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  To Isabel, 


my sweet go getter niece.  








  
  Scripture


As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.
(Proverbs 27:17) NIV
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Two honorable, trustworthy people can help each other
all the days of their lives.
If you are blessed with a friend
that helps you be a better person,
hold on to them for dear life.
And be that kind of friend for them,
or for someone else.  
We all go through tough times,
help make someone better when the chance arrives.
Be the iron.
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  1


“Why can't I go?” I marched down the hallway after my mother. 
“We have rules for a reason.”  Mom picked up a laundry basket from the bathroom and made her way towards the laundry room.  
“When a rule is stupid, it needs to be changed.”  I wasn't going to let this go.  
Mom froze for a moment.  She turned around.  The steel look she gave me gave no room for rebuttal.  
“Fine.”  I marched off to my room.  
Abbie: Are you going? 
Me: No!
Abbie: Can't you just sneak out or something?
Me: IDK
Me: They'd probably catch me.
Abbie: Parents *eye roll*
Me: Right!
I laid on my bed and cast my phone aside.  It really sucked.  Cole had just started acting like he was interested, but my parents had these weird rules.  No parties until I was 17.  No boys or texting boys until then, either.  Really, what difference was 5 days going to make?  It was almost my birthday.  
My phone buzzed.  I picked it up.  It was my Dad.  I frowned.  Great!  Mom was sicking Dad on me now.  I opened the text.  
Dad: I know you really wanted to go to the party, but you're not 17 yet.  
Me: Why do I have to be 17?  My birthday is in 5 days.  It's only a few days difference. 
Dad: You'll understand when you're 17. 
I groaned.  This was so unfair!  I was a good kid.  I got good grades.  I didn't do drugs.  I didn't smoke.  I just wanted to go to some lame school party like all the other kids my age.  At this point, I was desperate.  I was willing to do anything to go. 
Me: Can I go if you chaperone?   
Dad: Nice try Honey, no. 
I rolled over and groaned in my pillow.  “This is so stupid!”  I yelled at the ceiling.  
The tiles moved for a second like they were laughing at me.  I blinked twice, and the face had disappeared.  Great, now I am seeing things.  I rubbed my eyes.  
“That was weird.”  






  
  2


Iclosed my locker. 
“Did they change their mind?”  Abbie asked. 
“No.”  I exhaled.  “It's just so stupid.  4 days until my birthday, but because of some stupid rule that I have to be 17, I still can't go.”  
“I'm sorry.”  Abbie hugged me.  “I don't have to go.  We can have movie night instead.”  
“No, Abbs.  You go.  Take pictures.  I will make the next one.”  I gave her a sad smile.  
“Okay.”  Abbie gave me another hug.  “Or you could sneak out.”  My best friend wiggled her eyebrows.  
I giggled.  “I might give that a try.”  
Abbie laughed.  “Yes!”
“No promises.”  I pointed my finger at Abbie.
“But you'll try?”  Abbie grinned. 
“Maybe.”  I laughed.    
“I'll take it.”  Abbie laughed with me. 
The bell rang.  
“I guess we're late.”  I laughed again and covered my mouth.  Abbie giggled with me as we walked down the hallway. Having Abbie as my best friend made everything in school better. 
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“Ireally can't go?” I asked my Mom for the 100 th time.  
“No.”  Mom rolled her eyes and put her lips together.  She was not amused.  
“There is no reason...”
“That you can't wait until the next party?”  Mom interrupted me.  
“But Mom!”  I complained.  
“You can but Mom me until the cows come home, but you are still not going.”  Mom put her hands flat on the counter and looked at me. 
“That is so stupid.  We don't have cows.”  I rolled my eyes and marched towards my room.  I saw movement to my right.  I was looking at a picture of me on an elephant.  The image came to life and suddenly I was that little girl again at the circus.  The elephant moved in an odd motion.  I wasn't sure what to think as it lumbered forward.  I was back in my seat and then forward again.  
A few minutes later, I was being handed off to my Dad.  He was smiling with concern.  My younger self didn't notice the look in his eyes, but almost 17-year-old me did.  
“What are we going to do when she realizes she's a Storyteller?”  My mother hissed.  
Dad sat me down on the ground and took my hand.  “Let's go get something to eat.”  He looked at my Mom quietly, but didn't answer her question.  
I blinked, and I was standing back on the stairs.  I looked at the picture.  There was no movement.  
“That was really weird.”  I muttered to myself as I finished walking up the stairs.  
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“I'm kind of tired.” I forced a yawn. 
“Are you okay? It's a little early for bed.” Mom laid a hand on mine.
“Yeah. I'm... it's just been a long week.” I took my hand back and rushed up the stairs.  My phone buzzed.
Abbie: I'm around the corner waiting
Me: I'm trying to get out now
I put two pillows and a large stuffed animal under my blanket.
“I'd buy that.” I grabbed my purse and crawled out onto the roof.  I sat on the edge.  It wasn't that far to the ground. I jumped and stumbled a few steps.  I brushed my hair with my hand and readjusted my shirt, and started walking towards Abbie's car.
Dad was sitting on the front lawn in a folded lawn chair.  Another one was sitting next to him.  They weren't sitting there this morning.  I cringed.  There was no way to pretend he hadn't caught me.
“Have a seat, kiddo.” Dad pointed to the chair beside him.
This was worse. He already knew I was going to try to sneak out, because the extra chair was already set up.  I sat in the chair and sulked.
“Message Abbie; tell her you can't make it.”  Dad had an amused expression on his lips.  That gave me hope.  Maybe I wouldn't get the full riot act.  I sent a text to Abbie.
Me: Can't make it. Got caught 
Abbie: I'm sorry #Hugs 
Me: Thanx 
“So...” I let the word trail away.
“I get it, kid. Really I do, but the answer is still no.”  Dad smiled softly.
The way he said it made me feel guilty.  I sulked further in my chair.  My father had a knack for hitting me right in the feels. I rarely needed punished, he just looked at me like he was now, and I would end up apologizing.
“Did Damion have to wait too?”  I finally asked.
Dad laughed. “He sure did.  And he hated it too.”
At least my parents were sticking to the same rules and not playing favorites. They always said they loved us the same, but when there is an age gap, it's hard to tell.
“Although, your brother wasn't quite so obvious when he tried to sneak out. The first time, I had just happened to take out the trash.”  Dad laughed.
“The first time?”  I was surprised.  Damion was almost perfect in my eyes.  I couldn't imagine him trying to sneak out.
“Yeah, he tried at least 8 times his senior year.”  Dad laughed.  “And I caught him every time.” 
That didn't leave me much hope for the future.  
“Look, Emma, you are a good kid, but we have these rules for a reason.” Dad’s tone was kind. 
“What’s the reason? Because from where I’m sitting, it just feels like I’m being left out. Everyone else gets to…”
“Everyone?” Dad’s words held a challenge. 
“Sorry, Dad.” The air drained from me. 
“You’ll understand everything when you're older.” Dad held my gaze. 
“I’m older now.” I gave a feeble attempt to persuade him. 
“Nice try. After you turn 17, we can revisit it. Okay, kiddo?” Dad waited for me to answer. 
“Yes, sir.” I finally nodded my head. 
“Good.” He stood up. “I have eyes in the back of my head, so I’ll know if you try to sneak out again.” Dad put two fingers to his eyes, and back to me. 
I laughed. 
“I’m serious.” Dad stood up. 
“Sure, Dad.” I stood up too.  
“Hug it out.” Dad held open his arms. 
I walked into my father’s embrace. The guilt softened. Knowing my brother, he would have tried to sneak out again tonight, but I didn’t have it in me. I trudged back inside the house, and back up to my bedroom. 
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“Did you have a good time at the party?” I asked. 
“Yeah, but we missed you.”  Abbie whispered. 
“We?”  Who was she talking about? I thought Abbie went to the dance alone. 
“Cole asked where you were.”  Abbie grinned. 
“What did you tell him?”  I leaned forward. Please Abbie, don't let me down. 
“The truth, your parents have an archaic ritual that said you had to be 17 to go to a party, including school parties.”  Abbie laughed. 
“And he said?”  I waited for her answer with anxiety. 
“That he couldn't wait until the next one, so you would be there.”  Abbie grinned. 
“Thank God.”  I put my forehead against the desk in disbelief.  
I was just starting to like Cole.  I didn't want to ruin it before it started. A few more days, and I wouldn't have to skip any dances. I wouldn't have to say no if Cole asked me out. Would he ask me out?
“I see the wheels turning in your head. Stop worrying. He likes you.” Abbie nudged her shoulder into mine. 
“You think so?” I couldn't keep the hopeful tone out of my voice. 
“I know so.” Abbie hugged my side.
“How did he sound when he asked about me?” I pulled away.
“I think he would have danced with you last night.” Abbie nodded her head. 
“Really?” I collapsed against the lockers.
“Definitely. He didn't go with anyone else, and he asked about you. So… he's definitely interested. Do you want me to give him your number?” Abbie whispered. 
“Not yet. If my parents found out, I'd be in so much trouble.” I whispered back.   
“Okay, but just know that the offer stands when you change your mind.” Abbie nudged my shoulder with hers. 
“Thanks, Abbie.” I opened my locker, and got out the book for my next class.   







  
  6


Iopened my eyes. I was finally 17. No more nos when I wanted to go to a party. I could finally start dating. I bit my bottom lip as I thought about Cole. 
It was my birthday, and I was going to enjoy it.  I loved when my birthday fell on a Saturday.  It meant no school and sleeping in.  I grabbed some clothes and headed to the shower with a pep in my step. 
It didn't take long to shower, and put my hair up in a ponytail. My parents had an uncanny way of getting me the perfect birthday present, even when I didn't ask. I walked down the stairs wondering what they would get me this year, even though I wouldn't be able to open it until much later tonight.  The smell of bacon and french toast met me halfway down the stairs.  I smiled.  It was my favorite breakfast.  Today was going to be a great day; I could feel it in my bones. 
“Happy Birthday!”  Mom saw me as soon as I came close to the kitchen.
“Thanks Mom.”  I grinned.
“Sit down.”  Mom smiled and pointed to my normal chair.  
I sat down at the table.  A few seconds later, Mom was putting a full plate in front of me. We prayed, and I put a fork full into my mouth. The sugary goodness made my soul feel lighter. 
“Your father had an errand to run, but he'll be back soon.” My mother flipped a piece of french toast. 
“Does this errand have anything to do with my birthday present?” I grinned. 
“Maybe.” My mother fought back a chuckle. 
“That's a yes.” I pointed at my mother, and gave her a mock evil eye before taking another bite of my food.         
“Maybe.” Mom laughed. 
“Mom!” I whined.
“I guess you'll find out tonight.” Mom filled another plate with food, and turned off the stove. 
“Or… hear me out… I could find out as soon as Dad gets back.” I wiggled my eyebrows. 
“Nice try, Sweetheart, but you have to wait until tonight.” Mom slid into the seat across from me with her plate.            
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“Can I have my present now?” I asked my parents. 
They had made me wait the entire day... again.  This ritual of waiting until the minute I was actually born... well, let's just say I was over it.  I gave them both my most angelic smile.  
“Sorry sweetheart.  You know the rules.”  Mom gave me a soft smile.  
“You weren't born until 8:57 PM. We have to wait until then for presents.”  Dad put his hands on my shoulder and then sat down beside me.  
“I think we need to start making new rules.”  I muttered.  
“We can make new rules tomorrow.”  Mom smiled.  
Dad shot her a brief glare, but said nothing.  I looked at them curiously.  I had a feeling I was missing something. I just wasn't sure what.  
My phone rang.  It was my brother on video chat.  I answered. 
“Hey birthday girl!”  Damion grinned.  
“Hey!”  I smiled back.  I loved my brother, but it had been a while since I'd seen him.  He was 5 years older than me and had just finished college last year.  He was living... well, migrating around the United States and other places with his wife.    
“Long time, no see.”  Damion's eyes drifted to Dad's eyes beside me. 
“Our parents are so weird.”  I glared at Mom and Dad.  “They are still holding me to the...”  I held up an air quote. “you have to wait until your actual birthday time to receive your present.”
Damion laughed nervously and ran his hand through his hair.  That wasn't a good sign.  My brother was hiding something.  I frowned.  
“Emma!  Happy Birthday!”  Ariel leaned toward the screen.  
“Thanks!”  I smiled.  “I wish you were both here.”
Ariel looked at Damion.  They shared a secret look.  I didn't like it.  Mom and Dad had been doing the same thing a lot lately.  It was like everyone had a secret, and I wasn't included.  It sucked.  Even Ariel knew whatever the secret was and she married into the family.  
“Is someone going to tell me?”  I moved my phone around the room.  
“Tell you what, sis?”  Damion's jaw went into a straight line.  He was trying too hard.  
“Look, it's 8:56 PM.”  Mom interrupted.  
“Only one more minute.”  Dad's smile was forced.  
Mom got up, left the room, and returned with a package wrapped in blue.  I held out my hand.  She smirked, but didn't hand me the package.   
“Come on, really?”  I complained. 
“Twenty seconds to go.”  Ariel smiled through my phone.  
“Tradition is tradition.”  My Mom answered. 
“Some traditions need to...”
“Change.”  Damion laughed.  
I propped up my phone, so my hands were free for the present. 
“10..”  Dad started. 
Everyone joined in.  “9... 8... 7... 6... 5... 4... 3... 2... 1...  Happy Birthday!”
I laughed and rolled my eyes, but secretly loved it.  “Okay, I am finally... officially 17.  Now, I want to hear all the family secrets.”  I looked at them.  All of my family looked at me like I had hit the nail on the head.  “Wait, there really is a family secret?”  
“Here's your present.”  Mom handed me the box.  
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I took it and opened it.  I pushed the tissue paper aside.  In the middle of the package was a blue circular sphere.  It was the same thing they had gotten Damion for his 17th birthday. 
“Really?  You couldn't find me a new present, so you had to reuse what you got, Damion?”  My eyebrows went up.  
I expected laughter at the prank present, but no one was laughing.  Ariel was hugging Damion excitedly.  He had a huge genuine smile on his face.  I looked at my parents.  My Dad was visibly relieved.  My mother was smiling.  
“Pick it up.”  My mother urged.  
I picked up the sphere.  It was smooth against my skin.  Honestly, I didn't know what I was going to do with it. It was about the size of a baseball.  If I threw it, the glass would shatter.  It was pretty though.  Blue was my favorite color.  I rolled the sphere in my hand until it started glowing.  I fumbled with it and almost dropped it.  
“It's nice.”  It was weird, really weird.  Who gets a glass ball for their 17th birthday?  A pre-owned one at that.  
I put my other hand on it.  I was sure it was basically a paper weight that I didn't need.  The glow was beautiful.  As I looked at it, I could see images through the ball.  
Memories started hitting me from my childhood.  I was a baby.  
“What kind of Storyteller will she be?”  Mom asked.
“A good one, if we do our job right.”  Dad hugged Mom.
I was a toddler. 
“Daddy, what's a Storyteller?”  Damion ran up to our father.  
Dad practically flinched.  “Why don't we go practice some catch buddy?”
“Okay!  I'll go get the gloves.”  Damion ran off forgetting his question.  
The memories fast forwarded. I was ten checking the mail.  I came inside and flipped through the mail.  It was mailed from Story Teller.  
“Hey Mom, we got something from Story Teller?  Is she related to us?  Teller is our last name too.”  I handed the envelope to my Mother.  She looked at it and said nothing.  “Mom?”  I asked again. 
“It's nothing Honey, don't worry about it.”  Mom tried to walk away.  
“Can I open it?”  I followed her.
“No.”  Mom walked down the hallway and disappeared into her room.  
“Do you want to go out for ice cream?”  Dad walked in the front door a minute later. 
“Sure Daddy!”  I rushed to put on my shoes and forgot all about Story Teller.  
The memories stopped.  “Who is Story Teller?”  I asked the four of them.  
Mom smiled.  “You remembered the letter.”  
I nodded.  
“We have a lot to tell you.”  Dad put his hand on my shoulder.  
“That sounds ominous.”  I looked at my parents curiously.
The door opened.  Damien and Ariel walked into the room.
“How are you here?”  I stood up and hugged Ariel.  Then I hugged Damion, and he spun me around the room.  
“I wouldn't miss this for the world.”  Damien whispered in my ear.  
“Miss what?  My birthday?”  He hadn't made it last year.  He made it up to me a month later when he stopped by home, but coming home for my 17th birthday didn't make sense.  I mean, aren't 16 and 18 supposed to be the big ones?
“Something like that.”  Damion smiled. 
“Is someone going to tell me what is going on?”  I looked at them.  I hoped if I asked enough times, someone would actually answer my questions. 
“Can I take this one?”  Damion looked at Dad. 
“Go for it.”  Dad leaned back like he was about to watch something on TV. 
“Ariel and I were just in New York.”  Damion started the conversation.  
“You drove like 9 hours to see me?”  I was impressed.  
“Not exactly.”  Damion looked at Ariel.  They both sat down across from me.  
“You took a flight?”  I watched my brother doubtfully.  
No one I knew took a flight from New York to Ohio when they could drive it in less than a day.  I thought about the video chat from a little while ago.  They had been in a room.  How did he hang up and just arrive in a few moments?  Most of Damion's old friends didn't live close by.  He couldn't have been visiting them.  Ariel wasn't from around here.  The only people she knew in the area were me and our parents.  The pieces weren't fitting together.  
“No.”  Damion answered.
“Then what exactly happened?”  I folded my arms and watched my brother.  He was more likely to bail from a conversation than lie to me.  I admire that about him.  
“Emma Teller, let me talk.”  Damion gave me the big brother look that said shut up or I'll shut you up.
“Fine.”  I scrunched up my nose and waited.  
“Let me tell you a story.”  Damion leaned forward.  
I liked stories, but Damion hadn't really been into telling them while he was growing up.  That was part of the reason I had been surprised he majored in journalism in college.  It must have worked out, because he was traveling the country and sometimes the world.  It made me want to go into it too.  He did a lot of Vlogs.  
“Don't forget to add 'Once upon a time'.”  I smirked. 
“Just for you kid.”  Damion laughed.  “Once upon a time... there was a girl.  She lived in a small village.  It's been so long no one is sure which one.  The village was not well protected.  The girl and her family feared for their lives.  Her father was pulled into the war and died.  Later, her 3 brothers were pulled into the war and they too died.  Eventually, it was only the mother and the daughter.  They escaped and found an abandoned cabin in the woods.  They made a life there.  The mother became sick.  There came a day when the mother was desperate.  She knew she was going to die soon. She held her daughter to her chest and gave her a hug.  She told her daughter a story of better days.  
'I wish stories were real.' The teenage girl told her mother after the story was over.  
'I wish every story you ever tell comes true.' The mother placed a kiss on her forehead.  'May God make it so.'
'If God granted me that, the first thing I would do is make a story where you are healthy and we were safe.' The girl whispered.  'With plenty of food to eat.'
'Amen.' The mother said.  
When they woke up the next day, the mother was well.  The cupboards were full of food.  They lived there safely for many years.  Angeline became the first Povestitor or Storyteller.  She met a man named Dorin.  They fell in love and they married.   Their children were Andrei, Anton, Calin, and Zamfira.  Not long after Zamfira was born, Angeline's mother died.  It was a sad time for them.  Angeline decided she wanted a fresh start. Dorin agreed.  They moved away.  When they moved, the family took the last name Poveste, meaning story.  By then, Angeline knew she was a Storyteller and her children had started showing the signs of a Storyteller like their mother as they turned 17.”  Damion paused.
“Okay, are you switching from journalism to writing novels?  It's a good start.”  I shrugged.  
“It's not my story.”  Damion answered.  
“It's our story.”  Dad spoke up.  “It's our heritage.”
“Are you saying that Angeline Poveste is our great great great Grandmother or whatever?”  I looked at my parents.
“Add a few more greats.”  My Mom added. 
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“But yes, Emma.”  My Dad's gaze held mine. 
My Dad was serious.  My Mother had never lied to me.  I glanced at my brother and his wife.  They didn't look like they were playing a practical joke.  
“And what does this have to do with me?”  I folded my arms again.  
Damion stood up.  He held out his hand.  I took it.  
“I heard a story that Emma and Damion Teller were in California on the beach.”  Damion said the words quickly.  
My house was simply gone.  I was standing on the beach, holding my brother's hand.  California was 3 hours behind Ohio, so it was still daylight.  It wouldn't be long until the sun set. 
I looked at my brother in awe.  “That's how you made it home so quick.”  
Damion nodded. 
I let go of my brother's hand.  I was standing barefoot on the sand.  I moved my feet around. It was definitely sand.  I walked in a circle around Damion.  
“Wow.”  I stopped in front of my brother. 
“Storyteller's Abilities manifest at 17, the same age Angeline was when she got her ability.  It has been that way since the beginning.”  Damion explained. 
“You mean I can do it too?”  I asked. 
“Actually, you have been able to for a while now.”  Damion smiled.  
“So, if I said I heard a story that Emma and Damion had milkshakes...?”  I stopped talking as I felt the cold beverage in my hand.  I looked at Damion.  He was holding one too.  
“Yeah.”  Damion smiled and took a sip of the milkshake.  “Thanks, by the way.”  
“I did that?”  I looked down at the milkshake and took a drink.  It was perfect.  I know milkshakes come in all flavors, but there is something about a plain vanilla milkshake that is satisfying.  I always regret it if I change it up.  
“Sit with me.”  Damion sat on the beach.
I sat beside him.  We both watched the sunset and drank our milkshakes until they were gone.  It was a perfect end to my birthday.  
I leaned on my brother's shoulder.  “Not the birthday ending I imagined.  It's so much better.”  I laughed.  
“It's been hard keeping this from you.”  Damion confessed.  
I sat up.  “How did you tell Ariel?  I mean, obviously, she knows.”  
Damion laughed.  “You could say that.”
“So?”  I crossed my legs and faced him.  
“Did you ever wonder why Mom and Dad didn't want us to date until we were 17?”  Damion changed the subject.
“I guess.  I just figured it was a stupid parent rule.”  I shrugged. 
“It's more than that.  Ariel and I were destined to be together.”  Damion spoke the words slower than normal like he was trying to say things correctly. 
“Yeah, you're perfect for each other.”  I agreed.  
“That's not what I meant.”  Damion shook his head.  
“What do you mean?”  I was confused.  
“I heard a story that Emma's birthday present was in her lap.”  Damion's words came out quickly.  
I looked down and the blue sphere was in my lap.  I picked it up.  It started glowing.  
“Where is it calling you?”  Damion asked.  
I wanted to demand what he meant.  I rolled the sphere in my hands.  I felt a tug on my soul.  Instead of speaking.  I merely pointed.  
“Weird, huh?”  Damion's brown eyes met mine. 
I nodded.  
“You can say no to whoever it is, but trust me sis when you meet the right person, you don't want to say no.”  Damion's heart shown through his words.
I merely nodded. 
“Summer is only three weeks away.  That's when your Quest begins.”  Damion picked up sand and let it fall to the ground as he whispered.  “I heard a story; Emma and Damion were back on the couch in their parents’ home in Ohio.”
I was sitting back home on the couch with my brother.
“Oh good, you're back.”  Mom smiled.  
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“How will I recognize another Storyteller if I run into them?” I asked my Mom. 
“By their name.”  Mom sipped her coffee.  
It was the day after my birthday and I felt like I had so much to learn.  I wanted to know it all.  
“Their name?”  I frowned. 
Some people end up living up to their name, but how was I supposed to know by their name alone?  
“If their last name is Poveste, Page, Teller, Rezerva, Folio, or Story there is a good chance they are a Storyteller.”  Mom took another drink of her coffee.  
“Damion said he was destined for Ariel.  Were you destined for Dad?”  I was trying to gather all the knowledge I could.  Knowledge is power.  
Mom smiled.  “Yes.”  
“So someone is destined for me too?”  I asked my mother in disbelief.
“Yes.”  Mom nodded.  
“Does he know that?”  I blinked twice.  
“I don't know.”  Mom shrugged.  






  
  9


“How was your birthday?” Abbie leaned over to talk to me. 
“Oh, it was... good.”  It was so much more than good, but I couldn't tell Abbie that. 
“Hey.”  Cole smiled as he walked by.
“Hey.”  I smiled back, but things were different.  
“Are you going to try to go out with Cole?”  Abbie whispered. 
I thought about Damion and Ariel.  I tapped my finger on my desk.  I decided to give this destiny thing a chance.  I looked at Cole.  He was cute, but if my true love or whatever was only three weeks away, I could wait that long.  If not, there was always next year to try with Cole if it didn't work out with Mr. Destiny.  
I smiled at Abbie.  “I think I am going to hold off on that for a while.”
“Why?”  Abbie's mouth dropped open. 
“I just found out I am going away for the summer.  I don't want to worry about a boyfriend here if I find someone there.”  I laughed. 
“Good plan.”  Abbie grinned.  “If you do find a man out there, see if he has a brother.” 
I laughed.  “Sure thing Abbs.”  
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“I've signed you up for online classes in the fall.” Mom told me. 
“What is that supposed to mean?”  My eyes were wide.  
“For one, it is free college credit.  You'll be a senior and a freshman in college at the same time.  You have Comp 1-that's an English class.  Biology 101, a basic computer class, and some first semester required class to help you be successful.”  Mom tapped on the counter.  
I wasn't sure whether to be mad or happy.  
“They are all online, so you won't have a set schedule. You just do the work by the deadline.”  Mom continued.  
“I don't have to go to school?”  It was sounding better already.  
“You will have online school.”  Mom laughed.  
“Same difference.”  I waved her off.  “That sounds cool.”  I agreed.  
“A lot of things are going to change this summer.  I think this option will be good for you.”  Mom smiled.  
“And I get to sleep in?”  I asked. 
“Yes.”  Mom laughed.  
“Sounds good to me.”  I walked to the refrigerator and pulled out the chocolate milk.  
“School starts in twenty minutes. You better hurry.”  Mom glanced at her watch.  
“Okay.  Last days are my favorite.”  I grinned.  
“Have fun.”  Mom smiled.  
“Oh, I will.  It's movie day.”  I laughed.  I took a long drink of my chocolate milk.  A minute later, I was throwing my empty container in the trash.  I picked up my lunch money off the counter and put it in my back pocket.  “Thanks Mom.”
“Love you!  Have a good day on purpose.”  Mom smiled. 
“Yeah... yeah.”  I closed the front door behind me.  
Abbie was pulling up in her car.  “Right on time.”  Abbie pulled her sunglasses down and looked at me.
“Next year senior life.”  I fell into the front seat.  
“You know it.”  Abbie held out her pinkie finger, and we shook pinkies.  
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Today was the first day of Summer vacation. I stretched. I grabbed my clothes and headed to the shower. Thirty minutes later, I was downstairs looking through the refrigerator. 
“Today is the day.”  Mom walked into the room.  
“You’re really going to let me go?” The freedom I was given was stifling.
They were the kind of parents that chaperoned every field trip. Abbie was the only one outside of the family that I could visit without my parents around. I was still reeling from the change in Mom and Dad. Now that I was actually allowed to date and go to parties, I didn’t want to. The safety net my parents had around me was gone, and falling was possible for the first time in my life.
“You're 17.”  Mom smiled like that was all the explanation I needed.  
“So you're just going to throw me out in the world and see if I fly like a little birdie?”  I grabbed out the chocolate milk and reached for a glass.
“Your father and I aren't throwing you out.  It's your choice, and it's probably only going to be for the day.”  Mom filled a mug with coffee.  
I filled my cup and put the chocolate milk back.  “I guess.”
“You're lucky. When your father turned 17, he had to wait almost the entire year before he could be a Storyteller.”  Mom poured cream into her coffee and put it away.  “It's best to start these kind of things in the summer.”  
“What if he isn't 17 yet?”  I asked. 
“He is at least 17, you can tell by the color of the sphere.  If he wasn't at least 17, the sphere would have glowed white, not blue.”  Mom sat down at the table.  
“Good to know.”  I took a drink of the chocolate milk.  
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Iwas staring at a coffeehouse. I walked in. I stood in line. I wasn't really here for the coffee. I was here to find Mr. Destiny. A teenage girl took my order. I was a little bummed. I followed the line. 
“Emma?”  A male voice said my name.  
I looked up to see beautiful grey eyes.  He had dirty blonde hair.  He was wearing a full apron with the coffee logo on it.  Around his neck, he wore a necklace with a silver coin. 
“I'm Emma.”  I held up my hand like I was in class.  
He smiled.  “That's a beautiful name for a beautiful girl.”  
“Thank you.”  I smiled.  
“Hey, I have a break in five.  Any chance you'd wait for me?”  He looked hopeful.  
I nodded.  “Okay.”  
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I had my ice coffee halfway finished before he sat down.  I didn't even know his name.  He was wearing a name tag, but the letters were scraped off.  
“Thanks for sticking around.”  His smile was captivating.  “My name is Kasen Page.”  
“Kasen?”  I was amused.  
“I know.”  Kasen rolled his eyes.  
I couldn't help laughing.  “I like it.”
“I haven't seen you around here before.  Do you have a last name?”  Kasen couldn't help his curiosity. 
“Teller.” I took a sip of my coffee. 
“Aw, a Teller.”  Kasen put his lips together and tried not to laugh.  Recognition sparkled in his eyes.  
“Yes.”  I laughed.  
“Are you staying in town long, Miss Emma Teller?”  Kasen's tone was flirting. 
“That depends.”  I sipped on my coffee.
“On?”  Kasen asked. 
“If I have a reason to stay.”  I smiled sweetly. 
“I can come up with a few reasons.”  Kasen grinned. 
“Like what?”  I smiled. 
“Coffee for one.”  Kasen laughed.  
I laughed too.  “The company isn't too shabby.”  I rolled my eyes. 
“I'll take it.”  Kasen smiled.  “How old are you?”  His question felt like a pen hitting the ground in an empty Library. 
“17, last month.”  I took a drink of my coffee.  “You?”  
“17...for one more month, then adulthood... I guess.”  Kasen laughed.  
He was cute, funny, and charming.  
“So are you going to be a Senior?”  I asked.    
“Just finished.”  Kasen smiled.  “Graduation is in two weeks.”  
“Cool.”  I smiled back.  
“You?”  Kasen asked. 
“Just finished Junior year.  I'm supposed to do some online college classes in the fall, so a Senior/Freshman.”  
“Cool.”  Kasen echoed my earlier response.  
I took a drink of my coffee.  I spent most of the conversation playing with the coffee cup rather than drinking it.  
“I get off work in 2 hours. Would you like to do something after?”  Kasen looked at me hopefully. 
I nodded. 
“Good.”  He pulled out his phone.  “What's your number?”
“How do I know you're not a stalker?”  I grinned at him.
Kasen laughed.  “I'm definitely a stalker.”  
I laughed too.  “Let me see your phone.”  He didn't give off the stalker vibes. 
Kasen handed it to me and watched me curiously.  I put in my name and phone number.  I tapped on the picture icon.  I held up a peace sign and took a picture before handing him his phone back.  He looked amused.  He tapped on his phone.  Mine buzzed.  
“Just making sure you're not a ghost.”  Kasen smiled.  
I laughed.  “Nope, not a ghost.  Real person here.”
“Kasen, break's up!”  His manager called.  
“Be right there.”  Kasen didn't look in his direction as he slid his phone into his back pocket.  “Can I hug you or something?”  Kasen waited for my answer.  
I nodded and blushed.  I stood up and gave him a hug.  He smelled like coffee and cologne.  
“See you later.”  Kasen grinned and disappeared behind the counter.  
I sat back down and watched him while I finished drinking my ice coffee.  He kept glancing at me over the counter and smiling.  I stood up and dropped the empty cup in the trash can.  I opened the door and looked in Kasen's direction.  He raised a hand and smiled. I waved back and disappeared.  The beach sounded like a fun place to wait.
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Iwas soaking up the sun when my phone buzzed. I looked down. It was Kasen. I smiled. 
Kasen: I'm off work. Can I meet you?
I put my shoes on and stood up.  
“I heard a story that I was standing behind Kasen.”  I disappeared and was behind him.  I tapped him on the shoulder.  “Hey, I got your message.”
Kasen was amused.  He gave me a once over.  “Enjoy your time at the beach?”  
I blushed.  “How did you guess?”
“The sand was the biggest clue.”  Kasen grinned.  
I winced.  “Oh, right, I forgot.”  I wiped the sand off my butt.  
“I like the beach.”  Kasen held out his hand, and I took it. 
Kasen reached for the coin around his neck and rubbed it.  We were standing on the beach.  He smiled and said nothing.  
“You didn't...”  I froze.  
Kasen was still smiling.  
“You know who I am.”  I bit my bottom lip. 
“I have a pretty good clue.”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.  “Come on, let's have some fun.”  Kasen ditched his shoes and took off his shirt.  
“I didn't wear a swimsuit.”  I confessed. 
“You're still new to this.”  Kasen smiled and rubbed his coin.    
I felt the swimsuit tie around my neck.  I took off my shirt and shorts.  Kasen flashed a smile again and took my hand and pulled me towards the ocean.  
I loved the beach.  Being in the water made me feel like I was home.  The water splashed up my legs as I ran in.  The wet sand beneath my feet made me smile.  Once the water was deep enough, I fell into it and came up wet from head to toe.  Kasen splashed me, and I splashed him back.  We ended up in a splashing war filled with laughter.  Finally, Kasen stopped and grabbed my waist.  I was still laughing.  Kasen let me go and splashed me again and swam off.  I swam after him.  He let me catch him.  
“I'm hungry.  How about you?”  Kasen asked.  
“Yeah.”  I nodded my head.
“Pizza?”  Kasen rubbed his hands together.  
“Sure.”  Being around Kasen was easy. 
The smile he had made me feel things that I hadn't felt with Cole. There was an intense longing to be near Kasen. Maybe it was because we were both Storytellers? Maybe it was because it was summer? Maybe it was something more? All I know is when Kasen's fingertips brushed mine accidentally, I felt a sense of rightness that I've never felt in my life. 
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We finished the pizza and sat quietly on the beach for a few minutes. 
“So a Page?”  I asked. 
Kasen laughed.  “Yeah.”  
“Tell me your story.”  I watched him.  
He laughed again.  
“Sorry.”  I grinned. 
“Nah, it's cool.”  Kasen's eyes met mine.  “Can I ask you a question first?”  
“Sure.”  I was curious what he would ask. 
“Are you single?”  Kasen bit his bottom lip. 
“Yeah.”  I laughed.  “The whole 'no dating' until I'm 17 thing.”  I rolled my eyes.  
Kasen laughed. 
“You?”  I smiled.  
“Totally taken.”  Kasen's eyes sparkled in jest.  He picked up my hand.  I bit my lower lip and then smiled.  
“I bet that's what you tell all the girls.”  I laughed. 
“That and my girlfriend is in another town.”  Kasen's smile vanished.  “Do you want to be my girlfriend?”
He was direct.  I kind of liked it.  Kasen was still holding my hand, waiting for a response.  If someone said I could fall in love in a day, I would have thought they were crazy.  But the truth was, I was already half in love with Kasen.  
“And what exactly would you expect out of a girlfriend?”  I teased. 
Kasen laughed.  “Oh, you know, normal girlfriend stuff.”  
I laughed.  “Okay.”
“Okay, as in yes?”  Kasen pushed. 
“Yes.”  I laughed.  
Kasen grinned.  “So you must like me or something?”
“Or something.”  I shrugged nonchalantly.  
Kasen laughed.  He scooted closer and put his arm around me.  I could hear his heartbeat.  This could actually be something.  I smiled. 
“So all the boring details about me, that's what you want?”  Kasen whispered in my ear.  
I laughed.  “Yeah.  I bet they're not boring.” 
“Wait to be bored.”  Kasen laughed.  “So, I'm pretty familiar with the whole no dating until 17 rule.  It makes a lot of sense now.”  Kasen played with my hair.  “But my Mom's parents weren't.  Mom got pregnant at 16, had me at 17.  She finished high school, and met the man I call Dad a month before graduation.  He's a Folio.”
I didn't know what to say.  “What happened to your biological father?”
“He's in jail.  Drugs, heroin.”  Kasen shrugged.  
“I'm sorry.”  This had gone a lot deeper than I intended.  
“It is what it is.”  Kasen moved my hair out of my face.  “But that's not the man I am. So, I made it to 17 no kids, you're girlfriend uno.”  Kasen laughed.  
“You mean you aren't a heartbreaker?”  I laughed. 
“Not that I know of.”  Kasen was amused.  
“Siblings?”  I asked. 
“My sister, Julie.  She'll be a sophomore next year.”  Kasen answered. 
“Cool.”  I liked the sound of his voice.  
“You?”  Kasen asked. 
“Just Damion.  He's 5 years older.  He's married to Ariel.  She was a Page too.”  I laughed.  
“Interesting.”  Kasen was amused.  “I think she's my 3rd cousin, but I haven't seen her in like a decade.”    
“Ariel is pretty cool.”  I admitted.  
“What do you want to be when you grow up?”  Kasen asked. 
“I have no clue.”  I laughed.  
He laughed with me.  
“How about you?”  I asked. 
“Win the lottery and retire.”  Kasen grinned. 
“No, seriously?”  I sat up.  
“Honestly, we can be whatever we want.”  Kasen shrugged.  “I might buy out a chain of coffee stores.”  He smirked. 
“You're serious.”  I tilted my head. 
“Yeah.”  He laughed.  “I was thinking about buying the place I work.  The people are pretty cool.  I've seen the books; it makes a profit.”  His gaze didn't falter.  
“What are you rich?”  I laughed like it was a joke.  Kasen didn't laugh.  “Wait?  Are you?”  My eyes were wide.  
“Let's just say, I heard a story where I knew how to invest and make a profit.”  Kasen grinned. 
“Kasen!”  My jaw dropped. 
“I started working at the coffeehouse when I was 16.  I was saving for a car and almost had enough for the one I wanted when I learned I was a Storyteller.  So, I told myself a story.  I have half a million in the bank and 2 million tied up in investments.”
My eyes were wide.  
“Playing the lottery is a little obvious.  Plus, it's discouraged for other Storytellers to play.”  Kasen shrugged.   
The sun was setting.  
Kasen stood up and held out a hand.  “Come on.”  
I picked up my shoes in one hand.  I took his outstretched hand.  He pulled me to my feet.  
“My house isn't too far from here.”  Kasen was holding my hand.  
“Did you ever get your car with your millions?”  I laughed.  
“I have a black pickup truck at home and a 1967 blue mustang at my beach house.”  Kasen answered. 
I tripped.  
“Are you okay?”  Kasen laughed.  
“I wasn't expecting that answer.”  I admitted.  
“I can make up a different one.”  Kasen joked. 
“I like the truth.”  I told him quickly. 
“Me too.”  Kasen smiled.  
We were standing in front of a large beach house.  Kasen was walking me towards the door.  I wasn't expecting this either.
“This is your house?”  I was dumbfounded. 
“When you're a Storyteller, there's no reason to be poor.”  Kasen rubbed his coin, and the door opened.  
“The taxes on this place have got to be ridiculous.”  I told him.  “Unless you don't pay taxes.”
“Money, Emma.  On a first date?”  Kasen was amused.  
“I was happy with the beach.”  I admitted. 
Kasen laughed.  “No, I'm legit.  I don't really pay taxes per se.  It turns out, if you own a home and donate enough to charity, you don't really pay taxes.  So I have a few charities I support.  I'd rather give money to starving children than the government.”  Kasen shrugged.  
“Maybe I need to get a job at a coffee shop.” I muttered. 
Kasen laughed.  “I get one free coffee a day, so the perks aren't bad.”  
I smiled.  “You're funny.”  
“So what exactly do you know about being a Storyteller?”  Kasen walked to the fridge.  He held up a drink as if to ask if I wanted it. I nodded.  He handed it to me.  I opened it and took a drink.  He leaned on the counter. 
“Not much.”  I blushed.  
Kasen smiled.  “Apparently, you know something.”  
I blushed more and pushed my hair out of my face.  “So...according to my brother...”
“Oo the brother, this should be good.”  Kasen took a drink.  
“Apparently, there is supposed to be one right person out there for everyone.”  The blush wouldn't go away.  
“What do you say?  Do you think there is a Mr. Right out there for you?”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.  
“Actually, I have been using the term Mr. Destiny.”  I smiled. 
“Mr.  Destiny.”  Kasen nodded and smiled.  “I like it.”  
I shook my head.  I couldn't believe I was having this conversation, but he was super easy to talk to.  I couldn't help from spilling.  
“What else do you know?”  Kasen walked around the counter and stood next to me.  
“Not much.  Damion told me about Angeline.”  I shrugged. 
“Good old Great times infinity Grandma to us all.”  Kasen laughed and took another drink.   
“I heard something about a Quest.”  I added. 
Kasen froze for a moment.  He sat down his drink and turned to me.  His eyes were serious.  
“Have you tried the Quest?”  Kasen's words were soft.
I shook my head no.  “I kind of thought you might be...the Quest.”
Kasen laughed and shook his head no. 
“Did you try the Quest?”  I hadn't given the Quest a lot of thought, but now I was interested in the answer.  
“I did.”  Kasen nodded once and cringed.  
“So that went bad?”  I asked. 
“Terrible.”  Kasen laughed.  “I was killed by a dragon.”
“What?  You mean like figuratively, right?”  I gasped.  
“So, apparently, legend has it a few centuries ago, a Storyteller got bored and created...a team building story for couples.  It's called the Quest.  If someone 'dies' they snap out of the story and resume real life.”  Kasen looked at me curiously.  
“How long did you make it before the dragon got you?”  I asked. 
“Three days.”  Kasen laughed.  
“How long does it take most people to finish it?”  I asked. 
“They don't.”  Kasen finished off the bottle and threw it away.  
“Like everyone always dies?”  My jaw fell open.  
“Everyone I have ever met.”  Kasen nodded.  
“Then why do people do it?”  I asked. 
“It solidifies Storyteller Abilities.  In order to keep them, you have to make it at least a year in the Quest.”  Kasen answered. 
“A year?”  My jaw dropped.  
“When you come out of the Quest, you're always the same age as when you went in.”  Kasen told me.  
“How long do we have to complete it?”  I asked.  
“Until the youngest person...in the couple turns 25.”  Kasen answered.  
“And if they don't complete the Quest by then?”  I asked.  
“They lose their Storyteller Abilities, and their children rarely carry on the ability.”  Kasen was somber.
“No pressure.”  I rolled my eyes, and we both laughed.  
“Yeah none.”  He agreed.  “I really like being a Storyteller.”  Kasen confessed as he turned to look at me.
“No pressure.”  I exhaled. 
“Sorry.”  Kasen put his lips together.  
“It's okay.  I get it.  If I had all this.”  I motioned around the house.  “I wouldn't want to give it up.”  
“Technically, I would get to keep the house.”  Kasen grinned.  
I laughed.  
“I really like you, Emma.”  Kasen confessed.  
“Can I sleep on it?”  I asked.  
“Sure.  We got time.”  Kasen grinned.  “Let's take a picture before you go.”  He pulled out his phone and put his arm around me and clicked the screen.  He tapped on his phone and my phone buzzed.  “See you tomorrow?”  He looked hopeful.
“Yeah.”  I nodded.  
Kasen held out his hand, and I took it.  He rubbed his coin, and we were standing on my front porch.  I gave him a big hug.  
“Good night, Emma.”  Kasen smiled.  
“Good night Kasen.”  I reached for the front door, it was unlocked.  I pushed it open.  Kasen waved and disappeared.  
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“How was your day?” Dad asked from the couch. Mom was sitting beside him. 
“Good.”  I tried to go up the stairs.  
“Not so fast.”  Mom told me. 
“Sit down.”  Dad ordered.
I reversed and walked over and sat down across from them.  Dad turned off the TV.  This was serious.  Why did they have to make a big deal over everything?  This is a big deal, my inner voice whispered. 
“What did you do today?”  Dad went straight to the point.  
“I spent most of the day on the beach.”  I answered.  
“So what's his name?”  Mom leaned forward with a smile.  
“Kasen Page.  He's...”  I smiled.  
“Another Page.  Okay.”  Dad commented. 
“Do you have a picture?”  Mom asked.
I nodded and pulled out my phone.  I opened the picture and handed my phone to Mom.  She showed it to Dad who nodded.   
Mom handed my phone back to me.  “He's cute.”
“Yeah, he is.”  I blushed.  
“Do I need to go full Dad on him yet?”  Dad asked. 
“No.  He's really nice.”  I brushed my hair out of my face. 
“Anything else?”  Dad asked. 
“He works at a coffee shop.  He has one sister.  He's smart too.”  I added.  
“A job.”  Dad nodded his approval.  “That's good.”
“He mentioned the Quest.”  I looked at my parents.  I wasn't sure about that.  They both looked at each other, said nothing, then looked back at me and said nothing.  “I thought the whole secret thing was over.”  I told them.  “What is it?”
“In order to keep your Storyteller Abilities, you need to spend a year in the Quest.  If you complete the year, you keep your Abilities.”  Dad told me. 
“And if I don't?”  I asked.  
“Then they disappear forever and your children won't have the ability either.”  Mom finished.  
“You still have plenty of time.”  Dad leaned forward.
“Until I'm 25, right?”  I asked. 
“Mr. Page is very informative.”  Dad rolled his eyes.  
“Kasen is really nice.”  I felt the need to stand up for him. 
“Hmm.”  Dad looked at the clock.  “I better get to bed.”  Dad stood up.  “Goodnight, sweetheart.  I want to meet him tomorrow.”  Dad's eyes steeled as he looked at me.  
“Okay, Daddy.  Goodnight.”  I smiled.  
Dad disappeared upstairs.  Mom got up and sat beside me.  She smiled like she was a teenager too.   
“What's he really like?”  Mom whispered. 
“He's gorgeous. Funny.  Dreamy.  Filthy Rich.”  I laughed. 
Mom's head tilted.  “Interesting.  How did that happen?”
“He said he was saving up for a car when he became a Storyteller, and then made several investments with it over the past year.”  I shrugged. 
Mom smiled and her guard disappeared.  “That's intelligent.  I'm glad to hear he worked for it instead of using his Abilities to make it happen.  It shows character.”  
“He asked me to be his girlfriend.”  I confessed. 
“What did you say?”  Mom smiled. 
“Yes.  Look at him.”  I showed her the picture again and laughed.  
Mom laughed too.  
“I like him a lot.  He's really sweet.  We spent all day laughing at everything.”  I felt love growing in my heart.  “I really like Kasen.”  
Mom yawned.  “I better get some sleep too.”  
“I'm supposed to see him tomorrow.”  I bit my lower lip.  
“I thought you might say something like that.  I love you, sweetheart.”  
“I love you too, Mom.”  I yawned and ran up the steps.  I found my journal and wrote everything down.  I didn't want to forget anything about today.  
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Iheard my phone buzz. I blinked. How did it get to be daylight? I blinked again and reached for my phone. 
Good morning beautiful -Kasen
I sat up quickly.  Yesterday hadn't been a dream.  Kasen Page was a real person.  I looked at myself.  I was a mess.  
Good morning -Me
Ready for an adventure? -Kasen
Uh...no...absolutely not.  I stood up and looked in the mirror and shook my head.  I grabbed some clothes.
30 minutes? -Me
I looked at my phone nervously as I ran to the bathroom.  No towels.  I groaned and ran downstairs to the laundry room.  I found two in the dryer.  I pulled them out.  
“What's the rush?”  Mom laughed. 
“Kasen.”  I yelled as I ran back up the stairs.     
Be there in 30 minutes- Kasen
I put my face in my hands.  Why did I say 30 minutes?  Could I even get cute in that amount of time?  I shook my head.  “I don't know either.”  I told my reflection.  “I heard a story that Emma was ready to go on a date with Kasen in 28 minutes.”  I jumped in the shower and rushed to get ready.    
I wasn't big on makeup, but this felt more like a real date.  I was finishing putting on my lip gloss when my phone buzzed beside me. 
Here -Kasen
Why did I feel so nervous?  I slid the lip gloss and my phone in my pocket and ran downstairs.  I opened the door. 
Kasen smiled.  “You look beautiful.”  
“Thanks.”  I blushed.  
“Is this the part where I meet your parents?”  Kasen whispered in my ear.  
I laughed.  “Mom's at home.  Dad's at work.”  
“So, half now and half later?”  Kasen's eyes sparkled. 
“Sure.”  I took a step back and waited for him to come in to close the door.  I walked toward the kitchen. Mom was sitting at the table with a cup of coffee in front of her laptop.  
“Mom, this is Kasen.  Kasen, this is my mother.”  I introduced them.  
“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Teller.”  Kasen put on his brightest smile and held out his hand.  
“Nice to meet you.”  Mom shook his hand and looked at him curiously.  “Have a seat.”  Mom gestured to the chair across from her.  
Kasen sat down.  
“What do you think of Emma?”  My Mom asked point blank.
Kasen went white as a sheet and then very red.  “Emma and I had a great time yesterday.”  Kasen looked at me as if to scream help.  Mom's gaze didn't falter.  It was clear she wanted him to continue.  “And we got along really well.  She has a great sense of humor.”  Kasen's gaze switched from me to my mother.  I shrugged.  This was new territory for me.  
“Emma says you have a job.”  Mom asked. 
“Yes, but I have the summer off.  My last day was yesterday.  I had a feeling that would be a good day to put in for.”  Kasen smiled at me and my heart melted.  “I go back the first week of September.”  
“Anything else I should know about you?”  My Mom asked. 
“Mom!”  I was horrified.  
Kasen shrugged.  “What do you want to know?”  
Mom smiled.  
“I think now is a great time to leave.”  I grabbed Kasen's hand and pulled him towards the door.
Mom tried not to laugh.  “Your father wants to meet him tonight.”    
“Bye Mom, love you.”  I called before closing the front door.  I dropped Kasen's hand.  “Sorry about that.”  
Kasen put his lips together and shook his head.  “Don't worry about it.  Wait until you meet my family.”  He laughed.  
“Threats will get you nowhere.”  I smirked. 
Kasen laughed again.
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Kasen met my Dad last night. I think he won both of my parents over. It was hard to tell for sure, but they were laughing and smiling a lot. I was scared to ask. 
Kasen opened the door.  “Brace yourself.”  
“Are you Emma?”  A girl met me at the door. 
I nodded my head.  
“And you're dating my brother?”  Her eyes were wide with curiosity.  
This conversation was getting uncomfortable real quick.  
“Yes Julie, I already told you that.”  Kasen held my hand and steered me past his sister to the Living Room.  “Mom, Dad, this is Emma.”  
“Nice to meet you.”  His Dad held out his hand, and I shook it.  
“Hello.”  His mom hugged me. 
“Mom's a hugger.”  Kasen whispered.  
I laughed.  “I like hugs.”
“I have a good feeling about you.”  His mother rubbed her necklace.  “Dinner's ready.”  
“Bye Emma.” Julie got up and headed to her room towards the end of the meal.  
“Bye.”  I smiled.  
Kasen's mother sat down and smiled. “Now that she is gone, did Kasen tell you what happened when he went on his first Quest?”  
I shrugged and Kasen's Dad laughed.  
“Don't.”  Kasen frowned.  
His mother rolled her eyes.  “He got eaten by a dragon.”  
I looked at him.  I wasn't sure exactly what this Quest was.  He mentioned dragons the other day.  I still had a hard time believing that it was a real dragon rather than a metaphorical dragon.
“How long did you say it took you, Honey?”  His Mom asked.  
“Let's switch to another subject.”  Kasen frowned.  
Not long after that, I was hugging his parents, and he was walking me out the door.   
“That was...”  I let the words trail off. 
“Intense...annoying...nosy...embarrassing?”  Kasen suggested. 
I laughed.  “Sweet.”  I held his arm in mine and leaned on his shoulder.  
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“So this Quest thing, is for an entire year?” I scratched my head and tried to wrap my mind around it. 
“Yeah.”  Kasen smiled.  
“And you lasted three days?”  I winced. 
“By myself.”  Kasen admitted.  “But this time, I wouldn't be by myself.”  He paused.  “I'd have you.”  
“And your last day of work was the day we met?”  I asked.
Kasen nodded.  
“That's an interesting coincidence.”  I watched Kasen.  
His eyes were sparkling.  “I had a feeling.”
“A feeling, huh?”  I bit my lower lip.  “Or did you hear a story?”  
Kasen laughed.  “Maybe both.”  
I laughed too.  
Kasen took my hand.  “I have a confession.”
“Already?”  I laughed.  
He nodded.  “When I first learned I was a Storyteller, I was kind of disappointed.”  
“Why?”  I felt excited and included.  Up until then, I felt I had been out of the loop.  
“Mom explained what happened to her and strongly suggested I wait until...I met you.”  Kasen was bashful.  “But, you weren't 17 yet, which meant I was playing the waiting game.”
“Oh.”  I breathed.
“So I told myself a story that I would know your name and I woke up to find that I had written Emma on my notebook.”  Kasen swallowed.  
“I see.”  I smiled.  
“You're not mad?”  Kasen tilted his head. 
“No, I wish I thought of it.”  I laughed.  “Three weeks has been murder.  Months would have been so much worse.”  I laughed again.  
“I really like you, Emma.  I don't know about destiny or whatever, but we seem to be compatible.  I'd like to give us a chance.”
“Same.”  I bit my lower lip and hugged him.  
Kasen blushed and took my hand back in his.  
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“So, we're really doing this?” Kasen asked. 
I nodded. “I think we can make it at least 4 days.”
“Hey now.” Kasen huffed.
“It's okay Kase.” I grinned.
“It's a good thing you're cute.”  Kasen's expression became soft.
“So how does this Quest thing work?”
“Last time, I laid on the bed and rubbed my coin.” Kasen shrugged.
“I heard a story that my sphere was in my hand.” I was holding my sphere.
Kasen smiled like I had done something silly.
“What?” I complained.
“You're cute.”
“Why did that sound patronizing, then?” I put my lips together defensively.
“Here.” Kasen held out his hand.  I gave him the sphere. “You need this for the Quest.”
My jaw fell.  “I have to carry that everywhere?”
Kasen nodded.
“I take it back. We'll make it two days... maybe.”
Kasen laughed.  He closed his hand over the sphere, rubbed his coin, and opened his hand to reveal a necklace with a much smaller sphere hanging on it. “My lady.” Kasen bowed slightly. He moved my hair out of the way and fastened the necklace around my neck.
“Thank you.” I smiled.
“You ready?” Kasen asked.
I nodded.
Kasen headed upstairs and laid on his bed. I laid beside him. We held hands.
Kasen rubbed his coin, and the room vanished. We were standing in a village that looked like Little Red Riding Hood could come skipping down the street at any moment.
A man who looked like what I had always imagined Friar Tuck looking like stopped in front of us. “I am the Good Friar.”
“Does that mean there is a bad Friar?”  Kasen whispered.  
“Shh.  I want to hear what he has to say.”  I put a finger to my lips. 
“This is the grand old village of Angeline.  Your Quest begins now.”  The Friar smiled at us.  
We tried to walk away, but the story wouldn't let us move. Suddenly, we were following him to the little church and repeating vows. The only choice I had was to say I do or leave.
“I do?”  Kasen asked it as more of a question than a statement.  
We had come all this way, so I said I do too.  After all, this whole story was just pretend.  Right?
“You may kiss the bride.”  The Good Friar told us.
Kasen's eyes were really wide. We shared a quick kiss and left the church.
“Did you know that was going to happen?” I hissed.
“No, the last time I attended the wedding, I wasn't part of it.”  Kasen whispered back.
“Your Quest awaits you.” The Friar bumbled away.
“Are we really married?” I hissed.
“I don't know.” Kasen shrugged. “Believe me, if I had known... I'd have waited longer.  A lot longer.”
“Same.”  I agreed.  “And the whole being married thing?”
“Uh...”
“Kasen!” I complained.
“I'm thinking.” Kasen started pacing.
“Think faster.” I ordered.
“Look.” Kasen stopped pacing. “Odds are we are here maybe a week or two at most.”
“So?” I demanded.
“So we ride it out.” Kasen scratched his head. “Try to get as far as possible in the Quest as possible.” Kasen shrugged.
“Then we can ask our parents if this is a real marriage.”  I finished.
“Right.” Kasen agreed and got quiet.  Too quiet. 
“What?”
“Do you want it to be real?” Kasen's heart was on his sleeve.
I groaned. “I mean...that's the goal, but we are on week one...week one...and we're 17. I was thinking later...you know after High School at least...if things keep going good...but now? Uh...” I shook my head no.
“Uh, yeah me too.” Kasen agreed, but he looked disappointed.
“Look Kase, I'm sure you'll be the best pretend husband I ever had.” I smiled and kissed his cheek.
“Okay, let's go win this.” Kasen nodded.
“Deal.”  I agreed.  “So, where are the rules?” I demanded.
Kasen shrugged again.
“Every game has rules.  This is sort of like a game.  There have to be rules.”  I nodded to him. 
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“It never came up.”  Kasen shrugged again. 
I exhaled. “I'm about to be extra.”
“Extra what?” Kasen asked.
I didn't bother answering.  He was about to find out.  I looked around.  There was a fountain in the middle of town. I put my hand on my hip. That looked important.  I marched over. There was a statue in the middle of the fountain.  He was holding a tablet that said rules. I pulled it away from the fountain and it turned into a book. 
Two boxes appeared on the first page.  Short Version was in one and Long Version was in the other.  I selected short version.
I started skimming the pages. Kasen finally caught up to me. He peered over my shoulder.
Death- if you die in Angeline, you wake up in the real world at the same age as when you entered. 
Marriage- Yes, the marriage is legal and binding.
I looked at Kasen. What had we just done?
Children-If any children are conceived during this story, they will appear in the real world when the Quest is completed or death occurs for the parents in question. If parents and children remain in the story longer than 17 years, the children will exit the story no older than 17.
Storytelling Abilities are able to be used, but have limitations.
I stopped reading. This was a lot to take in. Death, marriage, children. A month ago, I just wanted to go to a stupid party.
“Apparently, we're legally married according to this.” I frowned.
When I looked up at Kasen. He had a deer in the headlights look. It was so comical that I laughed. He didn't move. I snapped my fingers twice.
“Sorry.”  Kasen's voice was mechanical.
“So, husband, what do you want to do? I think it's time for a group decision.”
Kasen merely nodded. The color had completely drained from his face.
“So you're still adjusting.” I frowned.
Kasen nodded. I closed my eyes. I guess my new husband was about to meet the real me. I didn't have the patience for him to adjust. I took his hand and led him to the store. I filled up a basket and took it to the counter. I found out we had plenty of gaming cash for this Quest.  It simply appeared.
We went next door to a café.  We ordered.  Kasen started eating when the food arrived.  By the time he finished half the plate, he started to respond in more than one or two words.  The blank look disappeared. 
“No dragons for you.”  I finally told him.  I was trying to get a response.  
“Not a problem.”  Kasen reassured me.  
“You say that now.”  I smirked.  
“Confession. I actually looked for that one.”
“Why?”  I tilted my head. Who in their right mind would go after a dragon?
“I thought it would be fun.”  Kasen shrugged.
I couldn't see how fighting a dragon would be fun.  There was too much risk involved.  I winced.  I know you wake up from this without being hurt, but would you feel the flame?  I didn't want to know.    
“I say we try not to die.”  I suggested half jokingly.  
“No dragons, got it.”  He took another bite of his food.
“Kasen, do you actually want to be married to me?"
“Can I be honest?”
I nodded.
“Dating was cool, but we're not...”
“Ready to be married.”  I finished.
“Exactly.”
“Agreed.”  I nodded. 
There was an awkward pause.  We were both deep in thought.  I exhaled.  
“Look Kasen, I get that we barely know each other, but I think we can win. We just got to be a team. Can you do that with me?”
Kasen nodded and held my hand. I felt a lot better.
“So we're finishing this Quest?”  I wanted to make sure we were on the same page. 
“Why not?”  Kasen shrugged. 
“First step...we need shelter.”  I took a drink. 
“Not a problem.”  Kasen smiled. 
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We were standing in front of a cute little cottage. Kasen held out his hand. I took it. We both walked toward the cottage. 
“I stayed here last time.”  Kasen opened the door.  
“It's adorable.”  I couldn't help smiling.  
“Wait.”  Kasen stopped moving before we could enter.  Since he was still holding my hand, I stopped too.  “Shouldn't I carry you or something?”
I shrugged.  
“I think that's how it works.”  Kasen nodded. 
I laughed when Kasen picked me up.  I put my hands around his neck.  He walked a few steps and put my feet down.  He didn't let me go right away.  His eyes searched mine.  His eyes flashed decision and leaned down and kissed me.  I felt myself blushing.  I was not thinking straight as his lips left mine.
“Let me show you around, Mrs. Page.”  Kasen smirked.  
I was still reeling from our kiss as he walked around the cabin.  There was one bedroom.  The cottage looked insanely old.  
“I made a change the last time I was here.  Let's see if it stuck.”  Kasen opened up a door. 
Inside was a large bathroom about the size of the cottage itself.  There was a large tub in the middle of the room and a clear shower behind it and a real toilet.  I exhaled relief.  
“I think the outhouse is still out back if you prefer that.”  Kasen managed to keep a straight face.  
“NO!”  I shook my head emphatically.  
Kasen laughed.  I elbowed him softly.  I walked back to the main room and sat across from the fireplace.  
“I think we better finish reading the rules.”  I opened the book.  
Kasen sat down beside me and put his arm around me.  I flipped through the pages quickly.  Kasen didn't seem to be paying attention to the pages at all.  I looked up.  He was watching me, not the book.  My breath caught.  It was at that moment that I knew it wouldn't take me long to fall in love with this man.  I wasn't sure what to do with that information.             
I flipped to the last page of the Rule Book.  
How to Win the Quest- Once you have reached your year mark, you can decide to go home and keep your Storyteller Abilities as long as you live.  
But if you are more adventurous, and want to continue the Quest, there is a way to finish the Quest without dying.  If you choose to continue and complete the Quest, you will keep your ability.  In addition to that...
It was blacked out.  I looked up at Kasen.  He was deep in thought.  
“Maybe it appears when the year is up?”  I suggested.  
“Maybe.”  Kasen agreed. 
“I thought this would be a day or two thing, just to see what it was like.”  I closed the book.  
“Me too.”  Kasen's breath brushed my cheek.  
I was suddenly aware of how close he was.  We were supposed to spend an entire year here?  Obviously, other Storytellers made it.  My parents were still Storytellers.  My brother wasn't quite at the 25 year mark, but he must have made it too.  I was not about to be the only one left out.  I was super competitive.  
“What are you thinking?  You look determined.”  Kasen asked. 
“Everyone in my family is a Storyteller.  I don't want to be the only one left out.”  I met his gaze.  
“You won't.”  Kasen vowed.  “We can do this...together.”
“Together.”  I agreed.   
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“Do you like apples?” Kasen asked me. 
“Yeah.”  I nodded my head.  
“There is an orchard out back, at least there was the last time I was here.  I don't know if it changes or not.”  Kasen stood up.  
“Is there a basket or something we can use?”  I stood too.  
Kasen shrugged.  “I just picked them straight off the tree and ate it.”
I walked over to the kitchen and started with the closet.  I found a basket sitting on the floor.  I picked it up and brought it over to Kasen.  
“It's the only one I could find.  I guess we will have to share.”  I handed him the basket.  
Kasen was amused.  “I think that might be the whole point.  If we can survive this for an entire year, we can survive anything together.”  
I laughed.  “True.”  I took his hand, and we went to the backyard.  He wasn't kidding.  The orchard looked like it went on for miles.  I half expected to get yelled at for invading someone's home, but it was just us.  
“This is fun.”  Kasen took a bite of an apple and leaned against the tree and watched me.  
“The last time I did this, I was like eight...maybe?”  I grinned and dropped a few more apples in the basket.  
“Field trip?”  Kasen took another bite. 
I nodded.  “I wonder if it is ever winter here?”  
“I hope not.”  Kasen grinned.  “I prefer the beach.”
“Me too.  One snowy day in winter is enough for me.”  I put another apple in the basket.  
“Same.”  Kasen finished his apple and threw the apple core as hard as he could throw.  
“You're really chill, you know that?”  I watched him. 
“What's not to be chill about?  I am on summer vacation and I'm spending it with a beautiful woman.”  Kasen grinned. 
I felt myself blushing. 
“You do that a lot.”  Kasen laughed. 
“Do what?”  I peeked up. 
“Blush.”  Kasen grinned.  
“Sorry.”  I brushed my hair out of my face.  
“No, it's...cute.”  Kasen stepped closer.  “Very cute.”  Kasen watched my expression, which didn't do anything to get rid of my blush.  He was so close, I couldn't help thinking about his lips and his arms.  I licked my lips.  
“What?”  Kasen laughed.  
“I was just thinking about kissing you.”  I opted for bravery.  
“Honey, you can kiss me anytime you feel like it.”  Kasen smiled.  “In fact, you can do anything you want with me.”  
My blush got worse.  I didn't think it was possible.  I had a hard time looking at him.  
Kasen's lips were warm on mine.  “I mean it.  Anything you want, Emma.”
“I'll keep that in mind.”  I smiled at him.
“Any chance you know how to make an apple pie?”  Kasen's eyes were hopeful.  
I exhaled.  “I watched my Mom make one from scratch once.  Does that count?”
“Let's find out.”  Kasen picked up the basket of apples and followed me to the house.  
“I know you need flour.”  I shrugged.  “I think cinnamon.”  
“How does it taste sweet then?”  Kasen asked. 
“Probably sugar too.”  I was out of my element.
I looked for a knife.  I found one, and I started taking off the skin and cutting up the apples.  I found a bowl and put apples in it.  Kasen was standing beside the counter and started eating the apples.   
I laughed. “We're not going to have enough apples for a pie if you keep it up.”
Kasen smiled and took another piece out of the bowl.  I shook my head and gave up.  “See if you can find a recipe book.”
Kasen popped another apple into his mouth and opened the cupboard doors.  He started putting containers on the counter.  I looked at the stove.  It was older than anything I had ever seen.  
“I don't know how to use this.  Do you?”  I turned to face Kasen.  He had found a recipe book, flour, and sugar.  
Kasen shook his head no.  “Change it.”
I turned to face the stove.  I rubbed my necklace like I had seen Kasen do a few times. I imagined the stove I had at home.  The old-fashioned stove disappeared to the one sitting in my kitchen at home.  
I preheated the oven.  Apparently, electricity didn't matter here.  I turned around and Kasen was pouring cinnamon over the apples.  He put one in his mouth.  
“It needs sugar.”  He made a face.  
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“Day one and neither of us died.” Kasen held out his fist, and I bumped it. 
I laughed.  “You still have cinnamon on your lips.”
Kasen shrugged.  His eyes sparkled, and he leaned in for a kiss.  He tasted like cinnamon and a faint flavor of apples.  
“Is it gone?”  Kasen smiled. 
I took my fingers and wiped it away.  “Now it is.”  I smirked.  
“What did old timey people do back in the day without TV?”  Kasen put his arm around me.  
“They went to bed early and made babies.”  I laughed.  
“That explains the 12 kids.  Got it.”  Kasen laughed. 
“12 is a little much, don't you think?”  I looked at him.  
“Just a little.  I couldn't imagine more than 11.”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.
“11 is a little excessive too.”  I shook my head no and laughed. 
“Just a little.  So 10 it is.”  Kasen smirked. 
“Not going to happen.”  I laughed.  
“So 9?”  Kasen teased.
I shook my head no and laughed.  
“Let's go for a walk.” He changed the subject. 
“Okay.”  I agreed.  
We made our way outside.  Kasen reached for my hand.  There was a full moon.  It was so close I felt like I could touch it.  Something about looking at a full moon always brought my soul to life.  It made anything possible. 
I am a Storyteller now.  What stories did I want to come true?  I looked at Kasen.  He was looking at the path ahead.  The apple orchard was eerie and inviting at night.  A wolf howled in the distance.  
“Let's go back.”  I suggested. 
“Scared a wolf might eat you?”  Kasen laughed. 
“Hey, I'm not the one who got taken out by a dragon.”  I laughed.  
“Touché.”  Kasen turned around and headed back towards the cottage.  “Do you think you can put up with me for a year?”  
We were standing on the front porch.  I put my arms around his neck and he put his arms around my waist.  “I don't know.  I lost a lot of apples today before we were able to get the pie in the oven.  I'm still deciding if that's a deal breaker.”
Kasen giggled like he was twelve and then forced his voice to be serious.  “That was the tax.”
“An apple tax?”  I tried not to laugh.   
“Exactly. Everyone knows about the apple tax.  It's a half an apple to a whole apple ratio.  It's very mathematical.”  Kasen nodded like it made perfect sense.  
I nodded with him and laughed and shook my head no.  He laughed with me, then he got very quiet.  
“I'm pretty sure all dates are supposed to end in a kiss.”  Kasen whispered. 
“So, this was a date?”  I looked into his eyes.  
“I asked you out for a walk. You said yes. I walked you to your porch.  I am pretty sure that checks the date boxes.”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.  
“It sounds pretty legit.”  I managed not to laugh. 
Kasen grinned and put his lips on mine.  I loved the way his arms felt around me.  I could do a year of this.  He pulled back.  Another howl sounded in the night.  It sounded closer.  
“We better get inside.”  I opened the door, and we bolted it closed.  By bolt, I mean a large piece of wood, but it worked.
Another howl went off.  
“Are you going to protect me from the big bad wolf?”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.  
“How do you know that it isn't real?”  I put my hand on my hip.  
“I don't.”  Kasen was amused.  
I laughed.  “I'll see what I can do.”
“That's all I ask.”  Kasen smiled.  “So who is sleeping where?”  
“That depends.”  I tilted my head. 
“On what?”  Kasen was curious.
“Can you keep it PG?”  I really liked Kasen, but being with him for an entire year in a one-roomed cottage would take some thought.  
“PG...PG-13, whatever you want, Emma.  Promise.”  Kasen's tone was serious.  
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Iwasn't used to sleeping without a fan. I wasn't used to sleeping with someone in my bed, either. I looked over. Kasen was wide awake. The moonlight came through the window. It didn't help. 
“Are you okay?”  Kasen asked. 
“Yeah, just a lot of different noises.”  I laid on my back.  
Two wolves howled.  
“Yeah, that doesn't happen a lot in the city.”  Kasen agreed.  
“Nope.”  I looked in his direction.  
“Anything else?”  Kasen's voice was amplified with attraction.  I didn't know if it was because it was late, we were stranded out here alone, or because he was just hot, but I didn't think sleep was going to happen at all.  I didn't say any of that.  I just stared at him.  
“Come here.”  Kasen whispered.  “If you want to.”
I was tired of ignoring him.  The last hour had been torture.  I moved towards the middle of the bed and put my arm around him.  He put his arm around my shoulder.  
“You're not wearing a shirt.”  I looked up at him.  I could feel his breath on my face.  
“I don't like shirts.  The beach is my favorite place, remember?”  Kasen smirked.  
I laid my head on his chest.  His heart started beating faster.  Somewhere in the middle of the night, I fell asleep.  Images of a girl in a red hood and a wolf kept flashing through my head.  Then I was a princess dancing with a prince.  The prince turned into Kasen.  
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The sun was creeping through the window. I pulled the blanket above my head. I was staring at someone's chest. I remembered where I was. I was with Kasen. I put my arm back around him and put my head down, and drifted back to sleep. 
The next thing I knew, I had to go to the bathroom.  I lifted up the blanket and made a mad dash for it.  The cottage was cold.  I shivered. 
I went to wash my hands and found myself staring at my reflection.  I found a brush in the drawer.  I redid my hair and put it in a ponytail.  I found the toothbrush I had used last night and brushed my teeth.  Much better.  I ran on my tiptoes back to bed and crawled under the covers.  Kasen was warm and still asleep.  I cuddled closer.  This was going to be an interesting Summer Vacation.  Kasen rolled over and put his arm around me and pulled me against his chest like I was a teddy bear.  
“Good morning.”  Kasen's hair was a mess.  His voice was deep and groggy.  
“Good morning.”  I kissed his cheek.  
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“What's on the agenda for today?” Kasen sat on the counter. 
“Not dying for one.”  I smirked. 
“I am never living down the dragon incident, am I?”  Kasen shoveled in a mouthful of pie.
“Nope.”  I shook my head.  
“Dragons, man, they will get you every time.”  Kasen shrugged.  
I was getting used to Kasen.  He was funny, kind, and up for anything or nothing.  I liked him a lot.  My eyes drifted back to him.  He was insanely attractive.  True to his word, he almost never had a shirt on inside of the house if he could help it.  Kasen caught me watching him and flashed a smile in my direction. 
“I think with me, we can make it at least a week.”  I kissed his cheek.  
Kasen's smile was bashful.  “Whatever you say, beautiful.”
“What do you think our parents will say when we get back?”  I looked at the ground and then at Kasen.  
He sat the empty plate down and slid off the counter.  He took a few steps over and touched my cheek.  
“I'm a little more concerned with what we say than them at the moment.  I'm here with you.  So what do you say, Emma?”  His hand was still on my cheek.  
“I say...”  I looked up into his grey eyes.  I could almost see my reflection.  “You're really cute.”  I put my hand over my mouth.  That was not supposed to come out.  
He laughed.  “You're really cute too.”  
Kasen pulled me against his chest and hugged me.  I could hear his heartbeat.  I felt exposed, but in the best possible way.  If he kept acting like this, love was only a matter of time.  He rubbed my back. 
“No judgment here, Emma, promise.”  Kasen whispered in my ear.
I looked up at him.  “I really like you Kasen.”  
He smiled.  “Same.”      
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“Iwant to explore.” I sat down beside Kasen and leaned on him. 
He put his arm around me.  “That leads to dragons, just so you know.”  Kasen smirked. 
“Let's chance it.”  I stood up and held my hand out to him.  
His right eyebrow went up, but he took my hand.  I pulled him to his feet.  
“Emma, the Explorer.”  
“Come on.”  I pulled him out the door.  “The apple orchard is that way.”
“Yep, we established that already.”  Kasen laughed. 
“So what's that way?”  I pointed to the rocky terrain in the distance.  
“The dragons.”  Kasen laughed. 
“Wait...are you serious?”  I winced. 
“Very.”  Kasen nodded his head.  
“Okay, not that way.”  I turned in the opposite direction.  “What's this way?”
Kasen shrugged.  “I have a feeling we are about to find out.”
I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him on the lips quickly and took off running down the path.  Kasen ran after me.  I hid behind a tree.  
“Not the best hiding place.”  Kasen popped up behind me.  
I squeaked.
Kasen laughed.  “You're cute when you squeak.”  He touched my cheek.  
The longer we were here...Kasen was finding more opportunities to touch me, on the cheek, hugs, kisses...I wasn't ready to decipher just how I felt about him.  Times like this, I was missing my journal.  Writing everything down always gave me a clearer head.  Being around Kasen was emotional wave after emotional wave.  What scared me the most, was that I liked it.  I liked that he threw me off balance.  I liked being around him.  I liked the way he smelled freshly showered.  I liked the way I felt when he whispered in my ear.  
“What was that?”  Kasen looked behind us.  
“I didn't hear anything.”  I shook my head.  
“I did.”  Kasen took off walking.  
I ran to catch up to him.  
“No!”  A little girl screamed.  
Dark laughter followed.  
“It's mine!”  The girl came into view.  She was jumping up and down, trying to reach her doll.  A boy was laughing at her. 
Kasen walked over and pulled the doll out of the boy's hand and gave it to the little girl.
“Thank you!”  The little girl hugged the doll and took off running.  
“You're going to regret that!”  The boy growled as he turned into a large green troll.
I swallowed.  “Kasen, let's get out of here.”  I backed away and Kasen did too.  
An arrow shot out of nowhere into the troll's right eye.  I gasped.  Kasen looked around frantically.  I backed behind a tree.  I didn't see anyone.  
“Kasen.”  I hissed.  
He was backing towards me when the little girl came running our way.  A large muscular man shadowed her.  He was holding a crossbow in his hand. 
“Daddy, they saved me.”  The little girl pointed at us.  
The man held out his hand, and we both shook it.  “Thank you for saving my little girl.  If you ever need anything, let us know.  We live right over there.”  
“Thank you.”  I muttered.  
“Thank you, sir.”  Kasen echoed.  
“Come on Goldie...supper's ready!”  A woman yelled from the house.
The man waved and the little girl ran ahead.  
“Goldie?”  I whispered.
“Apparently.”  Kasen laughed.  
“I don't remember trolls in that story.”  I whispered.  
“We're not in that story.”  Kasen reminded me.  
“True.”  I nodded. 
“Let's go see what else we can find.”  Kasen flashed his most charming smile.  
“Not if I find it first.”  I took off in a dead sprint.  I looked over my shoulder.  Kasen wasn't that far behind me.
“Watch out!”  Kasen yelled.  
I turned my head around, but it was too late.  I had run straight into a pond.  I stood up, dripping wet.  I was met with laughter.  I exhaled.  “You think this is funny?”  
Kasen merely nodded. 
“Aren't you going to help me?”  I held out my hand. 
Kasen took the bait and reached for my hand. Instead of pulling me up, I pulled him in.  
“Not cool.”  Kasen frowned.   
I pulled the lily pad off his head.  “I'd apologize, but I try not to lie.”  I smiled and leaned in to kiss him.  
Kasen shook his head no.  “Kisses will get you...”
I found his lips and kissed him slowly. 
“everywhere.”  Kasen finished. 
I smiled against his lips.  “Come on.”  
“We're dripping.”  He complained.  
I rubbed my necklace, and we were both dry again.  
“We need some fun.”  I pulled at his hand.  
“Okay.”  Kasen let me pull him down the path.  
We were walking for a while before we stumbled on another house.  It was made of candy, ice cream, and chocolate.  Everyone knows chocolate is its own food group.  Kasen was walking towards it.  I pulled him back.  His eyes widened in surprise, but didn't say anything.  
“We can't go in there.”  I whispered. 
“Why not?”  
“Your Mom never read you fairy tales, did she?”  I countered. 
Kasen shrugged.  
“The candy is to lure in children.”  I hissed. 
“It's working.  I wouldn't mind...”
“No.”  I interrupted him.  “In the story, the children get lured in and get eaten.  Well, most of them do.”  
“Okay.  Maybe we'll skip making friends with that neighbor.”  Kasen backed away slowly.  
I took Kasen's hand in mine.  With the other, I rubbed my necklace, and we were standing on our cottage porch.
“Emma the Explorer out of commission?”  Kasen was amused.  
“For today.”  I walked toward the door and opened it.  Kasen laughed.  “There's always tomorrow.”  I winked at him.  
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Iheard a knock on the door. Kasen and I looked at each other. That wasn't normal. 
“I'll get it.”  Kasen stood up.  
I got up and placed my back to the wall.  
“What are you going to do over there?”  He whispered.
“I don't know.”  I shrugged and picked up a book.
Kasen rolled his eyes.  “That's not going to do much.”
I rubbed my necklace, and the book turned into a baseball bat.
“Slightly better.”  Kasen opened the door.  
“Please help!  My Papa fell.  He's unconscious!  He's stuck in a hole in the woods.”  It was Goldie from the day before.  
I peeked around the corner.  I dropped the bat.  Tears were running down her cheek.  
“Where is he?”  I demanded.
“This way.”  The little girl took off running.  
I was already following her when I heard the door shut behind us.  I heard branches crack behind me. Kasen was running after us.  We ran for several minutes. I was starting to get out of breath.  
“He's over here.”  The little girl climbed up an incline.
“Goldie!  Is that you?”  A man yelled.  
I could only assume it was the man from yesterday.  He must have woken up.   
“Careful.”  The girl stopped in her tracks.  “He's down there.”  
Kasen and I crawled down on our knees and looked over the hole.  It wasn't too far, but it was just far enough not to reach him by his hand.  
“Hold on.”  Kasen called down.
“I'm not going anywhere.”  The man laughed.
Kasen took off his belt and put it in the hole.  The man reached up and started climbing.  Kasen started going forward.  I laid on top of Kasen quickly, so he wouldn't fall down in the hole too.  Goldie's father was out of the hole in seconds.  
“Thank you.”  He exhaled in relief.  
“I'm glad we could help.”  Kasen held out his hand and the big man shook it.  
“I didn't catch your names yesterday.  I'm Ben Locke.”  The man pointed to himself.  
“Kasen Page.”  Kasen pointed at himself.  He looked at me.  “And my wife Emma.”  
That was the first time he had called me his wife.  It startled me, but I liked it.  
“Thank you.  Will you join us for dinner?”  Ben asked. 
Kasen looked at me. I nodded. 
“Thank you.  We'll take you up on that.”  Kasen held out his hand for me.    






  
  28


“They were really nice.” I smiled at Kasen. “I'm glad we were able to help.” 
“Me too.”  Kasen spun me around.  
I laughed.  
“You have a beautiful laugh.  Has anyone ever told you that?”  Kasen moved my hair out of my face.  
I shook my head no.  Kasen laughed and brushed my hair behind my ear.  
“I'm glad you're here.”  Kasen whispered. 
“Someone has to keep you alive.”  I put my hand on his chest and kissed his lips.   
“Only one more day until we beat my max.”  Kasen grinned. 
“I think we can do better than that.”  I pulled him down the path.  
“Probably...Maybe.”  Kasen laughed.  
There was a howl in the distance.  We both stopped and looked around.  
“Unless we get eaten by wolves.”  I muttered.  
“If the wolves show up, I'll let them eat me.”  Kasen told me.  
“How chivalrous of you?  You know if you die, we both wake up, right?”  I tilted my head.  
“Yes, but that's one experience I don't want you going through.”  Kasen's eyes were tender.  
I swallowed.  I wasn't sure what to do with that information.  We had been playing house for a few days and Kasen had called me his wife.  That brought a lot of thoughts and feelings to the surface that I wasn't prepared to deal with.  Another howl went off.  It sounded closer.  
“Race ya.”  I grinned. 
“You just don't want to get eaten by a wolf on day 3.”  Kasen smirked. 
“You're right.”  I laughed and took off running.  
I heard Kasen running behind me.  I managed to make it to the porch first.  I was out of breath.  I went to push the door open, but stopped.  There was a note on it.  I pulled it down and walked in.  Kasen closed the door and put the wood down to lock it in place.  
“What's that?”  Kasen put out his hand for the note.  
I ignored him and walked around the main room and started reading it.   
Congratulations Kasen and Emma Page on your marriage!
We look forward to meeting you tomorrow at a special feast held in your honor.
Kind Regards,
King Dorin and Queen Angeline
I looked up at Kasen.  “Do you think it is really them, or just a part of the story?”
“That's a great question.”  Kasen read the note over my shoulder.  “We could ask them tomorrow.”  
“I think we should.”  I put the note down on the kitchen table.  
“I didn't get a goodnight kiss.”  Kasen complained.  
“We're not going to bed right now.”  I teased him.  
“Oh, so now you're kissing me in bed?”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.  
“Maybe I better kiss you now.”  I stepped closer to Kasen.  
“Nope.”  Kasen walked away and then turned around. 
“You're a tease.”  I complained.  
“Maybe.”  He shrugged and kissed me, soft and slow.  
When did fireworks start going off when he kissed me?  I froze and looked into his eyes.  He felt it too.  I turned away and looked at the wall.  I wasn't sure how much longer I could ignore our attraction.  
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Afeast in our honor? What were we supposed to wear? I rubbed my necklace and opened the closet. There were only two options hanging up. I grabbed both hangers and laid them on the bed. An elaborate, ornate dress and a perfectly tailored suit. 
“So I'm supposed to wear that?”  Kasen pointed at the suit.
“Unless you prefer the dress?”  I smirked. 
“You'd like that, huh?”  Kasen frowned.  
I picked up the dress and held it up.  “You know it does go with your eyes.”  
“I think I will take the suit.”  Kasen countered. 
I walked to the bathroom and proceeded to get ready.  I was putting the finishing touches on my hair when I heard a knock at the bathroom door.  I opened it.  
Kasen whistled. “You look gorgeous.”  
“Thank you.”  I stood on my tip of my toes and kissed him.  “Your turn.”
“I already look gorgeous.”  Kasen smirked.  
“True.”  I couldn't deny it.
“Thank you, wife.”  Kasen kissed me again.  
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The carriage stopped in front of a large, beautiful castle. It was still daylight. Steps were going up both sides. A Footman opened the door. Kasen jumped out first and held my waist to help me down. I found myself blushing. 
“You look beautiful, Mrs. Page.”  Kasen whispered in my ear.
He was incredibly handsome.  I took his arm, and we entered.  I wasn't sure who came up with the idea of this mixed Fairy Tale story, but I felt like a Princess being escorted by a handsome prince.  
“Mr. and Mrs. Page.”  A man announced us to the room.  
I looked at Kasen.  His eyes sparkled when my gaze met his.  We were led to a long table with two very distinct guests sitting at the front of the room.  I could only presume that it was Angeline and Dorin.  
There were several other guests.  They were able to keep up enough conversation for both of us.  The food was delicious.  We had a 12 course meal.  Each plate had about 3 bites of food on it.  
“How am I supposed to know which fork goes with which course?”  I whispered.  
Kasen rubbed his coin.  “Now, we both know.”  
When the meal was over, Queen Angeline came over and took my elbow and pulled me into a sitting room, away from everyone else.  When I looked over my shoulder, Dorin had taken Kasen in the opposite direction.  I missed him already.  
“This is the time for questions.”  Queen Angeline smiled at me.    
“I can ask you anything?”  I leaned forward.  
“Anything at all.”  She smiled.  
“Are you the real Angeline, the first one?”  I asked.  
She shook her head no.  
“Do you look like her?”  I continued. 
Angeline smiled and nodded.  
“Who created the Quest?”  I was curious.  
“My daughter Zamfira.  She missed me when I passed.  Her love story didn't go...as well as Dorin and mine.  She created a world that could only be passed by true love.  She wanted everyone to have what she never did.”  Angeline answered.  
My heart went out for Zamfira.  
“Why do you look so sad?”  Angeline asked.
“I wish Zamfira had found true love too.”  I whispered.  
“Like you and Kasen?”  Angeline smiled softly.  
I swallowed.  I wasn't sure what to say.  The truth was...I was probably already in love with him.  I merely nodded.  
“I know he feels the same way.”  Angeline smiled.  
“Does everyone get invited to the castle?”  I asked. 
“No.”  Angeline shook her head.  “They are only invited if they are genuinely in love and show compassion for someone other than themselves.  You both showed compassion when you helped Ben.  Neither of you wanted anything in return.  That kind of empathy is needed in marriage.  If a true bond is not shared, then even the best marriage can dissolve.  This world is an experience that can bond you together for life.  There are experiences that you have already shared that no one else could possibly understand unless they have been here themselves.”  
I had only known Kasen a short time, but I felt we understood each other more than anyone else I knew.  My heart was his.  There was no taking it back.  
“How does the Quest work?”  I had read the rules, but some of the specifics hadn't felt like it was thoroughly explained.  
“Only those who experience true love can pass the entire Quest.”  Angeline continued.  
“I read there are four parts to the Quest, but they weren't all written down.”  I leaned forward curiously.  
“You are correct.  Some stumble into the Quest.  Some never finish the entire Quest.  Some use their Storyteller Abilities to find out.  And still...others...like you ask.  
Part 1: To keep your Storyteller Abilities, you have to be here at least 1 year.
Part 2: You must obtain the Green Emerald in the Dragon's Lair.  
Part 3: Locate the Mystical Waterfall to find the Sapphire Stone, clues will be given after the one year mark.
Part 4: Catch a Moonbeam
Part 5: Isn't listed in the book or anywhere else, but my lips.  The longer you stay in the village of Angeline, the longer you will live in the real world.  There is no better joy than spending a life filled with love and mutual respect.”  Angeline smiled softly.  
“Thank you.”  I stood up.  Angeline stood with me.  “May I?” Angeline nodded, and I gave her a hug.  
I turned to walk away.  
“Emma?”  Angeline asked. 
“Yes?”  I turned to face her.  
“Only 10 couples have ever completed all 5 parts of the Quest.  I have a feeling you may be among them.”  Queen Angeline walked me back through the door where we were met by King Dorin and Kasen.  “Thank you for coming.”  The Queen told us. 
“It has been our pleasure.”  I smiled.  
“Thank you for having us.”  Kasen murmured before walking with me through the door.  
The carriage was waiting for us by the time we reached the bottom of the steps.  I had so much that I wanted to say to Kasen, but I didn't want to say it where it could be overheard.  There was a blanket sitting across from us.  Kasen put it over our laps and put his arm around me.  
“How did it go with Angeline?”  He whispered in my ear.  
“Good.”  I smiled.  “How did it go with Dorin?”  
“Good.”  Kasen whispered.  
“You go first.”  
Kasen nodded and leaned towards my ear.  “Dorin and Angeline are part of the story, but Dorin knew things about us.”  He paused.  
I nodded.  “The same with Angeline.”  
“The stars are...”  Kasen looked up at the sky in awe.
“Beautiful.”  I laid my head against his neck.  We were quiet the rest of the way to our home.  
The little cottage was special to me.  It was the place I fell in love with Kasen.  There was no denying it anymore.  I was in love with my husband.  I wasn't sure how I felt about that. But sitting here, looking up in the stars, with him close by was one of those perfect moments.  
The carriage stopped and Kasen helped me down like a gentleman.  
“Thank you.”  We both told the man who drove us home.  
He simply nodded and disappeared the way he had come.  A howl went off in the distance.  It didn't take us long to lock ourselves inside.  Kasen undid his bow tie and jacket.  He seemed genuinely relieved to take them off.   
“We made it.”  I exhaled.  
“I'm not too big on the fancy stuff.”  Kasen confessed.  
“Me either.”  I admitted.  “It was nice to dress up though.”
Kasen took off his dress shirt.  “I am glad to be out of these.”  Kasen looked at the pile on the couch. 
“Too bad.”  I smiled.  
“You like me all dressed up?”  Kasen's eyes sparkled.  
“I do.”  I nodded. 
“Careful, that's what got us in trouble last time.”  Kasen smirked.  
“I do remember someone else going first.”  I stepped closer to him.  
“Nope, I don't think that's what happened.”  He feigned innocence and gave me a teasing smile.  
“Selective memory?”  I put my hand on his cheek.  
Kasen nodded and smirked.  “Maybe you're remembering things differently.”
I laughed.  
“I'm thinking this was a date.”  Kasen tilted his head closer to mine.  
“It was definitely a date.”  He met my kiss halfway.  “I love you.”  I whispered on his lips.  
Kasen froze.  “What did you say?”  
“I love you.” I whispered.  
Kasen grinned.  “Really?”  
I nodded.  
Kasen kissed me and smiled.  “I love you too, Emma.  I'm pretty sure I loved you since the first day you walked into my coffee shop.”
“You're just saying that.”  I smiled. 
Kasen shook his head no.  “I am very much in love with you, Emma Page.”  Kasen kissed me like a man in love kisses the woman he loves.    
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“Good morning.” I whispered. 
Kasen stretched.  “Good morning, beautiful.”  Kasen kissed my cheek and then my neck.  I couldn't help laughing.  He pulled me into his arms and tickled me and kissed me.  Kasen held me and sighed.  “I could get used to this.”
“Me too.”  I yawned.  
“We can always go back to bed.”  Kasen's voice was deeper in the morning.  
“Not today.”  I kissed him and got out of bed.  
“Rejected.”  Kasen complained.  
“More like an invitation to start the day with me.”  I smiled in the doorway.  
Kasen closed his eyes.  “Give me five minutes.”
I closed the door and wandered into the kitchen.  I was hungry.  I missed hitting drive-throughs.  I rubbed my necklace and a plate of waffles with syrup sat on the counter.  I sat down at the kitchen table.  
“What smells so good?”  Kasen emerged from the bedroom. 
“Waffles.” I took a bite.  
“Make me some too?”  Kasen made his way to the bathroom.  I rubbed my necklace and another plate of waffles sat across from me.  
Kasen came into the kitchen and kissed me on the lips.  “Good morning wife.”  His eyes sparkled. 
“Good morning husband.”  I took another bite of waffles. 
Someone knocked on the door.  Kasen and I looked at each other.  I don't know why, but every time I heard something at the door or a noise outside, I felt like I was going into battle.  I walked over and opened the door.  Kasen was behind me.  
“Emma!”  Goldie smiled.  
“Good morning Goldie.”  I had no clue why she was here.  “Are your parents okay?”  
Goldie nodded and her curls bobbed with her head.  “Papa asked me to come get you.  He said he wants to teach you how to use a crossbow.”
“Yes.”  Kasen grinned at Goldie.  
“You're not learning how to use a crossbow without me.”  I put my hand on my hip.  
Kasen held up a hand.  “Give us 5 minutes to get ready.” 
“Okay.”  Goldie's head bobbed yes.  She sat down on the porch.  
We both took a few quick bites of our food.  I ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth.  Kasen was right behind me.  A few minutes later, we were on the porch, ready to leave.
“Come on.”  Goldie grabbed my hand and pulled me down the path.  
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“Kasen, Emma, I'm glad you could make it.” Ben smiled. “These woods can be rough. I thought I would teach you how to use this.” Ben held up his crossbow. He nodded toward the ground. Two more crossbows were angling at the bottom of a tree. 
“Thank you.”  Kasen held out his hand.  
Ben took it.  “Us neighbors have to stick together out here.”  
I smiled and picked up one of the crossbows.  I watched how Ben was holding his and imitated him.  Kasen did the same.  
“I have some targets set up already.”  Ben pointed with his crossbow.  
I followed where he was pointing.  There were a few markings set up on one of the trees.  Some containers were sitting up on a bench.  There was a bag of something hanging from one of the trees.  When the wind moved, it did too.  This was going to be fun.  
Ben went over some safety rules and then shot one of the containers off of the table.  I smiled.  Kasen tried next, and it hit the grass in front of the bench.  I was up.  My arrow flew over the bench and missed.  
An hour later, we were hitting our target two out of three times.  I shot the bag and flour poofed out.  I smiled.  
“Good shot, Babe.”  Kasen kissed my temple.  
“You can take those home with you.”  Ben smiled.  
“Thank you.”  I grinned.  
“Thank you.”  Kasen shook Ben's hand firmly.  
Goldie came skipping up to us.  “Mama sent me to get you.  The noon meal is ready.”
“Join us?”  Ben asked.  
I nodded.  
“Thank you.”  Kasen grinned.  “It looks like we have some practicing to do when we get home.”  
“Yes, we do.”  I grinned.  
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“Hey, what's that?” Kasen stood up and walked over to the bookshelf. 
I looked in the direction he was walking.  A book was glowing gold.  Kasen pulled it off the shelf.  I walked over to see what it was.  
23 hours, 58 minutes, and 12 seconds was on the book.  It continued counting down.  I looked up at Kasen.  He had a slight stubble on his chin.  I bit my bottom lip.  
“I guess we have been here a year.”  Kasen put the book down.  
“I guess so.”  I felt a tightening in my chest.  I wasn't ready to give up this life with Kasen.  
“You know nothing's gonna change between us when we go back.”  Kasen read my mind again.  He was pretty good at it.  
I nodded quietly.  
“I mean it.”  Kasen whispered above my lips.  
“I love you.”  I met his gaze. 
“I love you more.”  A smile tugged at the corner of my husband's mouth. 
We shared a long kiss.  
“I think we should go back to the fountain tomorrow.  It feels like we should put the book back.”  I tilted my head upward. 
“We can do that.”  Kasen's voice was deep with emotion.  “We should celebrate.”  
“Celebrate?”  I asked. 
“It's our one year anniversary...according to the countdown.”  Kasen smirked. 
I put my hands around his neck.  “What did you have in mind?”  
“Candle light dinner?”  Kasen suggested.  
I nodded.  
“Some of this.”  Kasen kissed my neck and made me giggle.  He whispered in my ear and made me blush.  
“Kasen!” I exclaimed, and he laughed.  
“I love you Emma.  Happy one year anniversary.”  He smiled.  
“Happy one year anniversary.  I love you too.”  I kissed him one more time.   
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We approached the village. The book had finished counting down a few hours ago. We were both a little reluctant to make our way back to town. We had spent most of our time in the cottage or near it. 
We could see the fountain clearly from the moment we entered the main street.  I exhaled, and we both walked towards the middle of town.  I was holding the rule book.  I looked at Kasen sadly.  Neither of us knew what was going to happen.  I slid the book back into place.  The fountain came to life.  
“You have completed part one of your Quest.  You have made it an entire year in Angeline.  Please retrieve the Eternal Ruby out of the fountain.”  The statue told us.
Kasen put his hand in the fountain and a large ruby emerged in his hand.  We shared a look.  
“You have a choice to go home and keep your Storytelling Abilities, or to continue your journey.  The choice is entirely yours.  If you choose to go home, simply place the Eternal Ruby in the fountain and you will return home.”   The statue told us.
Along the edge of the fountain were 4 crevices.  One was the shape of the Eternal Ruby.  It must go there.  It would be so easy just to put the ruby in the hole and go home.  On the other hand, I didn't feel satisfied.  I wanted to finish the entire Quest, not just part of it.  More than that, I wanted more time with Kasen.  
“I want to finish.”  Kasen watched my reaction. 
“I do too.”  I nodded.  
“To the end of this Quest?”  Kasen wanted confirmation. 
“Until we win...Together.”  I took Kasen's hand. 
He nodded.  “Together.”  
“And if we choose to continue?”  I asked.
“The Green Emerald is your next Quest.  Beware of the flames in this hidden dark place.”  The statue smiled, stood straight, and went back to his pose.  
“Dragons.”  Kasen exhaled.  
“There has got to be a way to get into the den, find the emerald, and not die.”  I exhaled.  
We sat on the fountain and watched people walk by.  
“If there is, I don't know how.”  Kasen looked down.  
“Did you say dragons?”  A woman walked up to us.  
I nodded.  
“The best way to fight a dragon is not.”  The woman laughed and walked away. 
“That was helpful.”  Kasen complained.  
I was quiet for a moment.  “The best way to fight a dragon is not.”  I repeated.  
“She just said that.”  Kasen's right eyebrow went up.  
“What if we put them to sleep first?”  I suggested.  “We still have Storytelling Abilities.  Putting them to sleep doesn't get rid of the problem.”  That was one of the rules of Angeline.  We could use our Storyteller Abilities to help with a problem, but not to get rid of it.
Kasen exhaled.  “It might work.”  
“I'm sure it will.”  I kissed his cheek and pulled him to his feet.  
“Okay.”  Kasen relented as he slid the ruby in his pocket.  “How about we enjoy the rest of our anniversary and tackle the dragons later?”  
“Deal.”  I grinned.   
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“Ithink it's time we get the Green Emerald.” I kissed Kasen's neck to distract him. 
“So after all that grief you gave me about the dragon, now you want to go into the dragon's den on purpose?”  Kasen looked at me in disbelief.  
He caught me there.  How did I spin this?  
“I want to finish the entire Quest.”  I brushed my hair out of my face.  
“I do too.”  He agreed.  
“This is next on the list.”  I bit my bottom lip.  
“If we make it an entire year, just to end up dead by dragons...”  
“It'll be my fault this time.”  I finished.  
“No more teasing me?”  Kasen's eyes narrowed.  
I put up the scout's honor sign.  “If either of us gets eaten by a dragon when we go into the cave to get the emerald, I will no longer tease my husband about getting eaten by dragons.”
“That's awfully specific.”  Kasen frowned. 
I put on the smile I knew he loved.  I saw it in his eyes as he started melting.  I sat down on his lap and wrapped my hands around his neck and kissed him.  
“You think kissing me is going to get you...”
“Everywhere?”  I kissed him again. 
“Everywhere.”  Kasen nodded and tried not to laugh.  “What do you think we need to take care of these dragons?”
“What exactly happened to you last time?”  I kissed him again.  
“I was going for a hike.  I had heard the dragons lived in the caves.  So, I found a cave and went exploring.  The next thing I knew, I was being chased out of the cave by a fire-breathing dragon.  I tried to fight it off with the torch, but the dragon snapped it in half and came after me.  I was almost clear when...you know.”  Kasen shrugged.  
“My brave hero.”  I smiled.
“Yeah...sure thing.”  Kasen's tone was sardonic.  
“I think we should put the dragons to sleep.”  I kissed Kasen. I knew the moment I was too far away, he would start thinking normally and try to squelch my plan.  
“And just how are we supposed to make them fall asleep?”  Kasen's eyebrow went up.  “My Storytelling Abilities didn't work when I was trying to kill the dragon.”  
“Ah.” I held up a finger.  “I don't want to kill the dragon.”
“Asleep, right?”  Kasen nodded.  “How do you know that will work?”  
“Come on.”  I stood up and pulled Kasen toward the window.  A bunny was hopping by.  I rubbed my necklace.  The bunny laid down and fell asleep.  
Kasen nodded.  “Okay, you might be right.”  
“Glad you see it my way.”  I wrapped my arms around him.  “Let's go get us an Emerald.”  
Kasen chuckled.  “Okay.”  
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We passed several skeletons with shields. The shields didn't look like they did those men much good. We continued walking. Finally, I was looking at the cave entrance. It had scorch marks on the sides of the walls. Dragon Lair was etched above the cave.  
I held Kasen's hand and rubbed my necklace.  I told myself a story of us being fireproof.  
“It's not too late to turn back.”  Kasen told me.
I shook my head no.  
“I can go by myself.”  Kasen offered.  
I shook my head no again.  “We do this together.”
Kasen walked over to the cave entrance and touched the wall.  I did the same on the other side.  We both rubbed our necklaces and used our Storyteller Abilities to put the dragons to sleep.  
“I can't see.”  I walked in. 
“Last time I had a torch.”  Kasen's eyes met mine.  
I rubbed my necklace again and a glowing green light appeared at the entrance and went into the cave like a glowing green piece of string.  
“It should lead us to the Green Emerald.”  I walked into the cave first.  
The musty smell made me sneeze.  Kasen looked at me in concern.  I swallowed.  The further into the cave we got, the air changed.  It was thicker and harder to breathe.  I didn't like small places, but we needed this stone.  I had to continue.  I wasn't going to let Kasen get eaten...without me.  He took my hand and smiled softly.  
We entered a large cavern.  At least five dragons were curled in a ball, sleeping in various parts of the room.  My breath caught in my throat.  Kasen squeezed my hand, and we walked as quietly as possible through the large cavern.  Kasen kicked a rock.  One of the dragons stirred and a pile of fire hit the far wall in the opposite direction.  The dragon settled back down and seemed like it was asleep.  
I squeezed Kasen's hand to tell him it was alright.  We made it through.  I exhaled as quietly as possible.  We continued to follow the green light through several bends.  And all of a sudden, the green light disappeared.  A stone sat in the middle of the cave, glowing.  The four large dragons that had been protecting it were asleep at the foot of the pedestal.  
Kasen picked up the Green Emerald and put it in his pocket.  The moment he did, the dragons woke up.  As the dragon's beady yellow eyes were inches from my face, all I could think of was how I phrased my story for the dragons to stay asleep until we had the Green Emerald, not until we were out of the cave.
“RUN!”  Kasen picked up a rock and threw it at the dragon.  
The rock hit the dragon on the nose, fire erupted from the dragon's mouth.  The heat captured me. 
“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!” Kasen screamed.  
The dragon's mouth closed.  I was still standing there.  I don't know who looked more stunned, me or Kasen.  
“But how?”  Kasen's voice broke. 
“Come on, Kasen!”  I grabbed his hand and pulled him back the way we had come.  
I couldn't see anything.  I tried to Storytell my way out of the cave, but I couldn't.  I groaned.
“Are you okay?”  Kasen asked. 
“Yes, I'm fine.  I tried to Storytell us out of the cave, it wouldn't work.”  
Light appeared.  I saw Kasen take his hand off the necklace.  Flames hit the wall behind us.  We were standing in the large cavern.  Five dragons looked at us in confusion.  I rubbed my necklace, and the dragons collapsed on the floor and started snoring.  
Kasen and I ran full speed through the cave.  I was relieved when I could see the daylight at the end of the tunnel.  As soon as we left the cave entrance, Kasen rubbed his necklace, and we were both standing on the porch of our little cottage.  He pulled me into his arms tighter than he ever had.  
“I thought I lost you.”  He kissed the side of my face and buried his head in my hair.  “How did you survive?”  Kasen had tears in his eyes as he pulled back.  
“I thought it might be helpful to be fireproof.”  I shrugged.  
Kasen laughed and leaned his forehead on mine.  “Don't scare me like that ever again.”  
“I'm fine.”  I kissed him slowly.  “Really.”  
He nodded.  “I love you Emma.  I don't know what I would do if I lost you for real.”  
I nodded.  I didn't have any words to say.  Emotion bubbled up inside of me.  I hugged him tightly.  He kissed me on the lips one more time before we walked through the door.  
“You scared me half to death.”  Kasen breathed.  
“But we got the Green Emerald.”  I showed my teeth, not really smiling.  
He laughed.  “You are more important than any Green Emerald.”  
“I love you.”  I kissed him one more time to reassure him that I was okay, and then gave him a hug.  After our day, we were both emotionally drained and laid down for a nap.   
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Iput the apple basket down when I saw the note on the door. I pulled it off the nail. 
Congratulations!  
You have made it in Angeline for a year and received the Eternal Ruby.  You have found the Green Emerald.  
You're ready for Part 3 of your Quest .  Your Quest continues at the Mystical Waterfall if you choose to accept it.  Only the clever can see the unseen before it is washed away.  
If you choose to decline the Quest, simply return to the fountain and go home.  
God Speed and Kind Regards
King Dorin and Queen Angeline
We have been here for over a year and haven't heard anything about a Mystical Waterfall or where it might be other than what Queen Angeline told us.  We haven't asked about it either; I reasoned.  
“What's that?”  Kasen came around the corner.  
I left him asleep under the apple tree.  I handed him the paper.  He leaned his head down and read it.  
“Cryptic.”  He opened the door.  
“How was your nap?”  I smiled at him.  
“Good.”  Kasen looked bashful.  “I must have missed you. I woke up, and you were gone.”  
“I only had a minute or two on you.”  I put the apples on the counter.  
“Mystical Waterfall.  Huh?”  Kasen pulled himself up on the counter.  “I could swim.”  
“You could always swim.”  I leaned over his lap and kissed him.  
“True.”  He picked an apple out of the basket.  
“I thought you would be tired of those by now.”  I teased. 
“Surprisingly...no.”  He took another bite.  “I like them better when they're cut.”  Kasen exhaled.  
I laughed.  “Who has time for that?”
“Right?”  Kasen leaned forward and kissed me again.  
The note started glowing.  Kasen picked it up off the counter.  The glowing dimmed enough to read it. 
“What does it say?”  I tried to get a look.  
Kasen flipped it around.  “It's a map.”  
“Field trip?”  I grinned. 
“Tomorrow?”  He tilted his head.  
“Today?”  I suggested.  
Kasen captured me in his arms and kissed my neck until I was laughing.  
“Okay. You win.”  I laughed again.
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“Where are you going?” Goldie skipped beside of us. 
“We're looking for the Mystical Waterfall.”  I smiled.  
“That's a long way off.”  Goldie's eyes got really big.  
“How far off?”  Kasen asked. 
Goldie shrugged.  “A long way.”  
“Goldie!”  Her mother called for her.  
“Bye!”  Goldie turned around and started skipping again. 
“Bye!”  Kasen and I both told her.  
I found myself laughing.  
“First on the list is a windmill.”  Kasen's right eyebrow went up.  
“I've never seen one in person.”  I made a face.  
“Me neither.”  Kasen shrugged.  
I saw something move on the map.  I took it carefully out of Kasen's hands and held it up to the light.  
“Did that just move?”  Kasen pointed at the compass in the bottom corner.  
“Yeah.”  I agreed.  
I stopped, and the compass stopped moving.  I took a few steps, and it moved again.  Then a glowing blue dot showed up on the map.  
“I think that's us.”  I pointed to the glowing blue dot.  
“Let's walk and see if it moves.”  Kasen suggested.  
We walked for a few minutes and looked at the map again.  The dot had moved.  I looked up at Kasen, his eyes sparkled with excitement.  
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“We're here.” Kasen moved the branch away and let me walk through. 
There was the most beautiful waterfall in front of us.  Two birds flew overhead.  A squirrel ran up a tree.  We walked into an oasis.  I looked at the map. The sketch didn't do it justice.  
Kasen took off his shirt and threw it aside.  
“What are you doing?”  I took a few steps after him.
“Swimming.”  He flashed a thousand-watt smile my way.  
I laughed as he ditched his shoes and jumped in.  
“Swim with me.”  Kasen put water in his hands and used it to wet his hair.  
I shook my head. “We're supposed to be looking for the Sapphire Stone.”  
“It's not going anywhere.”  Kasen smirked.  “But I am.”  He dove into the water.  “The water's perfect.  Come on Emma, for me?”  
“Okay.”  I finally agreed.  
I rubbed my necklace and appeared in a swimsuit.  Kasen motioned for me to come to him.  I started walking into the water.  The water was warm and perfect.  He was right.  I dove in and came up hugging Kasen's waist.
“I told you it was perfect.”  Kasen stepped closer and pulled me in for a wet kiss.     
“You were right.”  I laughed.  
“Can I get that framed?  And signed?”  Kasen smirked. 
I shook my head no.  I dove into the water.  Kasen jumped in after me.  After a few minutes, I let him catch me.  I found my hands against his chest.  Somehow, he had gotten more attractive with time.  I couldn't imagine being with anyone else.  
“What?”  Kasen was almost bashful.  
I loved seeing that look cross his face.  I didn't see it very often.  
“I was just thinking about how wonderful you are.”  My smile was full of love.  
“Same.”  Kasen smirked and kissed me.  “Love you.”  
“Same.”  I giggled. 
“What? We've been married so long, I get a ditto?”  Kasen tickled me. 
I nodded my head and slid out of his arms.  Kasen went under water and brushed his hair out of his face when he came back up.  
“Where did you go?”  He looked around.  
I put my arms around the back of his waist.  Kasen laughed and jumped in the water and drug me on his back.  I screamed and he let go.  
“What?”  Kasen teased.  
I shook my head.  
“Don't be like that.”  Kasen smiled as he pulled me against him.  
I couldn't help laughing.  We played like that for another hour before we got tired.  I walked out of the water and laid down on the grass.  
I yawned.  My eyelids felt like weights.  I couldn't keep them open.  I heard the splash as Kasen came out of the water. 
“We're in the middle of a Quest and you're trying to take a nap?”  Kasen whispered in my ear.
I nodded my head.  I felt his warm arm around my waist.  I wiggled backward and sighed.  I was asleep a few seconds later. 
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“Emma.” Kasen touched my face with the palm of his hand. 
“What Babe?”  I whispered with my eyes closed. 
“We only have an hour or two before the sun goes down.”  Kasen told me.  
“That's okay.”  I reached for a blanket that wasn't there. 
“We made it to the waterfall, remember?”  Kasen's voice was kind.  
I grabbed his hand and tried to pull him closer.  He laughed.  I felt warm lips on mine.  Instinctively, I put my arms around him.  I opened my eyes.  
“Hi.”  I smiled.  
“Good afternoon sleepyhead.”  Kasen sat down beside me.
I sat up too.  “Did you find the Sapphire Stone?”
My husband laughed and shook his head no.  I bit my lip and looked around.  I brushed my messed up swim hair out of my face.  
“It's supposed to be in a place that is unseen, right?”  I leaned forward. 
“Right, that's what the clue said.”  He agreed.  
“How about there?”  I pointed at the waterfall.
“Where?”  Kasen looked toward where I was pointing with his eyebrows raised.  
“Behind the waterfall.”  I grinned.  
Kasen stood up and held out a hand for me.  I took it and he pulled me to my feet.  
“Let's go check it out.”  Kasen marched ahead of me.  
I rubbed my eyes and blinked twice.  I ran to catch up with Kasen as a yawn escaped my lips.  My barefoot touched the water.  It was cold.  I mentally woke up like I had a slap to the face.  
“Hurry up Emma. I found some footholds here.  I'll give you a boost.”  Kasen turned toward me.  
I stepped into Kasen's intertwined fingers and started climbing the wall.  Kasen waited a minute to make sure I didn't fall before following me.  
I could see something behind the water.  I wasn't sure what, so I climbed closer for a better look.  I could see a platform behind the waterfall.  I looked around and made the large step onto the platform through the water.  It was shaded from the sun.  You could feel the difference in temperature. .  
I pushed back my wet hair.  A blue light came from the back of the cave.  I stumbled over a rock and caught my balance on the wall.  Kasen was right behind me.  I picked up the stone.  
“This is it.”  I threw my arms around Kasen's neck.  He spun me around and set my feet on the ground.  I held up the Sapphire Stone.  It was so smooth and perfect.  “We finished Part 3 of the Quest!”  I squealed.  
“I didn't think we would make it this far.”  Kasen confessed.  
“Honestly, I didn't think we would survive it a year.”  I admitted.  
Kasen laughed.  “One more Quest to go.”  
“We got this Babe.”  I hugged him.  
Kasen rubbed his necklace, and we were standing sopping wet on the cottage porch.  He rubbed his necklace once again, and we were both dry.  We shared a smile and went inside.    
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Kasen and I had started getting in the habit of taking a walk after dinner. 
“It's a full moon.”  Kasen pointed at the sky.  
The faint clouds looked like they were holding the moon in place.  I smiled.  
“That's the last thing on the list.”  Kasen commented.  
“Hmm?”  I asked.  
“Catch a Moonbeam.”  Kasen put his hand on my cheek and kissed me.  “You seem distracted?”
I couldn't concentrate on anything he was saying.  I had too much on my mind.  I didn't know how he would react.  Finding the last stone was the farthest thing from my mind.   
“Kasen, I'm pregnant.”  I blurted it out.
He didn't move.  
“I think 6 weeks.”  I continued.  
Kasen still didn't move.  
“When we leave Angeline, any children we have are supposed to come with us.”  I couldn't stop talking.  
He swallowed, but no words came out of his mouth.  
“Kasen?”  I asked.  
Kasen blinked.  “I love you.”  
“I love you too.”  I tilted my head and waited for more words from him, but they didn't come.  
He was acting like the day we got married, utterly shocked.  I took his hand and we walked back towards our little cottage.  I exhaled.  I knew he would talk when he was ready, but the waiting...
Kasen kissed me on the lips.  It was long and slow.  “You're gonna be a great mother, Emma.”  He leaned back.  “Are you happy?”  
I swallowed and nodded.  
“Then I am too.”  He kissed me again and all my anxiety disappeared.
We both got ready for bed.  I found myself in Kasen's arms like every night.  I looked up at his fuzzy jawline.  
“I love you.”  I whispered. 
“I love you too.”  Kasen nuzzled my face and made me giggle.  
“So you're really okay?”  A small piece of anxiety hung in my throat.  
Kasen nodded.  He was quiet for a moment.  “I think we should stay in Angeline.”
My thoughts flew back to the world we had left.  It seemed like a distant memory.  In the real world, Kasen was graduating High School, I was about to start my senior year.  
“I'm okay with staying in Angeline.”  I crawled closer to Kasen and kissed him.  
Right now, the only life I wanted was this little cottage with Kasen living the life we have been living for over a year.  I hadn't given a lot of thought to children until now, but this place was peaceful.  I was happy here, and so was Kasen.  There was no reason to leave, and every reason to stay.        
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Knock. Knock. Knock. It sounded urgent. I opened the door. It was Ben. 
“Who is it?”  Kasen called from the kitchen.  The open door was blocking his view.
“Wolves attacked the Shoes.  The old woman was able to make it out all right, but not all of the children were so lucky.  Tom didn't make it.”  Ben's eyes steeled.  “We're going after the wolf that got him.  Are you coming?”
“Yes.”  Kasen reached for his crossbow.  He leaned in to kiss me.  
“You're not going without me.”  I marched to my crossbow and picked it up. 
“Emma.”  Kasen's gaze narrowed.  
“If something happens to you, we both end up in the real world.  Besides, you're better with me.”
Kasen shook his head no.  “I need you to be safe.”  
“I need you to be safe.”  My eyes met his.  
Neither of us gave in.  
“Either I come with you, or I wait until you leave and then come.  Your choice.”  I countered.  
“This way.”  Ben was already halfway down the path.  
Kasen looked towards Ben and then me.  “Do not do anything dangerous.”  He warned.  
“Like fighting off wolves 3 months pregnant?”  I closed the door behind us.  
“Yeah, like that.”  He was not amused, but he also knew he couldn't stop me.  
It didn't take us too long to walk to the Shoe's home.  Goldie and her mother were comforting the children.  Whispers floated through the crowd. Tom had tried to fight off the wolves, but he hadn't made it.  
Howls flew through the air.  Goosebumps flew up my arms.  Kasen looked at me with concern in his eyes.  I shook my head no to his unasked question.  I was not staying with the Shoes.  I was fighting this battle with him, whether he wanted me to or not.    
Two more howls came from the woods.  I had my crossbow up, prepared to fight.  I heard a crackling of sticks not too far from us.  We pointed our crossbows in the direction.  
“Whoa!  It's just me.”  Ben's brother Todd held up his hands.  
“Todd!”  Ben hissed.  “We could have killed you.”  
“I'm sorry.  I was just trying to help.”  Todd complained.  
A black snap flew from the woods and pounced on Todd.  Ben shot his crossbow.  The arrow landed in the wolf's shoulder.  The wolf howled in pain.  Todd crawled away.  He had a gash on his arm.  Kasen and I shot at the wolf.  One arrow landed in the wolf's head and the other in the wolf's heart.  It died in seconds.  The wolf went still.  I walked over and pulled out my arrow.  A yellow stone fell out of the wolf's chest.  I looked at Kasen and then bent down and picked it up.  
“Hail the Quest winners of Angeline!”  Voices sang around us.  “They have found all four Stones!  Hail the Quest winners of Angeline.”  The sky darkened.  The stars brightened.  The moon's light touched down from the sky to the stone in my hand.  The stars disappeared, and the sun appeared.  
“Thank you for saving me.”  Todd stood up.  
“That looks pretty bad.”  Kasen looked at the cut and rubbed his coin.  The wound closed and healed.  
“It feels fine now.”  Todd smiled.  
“Let's go home.”  Ben put his arm around Todd.
“We did it.”  I looked up at my husband. 
Kasen took my face in his hands and kissed me.  “We won the Quest.”  He smiled.  “Now what?”  He laughed.  
I put the stone in my pocket.  I kissed Kasen long and slow.  “Now, we live our lives.”  I put a hand on my stomach.
Kasen nodded and kissed my temple.  We walked hand in hand back home.
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“She's so pretty.” Goldie leaned over my lap. “What's her name?” 
I looked at Kasen, then back to Goldie.  “We decided to name her Callie, Callie Ann Page.  She's going to be a wonderful Storyteller.”  I kissed her forehead and said a prayer of protection over my daughter.  
“What a sweet name.”  Goldie smiled.  “I love you Callie.  We're going to be best friends.”  
I smiled.  “I bet you will.”  
“Let's leave them alone.”  Goldie's mother steered her toward the door.  
“Bye Callie.  Bye Emma.  Bye Kasen.”  Goldie waved at each of us.  I waved Callie's hand toward Goldie.  The door closed behind them.  I couldn't help laughing.  
Kasen sat down beside of me.  “How is Miss Callie Ann doing?”  
“Kase, she looks just like you.”  I laughed.  
“Her eyes are bluer.”  He whispered in my hair.  
“I carried her for 9 months, and she comes out looking just like her father. Somehow, that doesn't seem fair.”  I complained. 
Kasen kissed my temple and my neck.  “I don't know about that.” 
Callie cooed as if to say she agreed. 
“I might be outnumbered. She's already agreeing with you.”  I complained again, but my heart felt full.  
“Outnumbered.  I'm now living with two women.  I think I'm the one outnumbered.”  Kasen grinned.  “Daddy's little princess.”  Kasen held her little hand.  Callie's eyes opened and looked up like Kasen and I were her whole world.  
“I love you.”  I kissed him. 
“I love you.”  Kasen kissed me.  “And you too.”  He looked down at Callie.  






  
  44


“Kasen, we need to talk.” I sat on the couch. 
“What did I do wrong?”  Kasen made a face.  
I shook my head and tried not to laugh.  “Nothing.”  
“Okay, what's up?”  He put his arm around my shoulder.  
“Callie is going to be 5 tomorrow.”  I swallowed. I wasn't looking forward to this conversation.  
“I'm aware.”  He watched my face intently.  
“She should be starting kindergarten soon.”  I bit my lower lip.  We had touched on the subject a few times since Callie was born.  
Kasen nodded and said nothing for a long moment.  “You want to go back?”  
“I think we should.”  I touched his hand.  
Kasen nodded.  “I'll miss it here.”  
“Me too.”  I laid against his chest.  
“We're in for a few awkward conversations when we get home.”  Kasen muttered against my ear.  
“And a move.”  I nodded against his chest.  “I am not going back to my old room.”  
“The beach house still works for you?”  Kasen whispered.  
“Yeah.”  I smiled.  
“Good, cause I am not mentally prepared to do the single Dad life.”  Kasen laughed.
“You're a great Dad.”  I kissed him.    
“Pick me up, Daddy!”  Alison tapped his leg.  
Kasen reached down and pulled her onto his lap.  She looked more like me, whereas Callie looked more like Kasen.  
“I still want a boy.”  I laughed.  
“Two more tries is my max.”  Kasen smirked.  
“Deal.”  I laughed.
“When do you want to go back?”  Kasen's gaze met mine.  
“After Callie's birthday.  It feels only right to have it here.”  I bit my bottom lip.  
Kasen nodded.  
“Are we going somewhere?”  Alison asked.  
“We're going to go visit your Grandparents.”  I tickled her neck, and she giggled in her almost four-year-old laugh.  
“Will we come back home?”  Callie asked behind us.
“Come here.”  I held out my hands and Callie crawled up, holding her doll.  “Remember how Mommy and Daddy said we were born somewhere else and one day we would go back?”
Callie nodded her head.  
“Well, it's time to go back.”  I kissed her forehead.  
“Will I like it?”  Callie looked up hopefully.
“You'll love it!”  I grinned.  
“Daddy has a big house for us to mess up and a beach for us to play on. And a beautiful car to spill drinks over.”  I tickled Callie and finally looked at Kasen. 
“Hey now!”  Kasen's mouth was open.  
I leaned over our daughter's heads and kissed him.
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“Just how long were you in Angeline?” Damion's mouth was open slightly. 
I looked at Kasen.  “Almost 7 years.”  
Kasen nodded.  
“I don't know anyone who lasted that long.”  Damion was impressed.  “Who ended up dying?”  
“Neither of us.”  Kasen answered. 
“After the first year, you can leave whenever you want.  You just walk up to the fountain and put the Rule Book back.”  I explained.  
“There was a Rule Book?”  Damion looked at Ariel who shrugged.  
“Yeah, at the fountain.”  I smiled.  
“Emma found it.”  Kasen pointed at me.
“Babe, we have to try that the next time we go in.”  Damion told Ariel.  
“Wait?  You haven't finished the Quest?”  I asked my brother.  
He shook his head no and laughed.  “Ariel had to check out the house made of candy.”
“Your sister stopped me.”  Kasen grinned. 
“I tripped and fell in a deep hole and bumped my head.”  Damion continued.  “That was strike two.”  
“That's where we found Ben and helped him out.”  Kasen pointed at me as if to ask if I remembered.  
I nodded.  “I just love their family.”  
Ariel was watching me thoroughly surprised.  “We've tried like 12 times.  How many times did it take you?”  
I held up one finger.  Kasen held up two.  My brother and sister-in-law looked at us surprised again.  
“But when you go in, if one person dies, you both go back.”  Ariel tilted her head.  
“I tried it before I met Emma.  It didn't go well.”  Kasen chuckled.  
“Do you miss it?”  Ariel asked.  
I paused and looked at Kasen.  “I think we will, but we wanted Callie to go to a normal school like we did.”  
“Me too!”  Alison jumped up and down.  
I laughed.  “Yes, you too.”  I pulled her onto my lap and she cuddled in my arms and closed her eyes.  She was pretending she was asleep.  I tickled her.  “Go give your Uncle Damion hugs.”  
She climbed down and looked around the room.  Damion held up his hand as if to say that's me.  Alison ran into him.  
“I really don't know how you did it 7 years with the outhouse.”  Ariel cringed.  
“We didn't.”  I laughed.  
Ariel's eyes were wide.  
“We're Storytellers, so I changed the bathroom the first time I visited Angeline.”  Kasen smiled.  
“No more tips for your brother or Ariel.”  Dad leaned over the couch.  “They have to figure it out for themselves.”
“Okay Daddy.”  I laughed.  
“We need to head out, anyway.”  Ariel gave me a hug.  
“Bye sis.”  Damion hugged me. 
“13th time's the charm.”  I whispered. 
He laughed.  “Let's hope so.”  
Damion muttered to himself and both he and Ariel disappeared.  Kasen looked at me and smirked.  
“He'll get it, eventually.”  I read Kasen's thoughts.  
“I showed you that trick.”  Kasen's eyes were full of love when he looked at me.  
“Now that they're gone...”  Mom sat down and rubbed her bracelet.  
I had never noticed it before.  I looked at Kasen.  He grinned.  Our daughters walked over to the opposite couch and laid down and went to sleep.  Dad covered them with a blanket. 
“Did you just...”  My mouth fell open.  
“Some conversations don't need to be overheard.”  Mom smiled.  
I scooted closer to Kasen, so Dad had enough room to sit beside Mom.  
“You finished the entire Quest?”  Dad asked. 
We both nodded.
“That means...”  Dad began.  
“We're stuck with each other for a long time.”  I laughed.  
Kasen put his arm around me.  “That hasn't been a problem so far.”  He whispered.  






  
  EPILOGUE


“Mom!” Why can't I go?” Callie complained. 
“You have to wait.”  Emma flashed her a knowing smile.  
“But Mom!  Why?”  Callie complained.
“You're not 17.”  Emma was amused. 
“I just turned 16. Isn't that close enough?”  
“No.”  Kasen shook his head.  
“Why do I have to wait until I'm 17?  It's a stupid rule.”  Callie complained. 
“We have our reasons.”  Kasen flashed a smile at Emma.
“This has something to do with growing up in the woods, doesn't it?”  Callie frowned.  
“Something like that.”  Emma tried not to laugh.  
“You guys don't get it.”  Callie stomped away.  Her bedroom door slammed behind her. 
“We just don't get it.”  Kasen shrugged.
“We don't understand anything.”  Emma smiled and kissed Kasen. 
“I love you.”  Kasen whispered. 
“I love you too.  Best thing I ever waited for.”  Emma smiled.  
“You didn't have to wait as long.”  Kasen complained.  
“I was worth the wait.”  Emma winked and rushed down the hall.  
“Yes, you were.”  Kasen ran after her.  
Emma slowed down so he could catch her.  They had a long sweet kiss.  
“Life with you is always an adventure.”  Kasen kissed her again.  
“Yes, it is.”  Emma grinned. 
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“Did you ask your Mom?” Sarah whispered. 
“She's just going to say no.”  I shook my head.  
“Ask her.”  Jenny tapped her foot.  
“I'm not allowed to go to parties.”  I reminded them. 
“You're not going.  You'd be throwing it.  There is a big difference.”  Jenny's nose went up in the air a full inch. 
“They always say no.”  I crossed my arms.  
“Here, I'll ask for you.”  Jenny marched inside of the house.  
“Jenny, don't.”  I hissed.  
“Give her a chance.  Jenny can be persuasive.”  Sarah smiled.  
Yeah, only when you're scared of committing social suicide, I thought to myself.  
“Jenny.”  I tried again.  
“Hello, Emma.”  Jenny batted her eyelashes at my mother. 
“Hi, Jenny.”  Mom's defenses went up immediately.
“Sarah, Callie, and I thought it would be a great idea to have a going back to school party, you know, since it is our Senior year.  There would be no drinking, just food, music, and swimming.  Promise.”  Jenny smiled sweetly.  
“That's so sweet.”  Mom patted Jenny's shoulder. 
Jenny flashed me an 'ah ha' smile.  I waited for the ball to drop and...
“We have a strict no party rule in this house until Callie is 17.  At that point, we will review the rule again.”  Mom's smile was nonnegotiable.
Yet here Jenny was, trying again.  “It would be here. You would have a say of who stays and who goes.  You could make sure we're all on our best behavior.”  
“That's perfect.”  Mom's warrior smile was in place. 
Jenny smiled like she had won. 
“I choose no party.”  Mom continued.  “Can I talk to Callie for a moment?  Alone.”  
Jenny and Sarah went outside.  
“What was that about?”  Mom leaned forward.  
“I tried to stop her Mom, but she just wouldn't listen.”  I whispered. 
“Was the party your idea?”  Mom kept her tone low. 
“No.”  I shook my head.  
“One of these days you're gonna have to stand up to Jenny Pierce.”  Mom's tone was soft.  
“I'm not sure I can.”  I frowned.  
“I'm sure you can.  When you did those extra classes online and skipped a year, we knew there would be some...adjustments.”  Mom's tone was gentle.  
“I know.”  I complained.  “But Jenny is so...so...”
Mom hugged me and whispered in my ear.  “You are a beautiful, intelligent, kind young woman.  Jenny has nothing on you, but an attitude.  I love you Callie Flower.”  
“I love you too.”  I smiled weakly. 
“I know the no dating until 17 rule is hard, but sometimes things turn out better if you wait a little longer.”  Mom smiled softly.  
I didn't get it, but I had already come to terms with it being what it was.  Now, I had to go out and tell Jenny and Sarah that it was still a no go.  
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“Igot invited to a party.” Alison told me as we walked on the beach. 
“Yeah, that's not going to happen.”  I picked up a stick and threw it into the water.  
“I know.”  Alison kicked the sand.  “I didn't even bother asking Mom and Dad.  There is no way I can go anywhere until you do.”
“Don't look at me like that.  Jenny and Sarah tried to throw a party here and Mom shut them down.”  I moved side to side so my feet went deeper in the sand.  
“I'm almost done with Driver's Ed.”  My sister continued.  
“Did you pick out what car you want?”  I tilted my head towards her.  
“Not yet.  Dad's supposed to take me car shopping when my license is in my hand.”  Alison shrugged. 
“You know they mail those, right?”  I laughed.  
“Callie!  He wouldn't make me wait, would he?”  Alison looked horrified.  
I laughed.  “You know Dad, he can't help himself when it comes to presents.  All you have to do is pick out the car you want, and it's yours.”  I hugged my sister.  She was my best friend.  
“Good, I really want a car!”  Alison laughed.  “Maybe something blue or red.”
“They say red cars get pulled over more.”  I laughed. 
“Okay, red is out.”  Alison turned in a circle.    
“You want a car, I want to graduate.”  I laughed.  
“That's because you already have a car.”  Alison kicked sand towards my feet.  “I have like, two more years. You're almost done.”  Alison shoved her shoulder into mine.  
“This is going to be the longest year ever.  Especially with Jenny.”  I rolled my eyes.  
“Why are you friends with her?”  Alison looked at me curiously.  “Sarah is alright, but...”  Alison shook her head. 
“Jenny kind of picked me and I don't know how to get rid of her.”  I shrugged.  
Alison laughed.  
“It's not funny.”  I complained.  
“It kind of is.”  Alison grinned.  
“Not.”  I shook my head no.  
“I bet I can swim faster than you.”  Alison changed the subject.  
“You're on sis.”  We both ran towards the water.  
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“Open your History Books to page 35.” Mr. Browning told us. 
I pulled out my textbook.  The door opened and a tall boy with black hair came in.  He walked over to Mr. Browning and whispered something.  Our teacher nodded and handed him a History book off of his desk.  He must have known the new kid was coming.  
“Who is that?”  Sarah whispered.  
“I don't know.”  I whispered back.  
“He told the school secretary he was in jail last week.”  The girl beside us said.  “His name is JJ.”  









  
  Heidi Harris
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  Author's Note


Dear Reader, 
I love fairy tales.  I have watched most of them.  I started this book with that in mind.  God must have a purpose for the book, because it took me about a week to write.  
Sometimes we need a happily ever after.  If life isn't going that way, it's always okay to write a new story. 
Heidi Harris







  
  Storyteller



Book 1: Emma's Quest
Book 2: Callie Flower
Book 3: Alison's Challenge
Book 4: Penny's Adventure 
Book 5: Dastan Triplets
Book 6: Erica's Error
Book 7: Neira's Knight
Book 8: Kristen's Prince 
Book 9: Gwyn's Return
Book 10: Nightingale Effect
Book 11: Twin Trouble
Book 12: Mr. Write 
Book 13: Tru Angel
Book 14: Tristan's Chance
Book 15: Alenka's Move
Book 16: Princess Zamfira
Book 17: Justice Switch
Book 18: Destiny’s Choice
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