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ABUELA

THURSDAY, JANUARY 15, 2026 11:00 AM

THAGAR KISSED KALEIGH’S forehead as he cast the Deep Slumber spell
on her. He headed toward the hospital wing where Abuela lay dying
from the carbon monoxide poisoning that both she and Kaleigh had been
exposed to yesterday in the Torres house.

He spent the entire night with Kaleigh in the pediatric unit of Wainbridge
Medical Center. She’d been given pressurized oxygen as a precaution, but
the doctors still couldn’t understand how she’d never even lost
consciousness. The fact that it was now Thursday and Thagar still hadn’t
heard from Aelish, in addition to all the interest over Kaleigh’s medical
condition, had frayed his nerves completely. He couldn’t wait for Kaleigh to
be released from the hospital this afternoon so all the fascination over her
would end.

Kaleigh was furious that her mother had not returned from the magical
world to see her, but Thagar was grateful she was alive to be furious with
her mother. Throughout the night he thought many times about the parents
of the girl whose donated cornea was in his own eye. He could not imagine
what they had suffered the night she was killed. If he had lost his beloved
Kaleigh, he did not know how he could go on.

Thagar gently knocked on the door of Abuela’s hospital room and quietly
entered. The scene was grim and the sorrow palpable. Jorge greeted him at
the door and told him Abuela was not expected to survive another hour. She
was not in any pain, but her imminent death was causing immeasurable pain
to her immediate family gathered around her bedside. Marisol had kept
Thagar apprised by text of everything that had transpired during the night.
Javier had flown in from California on the red-eye flight, and Isabela had
been permitted to leave the psychiatric facility so she could say goodbye to
Abuela.



Isabela got up from her chair and embraced Thagar with tears flowing
down her face. She had dark circles under her tear-laden eyes and had lost
weight since the last time he’d seen her. She seemed older than her nineteen
years and Thagar’s heart broke for her.

“Why did this have to happen, Thagar?” Thagar shook his head and held
Isabela tightly. “Where is Aelish?” she asked. Thagar glanced over at
Marisol, who was holding Abuela’s lifeless hand in hers. She quickly shook
her head, no, indicating he should not tell Isabela that Aelish had gone to
Yasteron after Sartaine and Naz’ Commitments Ceremony to sign the Peace
Accord.

Following Marisol’s lead, Thagar lied and said, “She was here during the
night before you and Javier arrived.”

“Oh, okay,” Isabela replied.

Javier came over to shake Thagar’s hand and asked, “How is Kaleigh
doing?” Thagar noticed how much he’d matured. His physique reflected his
professional athlete status, and his demeanor was gracious and sincere.

“Kaleigh is resting comfortably and has not experienced any additional
symptoms. Whilst I have not explicitly told her that Abuela will not survive,
she is devastated. I’'m so sorry this has happened to one of the kindest
people I have ever known. It is cruel and unfair.” Thagar embraced Javier
who began crying. As he pulled out of the embrace, Thagar asked Jorge,
“Have the authorities determined the definitive cause of this tragedy?”

“Their investigation will be finished this afternoon,” replied Jorge. “But
it does appear the standby generator did, indeed, malfunction, and the
carbon monoxide detector battery was leaking and ineffective. Once the
power blew, the detector simply stopped working as the battery did not
provide the proper backup. I just can’t believe our family could be this
unlucky.” Jorge shook his head and began crying again. Javier guided his
father over to a chair so he could compose himself.

Isabela took Thagar’s arm and said, “Come, say goodbye to her. Abuela
may still be able to hear you.” She guided him over to Abuela’s bedside.

Thagar stared down at Abuela and knew she was yet another victim of
the climate crisis, just like the refugees at the Climate Refugee Intake
Centers. Imperfect backup power systems were now a necessity not only
because of the endless outages up and down the Eastern Seaboard caused
by the Perfect Storm but also because of the relentless storms now
occurring out of their normal season. Her death was caused by the



escalating climate crisis, and he knew it was only going to get worse here
on Earth. Why Kaleigh had not succumbed to the carbon monoxide
poisoning was still a mystery, but he was determined to find out the reason.

He looked down at Abuela’s face and remembered their first encounter.
She’d asked him, “What kind of name is Thagar?” And then, she
pronounced it in a way he’d never heard before.

He laughed at her directness and replied, “And what should I call you?”

“Abuela,” she responded flatly. And just like that, he had a grandmother.
He sat down in the chair where Isabela had been sitting and gently stroked
Abuela’s forehead. He grabbed hold of Abuela’s hand, which was cool to
the touch. She was intubated and a ventilator forced air into her lungs,
artificially moving her chest up and down. Yes, Abuela had been slowing
down, but the balance of her life had been stolen from her. And if he
discovered this tragedy was orchestrated by any being in Yasteron, he
silently vowed to Abuela that he would break his Oath of Peace and end
their life.

“You’ve always been so kind to my family,” Thagar said softly. “Thank
you for caring for my daughter as if she were your own. She loves you so
very much, and I don’t want you to worry—Kaleigh 1s going to be fine.”

“Thank God,” he heard Marisol whisper.

Thagar continued. “However, before you leave us, there’s something I
have to confess.” Everyone lifted up their heads and stared at Thagar. “I
mostly let you win at our poker games, just so I could watch you do shots of
tequila.” The Torres family surprised themselves when they all burst out
laughing. “I’m glad I got a chance to tell you that because you’re going to
need to work on your game if you’re planning on playing in heaven.”

Thagar stood up and gently touched her forehead. He kissed it before
walking away from Abuela’s bedside. She’d given his child so much love
and care, and until this moment, he never realized just how much he and
Aelish relied on her to always be there for Kaleigh. He could not imagine
how the Torres family was going to cope with this loss; Abuela truly was a
force of nature. He wiped his eyes and hugged each one of the family
members before Marisol walked him out of the hospital room.

“Thank you for lying about Aelish,” said Marisol. “Forgive me for asking
you to do so but, in my heart, I know Izzy 1s going to feel like her last cruel
words to Aelish propelled her to venture to Yasteron. I’'m praying Aelish



returns safely not only for her sake but also for Izzy’s. I don’t think Izzy
could cope with worrying about Aelish, on top of losing Abuela.

“Agreed,” said Thagar.

Marisol continued. “We are in the process of making all the funeral
arrangements. We need to fly Abuela’s remains to California so she can be
buried in the plot next to my dad. We are also contacting our extended
family, so they can attend the service and the repast luncheon. We want
everyone to be there so we can give her the best possible send-off. The
funeral will most likely be next Wednesday.”

Thagar nodded and said, “If Aelish has not returned by the time of the
funeral, we can simply tell Isabela that she i1s caring for Kaleigh. I don’t
think Kaleigh should attend Abuela’s funeral. What do you think?”

“I absolutely agree with that decision,” said Marisol. “Kaleigh should
resume a normal schedule as soon as possible. Also, since the funeral will
be in California, I think we can continue playing cat and mouse about
Acelish’s absence with Izzy. There will be so many friends and family
members present, [zzy will be suitably distracted and not focused on Aelish.
But once we return from the funeral, if God forbid Aelish is still not back,
we’ll have to tell Izzy that she went to Yasteron to sign the Peace Accord.”

Thagar nodded. “I can’t wait until Kaleigh is released from the hospital
this afternoon, despite the fact that Aelish has not yet returned. The scrutiny
of my child by so many inquisitive Humans has become unbearable.”

“I understand,” said Marisol. “Oh, and one other thing.”

Thagar looked at Marisol.

“I think you should try and contact Aelish in Yasteron tomorrow. I know
tomorrow’s only Friday and you both agreed to wait until Saturday, but
Acelish may get very angry at you for not telling her anything about Abuela,
let alone Kaleigh.”

“Thank you, Marisol. That’s excellent advice. I will get word to her
tomorrow. Enough is enough.”

“Please give Kaleigh a kiss for me, and tell her how much I love her,
okay?”

“Of course.” Thagar embraced Marisol and they both began crying. “I’'m
so sorry you are going through all of this, Marisol.”

“Thank you, Thagar. I will keep Aelish and Kaleigh in my prayers.”
Thagar nodded and walked away. A short while later, Marisol texted him
that Abuela had died.
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After Cardissius left the bedchamber and Aelish was no longer immobilized
from his spell, she just laid there thinking. She could not believe how easily
he had captured her, and she wondered if the delegation had all been killed
once they realized what he’d done. She thought about her beautiful parents,
murdered by Cardissius and his father, Nevuna, before him. Centuries ago,
Yasteron had aligned themselves with King Gidius of Komprathia, who
used Komprathian drone rats to spread the plague on Earth with abandon.
She wiped away tears for her mother, Saoirse, and her father, Cian, and
began to feel something she hadn’t felt in years: a fresh grief brought on by
a renewed panic about acquiring Magical Interruption Syndrome, or MIS.

Her magical powers had once again been taken from her, just like they’d
been taken during her imprisonment in the N.W. Quadrant Detention Center
in DAR. By holding her captive with no magical powers, Cardissius had
made her susceptible, yet again, to this rare magical disorder. And Thagar
was not here to wrap his muscular frame around her, his strength quelling
her panic.

She tried to calm herself with breathing techniques she’d learned long
ago and began to think about all the females in both the magical and Human
world who continued to be sexually assaulted as a weapon of war, including
those as young as Kaleigh. What defect lived inside of the male species,
both magical and Human, which allowed them to do such a thing to
innocents? The thought of it nauseated her, especially in light of the fact
that tomorrow Cardissius planned on perpetrating this same heinous act
upon her own body. She could feel herself descending into madness and
needed to find some way to maintain her sanity.

Curled up on her left side with her eyes closed, her back was facing the
entrance to the bedchamber. She heard someone enter.

“Good evening, Lady Aelish,” said a soft female voice. “I am your lower-
order-in-waiting. I’'m going to prepare a bath for you.”

Acelish didn’t even open her eyes and quietly said, “Leave me, please.”
She listened as soft footsteps walked away.

Later on, a male voice startled her. “I have prepared your dinner, Lady
Acelish.” She silently thanked God the male voice was not Cardissius. While
his voice was stronger than her lower-order-in-waiting, she knew he
remained respectfully at the threshold of the bedchamber. Still curled up on



the bed with her eyes closed, she quietly said, “Please, take it away.” She
listened and heard footsteps retreat along with the clatter of covered plates
being wheeled away.

Hours passed and she remained awake in the same black and white gown
she wore for the signing of the Peace Accord. She’d specifically chosen it to
match the black and white striped velvet seat cushions for the Yasteron
ministers in Legislative Hall, located in the Royal Governmental Affairs
building. It felt like a year had passed since she’d put on the gown.

There were no windows in any part of the bedchamber and there was no
noise, whatsoever. Silence emanated from the bedchamber and the entire
suite of rooms beyond it. There were no sounds from the outside world
either, like birdsong. This kind of sensory deprivation could potentially
cause her to lose her sanity much faster than worrying about MIS. There
were also no clocks in any of the rooms, so the only way she could gauge
the time was by the servants who came to wait on her.

Suddenly, she heard the distant sound of a door opening. But the sound
seemed to come from the opposite direction of where she’d first entered the
suite of rooms, subsequent to being tricked inside with an urgent message
from Earth by Chief Minister Stannon. She only just realized the servants
were using a door from the back of the suite of rooms. So, there were two
ways in and out of this horrible place.

A platinum blond female, no older than fourteen years of age, entered her
bedchamber. “Good morning, Lady Aelish. I am your lower-order-in-
waiting. | am here to bathe and dress you for the day.”

Aelish thought she’d go mad hearing her Earthly title over and over after
all these centuries. She stared at the young female before her who appeared
quite malnourished. She had the same pallor as those who suffered from
famine. “You do not have to address me as Lady Aelish. Please, just call me
Aelish.”

“Forgive me, Your Ladyship, but I am not allowed to do that. I must call
you by your full and proper title.”

“What is your name?” asked Aelish, sitting up higher on the bed. The
female hesitated and dropped her eyes. “You do have a name, don’t you?”

“Yes, Lady Aelish. But I am not supposed to relay that information to
you. I am only referred to as lower-order or lower-order-in-waiting.”

“That’s preposterous!” exclaimed Aelish. “You’re supposed to do as I
say, correct?” The lower-order nodded. “Well, then, this is something I am



directing you to do. Now, let’s start over. What is your name?”

“My name is Katrina, Lady Aelish.”

Aelish felt her stomach flip. She couldn’t believe the malnourished
young female standing before her had the same name as her beloved
servant, Catriona, in Ireland. “Catriona? How do you spell your name?”

Acelish observed the female mentally struggling and immediately realized
she was illiterate. “My mother says it begins with the letter -K- in English.”

“Well, the first thing we are going to do is teach you how to spell your
name.” Aelish saw terror cross her face. “Why are you so afraid?”

“Forgive me, Lady Aelish. But other than my family, no one has ever
cared what my name is. And I fear I will get into trouble if I learn how to
spell my name.”

“Please, look inside that desk,” instructed Aelish, gesturing toward a
small writing desk inside the bedchamber. “See if there is some paper and
something to write with.”

“Yes, Your Ladyship.” The female walked over to the desk and found
some paper and a pen. She handed them to Aelish.

“If your name i1s spelled the English way, it 1s most likely spelled like
this.” Aelish began slowly writing the letters of the name K-A-T-R-I-N-A.
“Watch my hands and see how each letter is formed. We will practice every
day until you can legibly write your own name correctly.” Aelish observed
Katrina becoming severely uncomfortable. “Again, you are to do as I say,
correct?” Katrina nodded. “Then, this is something I am directing you to do.
And we will keep it a secret from everyone else, understood?” Katrina
nodded again.

“Now, tell me a little bit about your family and why you don’t speak
Yasteron.”

“I have a mother, a father, three brothers, and three sisters. I am in the
middle. The lower-orders speak English, as it was deemed the easier
language for us to use.”

“Do you go to school?”

“What 1s school, m’Lady?” asked Katrina. She paused for a moment.
“Oh, you mean an educational institution. That is what they are called here.
And, no, I do not.”

Acelish sighed. “Well, you are very blessed to have such a large family.”

“It 1s not really much of a blessing, Lady Aelish.”

“Why not?”



“Because we do not have enough food. I only eat on designated days so
there 1s enough for everyone.”

Aelish was horrified. “So, for example, you eat on Mondays,
Wednesdays, and Fridays, and you have no other food except on those
specific days?”

“Yes, Your Ladyship. I eat on Monday, Thursday, and Saturday.”

“Yesterday was Wednesday, so you must still be very hungry.”

“I’m fine, thank you, Lady Aelish.”

“This 1s what I propose we do. When the cook brings my meals, I will
only eat half of it and I will hide the rest. You will then take it home so you
and your family members have more to eat.”

“Oh no, Lady Aelish! I could be killed for doing such a thing!”

“Killed? Why would you be killed?”

“They would hang me in the town square in the capital city of
Shamalaya. They do weekly hangings there of lower-orders who have
committed crimes. And stealing food from a noble is most definitely a
crime.”

“But you would not be stealing it. I would be giving it to you.” Aelish
watched Katrina weigh the difference between what she was proposing and
the actual crime of stealing. “No one will ever find out. We can try it out
today. But if you do not wish to share my food with me, I will not force you
to do so. However, it would make me happy to do this for you. I am very
sad about where I am, Katrina. I cannot leave this suite of rooms, and I have
no use of my magical abilities.”

“We all feel very badly for you, Lady Aelish.”

“When you say, we, whom do you mean?”’

“All the lower-orders know King Cardissius is holding you captive to
bear him a male heir. I am so sorry for you, m’Lady.”

“Katrina, how many lower-orders live in Yasteron?”

“There are over two million lower-orders.”

For the first time since being captured, Aelish felt a glimmer of hope. The
lower-orders were definitely where unrest was brewing in Yasteron. How
could they possibly already know what happened to her? Aelish knew this
frail, terrified young female had never been told directly about her situation.
The information had permeated throughout the lower-order community, and
she wondered which noble was relaying such incredible intel to them.



Aelish smiled at Katrina. “Did you know I was born on Earth of Human
parents?” Katrina shook her head. “That is why my skin color is lavender.
Whilst my provenance is of DAR, I was born into a noble family on Earth.
My father was an Earl and my proper title was Lady Aelish. I also had a
servant named Catriona. It was spelled very differently from yours, but it
was pronounced the same.”

“Forgive me, Lady Aelish, but what is a servant?” asked Katrina.

“You’ve never heard of this term before?” Katrina shook her head. “It
comes from the larger term, servitude. It means being a slave or completely
subject to others who are more powerful, like a royal or a noble. It is not
something chosen of your own free will. It’s simply an accident of birth.”

“Ah, I understand, Lady Aelish. That is what the lower-orders are, but we
are not called servants. We are not educated, and we are, indeed, forced to
serve the royals and the nobles.”

Aclish ascertained that in Yasteron, it was more like the 1500s on Earth
rather than the year 2026. And she found it ironic that the lower-orders
spoke the language of England, historically, one of the most renowned
countries on Earth for servitude. But Katrina lived in the magical world of
Yasteron. It was as if Yasteron only picked the worst traits of Earth to
subjugate those not born of royal or noble birth.

“Thank you, Katrina, for reminding me of the wonderful relationship I
shared with my former servant, Catriona.” Katrina slightly curtsied and
Acelish felt bile rise in her throat. How she detested a monarchical society
with its royals, nobles, servants, and curtsies.

“I should begin your bath, m’Lady, or I will get into trouble with the
kitchen staff. They are awaiting my return with a list of your favorite foods
for breakfast,” said Katrina, smiling.

“Well, then, let’s do what you came to do so you’re not running late. Do
you know who will be preparing my food?”

“Yes, his name is Aaron. And he is an excellent cook. He has cooked for
many different noble families. He is also very kind.”

“Excellent. And is Aaron also a lower-order?”

“Yes, Lady Aelish. But like me, he has been given one of the most
coveted positions within the entire kingdom.”

“I understand how important a position this is for you, Katrina, and I will
not endanger your life or the lives of your family members. Of that, you can
be certain. Do you have clothes here for me to change into after my bath?”



“Yes, Lady Aelish. There are many gowns in the dressing area, which is
near to the bathing room. Are you ready for your bath, then?”

“Yes, Katrina, [ am ready.”

Aelish was already scheming how she could garner intelligence on the
unrest brewing in Yasteron, despite being a captive. It was the only reason
she was able to rise from the bed.
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