. He’s just one little unicorn that you didn’t want.”

A whinny sounded behind Riley. She turned and saw a beautiful black unicorn coming forward. Her horn was not glowing, and she showed no aggression. She whinnied again, and the stallion responded.

Riley wished she could understand what was being said between them. The mare made her way over to Storm.

“Easy, Storm, don’t do anything,” Riley warned.

The mare approached the colt and sniffed the air loudly. She moved her head closer, and Storm reached out to her.

The mare stood there for several moments, just sniffing Storm. Riley suddenly realized that this may well be his mother. Finally the mare turned away from Storm and approached Riley.

When she stopped, Riley realized she was now sandwiched between two very powerful and probably very angry unicorns.

“I’m sorry if it was wrong of me to save him,” Riley said softly. “But I couldn’t let him die. He was just a baby, and he was so helpless. I did what I had to do, and now he means everything to me.”

The stallion stepped even closer to Riley—so close, she could feel the heat coming off his shiny black coat.

Kevin snorted and took a step closer to Riley.

“Easy, Kevin, I’m all right,” Riley said. “I think they’re just thinking—at least I hope so.”

The stallion took another step. He was now within a hand’s reach of Riley.

“Shorty, don’t move a muscle,” Alfie warned. “Don’t try to pet him or do anything stupid.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t,” Riley promised.

Soon the stallion stretched out his neck and started to sniff Riley’s hair. His breath was hot but sweet. He snorted softly and pressed his head to hers.

This made Storm whinny in anger, and Riley realized he was jealous. “It’s all right, Stormy. He’s just being friendly now. This is good for all of us.”

Finally the stallion raised his head and whinnied loudly. All the other unicorns came closer, but their demeanor had changed. They were still alert, but somehow the sense of threat was gone.

With the danger ended, Riley felt drained and started to shake even more. Maggie came forward and wrapped her arms around Riley. “Well done,” she said, kissing Riley’s cheek.

“Yes, very well done,” Pea agreed. He came up to Riley and patted her leg. “I thought we were in a lot of trouble.” Pea then looked up at the huge stallion. “I am Pea, and I thank you for not killing us. Allow me to introduce you to Maggie, and that is Alfie over there, and here is Miss Pigglesworth, and I think you have already met Kevin.”

The stallion focused on each of them and snorted softly.

“Wow, Shorty,” Alfie said, coming up to her. “That was awesome. You were braver than I thought.”

“I don’t think it was brave. Stupid, yes, but not brave,” Riley said. “Right now I just want to throw up.”

“Here, sit down,” Maggie said, guiding Riley to the nearest tree. “Just rest for a bit and calm down.”

Riley sat against the tree, trying to stop her hands from shaking. Storm settled on the ground right beside her, though he kept facing that large stallion. Riley had the feeling he was here to protect her. She reached out and stroked his warm neck.

Miss Pigglesworth sat on the other side of Riley and laid her head in Riley’s lap. Riley closed her eyes and took several deep, calming breaths. When she opened them again, she saw Kevin and the stallion standing together and making sounds. Riley wondered if the two understood each other.

After a while, Alfie brought a couple of sweet rolls over and sat down beside Riley. He gave one to her and kept the other for himself. “This has been the weirdest couple of days.”

“No, it’s been the weirdest month.” Riley turned to her cousin. “What do you think is going to happen?”

“No idea,” Alfie said. “This is way beyond anything I could think of. I just hope we can save Danny, Bastian, Jill, and Sarah. Every moment we’re here, I’m so scared for them. And what about Galina and Eva? Yes, they can breathe underwater, but what’s happening to them? Are they all right?”

“I know,” Riley said. “We came here wanting to help them. But now look around. All the gargoyles and unicorns are here. I didn’t even believe in fairies, and now look what’s happened. I’ve been infected by one, and we’re getting ready to meet a fairy queen.” She looked down at her hands. “Alfie, I think there is more going on than they’re telling us.”

“So do I, and that’s what scares me.”

They sat together, eating their sweet rolls and watching the unicorns standing guard over the gargoyles. Riley noticed that after that first encounter, the mare that had approached Storm hadn’t tried to get close to him again. Didn’t she care? Or was that their way?

She looked among the unicorns and saw several foals, colts, and fillies. Some were younger than Storm, and others were older. They were staying close to their mothers, just like Storm did with her. But when he grew up, would that change? Would he drift away?

That thought saddened Riley as she sat beside Storm. He was her shadow, and she couldn’t go anywhere without him. If that changed, it would hurt more than she could say.

As the day passed, Riley managed to fall asleep and stay asleep. There were no dreams, no Oleander visions. When she awoke, she felt more rested than she had in days. She looked around and saw that Alfie was also asleep on the ground near her. Storm was still beside her, and so was Miss Pigglesworth.

Kevin was lounging under a tree, chewing leaves, and Maggie and Pea were sleeping just a few feet away.

What surprised Riley was seeing the large stallion standing near her, just a few feet away. He was looking down at her but showed no aggression. Was he protecting her while she slept? Or plotting against Storm? It was hard to tell.

Riley raised her hand and waved at him. The unicorn bobbed its head in acknowledgment but didn’t move.

The day passed much the same way, with everyone resting and regaining their strength. Riley also noticed that the unicorns seemed to be taking turns watching over the gargoyles. At one point she awoke and saw what looked like a changing of the guards, as several new unicorns arrived near the stone gargoyles, while those who had been there moved away to lie down or eat.

Riley was astounded by how organized they were. Unicorns were nothing like horses. Yes, they appeared to be a herd, but their level of intelligence was so much greater. She already knew Storm was clever but had no idea unicorns would be so systematic.

When she awoke again, Riley was surprised to find a large pile of a fruit she’d never seen before had been laid on the ground near her and Alfie. It looked like a cross between an apple and a pear. Having slept most of the day, Riley was hungry.

Just like earlier, the stallion was standing nearby, watching her. She got up and reached for a piece of fruit. “Did you bring this for us?” she asked.

The stallion’s head bobbed up and down.

“Thank you so much.” Riley took a bite of the strange fruit and was surprised at the taste. It wasn’t like anything she’d had before, but it was delicious and sweet.

Storm was also awake and looked at the fruit Riley was eating. She handed him one, and he ate it hungrily. Once again, she looked at the stallion. “Is it all right if I give some more to Storm?”

There was a longer pause before the stallion’s head bobbed. Riley tried not to show her excitement, but this was big. It was huge. It was the stallion’s acceptance of Storm’s existence and his place with her.

“Thank you,” she said as she reached for more fruit and shared it with Storm.

After eating, knowing she couldn’t sleep anymore, Riley gave Miss Pigglesworth a kiss on the head and then stood up to stretch her legs. Storm also gained his feet and walked with her, while Miss Pigglesworth stayed with Alfie.

Wherever Riley and Storm moved in their camp area, the stallion stayed with them. He remained several paces back, but he was always there, watching. It unnerved her a bit to have such a big unicorn following her. Again, she asked herself, was he there for her protection, or to keep an eye on Storm? Or to keep them away from the gargoyles? She decided against getting closer to her stone friends just in case the unicorn was there to keep her away. There was a peace between them, and she didn’t want to endanger it.

Riley tried to keep moving, to get the circulation going in her legs again, but in every direction she walked, she encountered more unicorns. Their horns remained normal, but their eyes were wary and followed her and Storm’s every step.

“Wow, there are a lot more unicorns than I imagined,” Riley said, holding on to Storm’s neck. “Come on, Stormy, let’s see if Maggie and Pea are awake.”

As she walked back toward her friends, again, the stallion followed. It was flattering when it was Storm always with her, but this wasn’t flattering. It was disturbing.

By the time they made it back to where Maggie and Pea were, Maggie was just getting up, while Pea remained curled in a tight ball of fur.

“I needed that,” Maggie said as she arched her back and stretched out her neck. “I didn’t realize I was so tired, but I drifted right off.”

“I slept too,” Riley said as she approached. “And no dreams of Oleander.”

Maggie smiled at Riley, but she also noticed the stallion standing right behind her. “Is there a problem?”

Riley turned back. “I don’t think so. At least, I hope not. He’s followed Storm and me everywhere. He and the others also brought us some amazing fruit. Would you like some?”

“Fruit?” Pea said, coming instantly awake. “Did I hear the word ‘fruit’?”

Riley couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, Pea, the unicorns brought us some fruit.”

“Well, then,” Pea said, rising, “it would be rude to turn down their hospitality.”

Riley looked over at Kevin. “There’s plenty, Kevin. C’mon and have some.”

The rhino rose and joined them as they made their way back to the fruit. Alfie was just waking and rubbing his eyes. He looked around at everyone standing. “What did I miss?”

“Nothing, we’re just about to eat some of the fruit the unicorn brought us.”

“Really? Cool, I’m starving!” They pulled out the other food and mixed it all together into a delicious meal. Then, settling down together, they waited for sunset.

When the sun finally descended in the sky, the gargoyles stirred. Gideon awoke to find a unicorn standing right in front of him. He suddenly panicked.

“Riley, Storm, everyone, are you all right?”

“We’re here, Gideon,” Maggie called. “Calm yourself. All is well.”

Gideon charged over to their picnic area and stared, unmoving for almost a minute as he tried to take in the scene. They were all seated, with Storm settled right beside Riley, while the unicorn stallion stood directly behind her.

“Whe—when did they arrive?” Gideon asked, still staring wide-eyed at the gathering.

“This morning, not long after you turned,” Riley said.

“And everything… I mean, it was all right?”

The stallion started to whinny. Moments later Gideon inhaled sharply and looked at Riley. “You threatened Star with your blood?”

“You can understand them?” Riley gasped. “His name is Star?”

“Yes,” Gideon said. “But, Riley, is this true? Did you threaten to cut yourself and throw the blood at him?”

Riley felt like she’d been caught stealing or cheating by a teacher. “Well, yes, but I didn’t mean it. When they got here, he saw Storm, and he started to rear. And then Storm started rearing, and their horns were blazing. There was going to be a big fight.”

“But, Riley,” Gideon said. “Your blood? That was a terrible threat to make.”

Riley stood up and looked at the stallion and then at Gideon. “I know, and I hated myself for saying it, but what else could I have done? They were going to fight. Look at the size difference. He would have killed Storm.”

Star started to whinny again, and then Gideon shook his head. “How do you do it?” he asked. “Would you please tell me?”

“Do what?” Riley said.

“How do you manage to charm so many beings? Me, the other gargoyles, the Turned, and now the unicorns. Star thinks it’s humorous that you threatened him. He knows you wouldn’t have done it. But you tried to look so brave standing up to him.”

“He knew I was bluffing?”

“Of course he knew,” Gideon said. “He’s a unicorn. But I don’t want to hear that you’ve made that threat ever again. It’s a terrible thing to do, and your fairy blood must never be taken lightly.”

“Gideon, don’t be too hard on her,” Maggie said. “You weren’t here, and you didn’t see what was happening. Riley was right. The situation was escalating very quickly.”

“It was beyond serious,” Pea insisted. Gideon’s eyes passed over everyone in the group, including the large stallion as it nodded its head.

“It seems I am outnumbered,” Gideon said.

“But I won’t do it again,” Riley said softly. “I promise.”

Gideon’s eyes landed on the remaining pieces of fruit. He looked at the stallion. “You gave these to them?”

Star nodded.

Gideon shook his head. “He really must like you. Those are precious fruit. They are unicorn food, and they never share it.”

“Really?” Riley said. She looked at the stallion. “Thank you again, Star. I didn’t know, but I really appreciate it.”

“Yes,” Pea agreed. “It was delicious and very filling.”

Gideon looked around at the large gathering. He turned to the waking gargoyles. “Gather your things. Let’s get moving. We’ll eat on the way.”

Just as Riley started to move to pick up the fruit, Gideon caught her lightly by the arm and spoke softly. “It’s not a good idea for you to ride Storm in front of the other unicorns. They may be offended by it. I’m sure Kevin can carry you both.”

Riley nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. I’m happy to walk.”

They were soon trekking through the dark jungle. Riley and her small group were surrounded by unicorns. The gargoyles took the lead, with Oberon in front, holding the unicorn lantern up high.

Storm, as always, was at Riley’s side, but just like in the camp, the stallion was right behind them. Riley looked back often and nodded to him, and his head bobbed in response. Star had told Gideon that he liked her, but was that the only reason?

Having slept for most of the day, Riley was able to walk for more than half the night. But after long hours of moving through the dense, dark jungle, she started to flag and grow increasingly tired. She noticed Alfie was feeling the same way when he stumbled and then tripped over a branch.

“All right, you two,” Maggie said when she noticed. “You’ve done very well so far, but you need a break.” She looked over at Kevin. “Would you be able to carry them both?”

The rhino snorted and trotted closer.

Priri was carrying Pea but handed him to Maggie as the gargoyle easily hoisted Riley and then Alfie onto Kevin’s wide back. “Try to get some rest. You are still not used to gargoyle life and can’t stay up all night.”

“Where are we?” Riley asked sleepily.

“We are deep inside the unicorn territory. We should reach the Enchanted territory right before dawn.”

Hearing this brought Riley right out of her fatigue. “Does that mean we’ll meet the queen tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow evening,” Priri said. “Once we rise again. Try to get some rest.”

Priri took Pea back, while Maggie walked beside Kevin to keep Riley and Alfie from falling off.

Once again Riley fought the sleep that was descending. She feared hearing from Oleander. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stay awake. The moment she dozed off, Oleander was there, waiting for her.

“I told you to make the gargoyles go back. Instead, you join forces with the unicorns? I am very disappointed in you, Riley. Very disappointed indeed. You will all pay for your disobedience.”

Riley was getting used to being in the strange, colorful area. But facing Oleander and seeing her own image on the fairy was impossible to accept. Just like last time, Oleander was seated in the hole of the big tree, with her legs dangling out.

“I had hoped you would be my daughter, my companion. But I was wrong. You are like all the others and have betrayed me.”

Riley took a step closer to the fairy. She had to remember every detail—it was too important not to. “I already have a mother, and I don’t need another one.”

“You won’t after I’m through with the Community,” Oleander said.

Riley shook her head at the threat. “Why do you have to be so cruel? Were you always this way, or did something make you so angry that you became evil?”

“I have always been great,” Oleander said with more than a trace of arrogance. “It was the others who couldn’t see the greatness in me. They rejected me and turned their backs. I made them pay for their lack of understanding back then, and I will make them pay again for all they have done against me.”

After another step Riley was just a short reach away from Oleander. She could see the fairy clearly. She was as young as Riley and truly was a miniature version of her—though there were a few differences. Oleander’s hair was much longer; it hung down past her waist. She was wearing an outfit of iridescent blue that matched the color of her wings—and her eyes, on closer examination, were silver with a black pupil.

As for her wings, just like last time, they were mostly hidden in the tree. “May I see your wings?” Riley asked lightly. “They were so pretty in the case.”

“You want to see my wings so you can tell Gideon what you saw. I know what you are up to, Riley. I am part of you. Just as you are part of me and can—” Oleander stopped, fear crossing her tiny face. “Go now, foolish child. Go back to the others. I will see you soon enough.”

Riley woke with a start.

“Are you all right?” Maggie asked.

Riley sat up. She was still on Kevin’s back, and they were still marching through the jungle. Alfie was behind her, sleeping soundly.

“Would you please get Gideon to come back here?”

Maggie nodded and darted away.

“Shorty, be quiet,” Alfie mumbled as he stirred. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”

“Then sleep,” Riley said. “But I have to tell Gideon what Oleander just said.”

That woke Alfie up. “Oleander? Is she here?”

“You have seen Oleander again?” Gideon asked as he approached. “What did she say?”

Riley nodded and repeated the details of her vision. “I was so close to her. It felt like all I had to do was reach out and I could grab her.”

“Wait, that’s it?” Alfie said. “You woke me up for that?”

Riley shook her head. “You don’t get it, Creep. Oleander was frightened when she said, ‘just as you are part of me and can…’ as though she had said more than she wanted, because she then told me to go away.”

“So, what’s it mean?” Alfie asked.

Gideon rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure.”

Star started to whinny, and Priri looked over at him. “Could be.”

“What did he say?” Riley asked.

Priri said, “He thinks it may mean that you hold more of Oleander’s powers than she expected. That she is realizing you pose a genuine threat to her.”

“That may be,” Gideon suggested. “After all, each time Riley sees her now, Oleander is hiding her wings—I am certain they are not developing as they should, and she doesn’t want us to know. She will be more determined than ever to get hold of Riley so she can take back her power.”

“I’m in a lot of danger, aren’t I?” Riley asked.

Gideon smiled gently. “No more than all of us. All Oleander knows is hatred. She will turn that hate on the other fairies, elves, pixies, and everyone else in the Enchanted territory. Everyone is in danger.”

“Not to mention us and the unicorns,” Priri added. “Should she succeed, she may spread her hatred beyond Atlantis to the whole world.”

“Can she do that?” Alfie asked.

“If we don’t stop her, she could and she would,” Priri said. “She nearly did it before. Oleander wanted to enslave everyone in Atlantis and then move on to the rest of the world. Her desire for power and control was almost unstoppable. After what we all did to her, I’m sure her wrath is equally unstoppable.”

“Then what are we standing here for?” Alfie said. “Let’s go!”

The large group started to walk again. Despite the late hour, neither Riley nor Alfie went back to sleep.

Not long before dawn, Riley heard soft rustling coming from the trees above them, and on the ground, the sounds were getting closer. She started to look around. She could hear light squeaking as well.

“Maggie, do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Alfie said.

“I do,” Maggie said. “We are not alone.”

Alfie tapped Riley on the back. “Shorty, what are you hearing?”

“It’s a soft squeaking, like a mouse or something.”

A moment later, a small creature swooped down out of a tree and landed on Kevin’s head, right between his ears. The rhino raised his head, but the creature stayed put.

Riley gasped when she saw it was a rat. But not an ordinary rat. This one had wings with tiny dark feathers. Shock soon turned to complete disbelief when the rat turned, stood up, and faced her while putting his tiny front paws on his hips. “May I ask what you are doing in our territory?”

Riley was incapable of speech as the rat pointed a tiny, accusing finger at her. “I said, what are you doing in our territory?”

“Shorty, did that rat just speak to you?” Alfie said softly.

“I certainly did,” the rat said. “Surely you know you are not allowed in the Enchanted territory.”

“We’re in the Enchanted territory?” Riley said.

The rat stood taller and opened his wings. “I thought that would have been obvious. Or are you so used to seeing someone like me that you didn’t notice you had crossed into our territory?”

“I—um—I mean we…,” Riley stuttered.

“Hmmm…?” he said, tapping an impatient foot. “What are you trying to say? Come on, spit it out.”

“Well, I mean to say…”

The rat shook his head. “This isn’t going very well, is it? Let me start again. What—are—you—doing—in—the—Enchanted—territory?” He paused when he looked at Storm. “And what happened to you?”

“Storm is with me,” Riley said quickly. “He’s fine.”

“He is far from fine. His horn is bent,” the rat said, “and he has white feet.”

“That doesn’t matter. Storm is perfect to me,” Riley said.

“I hardly think so,” the rat said. Then he looked at Star. “I am surprised that you let this one live.”

“What do you want?” Alfie said tersely. “Or are you just here to cause trouble?”

“Cause trouble? Me? It is you who are causing trouble by coming into our territory.”

“We were invited,” Maggie said. “By the queen.”

The rat looked at her and put his hands on his hips again. “Oh really? And why would she invite you here?”

Star started to whinny and snort.

Riley and Alfie looked back at the tall unicorn and then at the rat and watched his expression change. “Really?”

Star’s head bobbed.

“Oh, well, that changes everything.” He focused on Riley again and then bowed. “I am Tu-lu, chief of the Listeners. Welcome to the Enchanted territory.”

“I’m Riley,” Riley said. “This is my cousin, Alfie, and that’s Maggie, and you’re standing on our friend Kevin.” Riley pointed down at the dog. “And this is Miss Pigglesworth, and sleeping in Priri’s arms is Pea.”

“It is a pleasure to meet and serve you all,” Tu-lu said.

“What’s a Listener?” Alfie asked.

“As the name implies,” Tu-lu said, “we listen, and when we hear anything important, we report it.”

“We?” Riley said.

“Yes, we,” Tu-lu said. “All of us.” He swept his tiny gray arm open. “We are everywhere and always listening to everything.”

Riley and Alfie looked all around, but in the limited lamplight in the dark jungle, they didn’t see any other rats. But somehow Riley felt they were there, hidden in the undergrowth.

“Where?” Alfie said.

“Everywhere,” Tu-lu said. “So, what is your business with the queen?”

“It’s a long story,” Riley said.

“It must be important if the gargoyles and unicorns are with you,” Tu-lu said.

“It is,” Riley said.

“So, what is it?”

Gideon had always told Riley not to be surprised by anything she encountered in Atlantis. Until now she thought she’d been doing well. She was very close to people who had turned into animals. She called the gargoyles and mermaids her close friends; she had raised a unicorn and was even getting used to the idea that fairies existed. But a nosy, talking, flying rat was really stretching things a bit and harder for her to accept.

“Well?” the rat asked, tapping one tiny foot on Kevin’s head.

“Well what?” Riley repeated.

Tu-lu’s whiskers twitched. “Why are you here? I think it’s only fair that you tell me.”

“I thought he told you,” Riley said, pointing at Star.

“No. He said it was very important but that it was up to you to decide whether to tell or not. But I think you should. I mean, I am a Listener, and I’ll find out anyway.”

“If you’re a Listener, why didn’t you hear us talking about it before now?” Alfie asked.

Tu-lu appeared shocked by the question. “Because you have only just entered the Enchanted territory,” he said. “And we are forbidden to leave it, so we didn’t hear you before now.” Tu-lu tilted his head to the side. “Though I think you should tell me.”

“You do, do you?” Alfie leaned around Riley and said, “All right. The wings of the evil fairy, Oleander, escaped their prison and bit Riley on the cheek. Now Oleander is alive again and living in a big tree and plotting her revenge against everyone.”

“What?” Tu-lu squeaked. He focused on Riley. “Why wasn’t I informed that Oleander is back?”

“Don’t ask us,” Alfie said. “This is your territory, not ours.”

“Of course it’s our territory. But you could have told us.”

“The gargoyles did,” Riley said. “They told Queen Lola-Rose. That’s why we’re here to see her.”

The winged rat started to pace up and down Kevin’s neck, causing the rhino to raise his head and shake it to throw him off.

Tu-lu bent down and knocked on Kevin’s skull with a tiny, closed fist. “Excuse me, would you please stop doing that? I’m trying to think here!” He continued to pace. “This is terrible. Very, very terrible indeed. My queen must be informed.” He cupped his little paws to his mouth and started to squeak loudly, his whiskers twitching.

“But the queen has been told,” Riley said.

“Of course, of course, I meant the others,” Tu-lu said. “The others should be told.”

“You could just go tell them,” Alfie suggested.

“No, the Listeners are here. This is faster,” Tu-lu said, continuing to squeak.

Moments later the jungle around them burst into sound with squeaking as the message was being passed from rat to rat, moving much faster than they could have run.

“They’re not Listeners,” Alfie said to Riley softly. “They’re squeakers.”

“I heard that,” Tu-lu said. “There is no need to be rude.”

Soon the ground around them was swarming with rats, making Kevin grunt and walk strangely to avoid treading on them. Miss Pigglesworth yelped when rats crawled up her fur and settled on her back. The rats on the ground didn’t have wings, but others started darting in the air above them, like bats on a dark night.

Within a matter of minutes, other creatures arrived. Some were flying, others crawling or sliding. Some were small and glowing like fireflies, while others were larger like pigs or goats, but they were colored differently and had antennae. Riley thought she saw a flying cat, but then it swooped away before she could make it out.

A tiny glowing creature buzzed before Riley’s face. She held out her hand, and it landed in her palm. Riley gasped. It looked like a very small child but with yellow cellophane wings and large elliptical eyes that blinked up at her.

“Hello,” Riley said, smiling at the tiny creature. “Are you a fairy?”

“Of course not,” Tu-lu said. “Does she look like a fairy?”

“Well, yes,” Riley said. “I mean, I’ve seen them in books, and they look like she does.”

“This is a pixie, not a fairy,” Tu-lu said. “They are completely different.”

The pixie smiled up at Riley, nodded, and then flew away.

“Whoa,” Alfie was saying behind her. “She was awesome.” He tapped Riley on the shoulder and pointed at more flying pixies. “I thought the other communities were strange, but this place is incredible!”

Maggie was looking down to avoid stepping on the rats that continued to move around them. “This is getting very difficult,” she said. “Tu-lu, would you please tell the others to move farther away before there is a tragic accident?”

“Yes, do,” Priri said, as she also focused on the ground to avoid treading on a rat or the other small creatures that had answered the call.

Storm started to whinny and snort as rats climbed up his legs and settled on his back, just as they did to Miss Pigglesworth.

“Hey, all of you, get down,” Riley called to them.

The rats just looked at her and remained where they were.

Storm bucked lightly, trying to shake them off, while Miss Pigglesworth ran in tight circles, like puppies do when they’re chasing their tails.

“Please, Tu-lu, tell them to get down.”

“I will, but they won’t like it,” the small rat said. He cupped his hands around his mouth and squeaked again. One by one, the other rats crawled down from Miss Pigglesworth and Storm.

“Now they’re offended,” Tu-lu said.

“I’m sorry, but they were scaring Storm.” Riley looked at the other unicorns and noticed that none of them had rats or pixies or any of the other magical creatures on their backs. “Besides, they didn’t climb on the other unicorns.”

“That’s because they’d use their horns on us,” Tu-lu said. “But since Storm’s horn is misshapen, the Listeners are safe.”

“His horn works just as well as the others,” Alfie said.

“Oh,” Tu-lu said. “Now you tell me.”

Tu-lu and all the rats continued with them as they moved through the night. Right before dawn, they set up a camp. Once again the gargoyles gathered in a group as Gideon and Oberon approached Riley.

“Get some rest today,” Gideon said. “Tonight you will need all your energy for what lies ahead.”

Riley didn’t like the sound of that. “What’s going to happen tonight?”

Oberon’s face was unreadable. “Tonight you will be presented to Queen Lola-Rose, and she will decide your fate.”

“Wait—what?” Riley said. “I thought we were going to see her to ask for help?”

“Yeah, what are you talking about?” Alfie asked.

Gideon was looking down and wouldn’t meet Riley’s eyes. “Of—of course we will. But before we do, it is likely that the queen will inspect Riley to find out what powers she has. If there isn’t much, the queen may do nothing. However, if Riley contains a lot of Oleander’s power, Lola-Rose may command her to challenge Oleander to gain all of them.”

“What?” Riley cried. “You never said anything about me challenging Oleander! Why would the queen make me when Oleander wants to kill me to get her powers back? She should want to keep me far from her.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t make sense,” Alfie said. “Why would Shorty have to fight Oleander?”

Gideon wouldn’t answer.

“Because you freed her,” Oberon said. “You are part of her; she is part of you. It is likely you are the only one that could defeat her.”

Riley started to shake her head. “No way! I am not fighting anyone. I came here to save my brother, Bastian, and the others from the mer-people. Not to get involved in a fairy squabble.”

Oberon nodded. “Of course we will ask Queen Lola-Rose to help with Bastian and the others, but we can’t force her. She has final say in all things.”

“Gideon, I don’t understand,” Riley said softly. “Would you really let the queen force me to confront Oleander—the most evil fairy who ever lived?”

Gideon still wouldn’t meet Riley’s eyes and instead was looking at the trees.

“Gideon, please, answer me,” Riley begged.

Finally Gideon focused on Riley, and his voice turned cold. “We must do as the queen commands. She instructed us to hand you over to her and we are. If she says you must fight, you will fight. We all serve the queen.”

Riley started to frown. “No, that can’t be right. What if she ordered you to kill me? Would you do it?”

“Don’t ask foolish questions,” Oberon said. “She wouldn’t do that.”

Riley focused on Gideon. “But what if she did?”

“We must all obey the queen in all things,” Gideon finally answered.

“What?” Alfie cried. “You can’t be serious!”

Riley felt her throat constrict. “How can you do this to me, Gideon? I thought we were friends, that we cared for each other. After all we’ve been through together, you’re just going to hand me over to the queen, knowing she might expect me to fight Oleander.

“What about Bastian and the others? Were you lying to me when you said you’d help them? Has everything you’ve ever said to me been a lie? Do you even care what happens to me?”

Gideon inhaled deeply, and his eyes narrowed. “I am sorry, Riley. The moment you opened that case in the Crucible, your fate was sealed. There is nothing I can do to save you. My loyalty to the queen is absolute, and my duty to her means more to me than any friendship—even yours.”
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MAGGIE SLIPPED HER ARM AROUND Riley as tears trickled down Riley’s cheeks. The sun was up, and they were all standing near the group of gargoyles, now turned to stone. The unicorns were gathered tightly around them for their protection.

“He set me up,” Riley said in a haunted voice. She couldn’t keep herself from trembling. “After all this time and everything we’ve been through, Gideon lied to me. He convinced me to come here to help the others, when all he wanted was to hand me over to the queen.”

She turned tearful eyes to Maggie. “They were the ones who made the mistake. They knew the wings were there—they shouldn’t have let me enter the Crucible. Instead, I was invited in.”

“Maybe they wanted this to happen,” Alfie said angrily. “Maybe they wanted the wings freed. They said the wings needed a human. Maybe they planned it all along.”

“I can’t believe that,” Maggie said gently. “I’m sure there must be another explanation. Gideon loves you; he wouldn’t betray you.”

“But you heard him,” Alfie said. “They’re going to hand Riley over to the queen. The gargoyles didn’t bring us here to help Danny or the others—they did it because the queen told them to.”

Riley felt a stabbing pain in her chest. Gideon, the gargoyle she loved and had called her friend for so long, had betrayed her. And that wound cut her to the bone. She looked over at the stone gargoyle. “He said his duty meant more than our friendship. Gideon never cared about me.”

Miss Pigglesworth was whining, and Kevin was grunting lightly. Riley didn’t need to understand them to know they were sharing her pain.

Storm was pressed against her side, and the stallion was standing right behind her.

Pea was on the ground and looked up at Riley. “I wish I had been awake when he said it. I would have challenged him.”

“There’s no point,” Riley said softly. “His words were painfully clear. I opened the case, so I pay the price.”

Pea padded up to Gideon and slapped him across the legs. “That was bad, Gideon, very, very bad. I will never forgive you for this.”

The unicorn nearest to Gideon whinnied in anger, and her horn glowed gold.

“What are you going to do?” Pea demanded. “Stab me with your horn? Go on, then. The gargoyles have betrayed us. You couldn’t hurt me any more than that!”

The stallion behind Riley whinnied, and the other unicorn backed down.

“Pea, come along. Let’s get something to eat,” Maggie said.

Pea was still standing, challenging the unicorn, but finally moved away and joined Riley and the others at a tree.

“Let’s just rest for a bit,” Maggie said.

Pea settled beside Riley, still angry. “I won’t let them hurt you or make you confront Oleander. I’ll tell that queen to leave you alone!”

“If it is the queen’s will that she challenges Oleander,” Tu-lu said, “Riley will have little choice.”

“So I’m not free anymore?” Riley said,

“No one in the Enchanted territory is free,” Tu-lu said. “We all answer to the queen.”

Suddenly the charm of the territory vanished. Riley tried to eat one of the last sweet rolls, but her appetite was gone.

“You know,” Alfie said, “we don’t have to stay here. I mean, we could leave right now. If we move quickly, we could get back to the Community in no time.”

“And then what?” Riley said. “Bastian, Danny, and the others would be gone. Then Oleander would come for Mom and everyone in the Community.”

“Not to mention the gargoyles will simply bring Riley back,” Maggie said.

Miss Pigglesworth placed her head in Riley’s lap. She was still whining.

“There has to be something we can do,” Alfie said.

“There is nothing,” Tu-lu said. “The queen is very powerful.”

Riley turned to the winged rat. “What’s she like? I mean, is she cruel? Fair? What?”

“She is queen,” Tu-lu said cryptically.

“That’s not an answer,” Alfie said.

“It is all I can say,” Tu-lu said. Which told them everything.

Riley was too angry and hurt to rest. She climbed to her feet and looked at the gathering. To her right, the gargoyles were just a cluster of stone statues with a bunch of unicorns lying down around them. Looking left, she saw only jungle. There were more dragonfly creatures buzzing around, and as she looked, she saw several pixies flying closer and then darting away.

“I feel like everyone is watching us,” Riley said.

“So do I,” Maggie agreed.

“They are,” Tu-lu said. “The Listeners are everywhere. Some who serve the queen and others who serve…” The rat stopped talking. “Sorry, forgive me, I don’t know what I’m saying, and I have to go.” Tu-lu flew off into the trees.

Riley stood beside Storm and laid her head on the colt’s back. “We’re in trouble, Stormy.”

The unicorn neighed softly and reached back to Riley. He caught her shirt in his teeth and started to draw her away.

“What are you doing?” Riley asked. She adored Storm, but she was in no mood to play. “Storm, let go.” But the unicorn kept pulling Riley. Suddenly she realized what he was doing. “We can’t go home, Stormy. The gargoyles will just bring me back.”

Storm shook his head and neighed again.

Riley wished she could understand him. She looked back at Alfie and the others. “Storm wants us to go somewhere, but I don’t understand.”

Pea climbed to his feet and came closer. “Do you want us to go somewhere?” he asked quietly.

Storm nodded.

“Back to the Community?”

Storm shook his head.

This caught Maggie’s and Alfie’s attention as they joined them. Alfie said, “Do you want us to go deeper into the Enchanted territory?”

Storm nodded.

Maggie looked back at all the other unicorns gathered around the gargoyles. They were lounging on the ground, and some were asleep after walking all night through the jungle. Star was actually lying on his side, sound asleep. She leaned closer and whispered, “Do you want us to find the queen before Gideon and the others deliver us to her?”

Storm nodded and nickered. Kevin came over and grunted softly, agreeing with Storm.

“Why? What good will it do?” Riley asked.

This Storm couldn’t answer in a way she could understand. Instead, he caught her top again and started to pull.

“I don’t know what he’s trying to say,” Alfie said. “But it sure seems important.”

Storm nodded and kept pulling.

“Okay, Stormy, I understand,” Riley said. She looked at the others. “Considering everything, I’d rather face the queen ourselves than give Gideon the pleasure of handing me over like some kind of prisoner.”

Storm nodded, letting Riley and the others know that’s what he intended.

“Riley, are you sure?” Maggie asked.

Riley shook her head. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. I really thought Gideon was my friend. But I was wrong. So, no, I’m not sure at all. But we have nothing to lose.”

“All right,” Pea said. “Let’s do this carefully. They might notice if we go in a group. I suggest we drift away quietly. Perhaps Kevin and Alfie go first, and then one by one we follow and slip into the jungle without waking the others.”

“Good idea,” Alfie said. He patted Kevin’s head. “C’mon, let’s do this.”

Riley, Storm, Maggie, and Pea hung back and packed up the last of the food. Miss Pigglesworth and Pea were the next to go, slipping away silently into the trees in the same direction as Alfie and Kevin.

A few minutes later Riley and Maggie crawled along the ground and slipped into the undergrowth, followed by Storm.

When they were away from the gargoyles, they stood and quietly walked forward.

Riley saw Alfie and Kevin farther ahead. Without saying a word, they all started to move.

Riley strained her ears to hear the unicorns. Maggie looked back in the direction they came from and shook her head. “They’re not following,” she whispered.

However, they didn’t get away clean. Tu-lu was flying overhead and then landed on Riley’s shoulder. “Where are we going?”

“To find the queen ourselves,” Riley whispered back.

“Why?”

“Because it’s better than being delivered there. Maybe if she thinks we want to go to her, she’ll help us free our friends from the mer-people….”

“Shorty, quiet.” Alfie hushed her, looking around.

“I can show you where to go,” Tu-lu offered softly. “I know the way.”

Riley looked at the rat on her shoulder and nodded.

“Wonderful,” he said as he pointed. “Keep moving in that direction.”



Riley wasn’t sure what they were doing. But they didn’t really have a choice. They couldn’t go home without risking Oleander coming after them, and they couldn’t save her brother, Bastian, and the others without the queen’s help.

As they walked, Riley considered her options. There weren’t a lot. In fact, there really weren’t any at all. But if the queen did try to force her to fight Oleander because of their shared power, Riley was going to demand something in exchange. And that thing was the queen’s guarantee that she would rescue the others from the mer-people. Even if it cost Riley everything.

The long day dragged as they trudged through the dense jungle. When the sun moved directly overhead, they started to see more and more strange creatures. Most seemed to have wings and flew everywhere. Others were elf-like beings that stood only a few inches tall and skittered around on the ground.

“I wonder why we never see these things in the Community,” Alfie said.

“The territories keep to themselves,” Tu-lu responded.

“Why?” Riley asked. “It’s all one island. Why are there separate territories anyway?”

“It wasn’t always that way,” a soft voice called.

Riley looked left and saw a much larger pixie standing on a low-hanging branch just a few feet from Alfie. She was almost a foot tall, with four dragonfly wings of iridescent green. She had dark hair filled with flowers and elliptical eyes of emerald green. She was wearing a blazing yellow dress.

“That,” Tu-lu said, “is a fairy. Now do you see the difference between them and pixies?”

“You’re a fairy?” Alfie asked.

“Of course.” The fairy launched off the branch and hovered in front of Alfie. “And you are a human.” Then she darted over to Riley. Her wings were moving so quickly, they were more just a colorful blur as she sniffed the air before her. The fairy frowned. “And you used to be human, but now you are fairy.” Then she flew over to Maggie and crossed her small arms across her chest. “What are you?”

“I am as you find me. I am Maggie.”

“And I am Cornflower,” the fairy said.

“What a charming name.” Pea was seated on Storm’s back and smiling brightly at the fairy. “And so pretty.”

“I have not seen one like you before,” Cornflower said, flying over to Pea. “What are you?”

“We are from the Community,” Pea said. “Where people change after a time.”

Cornflower gasped. “You have changed from a human?”

“Indeed I have,” Pea said.

The fairy’s hands were on her mouth as she darted over to Maggie. “Have you changed too?”

“If you mean to ask if I was once human, then yes. I used to be a woman. Now I am a leopard.” She pointed to Miss Pigglesworth and Kevin. “They used to be human too.”

“Oleander’s spell!” the fairy gasped. “I have heard about it but have never seen it before.”

“What are you talking about?” Alfie asked. “What spell?”

“Wait,” Riley said. “Are you saying it was Oleander who caused people to turn into animals?”

The small fairy nodded. “Yes. She cast a spell that changed everything in Atlantis.”
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SOON MORE PIXIES AND ELVES arrived, whispering and pointing at Maggie, Pea, Miss Pigglesworth, and Kevin.

“Did Oleander really cast a spell like that?” Tu-lu asked from Riley’s shoulder. “It’s not just a story?”

The fairy looked at everyone and shook her head. “It’s not a story.” Cornflower flitted up to Pea and touched his fur. “Did it hurt?”

“Not really,” Pea said. “It took a very long time for me to turn.”

“Oleander did this to us?” Maggie asked, gazing at her leopard hands. “She caused us to change?”

The fairy flew back to Maggie and nodded. “Oleander did many terrible things. She never wanted humans in Atlantis because you’d driven all the magicals out of your lands, and this was to be our only home. The other reigning queens before Oleander forgave humans and understood your fear of things that are unlike you. But Oleander was different. She always hated humans. But since you couldn’t leave Atlantis once you were here, she made it so you would change and not be human anymore.”

Pea frowned. “If she didn’t want us here, why didn’t she just help us go back to our homes? Why leave us trapped here?”

“She hated humans too much to help them. I believe she feared you might tell others about Atlantis, and more would come.”

“It seems she didn’t like anyone,” Maggie said.

“That’s true,” Cornflower said. “All she liked was her tree. She hated all the other fairies and was always tormenting us—gargoyles too. She also feared those in the Underwater territory, so she sealed them in so they would never surface again.”

“Underwater territory?” Riley repeated. “Do you mean the real Atlantis, where the mer-people live?”

“We are all one Atlantis. Here above the surface and below in the Underwater territory. Oleander feared the sirens and their power to enchant with their songs almost as much as she hated humans. She believed that the humans and sirens would one day unite and conspire against her. So she moved against everyone in one way or another.”

“What else did she do?” Pea asked.

The fairy looked around and became frightened. “I dare not speak of it. Not now…”

“Why not?” Alfie said.

Tu-lu whispered. “It is because of the Listeners. You never know who you can trust anymore. But, Cornflower, there are none here that will betray you.”

That didn’t seem to calm the fairy much. “Why are you all here? Humans are forbidden to enter the Enchanted territory.”

Riley looked at Alfie before answering. “The thing is, part of the entrance to the Underwater territory has opened, and some sirens came up and took my brother and people we really care about. We know our friends are still alive, but we can’t go there, so we need to ask the queen for her help getting them back.”

“And you believe Queen Lola-Rose will help you?” Cornflower asked.

Alfie nodded. “Plus, the queen kinda ordered us here because of Oleander. You know that she’s back, right?”

Fear flashed across Cornflower’s face as she nodded. “But I do not know how it happened.”

“It’s my fault,” Riley admitted. “I was in the Crucible and her wings hypnotized me, so I opened the case and freed them.”

Cornflower gasped. “You did it?”

“It was an accident,” Alfie said. “But then the wings bit Riley on the cheek and…”

Cornflower cried in terror. “You were bitten by Oleander’s wings? You are part of her!”

“No,” Riley said. “I mean, yes, I mean, maybe, I don’t know….”

“Here she goes again,” Tu-lu started.

“Shorty, you’re not helping,” Alfie said. He looked at the fairy. “What my cousin is trying to say, very badly, is that yes, she was bitten by Oleander’s wings, but no, she’s not part of Oleander, and she isn’t bad like her either.”

The more Alfie and Riley spoke, the more frightened the fairy, pixies, and elves became.

“Cornflower, please,” Riley said. “Don’t be scared of me. I’m not going to hurt you or anyone. I’m just here trying to help my family and friends who were taken by the sirens.”

“And you really don’t want to hurt us?” Cornflower asked.

“Of course not,” Riley said. “Why would I?”

“Because…” The fairy’s tiny voice trailed off.

“Because Oleander is evil, and I’ve been infected by her,” Riley finished for her. “But I’m not like her at all.”

Pea leaned forward on Storm. “Riley would never hurt anyone. She is just trying to help our friends. We all are.” Pea paused and then said, “Would you please tell me, if Oleander caused us to change, can she turn us back?”

Cornflower shrugged. “Perhaps, but she wouldn’t do it. Not if you were once human.”

“I still want to know what made her think that humans and sirens would go against her,” Alfie said.

“I dare not say,” Cornflower said as she darted away. “You will have to ask the queen!”

“Don’t worry, we will,” Riley said.

The shock of hearing that Oleander was responsible for the Turned stilled any further conversation as they continued moving through the jungle. Riley looked over at Maggie and saw a frown creasing her fur-covered brow. Pea, too, was staring down, lost in thought.

Maggie was still studying her hands and sharp claws. Finally she said softly, “A fairy did this to me….”

“Maybe another fairy can change you back,” Riley said. “Would you want that?”

Maggie looked at Riley with a haunted expression. “I really don’t know. I’ve been this way for so long, I—I just can’t imagine my life any other way. I don’t remember being a woman, just a big cat.”

“I would change back,” Pea said quickly. “No doubt about it. Then I could be a carpenter again. I would finally be useful.”

“What do you mean by that?” Alfie said. “You are useful.”

Pea smiled gently. “Thank you, young Alfie, but I’m really not. Not like I used to be. Oh, to be able to hold a hammer again.”

Kevin grunted and nodded his head.

“You’d change back too?” Riley said.

Kevin nodded.

“I don’t believe there are many Turned who wouldn’t want their old lives back,” Maggie said. “It is a nightmare to have the same mind but a completely different body and different, wild impulses that you are constantly fighting. I can only imagine how terrible it must be for those who can’t speak anymore.”

Kevin grunted and nodded.

“I think that is why some embrace their predator side,” Pea said. “Like Mada and the other Red Cloaks. I strongly believe the change drove them mad.”

Riley looked at Miss Pigglesworth and wondered what she would want. As a dog, she was completely devoted to Bastian and was able to defend him no matter what they encountered. “Would you change, Miss Pigglesworth?”

The dog wagged her tail and barked excitedly.

Riley didn’t need to be told what she was saying. It was obvious. She would turn back, too, if she could. “Maybe it can happen,” Riley finally said. She looked at her close friends and realized that might be another part of the bargain she would make with the queen if she insisted that Riley challenge Oleander.

As the day dragged on, Riley started to grow tired again. Alfie was already riding Kevin, but Riley tried to keep walking. Finally Storm stopped and looked at her, then turned to look at his back. He nickered softly.

“But you walked all night—you’ve got to be really tired,” Riley said. “I’m okay.”

Storm nickered again, and when he did, Kevin also grunted.

“I think they both want you to rest,” Pea said to Riley. “Come, join me. You do look tired.”

“C’mon, Shorty, don’t be stupid. Take a break.”

Alfie was right. The strangeness of the night and then day with their shocking revelations left Riley feeling bone weary and emotional. In a short time she had been betrayed by the gargoyles and lost her treasured friendship with Gideon. Then they learned that Oleander was the one who had caused so much heartache in the Community for so long by casting a spell that created the Turned. It was almost too much to take in.

Tu-lu was still on Riley’s shoulder but flew off and landed on Kevin’s head. “Rest now. I will lead Kevin to the queen.”

Riley nodded and accepted Maggie’s help getting back up on Storm. With Pea seated directly behind her, she lay down on Storm’s neck and drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.



It felt like Riley had just closed her eyes when Storm whinnied loudly and reared up. It was only her quick reaction to grasp his mane that kept her and Pea from flying off the colt’s back. “What is it?” Riley cried. “What’s happening?”

It was still daylight, and yet directly ahead was a blast of light so intense, Riley had to shield her eyes to keep from being blinded.

Kevin was snorting and pawing the ground, while Alfie and Maggie cried out in surprise.

Just as quickly as it started, the glow stopped, and Storm went back down to all fours. But even with the blazing light gone, Riley was still seeing dots in her eyes. When the dots finally cleared, she looked ahead and saw a small fairy standing on the ground. She was shorter than Cornflower, wearing all browns, with auburn hair and dark eyes.

She raised her tiny hand, and it glowed brightly. Then her rust-colored, diaphanous wings flapped, and she lifted off the ground. “Come.”

Riley wasn’t sure if it was an invitation or a command. She looked over at Alfie, and he shrugged. “I don’t think we want to argue with her.”

“I agree,” Pea said from behind Riley.

“It wouldn’t be advisable,” Tu-lu called from Kevin’s head. “That is Petunia. She is one of the queen’s guards and has great magic.”

“If a guard has that kinda magic, what can the queen do?” Alfie asked.

Tu-lu said, “All the queen’s guards have powers, but Petunia’s are especially strong. But even she isn’t as powerful as the queen.”

“Whoa,” Alfie said.

“Do all the fairies have flower names?” Riley asked.

“No. The males are named after birds,” Tu-lu said.

Petunia turned back and hushed them before flying forward again.

Riley looked at her cousin and shrugged. Seeing what Petunia could do, Riley didn’t want to annoy the fairy.

As they continued through the jungle, little by little the terrain changed. The dense trees thinned, and soon the jungle had been replaced by a scene straight out of a fairy tale.

There were trees, but they didn’t look like normal trees or even the trees from the Community. These were squat and round, with thick, oak-like branches and leaves of myriad colors. They had roots that grew above the ground and crisscrossed each other and were all covered in dark green moss.

When Riley saw movement in a tree, she noticed loads of tiny houses built on the branches and even smaller people entering and exiting the homes.

The whole area looked completely different and somehow magical. This was more a mystical woodland, with moss on the rolling ground and covering the large rocks. There was a trickling brook running alongside the trail they were following. Dotted along the shore of the brook were tall, colorful toadstools with small creatures seated on them. They watched Riley and her group carefully, while others waved and smiled.

As they followed Petunia through the woodland, they were joined by more and more creatures. Riley tried not to stare, but it was impossible not to. There were people-like creatures of all colors who seemed to match the tree leaves. Some actually looked like living tree branches, and others like moving rocks.

“Hey, Shorty,” Alfie whispered as he pointed to a group of green people sitting on top of several toadstools. “What are they?”

“Woodland elves,” Tu-lu responded. “Be wary of them. They really don’t like humans.” No sooner had he said it than the elves turned and blew raspberries at them.

“Rude,” Tu-lu called. “These are guests of the queen.”

This caused another round of raspberries and high-pitched name-calling.

Petunia stopped and pointed at them. She said something in a high voice that made the elves jump down from the toadstools and run away.

Once again Riley was struck by the otherworldliness of the Enchanted territory. Out of all the territories she had visited, this was, by far, the strangest. Looking around, she found it so hard to believe that they were still in Atlantis. This place really did look like it was lifted from the pages of a storybook.

Soon they were joined by more flying fairies. This time there were male fairies as well as female. They were just as beautiful with their dragonfly wings, pointed ears, and elliptical eyes. The male fairies wore shorts with frayed edges and had bare chests, while all the females wore dresses of flowing fabric. They all had long, shaggy hair.

As Riley and her friends continued walking, the sounds around them changed, and soon they heard trumpeting, as though their arrival was being announced—which, when they entered a clearing, Riley saw was exactly what it was.

Directly ahead was a chair made of moss-covered sticks. Seated there was a fairy with skin of the palest green.

“Get down,” Tu-lu said to both Riley and Alfie. “You must walk from here. And remember this: you must never be higher than the queen.”

“How are we supposed to manage that?” Alfie cried. “Have you seen us compared to her?”

“Just do it,” the flying rat insisted. “Kneel if you must. Just don’t rise above her.”

Riley slid off Storm’s back and then helped Pea down. They walked forward carefully. When they did, they found themselves completely surrounded by magical creatures.

“Whoa, Shorty,” Alfie gasped as he motioned to the left. “Look what’s coming—it’s Groot!”

Riley looked left and saw what appeared to be a group of walking trees. Alfie was right. They looked like Groot from Guardians of the Galaxy. But these weren’t just sticks. They had leaves growing on them, and squirrels were running up and down their trunks.

Other indescribable and large creatures approached the gathering. Some looked like giant hippos but were polka-dotted and had fairy heads. Walking bears moved among the gathering, chatting with the trees.

“Enter,” a loud voice commanded.

Riley walked forward and realized she was trembling. The queen was tiny, but she wielded such power. Enough that she could make the gargoyles and unicorns nervous and obey her commands.

When Riley and the group approached the throne, one of the tree creatures came forward. It had to stand at least ten feet tall. But it moved with gentle grace as it approached the queen and bent down, offering a lower branch. The queen stood, opened her wings, and flew onto the branch.

When the tree stood up again, the queen was standing above them.

“You are Riley,” the queen said.

Riley didn’t know what to do or how to speak to a queen, so she did the only thing she could think of. She bowed her head. “Yes.”

“I am Queen Lola-Rose.”

Riley looked at Alfie and then introduced everyone. But the queen showed little interest in them. She kept her eyes only on Riley.

“So,” Queen Lola-Rose started, “you felt the need to come here on your own, to present yourself to me, instead of being delivered here by the gargoyles. Why? Did you think you were their prisoner?”

Riley gasped—it was like the queen had read her mind. “I was hoping we could speak privately, just you and me.”

“You don’t trust them?”

“I—I.” Out of anxiety, Riley started to rub the spot on her cheek.

The queen flew out of the tree and up to Riley’s face. She hovered just a couple of inches away, then touched the spot Riley was rubbing.

“You were bitten there….”

“I was,” Riley said. “But I don’t remember it. I don’t remember anything about that day.”

“I will help you remember.”

Queen Lola-Rose waved her hand in front of Riley and touched the spot on her cheek. A moment later Riley recalled everything about that strange day—the sense of restlessness and being drawn to the room, opening the case and watching the wings flutter and rise.

Riley’s eyes opened wide. “I remember!”

Queen Lola-Rose returned to her place in the tree. “It was foolish of the gargoyles to allow you into the Crucible. They should have known the power Oleander’s wings still contained, especially around humans.”

“If I had known, I promise I wouldn’t have gone in there.”

The queen’s tiny face revealed no emotion. “You entered the Crucible because of him….” She looked at Storm. “The gargoyles shouldn’t have allowed you to keep him either. That was two grave mistakes they made.”

“Saving Storm wasn’t a mistake,” Riley said.

“Are you arguing with me?” Queen Lola-Rose asked.

“No, Your Majesty,” Riley answered quickly. “But we wouldn’t have gone to the Crucible if there hadn’t been an earthquake that moved the ship we were living on. It was the earthquake’s fault, not Storm’s.”

“You care for this unicorn?”

“With all my heart,” Riley said, patting Storm’s back. “He means everything to me, and I think I mean a lot to him.”

“Would you risk your life for him?” the queen asked.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Riley nodded. “I would.”

“And would you risk your life for your friends, here?”

Riley didn’t like the direction this was turning. There was something in the queen’s eyes that frightened her. “Why do you ask?”

“You do not question me,” the queen snapped. “I question you. Would you risk your life to protect your friends?”

Riley looked at her cousin, then at Maggie, Pea, Miss Pigglesworth, and Kevin. She nodded. “Of course—I love them.”

“Good, because you are about to.”

Both Maggie and Pea gasped, and Kevin grunted loudly. Alfie took a place beside Riley. “What are you talking about?”

The queen raised her hand, and Alfie was thrown back across the clearing. “Impudent child, silence in my presence!”

“Alfie!” Riley cried. She turned to run after her cousin, but after two steps, it was like invisible hands caught hold of her and held her back.

“No. You will stay here!” the queen demanded.

Riley was lifted off the ground and carried back to stand before the queen. “It is unfortunate that I had to do that, but time grows short, and we dare not waste a moment of it. I believe you have something you wish to ask me. A favor? Something about helping the humans held in the Underwater territory?”

Riley was shocked that the queen already knew about them. But then she realized that Tu-lu had said there were Listeners everywhere. They had probably heard their conversations and reported everything back to the queen.

“Um, yes,” Riley said. “Well, um, Gideon told me you might try to make me challenge Oleander because I was bitten by her wings.”

“And…,” Queen Lola-Rose prodded.

“So, I was thinking, if you were going to expect me to fight her, I was going to ask for your help with rescuing my friends from the sirens.”

“Why should I care what happens to some humans and two sirens who belong in the Underwater territory?”

That comment struck Riley like a hammer. She had hoped the fairy queen would help, but the more she spoke to Queen Lola-Rose, the more she realized it would not happen. “You don’t need to care what happens to them,” Riley said, “but if you want me to help stop Oleander, that is my price!”

The queen’s eyes blazed, her wings fluttered, and she screeched in a shrill voice so loud, Riley had to cover her ears.

“How dare you try to bargain with me! What I command happens! I do not make deals. If I order you to go to Oleander and take her wings for me, you will do as I command!”

Riley was reaching the end of her rope. It had been too many days of fear, anxiety, hurt, and disappointment. “And if you expect me to do anything at all, you’d better agree to help rescue the others, or we’re leaving right now!”

Riley regretted letting her anger get away from her the instant she spoke. The queen’s reaction was immediate. One moment Riley was standing before the tiny fairy queen, and the next she was flying through the air, high across the gathering, through the trees, and back toward the brook.

Riley felt herself falling, but right before she hit the ground, her descent was slowed and she felt pressure on her back. She landed with a painful thud in the cool water of the brook, but it was nowhere as bad as it should have been.

She turned around and saw Cornflower there. The small fairy had caught her and protected her from the fall. “You just saved my life. Thank you so much, Cornflower.”

“I heard what you said to Lola-Rose. That was foolish of you to provoke her.”

“I know that now,” Riley said. “I just didn’t expect her to do that.”

“She could have done so much worse.” Cornflower flew around to Riley’s front and landed on her bent knee. She looked around to see who was watching. Most of the other magicals in the area soon lost interest and drifted away. Those who remained moved away when Cornflower waved her hand and ordered them to go.

“You must never do that again,” Cornflower warned. “To anger the queen is to risk your life. She could kill you with the snap of her fingers!”

Riley nodded. “I thought she was supposed to be a good queen.”

“Who told you that?”

“No one. But the way the gargoyles spoke about her, I thought she was good and Oleander was the bad one.”

“Oh no,” Cornflower said. She looked around nervously, then flew up to Riley’s ear and whispered softly, “They’re both bad. That is why the queen wants her sister dead before Oleander tries to take the throne again.”

Riley gasped. “Queen Lola-Rose is Oleander’s sister?”

The tiny fairy nodded. “Yes. And since you have been bitten by Oleander’s wings, you are the queen’s sister too, and she doesn’t like to share power. You are in grave danger.”

“Wait. Are you saying that she’s going to try to hurt me?”

Cornflower nodded and whispered in her ear, “She will force you to take Oleander’s wings and then surrender them to her so that she may absorb their power. That is why she set this up. She has wanted Oleander’s wings for ages, but back when they were first taken from Oleander, Lola-Rose didn’t have the ability to absorb their power. So she had them locked away in the Crucible for safekeeping. But now that she knows how to take their magic, she needed the wings freed again by a human.”

Riley couldn’t grasp what Cornflower was saying. “What do you mean, set this up?”

“The recent violent Red Moons and the earthquake were caused by Lola-Rose. They were intended to endanger the child. She was meant to be taken to the Crucible for protection. Not you and the unicorn. It should have been the child.”

“What child?”

“The youngest child,” Cornflower said. “The one who just arrived in Atlantis with you.”

“Wait. Are you saying that it was Queen Lola-Rose who caused all the recent Red Moons and earthquake because she was after Chrissy? That she was the one meant to be bitten in the Crucible and not me?”

“Yes,” Cornflower said. “She is young, and if the wings had bitten her, the transition would have been easy and she would have been a servant to the queen. But you are too old. Lola-Rose can’t control you like she could the child.”

“So me being bitten was a mistake,” Riley said.

Cornflower nodded. “A very big one, and for the queen, very unfortunate.”

Riley frowned. “Why would she think we’d take Chrissy to the Crucible? She was safe on board the Queen even if it was tilted.”

Cornflower shook her head. “It wasn’t going to be safe much longer. I have heard that she was planning to destroy the ship and endanger everyone in the Community until all the children were taken to the Crucible for their protection. Then Chrissy would have been given to the wings.”

Riley slowly nodded in full comprehension. “But Gideon took me and Storm to the Crucible instead, and I was bitten by the wings.”

“Exactly. You spoiled Lola-Rose’s plans. There was no need for her to follow through on destroying the ship. Believe me, she would have seen it torn to shreds to get ahold of that child.”

Riley could hardly believe what she was hearing. Fairies were nothing like those from the storybooks. “So what happens now?”

“The only thing that can happen,” Cornflower said. “Lola-Rose will force you to kill Oleander and take her wings. Once you hand them over, she will kill you and take the untrained power within you.”
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RILEY SAT IN THE BROOK, hardly believing her ears. “I won’t do it. I won’t kill Oleander or anyone!”

“You won’t have a choice,” Cornflower said. “Those you love are Lola-Rose’s prisoners now. You will do it, or they will suffer.”

Riley could hardly believe this was real. It felt like just yesterday she was living a happy life with Bastian and her family. Now she was in a fairy nightmare in a strange land filled with even stranger inhabitants. “I just can’t. I—”

Riley couldn’t finish her sentence because Cornflower put her tiny hand on her mouth to stop her. “Say no more. The Listeners have come….” She looked around fearfully and then flew off into the sky.

A moment later Tu-lu arrived. “Riley, are you all right?” The flying rat landed on her knee, the same spot where Cornflower had been.

“Nothing’s broken, if that’s what you mean,” Riley said. “I just can’t believe what’s happening. Queen Lola-Rose tried to hurt me because I asked for help.”

“No. You tried to bargain with her, and that’s completely different. Had you asked her nicely, she might not have cast you away.”

“I don’t think so,” Riley said. She stood up and walked out of the water. With Cornflower gone, the elves, gnomes, and other creatures who were too strange for her to name returned and stared up at her. They wouldn’t move out of her way, so Riley had to step over them. She felt like a giant from a horror movie.

Tu-lu flew up to her shoulder. “You really shouldn’t provoke her like that. She can be a bit difficult.”

“Difficult?” Riley cried. “Is that what you call it? No, Tu-lu, she’s not difficult. She’s a tyrant!”

The rat looked around nervously. “You mustn’t say things like that. Listeners are everywhere. It might get back to the queen.”

“You mean by you,” Riley accused. “You’re a Listener—you’re probably going to tell her everything I’ve said.”

The rat’s tiny whiskers drooped, and somehow he managed to actually look hurt. “Yes, I’m a Listener. But I would never tell on you. I like you, Riley, and I don’t want to see you harmed.”

Riley couldn’t believe the flying rat. The queen already knew everything about her and what she was hoping for. Someone must have told, and that someone was likely Tu-lu.

“Please, Tu-lu, just leave me alone.”

Tu-lu dropped his head, then flew off her shoulder. “I’m sorry if you don’t like me. But I didn’t tell Lola-Rose anything about you.”

When he flew into the trees, Riley felt guilty for hurting him. She had no proof he’d done anything. But the whole situation was out of control. She looked around, uncertain what she should do next.

Everything she had hoped for—all her plans to rescue Bastian, Danny, Sarah, Jill, and the sirens from the Underwater territory—had failed. And now Alfie and the others were prisoners of the queen and under threat.

A moment later Petunia arrived. She flew up to Riley’s face. “The queen requests your presence.”

“Why, so she can throw me around again?”

A trace of compassion showed on Petunia’s small face, but it was gone in a flash. “I assure you, if you show her respect, she will not harm you again.”

“Not yet,” Riley said, but she thought, Not until I defeat Oleander. Then I’m toast!

The look of compassion crossed the fairy’s face again. “Just behave yourself around her, and all will be well. Please, follow me, as she has sent me to find you.”

Riley had no option but to follow Petunia back to the queen. The walk was longer than she expected and showed just how far the queen had thrown her. If it hadn’t been for Cornflower catching her, she would have been seriously hurt.

When they reached the clearing again, there were even more fairies and magical creatures surrounding it. Riley wondered if they’d all come to watch her being beaten up by a one-foot-tall fairy.

“Enter,” Queen Lola-Rose commanded when she saw them arrive.

Riley followed Petunia into the clearing and immediately noticed a difference. Alfie, Maggie, Pea, and Kevin were off to one side, surrounded by large—if she could use that word with fairies—male fairies holding staffs. There was genuine fear on their faces.

Storm and Miss Pigglesworth were in the center of the clearing with several large tree people. Storm whinnied when he saw Riley, but when he tried to run to her, a heavy branch came down from one of the guards and blocked his way.

“It’s all right, Stormy,” Riley said to calm him. “I’m back.”

“Come closer,” Queen Lola-Rose commanded from her place on a high branch of one of the tree people.

Riley took Petunia’s advice and lowered her head. “I’m sorry if I offended you, Your Majesty.”

“Apology accepted,” the queen said. “Shall we start again?”

When Riley approached the tree person, she knelt. “Please, Queen Lola-Rose, I am begging you with all my heart to help me free those I love from the sirens in the Underwater territory.”

“Much better,” the queen said. “I will certainly consider your request. But before I do, there is still the question of Oleander and what you will do for me.”

Riley heard echoes of Cornflower’s warning. That all of this was a plan set in motion by Lola-Rose to gain more power. Riley also realized she had to be especially careful in these next few minutes.

She raised her head and looked up at the queen. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I intend no disrespect, but I don’t know how I can help. I’m just a teen. I’m not powerful like you. How could I stop Oleander?”

“Yes, you are young and inexperienced,” Queen Lola-Rose said. “But because of that bite, you are connected to Oleander. You share power with her. It will be harder for her to kill you than the rest of us.”

The queen left the branch and flew down to Riley. She hovered before her face and sniffed the air. Then she came even closer and touched Riley’s cheek. “Yes, you already have many of Oleander’s powers in you. Perhaps more than she does. She will want to take them back.”

“I don’t understand,” Riley said.

The queen sighed, but it was to show her impatience. “I shall try to speak plainly for your simple, uneducated mind.”

Riley knew she’d just been insulted, but she kept her mouth shut.

“When Oleander’s wings bit you, they gave you power—her power. It bound you together. So killing you will be much harder for her because her magic may not work on you. Not to mention because of your size, you will have a physical advantage over her. It will be much easier for you to take her wings. And when you do, you will bring them back to me.”

Riley already knew what Lola-Rose intended to do with the wings—Cornflower had told her everything. But she wanted to play dumb. “What will you do with Oleander’s wings?”

“Me? Of course, I will make sure they are returned to the Crucible, where they won’t cause more trouble—” Lola-Rose paused. “Unless you have plans to keep them for yourself. But I’m sure you know how displeased that would make me if you tried.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Riley said.

“Of course,” Queen Lola-Rose continued, “it may be that Oleander will accept you as her daughter, in which case she will want you to join her.”

Riley thought back to her visions and how Oleander had said she wanted to be Riley’s mother.

“Again, that would displease me greatly, and if I am displeased… well…” The fairy queen looked back over to Alfie, Maggie, Pea, and Kevin. “There are always your friends here and their safety to consider.”

“Hey!” Alfie shouted. “We can hear you, you know!”

“Silence!” the queen shouted. “Hold your tongue, boy, or I will remove it from you.”

Riley looked back at her cousin. “It’s all right, Creep.” Riley turned back to the queen. “May I speak freely?”

“Yes,” the queen said. “But tread carefully.”

Riley considered her words and tried not to show any fear. “Well, it seems to me that we both want something. You want Oleander stopped before she tries to take your throne. I want my friends here protected and my brother and the others rescued from the sirens.

“Since you have the power to save them, I would never go against you. And as Oleander is evil, I would never ask her for help because I couldn’t trust her not to betray me. So it seems to me, if we can reach an agreement and work together, we can both get what we want. Then, when it’s over, I can return to the Community with my friends, and you will never hear from us again.”

“That seems reasonable,” the queen said. “But there is one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“You,” Lola-Rose said. “You will still have Oleander’s magic. You will always be a threat to me.”

“Will I?” Riley asked. “I mean, if Oleander and I are as connected as you say—when her wings are removed, won’t her power fade? And if it does, won’t my powers fade too?”

That comment made the queen frown. She nodded slowly. “That is quite possible. But what if that doesn’t happen? What if you retain your power?”

Riley shook her head. “I am no threat to you, Your Majesty. I just want my family back together and safe. If you helped me do that, I would be forever in your debt.”

The tiny fairy queen tilted her head to the side. “Just so we understand each other. You know what I will do to your friends over there if you betray me.”

“You don’t need to threaten them. I won’t do anything against you,” Riley insisted.

The queen stared at Riley for a very long time. She came forward and touched Riley in the center of her forehead. When she pulled away, she seemed shocked. “You are speaking the truth! You really do not want my throne and are seeking only to save those you love.”

“That’s right,” Riley said. “I just want everyone safe.”

The queen flew back to the branch and sat down. “All right, Riley. This is my command. You will go to Oleander and take her wings. When you present them to me, I will release your friends here and consider your request regarding the sirens.” The queen paused. “But if you try to betray me…”

“I know,” Riley said. “And I won’t.”



Before departing to face Oleander, Riley was allowed to see Alfie and the other prisoners one more time. She had to squeeze in between two huge tree people to get near them.

“This is unbelievable!” Alfie cried. “How can she expect you to kill Oleander if it took a lot of fairies, gargoyles, and unicorns to do it the first time?”

“I don’t know.” Riley was still shaking as she stood among them.

Maggie had her arm around her. “I wish she would let me come with you.”

“Me too,” Riley said. “All I can take are Storm and Miss Pigglesworth.”

“I will be with you too,” Petunia said as she approached. “Several of my best fighters will come as well.”

“How many did it take last time to beat her?” Alfie asked.

Petunia looked down at the ground. “Two hundred and twelve fairies, forty-eight gargoyles, and twenty-one unicorns, not to mention all the elves, gnomes, trolls, and others who fought.”

“What?” Alfie cried. “And now the queen expects Riley to fight her with just one unicorn, a dog, and a few fairies?”

“We are strong warriors,” Petunia said.

“But I’m not!” Riley insisted. “I’m just a kid. I shouldn’t be going to war. I should be in the Community, doing sewing repairs and thinking about Bastian all the time.”

“It is unfortunate that you have been drawn into this,” Petunia said. “But you were bitten by the wings. You have their magic.”

“Everyone keeps saying that,” Riley insisted. “But even if I did have powers, the queen hasn’t shown me how to use them. How am I supposed to fight Oleander not knowing what I’m doing?”

“You will figure it out,” Petunia said. “And we will be beside you.”

Riley looked at the determined fairy. “Are you scared?”

Petunia looked away. “I am a warrior.”

That answered Riley’s question.

Several male fairies arrived. Like Petunia, they were carrying small staffs that were the size of chopsticks. “We are ready, Petunia.”

“So am I,” Petunia said. She looked at Riley. “It is time to go.”

“Shorty,” Alfie said. “You can’t do this.”

Riley reached out and embraced her cousin. After everything they’d been through together, she couldn’t imagine going forward without him at her side. “I have to do this to keep you safe.”

Alfie hugged Riley back. “But I—I…”

Riley felt her throat constrict, and tears stung her eyes. “I love you too, you Creep.” After releasing her cousin, she embraced Maggie and then Pea. She finally kissed Kevin on the top of his head. She moved closer to his ear. “Keep them safe for me, will you?”

Kevin snorted and seemed to moan.

“Riley,” Petunia said. “It is time to go. We must get there before sunset.”

“Why?” Alfie asked.

Petunia wouldn’t answer at first but finally said, “It will be safer that way.”

“Be safe, my brave girl,” Pea said, wrapping his arms around Riley’s legs. “Come back to us.”

Riley sniffed to hold back her tears. “I’ll try.” When she released Pea, Riley turned away before they could see just how frightened she was.

Miss Pigglesworth was at her side and whined and licked Riley’s hand. Riley patted her on the head and then approached Storm.

“C’mon, Stormy, let’s go.”
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AS THEY WALKED THROUGH THE clearing, Riley looked back a final time at her cousin, Maggie, and Pea. Kevin was bellowing softly after her. She prayed she would see them all again.

Almost as if she’d read Riley’s mind, Petunia came up to her. “We will do all we can to see that you get back to them.”

“Thank you.” Riley sniffed. She didn’t hold out much hope.

They left the clearing and walked up an incline on the moss-covered ground. When they reached the top of the hill, Riley paused and gazed back. She could see the queen, still sitting in her tree, while all the spectators slowly drifted away.

Those she loved were soon surrounded by the tree people. “Will she hurt them?”

Petunia looked down on the clearing. She turned back to Riley. “We must keep moving.”

That comment chilled Riley, and tears trickled down her cheeks. How could things have gone so wrong?

Miss Pigglesworth was whining, and Riley suspected she was feeling the same way: that unless a miracle happened, everyone she loved—both here in the Enchanted territory and in the Underwater territory—were doomed.

“Riley, please,” Petunia said. “We must go.”

Riley nodded and followed the fairy.

They continued walking throughout the long day. Riley looked up at the sky. The sun was heading toward the horizon, meaning it wouldn’t be long until sunset. The gargoyles would wake. But what would the gargoyles do when they realized Riley and the others had gone? Would they even care?

Had this been in the past, she would have thought Gideon would be worried about her and would come after them. But now she wondered if the gargoyles would just go home because their duty was done and Riley had been presented to the queen.

Was it the same for the unicorns?

Riley was walking between Miss Pigglesworth and Storm. Her hand was resting on Storm’s warm back. She could feel his strength. But what good would it be against an evil fairy—no, two evil fairies?

As they walked, their fairy escorts often pulled out their small water bottles and drank. But Riley didn’t have one and was soon very thirsty.

“Petunia,” she said softly. “Is there somewhere I could get a drink? Maybe a pond or something? I’m sure Storm and Miss Pigglesworth are thirsty too.”

“No. I’m sorry,” Petunia said.

“Wait, I know of a place.” A male fairy came forward. Like the others, he was bare-chested and muscular. His blond hair was tied back and hanging down between his blue wings. Unlike the other fairies, he had a friendly smile on his face.

“No, Kestrel,” Petunia said. “We must keep moving.”

“Please,” Riley said. “We’ve been walking all day and haven’t stopped.”

Petunia paused, and irritation appeared on her face. She looked up at the sun. Finally she asked Kestrel, “How far?”

“Not far at all,” he said. “And it’s large enough for all of them to drink from.”

Petunia nodded. “Show us.”

Kestrel took the lead, and as he’d promised, it wasn’t long before they encountered a stream. It was wider than the brook and looked much deeper. All the fairies stopped and filled their water holders.

Riley went down to her hands and knees and took a long drink. She would never have done that at home in Colorado. But here it didn’t really matter if there were toxins in the water. They were in trouble anyway; what was the worst that could happen?

As Riley drank, with Miss Pigglesworth drinking on one side of her and Storm on the other, Riley caught movement across the stream. A flash of color. When it moved again, she realized it was Cornflower. The friendly fairy was hiding behind a large rock. She peered out from behind it and shook her head, bringing her fingers to her lips to keep Riley from saying anything.

Riley nodded and kept drinking.

“Riley, enough,” Petunia said. “We must keep moving.”

Riley took one last drink and then rose. “How far is it?”

“If Oleander is in her tree, it is a short distance.”

Hearing this gave Riley a chill. Most of her visions of Oleander were with her in a tree, so it wouldn’t be long. “Please tell me, Petunia,” Riley said. “What am I supposed to do? You fairies have all the power. I’m just a human. What does the queen expect me to do?”

Petunia stopped. “Riley, after everything the queen said to you, you still don’t grasp what has happened?”

“I guess not; she seemed to spend most of her time threatening Alfie and the others.”

Petunia nodded. “You were bitten by Oleander’s wings, giving you a share of her power and a greater advantage than we ever had in the first battle. I truly don’t think Oleander can hurt you with her magic, as you both share it.”

Riley frowned. “So if she can’t hurt me, I shouldn’t be able to hurt her. How am I supposed to take her wings?”

“You have your size to use against her,” Petunia said.

“But I don’t want to fight or hurt anyone,” Riley said.

Kestrel walked up to Riley. “Hopefully, you won’t have to. If Oleander is weakened because you have part of her power, we might be able to do it for you.”

“And if that doesn’t work?” Riley asked.

Kestrel shrugged. “I do not know. It took a legion of us to defeat her last time.”

“Kestrel, stop,” Petunia warned.

“Forgive me, Petunia, but I must speak. I will do as my queen commands, but if Oleander has most of her powers, we cannot win against her. Not with so few of us here.”

Another male fairy came forward. “Kestrel speaks the truth.”

“Raven, don’t you start,” Petunia said.

“Shouldn’t we at least try to make a plan of some kind?” Riley said.

“What kind of plan?” Petunia said.

“I don’t know,” Riley said. “But maybe if I go in first and distract her, you can sneak up on her and jump on her or something?”

“She will have her servants with her,” Raven said. “We cannot surprise her. There are Listeners all around us.”

“So she knows we’re coming?” Riley asked.

Kestrel nodded. “Of course. She will know of everything.”

“Oh, that’s just great,” Riley said. “I’m so dead!”



The small group kept moving. A scout flew ahead and returned a few minutes later. He approached Petunia. “I have seen her. Oleander is in her tree. It is strange—she is alone. Everything feels different from the last time we faced her.”

“Is that good or bad?” Riley asked.

“I do not know,” Petunia said. “But we will find out soon enough.”

With each step, Riley felt her terror rising. She wasn’t ready for this. How could anyone be? Facing a powerful fairy without weapons or means to defend herself? It was madness.

The sky above was turning shades of pink and red with the setting sun. This seemed to make the fairies around her even more anxious. It didn’t help that the temperature was dropping. Was it the coming night? Or was it the area they were entering? Everything somehow felt different—more ominous. The sounds were different as well. It was only now, as Riley was becoming aware of her surroundings, that she realized there was no buzzing of insects, no birdsong. She also made note that there were no gnomes, pixies, or other small mystical creatures moving around.

There was plenty of plant life and trees, and yet the area felt… empty.

“There it is,” Petunia said. “Oleander’s tree.”

Riley looked ahead and saw the same gnarled tree that she’d seen in her visions. And with her improved eyesight, she could see the hole in the trunk. In her visions, Oleander had been sitting in that hole, spewing her hatred and arrogance. But the evil fairy wasn’t there now.

Everyone looked around. Storm whinnied nervously, and Miss Pigglesworth started to growl softly.

“Something is wrong,” Kestrel said softly. “Where are the goblins? The dark elves?”

“Everyone, stay aware,” Petunia ordered.

The small group of fairies raised their staffs. Riley felt helpless as she didn’t have any kind of weapon or means of defending herself.

“Oleander!” Petunia cried. “By order of Queen Lola-Rose, we demand that you show yourself and surrender!”

Silence remained.

Petunia nodded to Kestrel and two other fairies. “Go, see if she is in her tree.”

The three fairies flew off and headed toward the tree. They approached the hole in the trunk but then landed quickly on the ground at the base.

“Petunia, everyone, come—Oleander is here, but she is unwell!”

The remaining fairies flew quickly to the tree. Riley had to run, so she was much slower. By the time she arrived, the others were holding Oleander up, but the evil fairy was barely conscious and limp in their arms. Her head lolled from side to side, and she had no strength.

“Riley…,” Oleander called weakly as she lifted her head.

“I’m here,” Riley said.

“Please, come closer.”

“Use caution,” Kestrel warned Riley. “This may be a trick.”

“It is no trick,” Oleander said. “I am dying—there is nothing I can do to stop it.”

Riley went down on her knees before the smaller version of herself. Oleander’s wings were still folded strangely and had faded to baby blue instead of their deep, rich blue. Riley reached out and lifted the weak fairy away from the others, cradling Oleander in her arms.

“What happened to you?” Riley could barely comprehend what was going on. Oleander had appeared to be so powerful in her visions, so alive. Yet now she was a weak, faded creature.

“You happened to me,” Oleander said. “I should have gained your strength when my wings bit you, but instead, you have taken all of mine.”

Riley couldn’t grasp what was happening. “I don’t understand.”

“It is simple,” Petunia said. “You were too old and strong when Oleander’s wings bit you. It appears you have defeated her just by being yourself.”

Riley cradled the dying fairy. It felt almost like she was holding one of her childhood Barbie dolls. All the things she’d been told about Oleander, all the fear the fairy’s name caused, didn’t stop Riley from feeling great compassion for her. “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

“What?” Petunia cried. “You cannot help her. She will try to kill you if she can.”

Oleander looked at Petunia and nodded weakly. “She is correct. I cannot deny my nature—I was going to destroy you. But I have no strength. There is nothing you can do for me. But I will ask you to burn my body when I go. I do not want my sister keeping it as a trophy.”

“Of course,” Riley said. Then she remembered what she’d been told and realized this might be her only chance. “Oleander, please, would you do one thing for me?”

“I have no power to do anything,” the dying fairy said.

“You do,” Riley said. “I’ve been told that long ago you cast a spell that made the humans in the Community turn into animals. What can we do to stop it?”

Oleander was fighting for each breath. “Yes—yes, the spells. But—but—but it wasn’t just me. Lola-Rose and I cast those spells together. We—we feared the strength of the residents in the other territories.… We believed that one day they would—would rise against us.”

Oleander paused as coughs shook her tiny body. When they trailed off, her eyes would barely open. “Lola-Rose and I cast a series of spells against everyone. But they can all be broken….”

“How? Please tell me,” Riley begged.

“I will, if only to drive my sister to fury….” Oleander started to laugh and then choked. “Hidden deep in the—the Forbidden Zone, you will find a—a jewel. A black jewel the size of your fist—buried under a boulder. The jewel is—is full of dark spells. It will call to you when you are there—you will not have to search long. Find the jewel, break it, and all the spells will be broken. There will be no more Red Moons. The humans will be free from change—those that turned will slowly be restored. Children will be born in the Community and in the gargoyle territory once again. Everyone will be free, and Lola-Rose will be miserable.”

Oleander started to cough again, and Riley held her close. “Do you need some water or something?”

The dying fairy shook her head. “Br-break the jewel, Riley. It will reverse the spells and restore your friends. It is my gi-gift to you….”

Oleander coughed a final time and then went limp in Riley’s arms. Without being aware of it, Riley felt tears forming in her eyes and then trailing down her cheeks.

The other fairies around her watched in stunned surprise.

“I do not understand,” Kestrel said. “Why do you cry for Oleander? She would have killed you if she could have.”

Riley sniffed. “It’s just so sad. Somehow I had hoped to talk her out of being so bad and maybe even show her the good in people. But now it’s too late.”

Petunia put her tiny hand on Riley’s leg. “It is a nice dream, child, but it would never have happened. Oleander could not change her nature any more than you can.”

Riley was still sniffling as Oleander’s faded wings fell away from her limp body. When they touched the ground, Kestrel reached to pick them up, but they burst to life and flew high in the air. They soared over Riley’s head and then vanished into the dense foliage of Oleander’s tree. Moments later the tree itself moved. Branches came down and caught hold of Riley.

Riley screamed as she was lifted into the air and up into the foliage.

Miss Pigglesworth started to bark, and Storm whinnied. He reared as his horn blazed golden bright. He touched the tree with the bent tip, but nothing happened. He started to kick the trunk, but still the tree held tight to Riley.

Suddenly Riley felt piercing pain coursing through her body. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, and couldn’t even scream. It was like she was on fire, and every nerve was being burned up.

Locked in the grip of the tree, all Riley could do was suffer in silence until the darkness swept her away.
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STORM WAS WHINNYING AND MISS Pigglesworth was growling and barking. These were the first sounds Riley heard, though they didn’t sound close. She was in terrible pain, especially her back. It was like a bad sunburn but on the inside as well as out.

“Take it easy, Riley.”

It was Gideon.

Riley opened her eyes and found she was on the ground but was being held in Gideon’s arms. She jumped and tried to get away. “Leave me alone! Get away from me!”

“Riley, Riley, what’s wrong?” Gideon said. “Please talk to me.”

“I never want to talk to you again! You betrayed me, Gideon! Go back to your precious queen. Just tell her I died and be done with it.”

Riley kept trying to move, but Gideon was holding her tightly. The more she struggled, the louder Miss Pigglesworth barked. Storm was rearing and shrieking. In the darkness Riley could see his horn blazing gold.

Some of the other gargoyles were there, trying to contain him, while Star was standing beside Riley.

“Tell me what happened,” Gideon cried.

“You know what you did—I don’t want to talk to you ever again. Just leave me alone.”

“I can’t do that,” Gideon said. “I care too much.”

Riley stopped struggling and gazed into the face of the gargoyle she’d once cared so much for. “You don’t care for me, Gideon—we’re not friends. I know that now. Just leave me alone.”

“Gideon,” Oberon said. “Leave her be. She has much yet to understand.”

Gideon’s eyes showed deep hurt as he lowered Riley to the ground. She scurried away from him. Gaining her feet, she called to the others, “Get away from Storm and Miss Pigglesworth. Just leave us alone!”

“Do it,” Oberon said.

The gargoyles stepped back, and Storm charged forward. His horn was still blazing, but the glow stopped when he reached Riley.

Riley embraced his head and then greeted Miss Pigglesworth. She looked around and saw that all the gargoyles were there as well as all the unicorns.

Petunia and the other fairies were also close, looking at Riley warily. Finally Kestrel came forward. “Are—are you all right?”

Riley knelt down on the ground before the fairy. She felt dizzy and nauseous. Glancing around, she was unable to process anything. “What happened?”

Kestrel said, “Before I answer, please, tell me how you feel.”

“I feel awful. I’m sore,” Riley said. “Like I’ve been set on fire or something, and I’m sure I’m about to be sick. The last thing I remember was holding Oleander.”

“Yes, yes,” he said. “And then what? What were you doing?”

“Me? I was crying because she died before I could save her.”

“And why did you want to save her?” he asked. “So you could serve her?”

Riley frowned. “Serve her? No, I told you. I wanted to see if I could turn her away from evil.”

Kestrel was nodding. In the light from the unicorn lantern, his face held a shadow of fear.

Riley looked at the other fairies and saw fear on their faces as well. Even Petunia looked uncertain.

“What’s wrong with all of you? Why are you looking at me like that?” Riley inhaled sharply when she remembered that Oleander’s tree had attacked her. She turned to look back at it, and in the lantern light, it looked different. The shape of the tree had changed, and the hole in the trunk was gone. The color of the leaves was now purple, and there were small, white flowers blooming on it. “Wait. I remember now. That tree attacked me!”

“No, Riley,” Gideon called. “It embraced you, to protect you from the fairies.”

Despite her anger at Gideon, she still asked, “What are you talking about? This is Oleander’s tree. It wouldn’t protect me.”

Kestrel said softly, “It is your tree now.”

“My tree? No way.”

“Yes, Riley,” Gideon said. “It is now Riley’s tree. Go up to it, see what it does.”

“Oh no,” Riley said. “I don’t trust you, Gideon. You just want it to attack me again!”

Gideon lowered his head. “Please, Riley, go up to the tree. See for yourself that it is yours now.”

“Do it,” Kestrel said. “I promise you, it won’t harm you. I will come with you if you want.”

Riley stood, and Kestrel fluttered up to her head. They both made their way over to the tree. Riley was ready to run if so much as a leaf fell, but as she approached it, it didn’t move.

“Now touch the trunk,” Kestrel said.

Riley reached out her hand to the trunk. The tree felt warm to her touch, and it seemed to almost purr as she ran her hand over the bark.

“If this were still Oleander’s tree, it would have attacked you. Me, too,” Kestrel said. “But it is with you now.”

“Why?” Riley asked. “What changed? Is it because Oleander died?”

Kestrel nodded. “Yes. But her wings didn’t. They can’t, and the tree reacts to them.”

Riley looked around the area. “Where are the wings now? You had them, didn’t you?”

“No,” Kestrel said. “They wouldn’t let me touch them.”

“Oh, wait, that’s right. They flew up into the tree.” Riley looked up, but she couldn’t see them in the dense foliage. “Is it safe to leave them up there? Won’t Oleander come back?”

“She can’t—” Kestrel started.

“Kestrel, no,” Gideon called. “Not yet. She needs a bit of time to adjust.”

Riley looked back at Gideon, and the expression on his face was unreadable. But then again, she never really knew him. She turned back to Kestrel. “I promised Oleander we would burn her body.”

“It has been done. We burned it while you were resting. Her ashes have been scattered.”

Riley wasn’t sure she trusted Kestrel to tell her the truth. “Do you promise?”

“I do,” Kestrel said, placing his hand on his heart. “I swear by my oath to the queen that her body has been burned.”

Riley inhaled deeply. “Good. Now we can go back to the queen and tell her it’s over. If she wants Oleander’s wings, she can come here and get them herself. I just hope she helps me free my friends from the Underwater territory.”

Petunia asked, “You still want to help them?”

“Of course I do!” Riley said.

“Why?” Kestrel asked.

Riley frowned. “Why? What’s wrong with you guys? I told you the sirens are keeping my brother and friends trapped.”

“And you love them?” Petunia asked.

Riley was getting annoyed at their strange questions. “Yes, of course I love them! What’s going on here?” Then she looked at Gideon and the other gargoyles. “Oh, wait, now I get it. It’s because they’re here, isn’t it? That’s why you’re acting so weird. You don’t want them telling the queen that I wanted to help Oleander before she died.”

Riley stormed up to Gideon. “You were going to hand me over to the queen, so I handed myself over instead and made a deal with her. She’s going to help me save Danny, Bastian, and the others.”

“Riley, please,” Gideon said. “You don’t understand….”

“Gideon,” Oberon called. “We have to get back to the queen.”

“Yes, Gideon,” Riley said sarcastically. “We have to get back to the queen!”

Riley walked over to Storm. She stared defiantly at Star, then climbed up onto Storm’s back. “C’mon, Stormy and Miss Pigglesworth. Let’s get back so we can finally rescue everyone.”

The stallion behind her started to protest loudly, but Riley was in no mood to deal with him or anyone else. She felt dreadful after the tree attacked her, and she still didn’t understand what had happened or why everyone was behaving so strangely.

“Zip it, Star!” she shouted back at him. “If you have a problem with me and Storm, get over it!”

Riley didn’t wait for anyone else as she, Storm, and Miss Pigglesworth started back toward the queen in her clearing.

When they were out of range of the unicorn lantern, Riley was surprised to find that she could still see perfectly well. She leaned forward on Storm’s neck. “Can you see all right, Stormy?”

Storm bobbed his head, though he slowed down to a trot.

A little while later Tu-lu arrived. He landed on Riley’s shoulder and cheered triumphantly. “You did it! You defeated Oleander! I’m so proud of you.”

Riley looked at the strange flying rat. Even though he was a Listener, she still found that she liked him. “I didn’t really defeat her, Tu-lu. She kinda just died and her wings fell off.”

“But she’s gone!” he cheered.

“Yes, now you can tell Queen Lola-Rose that it’s over.”

“I told you, Riley, I won’t tell Lola-Rose anything about you. You can trust me.”

“You can,” a voice in the dark called.

Riley looked to her left and saw movement. Then Cornflower arrived. “Tu-lu is with me, not Lola-Rose.”

“Cornflower!” Riley said.

When Storm stopped, Cornflower flew closer.

“Boy, am I glad to see you! Would you please tell me what’s going on? Everyone back there is behaving so weird, like they’re scared of me or something. You were there, weren’t you? I mean, you saw what happened?”

“I did,” Cornflower said. “I saw Oleander die in your arms. You were so kind to her, even though she would have harmed you.”

“I know, but she just looked so frail and sad. How could I have done anything else?”

“You are a good person, Riley.”

“I don’t know. I mean, I try, but things are getting really strange. Did you see the tree grab me? What happened after that?”

Cornflower hesitated.

“Please tell me,” Riley said. “No one back there would. Even Petunia looked like she’s scared of me, and she’s really frightening!”

“She is scared of you. They all are now, including the gargoyles and unicorns.”

“Really? Why?” Riley asked.

“Truly you do not know?”

“Know what? Please, just tell me.”

Cornflower seemed to be arguing with herself. “All right, I’ll tell you. No, wait, I’ll show you. But first you must get off Storm. And then try not to be too upset. Because I think you will be very upset.”

This scared Riley. “Upset about what?”

“Get off Storm.”

Riley did as the fairy asked and slid off Storm’s back. “All right. Now, please show me.”

Cornflower hovered in front of Riley’s face. “Scratch your back, under your shirt.”

“What? No. The tree burned me; I don’t want to touch it.”

“Please, do it.”

Riley shook her head, then reached under her shirt. But when her hand reached behind her back, she felt something strange. Her hand grazed along what felt like… Riley gasped and pulled her hand away. “No,” she cried. “No, it’s not true…”

“Yes, it is,” Cornflower said. “Oleander’s wings are yours now.”
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“NO!” RILEY SCREAMED. “IT CAN’T be true!” She tore off her shirt, and in only her tube top, she tried to look at her back. When she did, the wings fluttered open, and she could see the tips and the jewels attached to them. They weren’t big, only about a foot long on either side. Without light to see their true color, they looked dark.

“No, no, no…” Riley presented her back to Cornflower. “Get them off me! Now, quick, please, get them off!”

“I can’t.”

“But you’re a fairy. You have all kinds of magic! Just zap them or something!”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Cornflower said.

“But they’re Oleander’s wings. I don’t want them!”

“Oleander is truly gone. They are your wings, Riley. Their magic is now your magic.”

Riley knelt down before Miss Pigglesworth. “Please, Miss Pigglesworth, bite them off! Go on, I don’t care if it hurts. Just do it!”

“Please, stop,” Cornflower said, flying closer to Riley. “They are part of you now. If they are taken from you, you will die!”

“It can’t be true. It just can’t be,” Riley cried. “I’m not Oleander. I don’t want to be her!”

Riley felt herself starting to panic. Oleander was the most terrifying, evil fairy there was, and now Oleander’s wings were attached to her. Did that mean she was about to become evil too? Suddenly the fairies and even the gargoyle’s fear made sense. They knew about the wings and their dark power.

Riley couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. She just wanted to run away. “No!” she howled. “Please, I don’t want them. Take them away!”

“Riley!” Gideon called from the sky. He landed on the ground beside her and took her in his arms.

“Please, Gideon, help get them off me!”

Gideon held her tighter. “I can’t, Riley. If I could, I would, but it would kill you.”

“Please…,” Riley begged.

“Riley, listen to me,” Gideon said. “You command the wings—they do not command you. They are not evil because you are not evil. Oleander’s reign of terror is truly over—forever. If you could see them, you’d understand.”

Riley was panicking too much to speak as she held on to Gideon.

“Riley, tell me,” Gideon said quickly. “What is your favorite color?”

That question made no sense. “Wh-why?”

“Tell me,” Gideon said.

“Purple.”

“Yes, yes, it is!” Gideon said. “And your wings are purple because you chose the color. Oleander’s wings were blue, remember? Believe me, Oleander is truly gone.”

Gideon held on to Riley until her breathing calmed. Finally she turned to him. “Why did you do it, Gideon? Why were you going to hand me over to the queen, knowing she expected me to fight Oleander and take her wings?”

“Oh, Riley,” Gideon said softly. “After all this time and everything we’ve been through together, I thought you knew me better than that. I could never betray you. I’d rather be broken into a thousand pieces than hurt you.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said,” Gideon interrupted. “But I had to say it. Lola-Rose has Listeners everywhere, even beyond the borders of the Enchanted territory. The Listeners were hearing every word we spoke and reporting it back to the queen. Had I said anything less, Queen Lola-Rose would have moved against us. You know how vulnerable we gargoyles are during the day. She wouldn’t hesitate to destroy us if she thought for one moment that we didn’t serve her completely. But I was never going to hand you over. With you having some of Oleander’s powers, we were going to challenge her and end her reign of terror against us. For as strong as we gargoyles are, Lola-Rose has been threatening us for centuries—she has killed so many of us. We could never stand against her—until now, until you. But we had to say those things so she wouldn’t suspect.”

Riley sniffed. “Really?”

“Of course,” Gideon said. “Riley, don’t you know what you mean to me? I love you like one of my own.”

“Gideon speaks the truth,” Cornflower said.

Gideon turned quickly. “Cornflower, what are you doing here? It is too dangerous for you. You know what will happen if your sister finds out.”

“I know, but I had to be here for Riley.”

Riley looked from Gideon to Cornflower. “Who is your sister?”

Cornflower looked down at the ground and kicked a tuft of moss. “Lola-Rose.”

“What?” Riley cried.

“They were triplets,” Gideon said, “Oleander, Lola-Rose, and Cornflower. Taken from the human world when they were infants. When they grew up, Oleander stole the throne. For a while she shared power with Lola-Rose, and it was then that things in Atlantis started to turn bad. Oleander’s true nature surfaced, and no creature—human, fairy, gargoyle, unicorn, or siren—was safe from her. Her cruelty was limitless, and she delighted in the suffering of others. She was the one who set up the territories and forbade travel between them.”

“Wait, I thought it was Walston Greeves who did that,” Riley said.

Gideon shook his head. “No, he did his own damage by burning books and forcing the Turned into their cloaks. But the territories were set long before him.”

“I still don’t understand,” Riley said. “Why did Lola-Rose want to become queen if Oleander was already sharing the throne with her?”

Gideon inhaled deeply. “Lola-Rose said she wasn’t happy with what Oleander was doing and how she was terrorizing everyone. So she challenged Oleander. It was then the Fairy War started.

“We gargoyles didn’t join in until the battle spread to our area. Then we foolishly believed that Lola-Rose would be a good queen, so we offered her our support. Not long after, Oleander was defeated and de-winged.

“Sadly, we quickly discovered that Lola-Rose had lied to us and used us to gain complete control. We’d simply replaced one tyrant for another.”

Gideon paused and looked at Cornflower. “Luckily, because Cornflower never fought against either of them, she was allowed to live but was banished to the outer reaches of the Enchanted territory.”

Cornflower nodded. “My sisters weren’t very nice.”

“Oleander was your sister,” Riley mused. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“I’m not, though I am grateful you were kind to her at the end,” Cornflower said.

“What would Lola-Rose do if she found you here?” Riley asked. Fear for her new fairy friend helped her focus.

“She would seek to remove her wings and take their power,” Gideon answered.

“She’d kill you!” Riley cried.

Cornflower nodded.

“But she doesn’t know,” Tu-lu said. “Because there are none of her Listeners here. Just me and my family, and we serve Queen Cornflower.”

“Queen?” Riley said. “Now I’m really confused. How many queens are there?”

Cornflower smiled. “Just one. But I was queen before Oleander stole my throne and then Lola-Rose took it from her.”

Gideon nodded. “Cornflower was the true queen, chosen by the reigning queen before her. Queen Daisy saw the good in Cornflower, and when her time ended, she ensured that Cornflower would ascend the throne. At least until Oleander conspired with Lola-Rose to unseat her.”

“It’s so hard to believe,” Riley said. “They were your sisters. And now Lola-Rose wants even more power.”

Gideon nodded. “She wanted Oleander’s wings. But she needed a young human child to complete her plan.”

“Chrissy,” Riley said.

“Yes,” Gideon said. “When Lola-Rose found out about Chrissy coming to Atlantis, she knew her time had come. She was prepared to do anything to get Chrissy into the Crucible, though we would never have allowed it. But we thought you were old enough and wouldn’t be troubled by the wings.”

Riley frowned. “You said you forgot about the wings being there.”

Gideon shook his head. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t exactly true. I said it so it wouldn’t frighten you. We never forgot about them or the danger they posed. But the door to that room was sealed, and we were sure after so long, nothing would happen. We were wrong.”

“Lola-Rose has been waiting for this opportunity,” Tu-lu said. “But I do not think she expected you.”

“Yeah,” Riley said. “And now she’s going to kill me, or Alfie and the others, to get the wings.”

“We won’t let that happen,” Gideon said.

“You can’t stop her!” Riley said. “Gideon, you just said that Oleander and Lola-Rose killed gargoyles—that they waited until dawn and broke them.”

“Yes, but dawn is still a long time away,” Gideon said. “And now we have you.”

“But I’m not a fairy, and I don’t have power!”

“Yes, you are, and you do,” Gideon said gently. “It has happened faster than I imagined. But you now pose a genuine threat to Lola-Rose.”

“But I don’t want to fight. I just want to get all my family and friends and go back to our Community.”

“My sister won’t allow that, and she won’t allow you to keep Oleander’s wings. You will have to fight, or you will lose everyone you care for.”

Riley felt sick to her stomach. “Then it’s over. She’s going to kill me, Alfie, and everyone here, and then Danny, Bastian, and the others will stay trapped in the Underwater territory forever.”

“No, they won’t,” Cornflower said. “If we all stand up to Lola-Rose together, we can defeat her. Then I will help you free your friends from the sirens.”

“Really?” Riley cried. “You would do that?”

“Of course,” Cornflower said. “Riley, we aren’t just fighting for ourselves. We are fighting to free all of Atlantis, including the Underwater territory. Will you join me? Will you help me stop Lola-Rose?”

Riley looked from Gideon to Storm and Miss Pigglesworth. They all nodded. Riley turned back to Cornflower. “Yes, let’s do this!”

Sharp whinnies sounded, and Riley looked up and saw the gargoyles and unicorns running toward them.

“Gideon!” Oberon shouted. “Why did you fly off like that?” When he arrived, Oberon looked at Riley. Her outer shirt was still off, and she was only in her tube top, with her wings exposed. Then his eyes landed on Cornflower. “What has happened here?”

“Father, the truth has been exposed,” Gideon said. “No more secrets, no more darkness, no more serving a pretender to the throne. Riley knows everything.”

“You foolish boy,” Oberon cried. “Lola-Rose will finish us all. Not even the Crucible can offer us protection.”

“No, Oberon,” Cornflower said. “You will have my protection.”

Petunia, Kestrel, and the other fairies looked at Riley and Cornflower standing close together. They came forward and bowed to Cornflower. “They will have our protection as well—we will serve only the true queen.”

Riley watched the power shift as Petunia and the others offered their loyalty to Cornflower. She just hoped it was genuine.

“I sincerely hope you will not need our protection,” Cornflower said. “As Gideon just said, the dawn is still far enough away. If you join me, we can march on Lola-Rose and take back that which was stolen. Then, finally, we can bring true peace and prosperity to all of Atlantis.”

“You want to take on Lola-Rose?” Priri cried.

Cornflower nodded. “We have no choice if we wish to keep all of you safe. I would never have conceived of such a plan with Oleander’s wings still in existence. But they are gone, and the evil went with them. The wings now belong to a very powerful fairy.”

Riley frowned and looked around. “Who?”

“You,” Gideon said.




22

RILEY CLIMBED BACK ONTO STORM. This time there was no complaint from Star, though he did glare at her. “I’m sorry,” Riley said. “But this is faster.”

Miss Pigglesworth was at Riley’s right side, while Tu-lu was seated on her shoulder. Cornflower and the other fairies were in front, leading the way. The gargoyles were scattered around them, and farther back was the large herd of unicorns.

Riley looked down to her left. Gideon was walking right beside her. He felt her eyes on him, and he looked up at her and smiled. Riley smiled back. She felt foolish for not trusting him. Of course there were Listeners everywhere. Tu-lu had told her so, as had Cornflower. She should have realized that the gargoyles were in as much danger as she was—more, as they were so vulnerable during the day.

They moved on through the night. Soon they were at the top of the hill, overlooking the clearing. It was just a short time ago that Riley had climbed that hill. Now she was back and everything had changed.

With her new vision, Riley could see the tree people were still clustered around their prisoners. Alfie was asleep and being protected by Maggie, while Pea was standing beside Kevin.

Despite them being prisoners, Riley was relieved and grateful to see that they were all unharmed.

“All right,” Gideon said, calling everyone together. “This is going—”

Gideon never finished his sentence, as alarm calls were shouted all through the clearing. “Lola-Rose’s Listeners have alerted her! Everyone, fly!”

All the fairies and gargoyles with wings took off and flew down the hill. Star reared up and screamed, then whooshed past Riley, Storm, and Miss Pigglesworth and headed down the hill, followed by the rest of the herd. Their horns all blazed like beacons in the night.

“Let’s go, Stormy!” Riley cried.

Storm followed behind the unicorns and tore down the hill. He was soon passing the fastest among them and approaching Star. Storm was not as big as the other unicorns, but he was much faster and soon caught up to and then passed the stallion.

By the time they reached the bottom of the hill and were entering the clearing, Kevin was already moving. He attacked the tree people keeping them imprisoned. Two fell to his horn as he turned on a third.

Alfie was standing beside Maggie. When the third tree person went down, he picked up Pea and ran beside Maggie into the fray.

“Alfie, Maggie!” Riley cried.

“Shorty!” Alfie shouted.

Riley was a few yards short of Alfie and Maggie when she was knocked off Storm and hit the ground hard, driving the wind out of her lungs. She looked at what had hit her. It was a monster, large and round with blazing yellow eyes and sharp tusks coming out of an open mouth filled with pointed teeth. It was drooling and almost looked like a hippopotamus walking on two legs, but not quite.

“Riley!” Gideon cried. He charged over and shouted at the creature, “Get away from her, troll!”

Riley had never seen Gideon fight before. But it was a sight to behold. The powerful gargoyle took on the troll with blows that would have brought down bridges. He used his tail like a thick whip and managed to down the troll.

“Shorty!” Alfie cried. He and Maggie were soon at her side and helping her up. “What’s happening?” Alfie was looking around in terror.

Riley also looked at all the fighting and didn’t know where to start. “Lola-Rose isn’t the real queen—she stole the throne from Oleander, who stole it from Cornflower. Now we’re here to take it back.”

“Cornflower is the real queen?” Alfie cried.

When Riley nodded, Pea asked, “What about Oleander?”

“Yes, Riley, where are Oleander’s wings?” a voice shouted.

They all turned and saw Lola-Rose flying over to them. She fluttered in the air in front of Riley. “What happened to Oleander?”

“She’s gone,” Riley said. “She died, and we burned her body.”

“And her wings?” Lola-Rose demanded. “Where are her wings? Give them to me.”

Cornflower flew closer. “Her wings are safe. They are where they belong, and their evil is vanquished. You are defeated, Lola-Rose—I want my throne back!”

The two fairies faced off against each other. “Cornflower, I might have known you would try this. I should have taken your wings long ago and been done with you!”

“You have taken enough from me, Lola-Rose. It ends now!”

“Oh no, it is you that is ending,” Lola-Rose cried. She turned on Riley and snarled, “Where are Oleander’s wings? Give them to me now, or I’ll destroy you and those you love!”

Riley felt trapped with a war of unimaginable creatures raging all around her and two fairy queens fighting over the throne. She looked at Alfie, Pea, and then Maggie and felt close to panic. Finally she tore off her shirt and presented her back to Lola-Rose just as her wings opened. “You want the wings? Come and get them, but I’m siding with Cornflower!”

Lola-Rose shrieked in rage, “No, it can’t be!” She raised her hands against Riley. “They are mine. Give them to me!”

The last time she did this, Riley had gone flying. This time Riley turned and raised her own hands instinctively and, without thinking, pushed back.

Lola-Rose shrieked and was sent tumbling backward.

“Whoa, Shorty!” Alfie cried. “Did you do that? What happened? You got wings!”

“Are you all right?” Maggie asked, embracing her.

“No, I’m not,” Riley admitted. “But right now we have to stop Lola-Rose!”

A shrill whinny made Riley and the others turn. The unicorn stallion was down on the ground and being beaten by the thick branches of several tree people. He struggled to rise, but too many branches were hitting him.

Storm arrived at the stallion with his horn blazing. He reared and kicked the closest tree with a blow that knocked it over. Then he lowered his head and stabbed his misshapen horn into a second tree. It shrieked and then toppled over.

Kevin bellowed, charged across the clearing, and struck the third tree, knocking it over. When Storm downed the last tree, Star gained his feet. He bowed his head to Storm, then charged back into the battle.

“Maggie!” Gideon warned. “Get everyone out of here!”

“He’s right—come on,” Maggie said. “This is more than we can handle.”

Alfie was still looking around in stunned fear. “It’s more than anyone can handle—this is insane!”

They had gone only a few steps when a group of armored fairies and pixies moved forward and blocked their way. “Stop!” one of them called. He focused on Riley. “The queen has demanded your wings!”

“Which queen?” Alfie asked. “Lola-Rose or Cornflower?”

The fairies looked confused by the question. “Cornflower?” one of them repeated.

Cornflower landed on the ground before them. “Yes, Magpie, I’m back,” she said to the leader of the group. “Please remember how it was before Oleander and Lola-Rose took my throne. There was harmony in all the territories. Everyone could go everywhere. There was no fighting, no tyranny, and we were all happy. Help me bring this back.”

Magpie and the others glanced at each other and then gazed across the clearing at the fighting going on. Fairy versus fairy, pixies and elves fighting one another. Listener versus Listener and, finally, gargoyles and unicorns fighting trolls and other woodland creatures. It was a loud, angry, and ugly fantasy scene.

“Listen to her!” Riley shouted. “Oleander is gone. She died, and her wings’ dark powers died with her. I didn’t ask for these wings. They just attached themselves to me. But now that they’re mine, the only evil left here is Lola-Rose. Do you really want to serve a tyrant and live in fear? Or do you want to see peace come back to all of Atlantis with Cornflower on her throne? You can make a new future for everyone.”

The group of fairies glanced back at Lola-Rose’s fighters and then at Cornflower. Magpie bowed his head. “Forgive us, Your Majesty.”

“You are forgiven,” Cornflower said. “Now join us.”

The fairies bowed again and then charged back into battle, this time going against those they had just served.

“Riley!” Lola-Rose screeched in her commanding fairy voice. She was across the clearing and glowing brightly. “Those wings are mine!”

“Uh-oh,” Alfie said. “Shorty…”

Riley looked back at Maggie. “Take Alfie and Pea out of here. I can’t escape this fight, not now, but you can.”

“No, Riley,” Maggie cried. “You can’t…”

“Please, go!” Riley looked at Cornflower. “Let’s end this.”

Cornflower nodded.

Together, Riley and the small fairy charged across the clearing. Darting around fighters, Riley struggled not to step on tiny pixies, elves, and other magicals as they fought.

Storm saw her moving and ran up to Riley, whinnying loudly.

“Get back, Stormy,” Riley cried. “Go with Alfie and Maggie!”

But Storm refused to leave and whinnied again, moving closer.

They were halfway across the clearing when Lola-Rose shrieked and let out a blast of light that left everyone in the battle temporarily blinded.

“Enough!” she roared in a voice much bigger than she was. “This ends now. All of you, stop and stand back. This fight is between me and my two sisters!”

Riley looked over at Cornflower and frowned.

“She means you,” Cornflower said. “You are bonded to us by your wings. We are truly sisters.”

When no one moved, Lola-Rose shrieked again and waved her hands. It was as though everyone had been pushed back, leaving a space in the center for Riley, Lola-Rose, and Cornflower.

“Come forward, Riley,” Lola-Rose demanded.

Riley looked over at Cornflower, who nodded. And then she walked closer. When Cornflower joined her, the three formed a perfect triangle.

“I don’t want to fight you,” Riley said. “I don’t want to fight anyone. Fighting is pointless and stupid.”

“You don’t have to fight,” Lola-Rose said. “Just give me Oleander’s wings.”

Riley frowned. “But won’t it kill me if they are removed?”

“Yes, and…?” Lola-Rose said.

“Stop this!” Gideon cried as he took a step forward. “Lola-Rose, for too long you have bullied and tormented all of us. You are just as vile as Oleander was. But your reign of terror stops now. Surrender the throne, and this ends without more violence.”

The small fairy looked at Gideon. “Perhaps I enjoy violence. Perhaps it will give me pleasure to wait until dawn, when you and the others turn, and have my trolls pound you into dust.”

“You won’t do that,” Cornflower called.

“And who will stop me? You? No, Cornflower. You are too weak. You didn’t oppose us when we took your throne before, and you won’t take it back from me now. In fact, I am about to take your wings.”

Riley shook her head. It was one thing for Lola-Rose to threaten her, but when the cruel fairy went after Gideon and the gargoyles and said she was going to take Cornflower’s wings, it was all too much. “Lola-Rose, just shut up!”

The crowd around them reacted with gasps and hushed murmurs as all eyes turned to Lola-Rose to see what she was going to do next.

“What did you just say to me?” the small fairy shouted.

“You heard me,” Riley said. “You are so pathetic, I can’t believe you. Look around you at all the wonders of this territory. Everything is amazing and your people are just awesome, but all you care about is yourself and gaining more power. But what could you do with all that power? It won’t give you joy. You are incapable of joy, and I’m just about sick of it all. Sick of your power plays and threats and sick of you! I have Oleander’s wings, and you’re not getting them. You’re either going to stand down, or things are about to turn really ugly.”

“Uh, Shorty…?” Alfie called softly. “What are you doing? Please stop annoying that really angry fairy….”

Riley looked back at him. “No, Alfie, I’m not backing down. I’ve been scared for too long. I was scared of Mada, scared of Edward, scared of the Red Moons, and scared of what the sirens were doing to those I love. I was even more scared when those stupid wings bit me and Gideon said I was turning into a fairy. It’s been nothing but one scare after another, and I’m sick of it!” Riley turned back to Lola-Rose. “And it’s going to stop right now.”

Riley wasn’t sure what she expected after her outburst, but she certainly didn’t expect Lola-Rose to burst into hysterical laughter.

“You foolish child,” she cackled. “You don’t know the meaning of the word ‘scared.’ I will show you true fear. But first I am going to cut you deeper than you imagined possible!”

Before Riley could react, Lola-Rose flew higher in the sky and raised her hands. She pointed them at Storm. The young colt shrieked in pain, then collapsed to the ground.

“Stormy!” Riley threw herself down beside Storm and felt his side. He wasn’t breathing. She checked his chest and couldn’t feel a heartbeat. “Storm, no, please don’t die. Please…”

“I killed your unicorn, Riley,” Lola-Rose roared. “Now I will destroy you!”
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RILEY FELT GRIEF TEARING THROUGH her like a sharp blade as she clung to Storm’s lifeless body. The terrible fairy was right. It was a pain like no other. As though her very heart had been cut from her chest. “Stormy, no…!”

Lola-Rose was still laughing hysterically above her. “He’s just the first,” she shrieked. “Now you will know true loss!” She flew closer to Alfie. “Your cousin and friends will suffer until you surrender Oleander’s wings!”

Alfie, Maggie, Pea, Miss Pigglesworth, and Kevin started to scream as they collapsed to the ground, writhing in pain.

“Lola-Rose, stop this!” Gideon bellowed.

The fairy turned her attention to Gideon. Moments later he roared in pain and fell to his knees.

“Your time is over, Gideon. Now I will end you all!”

Riley climbed to her feet and felt something in herself snap. She had never known rage like this before. Whether it came from the residual darkness of Oleander’s wings or the loss of Storm and the pain her loved ones were suffering, Riley didn’t know. But something was happening inside her. “Enough!” she shrieked, and pointed at Lola-Rose. “Stop!”

Lola-Rose reacted as though she’d been electrocuted. She screamed and collapsed to the ground just like Riley’s friends had. Panting hard, she rose slowly and shrieked in rage. “How dare you!”

Riley was hardly aware of anything around her, as grief and fury fused. She didn’t see Star and the other unicorns pressing their heads close together until their blazing horns touched. All she saw was the glow from behind her.

Suddenly a golden laser light shot at Lola-Rose. The queen stood stone-still, screeching in fury as the unicorns’ powers held her tight.

“Riley!” Cornflower called. She flew over to Riley and caught her by the hand. “Come, this is our only chance to free Atlantis from Lola-Rose’s tyranny.”

Riley let Cornflower lead her over to the wretched fairy. Lola-Rose was standing perfectly still, but her eyes were wild and filled with hatred. “I will kill you all!”

“Her wings,” Cornflower said. “We must take her wings now if we hope to free everyone. You and I are the only ones strong enough to do this. It’s up to us!”

At any other time in her life, Riley could not have conceived of harming another living being. But when she looked back and saw Storm’s lifeless body and how Lola-Rose had harmed those she cared for, she felt no hesitation. She walked behind the fairy queen, and while Cornflower grasped one set of upper and lower wings, Riley grasped the other.

Cornflower looked back at the unicorns. “Now!”

The laser light coming from the combined power of all the unicorns pulsed with life and grew even more intense.

“Riley, pull!” Cornflower’s tiny wings were beating so quickly, they couldn’t be seen as she fought to remove Lola-Rose’s wings.

Riley did as Cornflower said, but nothing was happening. Lola-Rose was cursing and threatening everyone with death and destruction.

“Help us if you want to be free!” Cornflower cried to everyone in the clearing. “Only together can we end this!”

No one moved for several heartbeats. Finally Riley shouted, “Do you want to live in fear all your lives? Help us!”

The gargoyles were the first to move, charging forward. They were followed by Petunia, Raven, and Kestrel. Soon more and more fairies, pixies, elves, and nymphs stood before Lola-Rose and raised their magic against her. With each new creature adding their power, Riley could actually feel the evil fairy’s strength waning.

“I will destroy you all!” Lola-Rose screeched.

Several immense trolls started to move. Riley looked back and saw their faces and intense eyes. They were a terrifying sight as they lumbered over. At first Riley feared they were going to attack her and Cornflower. Instead, they caught hold of Lola-Rose’s tiny hands and started to pull from the front.

Gideon and Priri arrived behind Riley. Gideon reached over Riley’s back and caught hold of her wrists and started to support her, while Priri held on to Gideon to give him added strength.

“No!” Lola-Rose howled. “Release me! The throne is mine. It’s mine, it’s mine…!”

Riley used all she had against the evil queen who had murdered Storm. But still the wings wouldn’t give. When more trolls and tree people arrived, they all united in strength.

Beneath Riley’s hands, she felt the wings start to move.

“Harder!” Riley roared.

“Shorty!” Alfie cried. He ran up beside her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and started to pull. “C’mon, Shorty, you can do it!”

Maggie and Pea soon joined in. It wasn’t so much their physical strength that made the difference; it was their love and support. They were all in this together.

With everyone straining together, they gave a mighty heave, and with a loud snap, Lola-Rose’s wings came away from her body. Everyone tumbled backward and landed in a heap.

Riley and Alfie sat up and gazed at the crumpled remains of Lola-Rose. Across from them, Cornflower was staring at her dead sister. There was no joy on Cornflower’s face, only sadness and remorse.

“I am sorry, my sister,” she said to the fallen queen, “but we had to free the Enchanted territory.”

Riley looked over and saw Storm lying where he fell. Now that it was over, now that Lola-Rose was gone, she felt only pain. Storm was dead, and the grief was almost unbearable. She staggered over to the dead colt, falling at his side.

“Stormy,” Riley wept as she cradled his head. “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault….”

Alfie arrived beside her. “No, it’s not, Riley. It was hers….”

Riley heard her cousin, but still grief stole her voice. Then she felt the arrival of the other unicorns and heard their soft neighing. Star came up to her and gently rested his head on her shoulder. It was then that the deep sobs arrived as Riley’s heart broke. How could she hope to go on without him? Storm meant everything to her.

“Riley,” Cornflower called softly. “Riley, please get away from Storm.”

“No,” Riley wept. “I’m not leaving him.”

The small fairy hovered close to Riley’s head. “How can I save him if you are there?”

“Wh-what?” Riley said, lifting her head.

“If fairy magic killed him, then fairy magic can bring him back. But we don’t have a lot of time. Please, move away.”

Maggie caught hold of Riley’s hands. “Come, Riley, let Cornflower work.”

Riley was lifted away from Storm, and all the unicorns backed up. Cornflower landed on the ground, walked up to Storm’s head, and placed both her hands on him. “Come now, brave Storm, come back to Riley. She needs you.”

In the darkness of the clearing, with only the lanterns around them to light the area, Riley watched a glow rise from Cornflower’s hands. It flowed into the unmoving colt until his entire body glowed.

Behind them the unicorns started to whinny, while all the fairies and woodland creatures started to sing. Even the gargoyles joined in with mournful voices as deep as caves.

The strange glowing and song continued for several minutes. When it trailed off, Riley saw one of Storm’s hooves move.

“Storm!” Riley cried. “Stormy!”

Cornflower stopped glowing and released Storm. “He is all yours.”

Riley ran back to Storm and threw herself beside him. He was breathing and soon opened his eyes.

Unable to contain herself, Riley started crying again, this time with joy, as she laid her arms across him.

“Wow,” Alfie said behind her. “That was cool.”

“That is fairy magic at its best,” Gideon said softly.



By the time dawn arrived and the gargoyles turned to stone, Storm was back on his feet and staying close to Riley as he nuzzled her neck. Many of the woodland creatures remained in the clearing as Cornflower reclaimed her throne.

Riley and Alfie were standing together among the unicorns, watching the events of the queen’s recoronation. Songs were sung, and joy was returning to the Enchanted territory.

Tu-lu was back on Riley’s shoulder, and his tiny whiskers tickled her ear. “You did so well, Riley. Thank you, thank you for giving us back our true queen.”

Large and small banquet tables appeared and were filled to bursting as the celebrations started. Musicians played cheery tunes on strange instruments, and fairies and pixies started to dance. Despite the joy of those around her, Riley couldn’t share in it. She was wrung out from the terrible night and everything that had happened.

She looked back at her cousin. “I’m going to find somewhere quiet to lie down. I feel awful.”

“Sure,” Alfie said. “Get some sleep—if you can with all this partying going on.”

Riley watched the fairies, elves, and pixies dancing excitedly. She saw Maggie holding on to Pea and moving to the music with him. Kevin was near a troll, and the two of them swung their heads in time with the music.

Finding a spot beneath a tree filled with multicolored leaves, Riley sat down. Storm settled down beside her, and Miss Pigglesworth lay on the other side. Her hands were trembling, and she felt sick with exhaustion. She leaned over and laid her head against Storm, and in a matter of moments she drifted off into a deep, exhausted sleep.



When Riley awoke, she was covered in a blanket of woven leaves. She’d also been visited by mischief-makers, as long garlands of flowers had been wrapped around her neck and head, and little flowers were woven into her long hair. Storm, too, had been covered in flowers and had them braided into his mane and tail. Riley looked around and saw a group of tiny pixies and elves peeking around a tree and giggling. When Riley waved at them, they playfully blew raspberries at her and flew away.

The sun was shining brightly overhead, and the party was in full swing. Miss Pigglesworth raised her head and whined softly to Riley.

“I think I know what you’re saying,” Riley said to her. “I’m going to ask Cornflower if she can get us to the Underwater territory. I won’t be able to celebrate anything until all of us are together again.”

Miss Pigglesworth barked, and her tail wagged in agreement.

Riley climbed to her feet and was amazed at the sights around her. The party was even larger than earlier, as more and more magical creatures arrived and joined in the celebration. She sought out Cornflower and saw the fairy dancing in the middle of the clearing among her kind. The throne that Lola-Rose had used was gone, and Riley had the feeling that it wouldn’t be back.

“Hey, Shorty.” Alfie ran over and laughed when he saw her. “They got you too, huh?”

“Who did it?” Riley asked, untangling flowers from her hair.

“Pixies,” Alfie said. “They got the gargoyles good! I can’t wait to see Gideon’s face when he wakes up.” Alfie was eating grape-like fruit. “You gotta try some of these. They’re awesome!”

Riley marveled at how her cousin could “go with the flow” and find a way to enjoy himself whatever the situation. She knew he was worried about the others but somehow still managed to find a smile.

“I’m not really hungry,” Riley said.

“And yet you are going to eat,” Maggie said, joining them. She wrapped her arm around Riley and led her over to one of the food tables. “Listen to me, my sweet. You have been through a terrible ordeal. You need to regain your strength for what’s ahead of us. To do that you must eat.”

Riley knew there was no arguing with Maggie. Not when the leopard-woman set her mind to something. So Riley surrendered and walked with her up to a large table that was ready to collapse, it was so full of fruits and treats.

“Try this one,” Alfie said, pointing to a fruit that looked like a plum. “It’s my favorite.”

Riley did eat the fruit and was amazed by the taste. It was almost like the unicorn food, but better. She picked up another piece and handed it to Storm. “You have to eat too, Stormy.”

As Riley walked around, Pixies fluttered by her and waved, while other fairies came forward and introduced themselves. Many times Riley was asked why she was hiding her pretty wings. Finally she pulled off her overshirt and freed her purple wings.

“Do you feel them?” Alfie asked. He leaned around to her back and felt where the diaphanous wings joined her body.

Riley shook her head. “Not really. No more than I feel my arms, legs, or toes. They’re just there. But they do seem to move with a mind of their own.”

“Your mom is so gonna freak,” Alfie said. “I nearly choked when I saw them.”

Maggie smiled. “Beverly will just be glad that Riley’s all right, as we all are. With or without her lovely fairy wings.”

Riley wasn’t sure how she was going to tell her family. But that would come. For now she needed to stay focused on saving her brother, Bastian, Jill, and Sarah.

When the music paused, Riley stepped into the clearing and approached Cornflower.

“Riley, you’re up,” the queen said. “Are you feeling better?”

Riley hated to lie, but the truth would only hurt Cornflower’s feelings. “I am, much better, thank you. I was hoping that you meant what you said before, when you said you’d help free my family and friends from the Underwater territory.”

“Of course I meant it,” Cornflower said. “When the gargoyles wake, we can leave. Several of us are going, and it will be an adventure for all of us.”

Riley had half expected Cornflower to say no. Her experience with fairies so far hadn’t been great, but she breathed a sigh of relief.

Cornflower flew closer to Riley and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Riley, you are my sister now, and I already love you. You helped free the Enchanted territory from Lola-Rose’s cruelty, and you gave me back my throne. Of course I will help you and never betray you. Not like Lola-Rose.”

“I—um,” Riley started, wondering if fairies could mind-read.

Cornflower grinned. “Things are going to change in all of Atlantis. With your help, there will be no more boundaries, no more territories. It will be one land, and everyone will be welcome to travel freely around it.”

“Does that mean we can come back here?” Alfie said.

“Of course, Alfie. You are always welcome here.”

“Awesome!” Alfie cried. “Just wait till everyone sees this place. They’re gonna freak!” Then he realized what he said. “I mean in a good way. It’s so cool here!”

Cornflower smiled. “I know what you meant. It is cool here.”

As her anxiousness faded, Riley’s appetite returned, and she joined Alfie, Maggie, and Pea at the food table. After eating, she even managed to dance a bit with Kestrel and then Raven.

When the sun started to set, torches were lit, and even louder music started to play. Soon the gargoyles came back to life. When they did, they were all surprised to find the garlands of flowers that had been strung around them and wrapped around their heads like crowns.

Riley stood before Gideon and watched him wake. He jumped when he found that he had been draped in flowers. He looked at Riley and frowned.

Riley held up her hands. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t do it.” She held up her own garlands. “The pixies did it to us.”

Priri lifted her garland and sniffed the fragrant flowers, then left it on. “These are lovely.”

Gideon shook his head. “Now do you see why I don’t like coming to the Enchanted territory? There’s no telling what can happen.”

“I think you all look wonderful,” Maggie said, coming up to them. She helped Gideon remove his flowers but then draped them over herself.

“There’s plenty of food to eat,” Riley said. “I never imagined that fairies would like to party as much as these ones do. They haven’t stopped dancing all day.”

“That is what they do,” Priri said. “Humans used to get trapped in fairy rings. It wasn’t malicious, but fairies don’t know when to stop, so the people danced and danced until they died.”

“They killed people?” Alfie cried.

“Not intentionally, but it did happen,” Priri said. “But they stopped dancing in the human world once they settled here, so it hasn’t happened in a very long time.”

They all walked together to the tables of food. They seemed just as full as earlier, despite everyone eating all day and into the night. When Riley asked about it, the answer was always the same: “Fairy magic.”

After the meal, Cornflower came forward. Petunia, Raven, Kestrel, Magpie, and several other fairies were with her, as well as a load of pixies. Cornflower looked up at Gideon. “I know Riley is anxious to get to her friends in the Underwater territory—would you like to get going?”

Riley’s heart filled with excitement. The party was loud and fun with all the different and strange creatures celebrating. But she was eager to get moving.

“Of course,” Gideon said. “We should be getting back to the Crucible.”

Cornflower nodded. “May I ask a favor of you?”

Oberon heard the request and joined Gideon and Priri. “Anything, Your Majesty,” Oberon said, bowing his head.

“Would you secure Lola-Rose’s wings in the Crucible?”

“Of course,” Oberon said.

Gideon turned to his father. “Forgive me, but I don’t think that is a good idea. Look what happened with Oleander’s wings. Chrissy is still young and vulnerable. The wings may call to her. May I suggest that we bury them deep in the Forbidden Zone?”

“A good idea,” Oberon said. “If you go with Her Majesty and Riley, I will take a group with us, and we will secure the wings where they can cause no more harm.”

“Thank you, Oberon,” Cornflower said.



Despite the large group leaving the clearing, the party continued without them. As they started to walk away, Riley looked back, and Alfie said, “Did you want to stay?”

“Nope,” Riley said. “I just want to remember this so I can tell everyone what we saw.”

“I don’t think any of us will ever forget it,” Pea said.

Riley looked at the koala and nodded. Then she smiled as Pea was still wearing several garlands of flowers.

As they made their way through the Enchanted territory, Riley walked beside Storm. The colt seemed fine, but she didn’t want to ride him—he’d been through too much.

Alfie was walking, too, next to Kevin.

The return journey was less stressful than the way to the Enchanted territory, but there was a silence as everyone considered what they’d just experienced.

Riley was more exhausted than she’d ever been in her life. It wasn’t just the physical changes she’d been through—it was everything, added to the worry for those in the Underwater territory.

When they reached the unicorn territory, most of the unicorns drifted away. But Star and two others remained with them. Since the ordeal with Storm, the stallion stayed close to the colt but no longer had the threat in his eyes. It was obvious that Storm had been accepted by them.

Would that mean the unicorns might see the value in those who were less than perfect? Riley didn’t know, but she sure hoped so.

After two days and nights, they reached the gargoyle territory and stopped at the Crucible. While most of the gargoyles entered, Gideon and Priri remained outside. Oberon also went inside to secure Lola-Rose’s wings in a case that would be buried in the Forbidden Zone.

“It has been an age since I was last here,” Cornflower said, gazing up at the Crucible.

“So many things changed once Oleander and then Lola-Rose took the throne,” Gideon said. “I am grateful that soon all will return to the way it was and we can all move freely around.”

Cornflower looked at Riley before saying, “More than that, Gideon, so much more. Am I correct, Riley?”

Despite her exhaustion, Riley nodded. “Absolutely.”

Gideon and Priri looked at Riley in confusion.

“But for now,” Cornflower continued, looking at Riley and Alfie, “may I suggest that you try to get some rest? We will be entering the water in the morning.”

Riley looked at Gideon. “I thought that you might be coming with us.”

Gideon shook his head. “Do you not remember what happened the last time I was in water?”

Riley remembered Galina struggling to keep Gideon at the surface when she first met him at the land bridge between Atlantis and the Forbidden Zone. “But you were turned to stone then,” Riley said.

“And it is the same when we are alive,” Gideon admitted. “We do not swim. We sink to the bottom like stones, and if we are alive, we would drown.”

Cornflower nodded. “Water and gargoyles do not mix. So we will be going at dawn.”

Storm was beside Riley and nickered softly.

“What about Storm?” Riley asked.

“I think it best if he stays here too,” Petunia said. “For him to enter the water will be dangerous. I’m sure he will be safer here.”

The stallion came forward and nickered.

“Thank you, Star,” Gideon said, bowing. He turned to Riley. “Star and the others will take care of Storm while you are gone. He will be perfectly safe.”

Riley studied Star’s face and didn’t see any malice directed at Storm. And though Riley wanted the colt to stay close to her, going underwater with him was a frightening prospect. She turned to Gideon. “If you think it will be safest for him.”

Gideon nodded. “It will be.”

Storm understood what was being said and nudged Riley gently. Then he stepped closer to Star.

“All right, Stormy, if you’re sure,” Riley said.

Once it was decided, Riley and Alfie settled down on soft tree bows outside the Crucible. Gideon and Priri stood guard over them as they rested. But when they woke in the morning, the gargoyles were gone. And just like the last time, they woke to find themselves draped in floral garlands. The flowers were a bit different from those in the Enchanted territory, but they were equally lovely and fragrant.

Maggie was resting near Riley and sat up, yawning and stretching. She smiled at the garlands and looked at the pixies hovering overhead. “Again? You little rascals!”

The pixies laughed and darted off into the trees.

Maggie climbed to her feet. “I didn’t realize I was so tired.”

“Me neither,” Pea agreed, untangling himself from the flower strands.

Kevin was also rising and started to eat the garlands draped around him.

“You have all been through a lot,” Cornflower said. “Come, eat, and then we can go to the Underwater territory.”

Riley was too keyed up to eat, but she did manage to enjoy a few pieces of fruit. After that they all headed down to the water where Gideon and Riley had first met Eva. “It’s this way,” Riley said.

When they arrived, the fairies stopped to enjoy the beauty. “Isn’t it lovely here!” Cornflower said. “It has been too long since I was last in this territory.”

“It’s all right if you don’t mind getting wet,” Tu-lu offered from Riley’s shoulder. “Which I don’t like, so I will wait here.” The flying rat launched off Riley’s shoulder and landed on Kevin’s head.

“Suit yourself,” Cornflower said. She fluttered up to the water’s edge with the other fairies. “Those of you who wish to go, come forward.”

Riley looked at Alfie. “This is it.”

“Finally,” Alfie said.

Maggie also came forward. But Pea hung back.

“Pea?” Riley said. “Don’t you want to see it?”

Pea shook his head. “I am sorry, Riley, but I really do not like getting wet. I, too, will stay here and keep the others safe.”

Riley smiled at the koala. “Thank you, Pea. I’m sure Star, Storm, and Kevin appreciate your sacrifice.”

“It has to be done,” Pea said.

Riley waved at her friends and walked down to the water. “We’re ready,” she said to Cornflower. “What do we do?”

“Enter the water,” Cornflower said. “And duck down beneath the surface.”

Riley waded into the water and felt the first twinges of nerves. She didn’t know what was coming or how they were even going to find their way. When she, Alfie, and Maggie were more than waist deep, Riley’s father appeared.

“Riley!” he squealed in his high dolphin voice. “I’ve been waiting for you! Your mother told me everything. Are you all right?”

Riley ached to tell her father all that they’d been through, but she didn’t have time to explain it all. “I’ll tell you all about it after we get the others.” She looked up at Cornflower. “Dad, this is Queen Cornflower, and that’s Petunia, Raven, and Kestrel….”

Riley’s father looked at the fairies flying above the surface. Dolphins couldn’t gasp, but he did an excellent impression of one. “What? Wait—you’re—you’re…”

“They’re fairies, Dad.”

“Hi, Uncle Andrew,” Alfie said. “The smaller ones over there are pixies. If you fall asleep, they put flowers all over you.”

“Fairies and pixies,” Riley’s father said. “Your mom told me, but to see them…”

“Hello,” Cornflower said. “You are Riley’s father?”

“I am,” Andrew said.

“And I am her sister,” Cornflower said.

“Sister?” Andrew repeated.

“It’s complicated, Dad,” Riley said. “But yes, we’re sisters. We’re connected by wings.”

“Riley, I don’t understand what’s happening,” her father said.

“I know, and there is so much to tell. But we have to get Danny and the others.”

“Of course,” Andrew said. “More mermen have come out of the opening and seem to be patrolling the shoreline, but since no one comes down to the water now, they haven’t taken anyone else.”

“We shall go,” Cornflower said. She flew up to Riley, Alfie, and Maggie. “Duck down beneath the surface.”

Riley and the others did as Cornflower instructed. When they were below the surface, the fairies joined them. “Now inhale,” Cornflower called.

This went against everything Riley ever knew about water and swimming. Her instincts wouldn’t let her take the first breath.

“Please, trust me,” Cornflower said. “If you want to see those you love again, you must inhale.”

Riley closed her eyes and saw the vision of Bastian. His blazing blue eyes and the special way he smiled at her. If this was the only way for her to reach him, she would have to do it. Riley opened her mouth and took in a deep breath.

Nothing happened. There was no choking, no coughing; she was breathing like she was in air.

Riley opened her eyes and saw Alfie’s face. It was turning bright red as he refused to inhale. “It’s all right, Creep,” Riley said. Her voice sounded so strange, but it was still hers. “I’ve done it. It’s just like breathing air—you don’t choke.”

Finally Alfie took a breath, and his eyes shot open in shock. “I can breathe!”

Maggie also inhaled and gazed around in wonder. “This is amazing—it’s so different now. I can see everything, and look at the colors. The water is beautiful!”

“One more thing,” Cornflower called. “Do not surface until you are ready to breathe air again. Otherwise we have to start over.”

“I understand,” Riley said.

Her father came up to her and pressed his dolphin beak against her face. His mouth opened, but only squeaks came out.

Cornflower said to him, “You cannot be understood beneath the surface. Your voice is just a squeak to all of us.”

Andrew’s head bobbed up and down.

“Please wait here for us. We will be back soon,” Cornflower said to him.
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THEY STARTED DOWN IN THE water. At first the sun’s rays trickled through the depths and they could see. But the deeper they went, the darker it became. Petunia swam ahead and raised her hands. Just as she had done the first time Riley met her, she used a blazing light to drive back the darkness.

“Follow me,” Cornflower called.

The fairies and pixies cut through the water like fish. For Riley, Alfie, and Maggie, it was much slower.

As they descended, the water became cooler.

“How deep do we have to go?” Alfie asked.

“Much deeper,” Kestrel called. “If the entrance is still where it used to be.”

A few minutes later Riley became aware that they were being surrounded. She looked around and saw numerous sirens approaching. There was wariness in their expressions, but not necessarily anger, as they stayed back, but followed.

Eventually they reached a kind of cliff face that continued down. Cornflower paused, then swam back to Riley. “Take off your outer shirt; reveal your wings. We need them to see that you are a fairy too.”

“What about me and Maggie?” Alfie cried.

“If you stay close to Riley, I’m sure you’ll be safe,” Cornflower said.

“Don’t tell me, we’re her servants again…,” Alfie moaned.

“Actually, that’s a good idea,” Cornflower said as her long hair swirled all around her face. “It has been an age since I have been here, and the elders must be angry after being sealed in for so long. They may attack us.”

“What happens then?” Alfie asked.

“Then we use magic,” the fairy queen said.

They were soon swimming down along the vertical cliff, deeper and deeper until they reached the ocean floor. Riley looked around and saw fish who were glowing with bioluminescence. “Wow,” she breathed.

“Hey, Shorty, look over there,” Alfie called. “This place is awesome. Freaky but awesome!”

Riley followed Alfie’s finger to what appeared to be a school of glowing jellyfish.

More sirens arrived and appeared to be blocking a cave entrance. There were broken boulders and rocks all around it, showing that it was a new entrance.

Cornflower held up her hands. “I am Queen Cornflower and wish to enter the Underwater territory and speak with Firth or Nen.”

A young, well-built merman with a halo of long blond hair shook his head.

Cornflower then started to sing in a voice similar to Galina’s and Eva’s. The expression on the merman’s face changed, and he looked around in surprise. Finally he nodded and waved them in.

“They have been sealed in too long and have forgotten about us,” Cornflower said. “Come, follow me.”

Petunia led the way into the cave, followed by Raven and Kestrel. Cornflower hung back with Riley, Alfie, and Maggie to make sure they got through all right.

The deep cave they traveled through was longer than Riley expected, and a few times, the way became so narrow they had to squeeze through. Riley wondered how the larger mermen had made it out. Eventually the cave opened up into a vast chamber.

“Wow!” Alfie cried as they entered. “I thought the Enchanted territory was unbelievable, but this place is unreal!”

The ceiling of the tall chamber was covered in a kind of glowing moss that offered a dull light. Up ahead and far below them, they saw stunning buildings that appeared to be covered in pearls. There were no doors but loads of open windows that mer-people swam in and out of. Schools of small fish swam with them and entered the buildings.

Everywhere Riley looked, she saw beauty. There were sirens swimming all around. When they saw Riley and the group, they paused and looked fearful. Riley saw several mer-children and waved at them. Their green tails weren’t as long as the adults’, and the flukes at the end were much rounder. They appeared to be playing a strange kind of game with a school of fish. Seeing Riley and the others, they swam away quickly and hid.

“It’s like The Little Mermaid,” Riley commented. “Look at all the buildings!”

They swam deeper and deeper until they reached the cavern floor. When Riley, Alfie, and Maggie touched down, they stirred plumes of sediment into the water in a cloud of dirt.

Cornflower came closer to Riley. “Open your wings,” she said.

“How?” Riley said. “I can’t control them.”

“Yes, you can, just like you control your arms. It’s instinctual. Try it.”

Riley frowned and imagined opening her wings.

“Very good, Riley,” Maggie said. “They’re open.”

“Are they?” Riley peered over her shoulder and saw a flash of purple—her wings.

“Now,” Cornflower continued. “Everyone, stay close. I am going to call out and ask for the leaders to come.” She called forward to the other fairies. “Petunia, Kestrel, everyone, cover your ears. They may try to enchant us with their song.”

“What about us?” Alfie asked.

“Covering your ears won’t help you if they use their song.”

“Oh great,” Alfie said. “You couldn’t have told us this when we were still above?”

“You will be fine,” Cornflower said. “We will protect you.”

Petunia, Kestrel, Raven, Magpie, and the pixies settled nearer to Riley, Alfie, and Maggie and then covered their ears. Soon Cornflower started to sing.

“Hey, Shorty,” Alfie said, leaning closer to her. “I don’t see any air bubbles or air pockets. How can Jill, Danny, and the others breathe down here?”

Alfie was right. As she gazed around, Riley started to become really scared. Though the cavern was vast and filled with sirens, there didn’t seem to be any dry areas where the others could be held and breathe.

When Cornflower stopped singing, many more mer-people approached. Some were young, but many were very old, with tails that were bent with age and what could be arthritis. Soon a loud, booming male voice sounded.

Riley, Alfie, and Maggie pressed closer together as they watched a large group of very powerful-looking mermen approach. There was confusion on the face of one of the older ones, and then it lit with recognition and an enormous smile appeared. He swam up to Cornflower and embraced the tiny fairy.

When that happened, the other fairies uncovered their ears.

“Who’s that?” Riley asked Kestrel.

“He is Firth,” Kestrel said. “He remembers the queen. She is telling him what has been happening in the Enchanted territory and how you helped defeat Oleander and Lola-Rose. She says that she will open the Underwater territory fully so the people may come to the surface like they used to. She’s also asking about those taken from above.”

Kestrel waited as more singing continued, then said, “Firth is saying that it wasn’t his people who took them, that it was Nen’s people.”

“Who is Nen?” Alfie asked.

“He is the leader of the other side of the cavern,” Kestrel explained. “When the entrance was sealed, locking everyone in, the two largest families took control. The cavern was divided in half. But after the ground started to shake and part of the ceiling came down, making the cavern smaller, tensions rose, and now they are close to war. Nen is trying to get control of the whole cavern. He sounds very much like Lola-Rose.”

“But the cavern is open now, and everyone can leave,” Riley said. “Why did they take our friends?”

“I do not know,” Kestrel said.

The singing became quicker and more animated as Cornflower and Firth continued. It was obvious from their beaming smiles that they really liked each other. But when another, louder voice sounded from across the cavern, Firth’s smile vanished, and an anxious expression rose on his face.

Moments later a second large group of mer-people arrived.

“That is Nen,” Kestrel said softly. “He has heard of our arrival and is furious. He’s demanding to know why the cavern was sealed. The queen is explaining about Oleander, Lola-Rose, and the Fairy War.”

Right from the start, Nen’s approach was aggressive and hostile. There was no joy or welcoming when he swam up to Cornflower. The merman had deep scars on his chest, and the fins on his long tail were frayed. There was even a patch of missing scales. But it was the expression on his face that was the most shocking—it was pure rage.

Riley remembered what Eva said, that Firth was her father and that he’d been ordered to hand her over to Nen’s people. Looking at Nen, Riley could understand why Eva escaped and would rather beach herself than be forced to live on his side of the cavern. But why had Nen taken Bastian and the others?

“What are they saying?” Riley asked Kestrel.

“It’s not good,” Kestrel said. “Nen is demanding that the whole cavern be handed over to him to rule and that Cornflower must remove Firth. If she refuses, the hostages will be drowned.”

“What?” Riley cried.

Nen heard Riley’s outburst and focused on her. He swam closer, grasped Riley roughly by the shoulders, and turned her around to look at her back. He reached out, and with a webbed hand, caught hold of one of Riley’s wings and gave it a vicious pull.

“Ouch!” Riley howled. She instinctively smacked the merman, but when she did, her magic sent him tumbling backward.

His servants swam forward and reached for Riley, but Petunia turned on her light and flashed it in their faces. In the cavern the effect was blinding, and the mermen had to shield their eyes from the brightness.

Kestrel and Raven came forward and fluttered in front of Riley, Alfie, and Maggie. Their expressions turned hard as they held up their hands in threat.

When Nen returned, his face was the picture of rage. He tried to swim around Cornflower to get Riley, but the queen waved her hands. Moments later Nen and his mermen were held still in an invisible grip.

Unable to break free, Nen started to yell… and then he started to sing.

With his first notes, Riley felt an odd flush come over her. The music was strange and otherworldly and made her feel as though she had to move closer to Nen and do whatever he commanded. Alfie’s and Maggie’s faces were blank as they were enchanted by the siren song.

Only when Firth and his mer-people slapped their webbed hands over Nen’s and his guards’ mouths was the spell broken.

“Whoa,” Alfie said, shaking his head. “That was not fun!”

“That is the true siren song,” Kestrel said softly. “It’s very dangerous to all of us. Even Cornflower. Had she listened long enough, she would have fallen under Nen’s power. Should everyone here start to sing against us, we would be easily defeated.”

Cornflower and Firth started to sing to each other again in a song that didn’t affect Riley. She realized the mer-people could turn the music’s power on and off.

Finally Firth nodded, and then he, Petunia, and several of his people swam off.

Riley looked over at Kestrel. “Please, tell us what’s happening.”

“This is very bad,” Kestrel said, though he didn’t turn around. His hands were raised and held at the ready. “Nen has accused Firth of conspiring with the fairies so that he could take control of the whole cavern—first in sealing them in long ago and now in opening it again, but only on Firth’s side, where he could control the entrance and who came and went.

“It seems that during the big earthquake, when part of the cavern collapsed, Nen’s daughter was killed. In his grief Nen became convinced it was fairy magic working against him, and he vowed revenge.”

“But why take our friends if he was mad at the fairies?” Alfie asked Kestrel.

Cornflower swam closer to Alfie. “No matter what I say, Nen insists on believing that we fairies have been keeping humans as servants. And that by his taking them, we would have to come down here and open the entrance. He was trying to bargain with me, saying if I didn’t remove Firth from his side, Nen would have his people harm their prisoners. Nen has never been a kind siren, but his grief over the death of his daughter is making him unreasonable. He is blaming us for everything and believes if he controls the whole cavern, he will feel better.”

“Why would he want to rule the cavern with the entrance open?” Alfie asked. “I mean, people can come and go now.”

“Do not try to understand the mind of someone like Nen,” Kestrel said. “Especially when they are grieving.”

The next few minutes were agony for Riley. They waited while Cornflower continued singing to Nen, perhaps trying to reason with him. But the fury on his face said everything. He did not want to listen. He was struggling to break free of the hand over his mouth and the spell keeping him still. Nen was not calming down. He was getting angrier.

Loud singing rose from across the vast cavern. Riley looked over and saw Petunia’s blazing light shining like a small dot in the darkness across the vast distance.

Soon more singing filled the cavern. It was like everyone was singing all at once. Cornflower turned back to Kestrel and Raven and said, “Go, help Petunia and Firth! Don’t let them wake the prisoners.”

The two fairies took off in a shot. The moment they left, Magpie and a group of pixies took their place in front of Riley, Alfie, and Maggie.

Moments later the fairies returned.

“Bastian!” Riley cried. He and the others were being drawn forward by Firth’s mermen. They were all stock-still and looked frozen. They were unconscious, but their resting faces were pinched in pain.

“Do not try to wake them,” Kestrel warned. “Petunia and Firth’s people have freed them, but they are still in grave danger. They are only safe as long as they sleep.”

A song sounded beside Riley, and she was thrilled to see Galina swimming toward her quickly. Eva was beside her.

“Galina!” Riley cried. The two met in a joyous embrace. Riley wrapped her arms tightly around her best friend. “Are you all right?”

Galina nodded and sang. Then she touched Riley’s wings and swam to her back to look at them. Her singing intensified.

“She says she is so glad to see you and is asking about your wings,” Kestrel said.

“I’ll tell you later,” Riley said to her friend.

Nen saw their exchange, and it caused him to struggle harder against the magic that held him firm.

Galina and Eva looked at him and shied back fearfully. Riley pulled them both behind her and faced the enraged merman. “They are with me!” She looked back at her friends and said, “He’s not going to keep you, I promise!”

Firth approached Cornflower and sang. The queen responded with more singing. Soon after, Firth and his people swam toward the center of the cavern and started to sing with voices that boomed through the whole area.

Cornflower turned back to Riley. “This is not going well. It is time for you to leave this territory. Petunia will lead you back to the surface and wake your friends. Go now, and be quick!”

“What about you?” Riley said.

“We will follow you in a bit. Please go. I can’t keep you safe beneath the surface and hold on to Nen and his guards for much longer.”

Riley didn’t argue. There was something coming. She could feel it. And though Cornflower and the others said that she was a powerful fairy, she had no idea what her magic was or how it worked. She looked back at Galina and Eva. “Please, help us get the others back to the surface.”

Galina nodded and reached out to take hold of Danny and Sarah. Eva caught hold of Bastian and Jill. Bastian’s face was twisted with so much pain, it tore at Riley’s heart. They were all log-still, and Riley prayed they would wake up.

They swam back the way they’d come, and once again Petunia turned on her light for them to see by. “We must hurry,” Petunia urged. “The queen needs me.”

As they swam through the cave, Riley saw the sirens who had been outside it coming toward them. They sang to Petunia.

Petunia looked at Riley. “They are here to help you get back to the surface quickly. Let them take you.”

One reached out for Riley, and with a flash of his tail, he carried her along faster than she could have moved on her own, while another caught hold of Alfie and another, Maggie.

“What’s happening back there?” Alfie called.

“I will tell you later,” Petunia said. “Just get to the surface!”

They were moving quicker than Riley imagined possible. She’d seen Galina swim fast but never imagined what it would feel like. She looked around for her father, but he was gone.

In moments they were nearing the surface. Just before they reached the air, Petunia sang, and the sirens stopped, holding Riley and the others still.

“Riley, Alfie, and Maggie,” Petunia started as she swam in front of them. “Take a deep breath, and when you surface, let it out slowly. Then you can breathe air again.”

Riley did as Petunia instructed and took in a breath and held it. When she broke the surface and let it out, it was the strangest sensation. But then she gulped air and was back to normal.

Storm was waiting on the shore. The moment he saw her, he started to whinny and trotted into the water.

“We’re okay, Stormy,” Riley said.

“Did you get the others?” Pea called.

Riley nodded. “They’re here, but they’re still unconscious. Where’s Dad? Is he okay?”

Pea walked closer. “He’s gone back to tell your mother and the others that you are here. He said he’ll be back.”

Miss Pigglesworth ran into the water and was whining, looking all around. “We got him, Miss Pigglesworth,” Maggie called. “He’s with Eva.”

Petunia rose out of the water and sang to Galina and Eva. They appeared at the surface and carried their precious people forward.

“Get them up on the beach,” Petunia said.

Riley, Alfie, and Maggie caught hold of their unconscious friends and carefully hauled them up onto the sand.

“They are like wood,” Pea said. “Are they all right?”

“They are alive,” Petunia said. “They have been stung by a special fish venom. It froze them into this state but also kept them safe beneath the water. When I wake them, they will be fine.”

Pea looked up at Riley. “What did you see down there?”

“It was so beautiful, but there’s big trouble,” Riley said. “Cornflower is still down there—but it was getting very nasty.” Her gaze trailed along the four arrivals and saw how much they were like driftwood on the shore, unmoving and stiff. Seeing Bastian like that was horrible. Miss Pigglesworth’s whining increased as she licked Bastian’s still face.

“It’s all right, Miss Pigglesworth,” Petunia said. “I will wake them.” The fairy approached each prisoner and touched their foreheads. “Time to wake…”

Danny was the first, and when he opened his eyes, he screamed. Followed by Sarah, then Bastian, and finally Jill. They all reacted the same with terror and screaming.

“It’s all right,” Riley called. She was kneeling beside Bastian and reached for his hand. “It’s over. You’re safe now.”

“Riley!” Bastian sat up and looked around in confusion. “Where are they? What happened? They—they took us!”

“I know.” Riley wrapped her arms around him and felt a tremendous wave of relief. The days of terror were finally coming to an end. She started to tremble in his arms.

“I’m all right,” he said gently.

Seeing Alfie beside her, Jill threw her arms around him and held him tightly. “What happened? All I remember is being at the game. Then I couldn’t breathe, and then I felt a burning sting.”

“Me too,” Danny agreed.

Miss Pigglesworth was licking Bastian’s face and whining while Riley crossed the sand and greeted her brother.

“You went where?” Bastian asked the dog. He looked at Riley. “You went to the Enchanted territory?”

Riley nodded as she held her brother. It was then that Danny finally noticed Riley’s open wings, and his eyes went wide. “Riley, what happened to you? You’ve got…”

“Wings, yeah, it’s a long story,” Alfie said.

“So much has happened, but it’s not over yet.” Riley looked back at Petunia. “Thank you so much, Petunia. We’re all right now. Please, go and help Cornflower.”

“We’ll be back soon,” Petunia promised as she darted back over the water and vanished beneath the surface.

Danny, Sarah, Jill, and Bastian climbed to their feet, staring open-mouthed at the place where Petunia had been.

“Riley?” Danny asked. “What’s happening here? Why do you have wings, and what was that?”

“That’s Petunia. She’s a fairy,” Maggie said.

“A fairy?” Danny repeated.

“Yeah,” Alfie said. “And Shorty’s one too. That’s why she has wings.”

“What?” Danny cried.

Riley looked at her brother and then Bastian. She nodded shyly. “Yeah, I’m kinda a fairy now.”

“Whoa, Riley,” Danny said. “Does Mom know?”

“Not yet,” Riley said. “Though Dad might be telling her.”

“Your wings are beautiful,” Sarah said. “Can you fly?”

“Fly?” Riley cried. “I—I don’t think so. They’re really small.” She looked back at Bastian, feeling self-conscious and unsure.

Bastian grinned and walked closer to her. “My very own fairy!” He embraced her tightly.

Riley felt tremendous relief as Bastian held on to her, knowing what she was. But the hug was cut short when Jill screamed, “Storm, behind you!”

Riley looked over and saw Storm standing beside Kevin, with Star right behind them. “Jill, everyone, it’s okay. That’s Star. He’s the leader of the unicorns. He and Storm are fine now.”

Danny looked from the water to the stallion. “Riley, what’s happening here? You have wings, there are fairies, and now the unicorns know about Storm? How much did we miss?”

“A lot!” Alfie said. “There was even a fairy war!”

“No way!” Danny said.

“Way,” Alfie responded.

Riley put her arms around Bastian. She had fought so hard for this moment, she didn’t want it to end.
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WHILE THEY WAITED ON THE beach for Cornflower and the others to return, Riley, Alfie, Maggie, and Pea filled everyone in on the events of the past few days. It ended with how they’d carried them through the cavern and back up to the beach.

Galina and Eva were on the shore, half in and half out of the water, and their tails glistened in the sunlight. The two sirens were holding on to each other’s hands and split their attention between Riley and the water, waiting to see what would happen.

After they finished explaining the events, Danny came over and inspected Riley’s wings. “I’m touching them, but I still can’t believe it. Hey, look, you’ve got jewels on the tips.”

“I know,” Riley said, trying to peer over her shoulder to see them.

Bastian was sitting beside Riley, holding her hand tightly. “Will they grow larger?”

“I don’t know. Neither does Cornflower,” Riley said. “There’s never been a fairy as big as me before. She says we’ll learn as we go.”

“This is just so wild,” Danny said.

“It has been a trying few days,” Pea said.

“Trying?” Alfie cried. “Are you kidding? It was more than trying—it was terrifying. We were almost killed so many times—including by walking trees and trolls!”

Jill looked at Alfie. “So while you were fighting fairies, we were trapped in a cavern at the bottom of the ocean?”

“Yeah, you were,” Alfie said. “It’s too bad you weren’t awake. It was really cool down there. But there’s this really awful merman guy named Nen who has a bunch of goons. He’s a giant bully. Cornflower held him still while we got away, but he really wasn’t happy.”

“I wonder what Cornflower will do with him,” Maggie said.

“I don’t know,” Riley said. “Nen was demanding that she take Firth away so Nen could rule everyone in the cavern, but I doubt she’ll do that.”

“Yeah,” Alfie agreed. “She wants all of Atlantis united and no more territories so that everyone can travel everywhere. Not that we can go down there. But we can go back to the Enchanted territory.”

“What about the Forbidden Zone?” Jill asked. “I don’t want to go there.”

“And I don’t want what’s over there coming here!” Danny added.

“I don’t think she meant the Forbidden Zone,” Riley said. “At least I hope not.”

They stayed together on the beach waiting for Cornflower and the other fairies to surface. But as the day passed, Riley really started to worry.

“It’s been too long. Something’s wrong,” Riley said as she started to pace. She walked up to Galina. “Can you hear anything from below?”

The siren looked back at the water and then shook her head.

“Just don’t go down to check,” Danny warned. He was standing with Sarah, holding her hand on the shore. “We don’t want them taking you again.”

With that, Galina and Eva crawled a bit farther up the beach.

Not long after sunset, Gideon and several other gargoyles charged onto the beach. Gideon was carrying the unicorn lantern, and when he saw Galina on the shore, he dropped it, raced forward, and scooped her up in his arms. “I have been so frightened!”

Riley and everyone heard the emotion in the gargoyle’s voice. It was obvious just how much Galina meant to him. “Did they hurt you? Are you all right?”

Galina shook her head and started to sing. Gideon looked back at Riley. “Queen Cornflower is still down there? How long has it been?”

“All day,” Riley said. “I’m really starting to worry. There was this big merman, Nen, who was so angry. He’s the one that Eva was scared of. And now I know why; he was awful.”

“Yeah,” Alfie said. “He’s trouble with a capital T.”

“I wouldn’t worry about Cornflower,” Priri said. “Believe me, she can handle herself.”

“But you didn’t see them,” Alfie said. “They were huge, and then Nen started to sing at us. It made me feel really weird!”

“He used his siren song against you?” Priri asked.

Riley nodded. “But Firth’s people covered Nen’s mouth.”

“I’m sure all will be well.” Gideon returned Galina to the water and looked at the others. “I am so glad to see you back. How are you all feeling?”

“Fine,” Bastian said. “To be honest, we slept through everything.”

Danny added, “They stunned us with this fish venom, so we didn’t know anything. But what you’ve been through is unbelievable.”

“It has been an adventure,” Gideon agreed. “In fact…” He stopped speaking as he gazed around.

“What is it?” Danny asked.

“Vibrations,” Riley said. She was standing on the shore in the water up to her ankles. “Something’s happening. It’s coming from down below.”

“Is it another earthquake?” Jill asked.

“I don’t think so,” Maggie said. “It feels different.”

When the vibrations increased, everyone could feel them. But after a few minutes Eva started to sing. She pointed at the water.

Danny held up the unicorn lantern. Farther out, multiple sirens arrived at the surface. “What’s happening?”

“It’s them,” Riley said. “They’re from the Underwater territory!”

The sirens were gazing up at the stars and then looking toward the beach. There was fear on their faces when they saw everyone onshore.

Eva started to sing and was soon joined by Galina. The two sirens waved and motioned to the others in the water to come forward.

“Welcome,” Gideon called.

Riley and Alfie also waved at the newcomers.

“Are they friend or foe?” Danny asked.

Galina turned back to him and sang out. Then Gideon said, “She said they are friendly. These are Firth’s people. But the others will be coming too.”

With each passing moment, more and more mer-people broke the surface and gazed around in wonder.

The older among them appeared a lot more confident as they approached the shore and looked up at Riley and the others. It was the younger ones who were fearful of people.

Gideon entered the water up to his waist and approached an elderly mermaid. “Welcome,” he said.

The old mermaid reached out her hand and stroked Gideon’s face. She started to sing. When she finished, Gideon reacted. “She knows me!” he said in surprise. “She says she remembers when I was a child. She also remembers my father and mother. That she knew them in the time before the Underwater territory was sealed.”

Gideon looked back at Priri. “Why did Father never tell me? Surely he must have known where Galina came from, but he never said.”

“I would imagine it had to do with fear of Lola-Rose and what she might have done,” Priri said.

“That’s the bad queen?” Danny asked.

Gideon nodded. “She and Oleander have caused so much suffering in all of Atlantis.”

“But it’s over now….”

Everyone looked up and saw Cornflower and the other fairies and pixies rising above the water. Petunia was lighting the way. The sirens in the water waved and sang at them joyously.

Cornflower sang back and dipped low, to touch the webbed hands that were raised to her.

“What happened down there?” Riley asked. “We felt vibrations.”

Cornflower flew to shore. “Yes, we opened the entrance even wider to ensure that it could never be sealed again. Everyone down there is free. All of Atlantis is finally free.”

“What about Nen?” Maggie asked.

“He won’t be a problem,” Cornflower said.

“Did you kill him?” Alfie asked.

“Of course not,” Cornflower said. “That is something Lola-Rose or Oleander would do. I tried to convince him to accept the change and that the people below are free.”

“But he wouldn’t accept it,” Kestrel said. “He insisted on ruling everyone.”

“What happened?” Maggie asked. “What did you do?”

Cornflower looked down at her feet. “It was just a tiny change.”

This caused the fairies to laugh heartily.

“What kind of change?” Gideon asked.

Petunia came forward. “Cornflower shrank him. He and his brutes are now our size. They won’t be threatening anyone ever again.”

“What?” Riley cried.

“Well,” Cornflower said, “he and his brutes had small minds, so I gave them small bodies. I told them if they changed their ways, I would restore them. But not until I was convinced.”

Firth arrived at the surface and sang out to Cornflower and the sirens. Seeing him, Eva crawled back into the water and raced over to him. They embraced tightly. A mermaid appeared beside them, and they all clung to each other.

“Firth and Kala are Eva’s parents,” Cornflower explained. “To keep the peace, they had to surrender her to Nen and his people. Then, when Galina was taken, she was kept by Nen as well.”

“Are they sisters?” Riley asked. “I mean Galina and Eva. They do look a lot alike.”

“No,” Cornflower said. “I do not know who Galina’s parents are.”

“I do,” Pea said, treading closer. “It’s Gideon.”



The journey back to the Community seemed to take forever. Cornflower and the fairies said their farewells, explaining that they had to return to their territory. But Gideon, Priri, and several other gargoyles joined them. Kevin was carrying Jill, Sarah, and Danny, while Bastian and Pea were on Storm. Though they were unharmed in the Underwater territory, they were weak from spending days beneath the surface and grew tired easily.

Riley was too anxious to ride and was happy to walk with Alfie between Storm and Kevin so she could keep her eye on Bastian and her brother, Jill, and Sarah. She would often steal glances up at Bastian and always found him smiling at her. Each time he did, her heart beat a little faster.

Maggie was walking behind Riley. She put her hands on Riley’s shoulder and leaned in close. “Someone seems happy to see Bastian again.”

Riley felt the color rush to her cheeks and smiled at her. Then she became serious. “Maggie, we talked about this before, but you never really answered. If you could turn back into a woman, would you want to? Or are you happy like this?”

Maggie was quiet for a bit, and then nodded. “If I had the choice? Yes, my love, I would go back. Why do you ask?”

“Well, we do know the queen of the fairies…,” Riley said.

Maggie smiled brightly. “We certainly do.”

Long before dawn they reached the start of the Community. Instead of going over the boundary fence, Gideon and Priri kicked it down.

“Gideon, what are you doing?” Bastian cried. “That’s the divider between the Red Cloak territory and the Community!”

“This fence has never stopped the Red Cloaks from crossing. It was just a symbol of our division. That is over. There are no more boundaries, no more territories. Atlantis is one.”

Riley grinned up at Bastian. “He’s right. It is.” She didn’t add that if things worked out, soon there wouldn’t be any more Red Cloaks, as all the Turned would become human again.

Just as Riley was about to say more, she became aware of music being played. But Danny and Sarah were here, and they had the only instruments in the Community… unless… Riley gasped. “Everyone, listen, they’re here!”

“Who’s here?” Alfie demanded tiredly.

“The fairies!” Riley cried. “Can’t you hear them?”

“They’re here?” Alfie asked.

Riley grinned and nodded. “Yes. C’mon, let’s go!”

With renewed energy, Riley started to run. Storm was right beside her, followed by everyone else in the group. The closer they came to the Queen, the louder the music grew.

“I hear it!” Alfie cried as he caught up to Riley and then ran past her.

When they reached the dining area, Riley couldn’t believe her eyes. It had been transformed and looked like the very same party from the Enchanted territory. Torches had been lit, and fairies and pixies were dancing wildly in the center to the music a group of woodland musicians was playing.

Flower garlands were hanging everywhere, and pixies were weaving them into the people’s hair. The trolls were there, as well as the tree people.

Once again there were tables filled to bursting with fairy treats and fruit, as members of the Community gazed in wonder at the sights and sounds. Riley saw Tony dancing with Lisette, while Beresford was talking with Cornflower.

Riley searched for her mother in the madness and saw her standing with Cameron.

“Mom!” Riley cried. She charged forward and threw herself at her mother.

“Riley!” her mother responded. The two embraced tightly. “I’ve been so scared!”

“Me too,” Riley agreed.

“I met Cornflower, and she told me what happened. Are you all right?”

Riley grinned. “I am now.”



The party carried on all through the night and the following day. The unicorns arrived, and though they still did not welcome touch, they accepted food being handed to them by nervous Community members.

Throughout the day, Cornflower and all the fairies met the members of the Community.

When the fairies heard that food was going to be rationed due to the Red Moons and rain destroying the Community’s gardens, Cornflower announced that the fairies would provide all they needed until the gardens healed. This announcement caused an even bigger celebration.

On and on the celebrations continued. When there wasn’t music being played, there were stories being told and reenactments of the battle as Lola-Rose was finally defeated.

Riley, Alfie, and Maggie laughed at the fairy who was representing Riley. She tried to make herself look big, but then looked over at Riley and giggled.

Bastian was standing beside Riley and holding her hand tightly. “Did all of that really happen?”

Riley nodded. “It did. But it wasn’t that funny. I was so scared, and when Lola-Rose killed Storm…”

Bastian put her arm around her. “It must have been awful. I wish I had been there with you.”

“You were with me every moment,” Riley said. “You are the reason I was able to do what I did. Thinking of you, Danny, and everyone trapped down there kept me going when I didn’t think I could.”

Bastian embraced her tightly and kissed her. “It’s over now, and we’re all safe.”

“Not quite,” Riley said. “There’s one more thing I need to do.”




EPILOGUE

THE PARTY DIDN’T STOP ALL day. People came and went as exhaustion forced them to bed. But they soon rose and were back in the celebration as humans danced with fairies. The Turned danced with trees or trolls or whatever woodland creature they could. When night came, all the gargoyles arrived, and the party went up a notch.

Riley had made the mistake of falling asleep in a chair. When she woke, she was once again covered in garlands of flowers with bright petals woven into her hair. She stood up and looked at Bastian, who’d fallen asleep beside her.

He was also covered in flowers. As this was his first time, when he woke, the shocked expression on his face was priceless.

“Riley!” Cornflower called as she and Gideon came over to her. “Are you ready to go where we have to go to end this?”

Riley grinned broadly. “I sure am!” She looked at Gideon. “Would you do me a huge favor and carry me over to the Forbidden Zone? There’s something we have to do.”

“What?” Gideon cried. “No, it’s dangerous for you. Yes, you’re a fairy now, but it’s just not safe there.”

“All will be well,” Cornflower said. “I am coming with you.”

Gideon looked back at the party and then at Riley. “What would inspire you to go to the Forbidden Zone when everyone is finally free?”

Riley grinned at Cornflower before saying to Gideon, “Trust me, you’re gonna love this!”



Riley, Cornflower, and Gideon slipped out of the party unseen—though Riley did tell Bastian she had a quick job to do. She gave him a kiss, then darted away.

“Are you sure about this?” Gideon said.

“Absolutely,” Riley said. She went around to his back and stepped up on his tail. “I’m not sure where we’re going, but Oleander said I’ll know it when I find it.”

Gideon turned around and looked at her. “Oleander? Riley, what’s happening?”

“Please trust me,” Riley said.

Gideon shook his head. “I just can’t say no to you.”

Riley grinned. “You’ll be glad. I know it.”

They took off, and Riley held on to Gideon as he flew over the trees and toward the Forbidden Zone. When they started over the water, with her new vision, Riley saw all the sirens at the surface. They were still gazing around in wonder. Riley also saw her father, Galina, and Eva among them.

“Hi, Dad!” Riley called, waving.

“What are you doing up there?” her father squeaked.

“I’ll tell you later.” She looked at Galina. “Please stay close to Dad and don’t let him go down deep in the water!”

Galina sang and waved as they passed from view.

Cornflower was flying beside them and fluttered closer. “Riley, close your eyes and open your wings. Let them guide you.”

Riley did as she was told and closed her eyes and imagined her wings open.

“Now, reach out with your feeling. You will know what I mean.”

Riley wasn’t sure how she was supposed to do that, but she just relaxed and tried to clear her mind of any thought—which wasn’t easy, as she recalled Bastian’s smiling face and the warmth of his kiss.

Finally she cleared her mind. Suddenly she felt something. It was strange, like hearing a song from so long ago that you almost remember but not quite.

As Gideon flew over the dense, dark trees of the Forbidden Zone and all the calls and cries rose up to her, Riley felt a drawing. She reached over Gideon’s shoulder. “Please, fly that way.”

“Riley, I don’t know about this,” Gideon said.

“It is all right, Gideon. You will soon understand,” Cornflower said. “Keep going. Riley, where is it?”

The sensation of drawing grew stronger. “Keep going that way,” she told the gargoyle.

Soon they were flying over the ship’s graveyard, where the remains of their family sailboat, the Event Horizon, lay and where they’d found the Moon Dancer. Finding it seemed like a million years ago.

Finally Riley felt like they were right over something. It was almost like a beacon that she could see. “Here, Gideon. Please land here.”

Gideon touched down in a small clearing near a large fallen tree. The entire area was filled with dead trees and plants. Nothing grew.

Riley felt a fluttering in her chest. It wasn’t bad, but it did tell her that she was close to something. She climbed over the trunk of the dead tree and, with her fairy vision, looked for the big boulder that Oleander had described.

“I don’t like it here,” Gideon said. “It feels wrong.”

“The evil has killed everything around us,” Cornflower said. “Riley, find it quickly. Gideon is in danger.”

Riley looked up at Gideon and saw that he was moving slower.

“What’s wrong with me?” he asked.

“You will be well soon,” Cornflower promised. “Riley, hurry.”

Riley somehow knew exactly where to go. She looked ahead and saw the large boulder. “It’s here.”

“This boulder?” Gideon asked. “What about it?”

“It’s not the boulder; it’s beneath it,” Riley said. She reached out and tried to move it, but it was almost as big as her and wouldn’t budge.

Cornflower fluttered closer. “You will learn…,” she said as she approached the boulder and held up her hands. The immense stone rolled away easily.

“Wow,” Riley said. “Can you teach me how to do that?”

Cornflower nodded. “Now, hurry. You are the only one who can touch the jewel. Find it.”

Gideon moved over to the boulder and sat down heavily. “I really do not feel very well.”

“You will feel better in a moment,” Cornflower said.

Riley went down to the ground and started to brush away dirt. With each passing moment, she could feel the presence of evil. Finally she felt the rough edge of the jewel. When Riley exposed it, she discovered Oleander was right; it was almost the size of her fist. She picked it up and looked toward Cornflower.

“Now what? How do I break it?”

The fairy was seated beside Gideon and also looked like she was feeling unwell. “Grasp it with both hands and focus all your thoughts on breaking it in two. It will be your magic that does it, not your strength.”

Riley grasped the black jewel in both her hands and, taking a deep breath, focused only on breaking it in two. “Break,” she muttered to herself. “Break. End this nightmare for everyone… break!”

With a final mental push, Riley felt something within herself shift. The jewel in her hands exploded into a fine powdery dust, which drifted down to the ground.

“Well done!” Cornflower cried as she flew closer. “Breaking it in two would have sufficed, but you obliterated it—the spells are broken!”

Riley looked over at Gideon, and he was already looking better. He rose and came over to Riley. “What just happened?”

Riley grinned. “Everything!”

Cornflower nodded. “That was the jewel that Oleander and Lola-Rose filled with their most vile spells. Spells that caused the Red Moons to come and torment the humans living in Atlantis and allowed the most violent of creatures from the Forbidden Zone to cross over. Spells that turned humans into animals and prevented them from having children. And the spells that kept you and all the gargoyles from bearing children of your own and dooming you to extinction. All of those curses are gone and will never return. This was the last obstacle to Atlantis’s freedom.”

Gideon staggered back. “Spells? It was spells that cursed us?”

“It was,” Cornflower said. “But they are gone now.”

Gideon couldn’t take it in. “And—and we—we can bear children again? We won’t die out?”

“Your future is secure, Gideon,” Cornflower said. “Only Lola-Rose or Oleander could touch the jewel to break those spells. With both of them gone, all that remained were Oleander’s wings. Now that they are in Riley’s possession, she alone could do it.” Cornflower looked at Riley. “And you did so well, my sister!”

Of all the expressions Riley had seen on Gideon’s face, this was one she’d never seen before. Gray tears flowed from his eyes as the immense gargoyle fell to his knees. He reached out and pulled Riley into a brutal embrace. “Thank you, Riley. Thank you…”

Riley held on to Gideon while his tears of joy fell. He didn’t try to hide them and felt no shame. “My beautiful Priri will be overjoyed.”

It was then that Riley realized Priri and Gideon were a couple—perhaps even married. How she could have missed that in the past was beyond her, as they were always together.

“Will you let me babysit?” Riley asked.

Gideon burst into laughter and lifted Riley into his arms. “I wouldn’t have it any other way!”

When he lowered her to the ground, Riley looked at Cornflower. “Now that the spells are broken, my dad, Pea, and Maggie and all the others—they’re going to turn back?”

“Oh yes,” Cornflower said. “It will take time, but it will happen. Even now they will be feeling the first changes. But if there are those among the Turned who don’t want to be human again, they need only say, and I will stop the change.”

Riley was as joyful as Gideon. “Then let’s go back and join the party. We’ll all have more to celebrate when we tell everyone about the broken spells!”

“We certainly will!” Gideon lifted Riley in his arms and spread his wings.

They took off from the Forbidden Zone, shouting, cheering, and laughing in the night.



By the time dawn arrived, everything in Atlantis was different. The territories were united and the Turned were joyous to learn that they would soon be human again. The bigger celebrations were from the gargoyles, when they learned the truth and that they were not facing extinction.

Riley stood back, with Storm on one side of her and Bastian on the other, as they watched everyone dancing and celebrating. They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to—especially when Bastian took her hand.

Riley looked over the crowd and saw Alfie dancing with Jill. Her cousin had changed so much from the angry boy she’d had to vacation with on their boat so long ago.

Alfie wasn’t the only one to change. Riley had too. It had been an incredible and almost unbelievable journey—and yet, somehow, deep down, she knew it was just the beginning.

Bastian squeezed her hand. “Happy?”

Riley looked up at him and grinned. “Everything is perfect.”
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