
Bound 
 

Circle 
A novella from Aorea 

 
M. A. I. Murray



Anden Jade 
Published by Anden Jade 
Charlottesville, VA 
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s 
imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business 
establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
All rights reserved. 
No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form 
without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials 
in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Copyright © 2016 Melissa A. Ivanco-Murray 

All rights reserved. 

ISBN: 0996604413 
ISBN-13: 97809966044-13 



DEDICATION 
 
 

For my brothers, who have filled 
my life with stories.





5 

 
 
 
 
 
 

BOUND 
 
 

“But what if she doesn’t like it?” Gren fretted, swatting a gnat away 
from his face. They had been hiking for the better part of the morning, not 
to mention the entire day prior, and all the while the early autumn sun 
baked the forests of southern Nomansland to an unforgiving temperature; 
thus, the heat and humidity were beginning to exact a toll. Gren’s hair, 
which even he admitted could use a trim, hung slick and dark in front of his 
eyes. His shirt clung uncomfortably to his chest, and although he’d never 
voice such an epiphany aloud, he found himself regretting the decision to 
wear jeans.  

Again.  
One might think, given Gren’s history in this particular forest, that he 

would have worn something that offered him better freedom of movement, 
or at least allowed his skin to breathe. Nevertheless, he still stubbornly 
adhered to the same clothing choices he’d made in high school: jeans, 
running shoes, and a t-shirt. He kept his fatestone—a sapphire pendant 
carved in the shape of a star—tucked underneath his collar, safely hidden 
and frequently forgotten. All that marked his appearance as unusual for a 
modern human, in fact, were the weapons he bore. A quiver full of blue-
feathered arrows hung from his shoulder, along with a bow that was just as 
deadly as it was decorative. A sapphire-studded dagger strapped to his thigh 
completed the lethal set. Adding one final flourish to his contradictory 
appearance was an acoustic guitar, carefully carried in an environmentally 
controlled case.  

Mari, on the other hand, had updated her wardrobe as soon as they 
decided to return to Aorea. Instead of the old jeans and much-abused cami 
she wore on her previous trip, this time she chose to wrap herself in leather 
and gauze. She wore sturdy boots and brown leggings underneath a loose, 
breezy tank-dress in hunter green, girded by a wide, leather belt for extra 
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protection across her midsection. Considering the number of fights and 
scrapes she endured while hiking through Nomansland two years ago, she 
figured she could use all the lightweight armor she could get. She tied her 
tangle of mahogany curls into a messy bun, and the short sword she’d 
inherited from her family hung from another belt at her hip. Like Gren, she 
bore a dagger strapped around her thigh. Her own fatestone—a crescent 
moon carved from jade—she displayed proudly at her throat. In her 
customary position at the forefront, Mari paused her trek momentarily to 
flash her friend a dazzling, reassuring smile. “I’m sure she’ll like it,” she 
said. “It’s lovely!” She turned and continued marching along the riverbank. 

Unlike his companions, Ruv, taking up the rear of their small group, did 
not bear any ornate weapons nor a fatestone. Instead, he clutched a fire-
hardened walking staff in his right hand, each end tipped in black iron. He 
wore a gray vest, unbuttoned, over a loose linen shirt with the sleeves rolled 
up to his elbows. He tucked his dark gray pants into knee-high leather 
boots, and although he wore far more layers than Gren, he appeared to be 
largely unaffected by the heat. With his hazel eyes sparkling with mischief, 
Ruv whispered into Gren’s ear, “I think you’re screwed, mate.” His 
subsequent cackle echoed throughout the forest.  

Returning his comment with a glare, Gren mumbled, “Not helpful.” 
Mari dismissively waved one of her tan, strong hands, saying, “You’ll be 

fine.” She pushed a branch out of her path and hopped over the moss-
entombed trunk of a fallen tree. “Besides,” she continued, green eyes 
narrowed beneath her furrowed brow, “she likes you. I’m the one who 
should be worried.” 

Recalling Mari’s regular complaint that she was naught but a dreamless 
Dreamer, Ruv asked, “She already took your dreams, so what else can she 
possibly do?” 

The events that befell them the last time they wandered this way flashed 
through her mind, and Mari reached instinctively for her sword. The metal 
and polished jade of the hilt felt cool against her palm. “She turned me into 
a monster,” she explained. 

“It wasn’t pretty,” Gren added with a knowing smirk. 
“Shut up!” Mari snapped back, shooting him a scathing glance over her 

shoulder. 
Oozing as much of his considerable charm as he could muster, Ruv 

observed, “Luckily it appears not to have stuck.” He directed his crooked 
smile towards Mari, but it was Gren who acknowledged the comment with 
a loud sigh. 

“Seriously, though,” Gren interjected, “we need a backup plan for when 
she inevitably hates my song and attempts to fry us all.” 

“Drown us, more likely,” Mari replied thoughtfully. 
Ruv shuddered. “Not the way I plan on going down,” he asserted. 
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“Give me a glorious death in battle, saving a damsel in distress from an 
army of evil zombies or goblins or something!” He swung his walking stick 
enthusiastically at the imaginary enemies. 

Mari pulled her dagger out of its sheath and pointedly inspected the 
edge. She tossed the dagger into the air, the steel flashing and spinning, then 
deftly caught it by the handle. “Who says the damsel needs saving?” she 
asked as she slid the dagger back into its sheath at her thigh. 

“Fine,” Ruv grumbled. “I’ll toss her a weapon instead.” 
“Much better!” Mari replied. 
“And then we’ll fight side by side,” Ruv continued dreamily, “valiantly 

destroying the zombie-goblin horde!” He executed another swing with his 
walking stick, crouching and swiping his envisioned enemies off their feet, 
before twirling the rod back behind him, standing, and then continuing on 
his way as if there were nothing unusual at all about his previous endeavors. 

The friends chuckled quietly and kept hiking steadily through the humid 
woods. At length, wiping the sweat from his brow, Gren asked, “On 
another serious note, are goblins real?” 

Mari shrugged and kept walking. 
“I mean, obviously zombies aren’t,” Gren reasoned, “but if unicorns 

and magic and shit are real, are there goblins anywhere in Aorea?” 
“Not that I’ve encountered,” Ruv answered, running his fingers through 

his scraggly black locks. “That said, I’ve only got a few year’s head start on 
you, by my timeline anyway.” Even though Ruv was several years older than 
either of his present companions, he had drifted much further past his 
original time period, at least by earthly standards. If the three friends had 
learned anything from their recent travels, it was that time tended to pass 
differently between the worlds, and that it also tended to pass at a much 
quicker rate on Earth than on Aorea. After Mari and Gren had spent only a 
few weeks wandering about the mystical forests of Nomansland, they 
returned home to find that over twelve years had passed in their absence.  

Ruv, who had spent several years in Aorea, had been gone for nearly a 
century. 

Once they got over the shock of realizing the world had quite moved on 
without them, they decided to start researching disappearances, strange 
events, and rumors of shapeshifting time travelers to try and find others 
who had also discovered the secrets of trans-dimensional tourism. After 
two years of living in Mari’s father’s basement, they had little to show for 
their efforts except the knowledge that two other traveling circles existed 
somewhere on Earth and a vague idea for where they might be located. As 
a Wanderer, Gren could sing open the portals between worlds and take 
himself—along with anyone he was physically connected to at the time—to 
any other traveling circle.  

However, there were limits to his power, and without knowing exactly 
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what would be waiting for him on the other side, he had not yet been 
willing to test any of his theories with a physical trip. 

“Touché,” Mari said. Grinning at the memory of when she first met Ruv 
and his shapeshifting wolves, she added, “Plus, what, half that time you 
were stuck running around on four legs with a pack of smelly furballs?” 
Mari and Gren had begun their friendship with Ruv by breaking a curse laid 
on him and his pack that bound them permanently in their wolf forms, not 
allowing them to retake their human shapes. Upon raiding the supply stores 
of a local wizard, Gren had performed a spell that returned Ruv’s ability to 
change once more between man and wolf at will. As for the lanti who had 
cursed Ruv and the other twelve members of his former pack, they had yet 
to actually meet him in person. 

Having heard the stories that surrounded Veles, Mari and Gren were 
more than content to steer clear of the Old Farm. 

Ruv tossed a pinecone in Mari’s general direction, but it bounced 
harmlessly off a nearby tree. “That pack of ‘smelly furballs’ saved your 
pretty little heads more than once, I might add,” Ruv retorted.  

Gren rolled his eyes. “How much farther to this gods-forsaken 
waterfall?” he asked. “We have to be close by now.” 

Mari studied the river they followed, trying to remember what the area 
had looked like the first time they’d come this way, back when they hardly 
knew anything about the world Gren’s songs could reveal. Eventually, she 
said, “Another ten or fifteen minutes, if I remember correctly. We should 
be able to hear the water soon. I’m pretty sure we’ve already passed into her 
territory, at least.” 

“Wonderful,” Gren moaned. He shook his head, as if by doing so he 
could also shake the memory of his last meeting with the precariously 
tempered deity. “I should probably start warming up my voice. I imagine 
the goddess expects perfection.”  

“She does have that sort of reputation,” Ruv agreed. He grimaced, and 
the expression emphasized the knot of his already-crooked nose. “But I’m 
sure you’ll be just fine, comrade.” 

Gren frowned. “Your words are saying I’ll be ok, but your face and your 
voice say otherwise.” 

Suddenly Gren’s brooding thoughts were interrupted by Mari shrieking 
and leaping, startled, into the air, for it was at that moment that her thoughts 
had been interrupted by an inner voice that did not belong to her. Laria’s 
friendly whisper, transmitted directly into Mari’s brain by the link they 
shared through their fatestones, had abruptly reminded Mari that magic was 
much more intrusive than a phone call. Micaleth, one of the nietheran 
guards who served the Spinner, had used Mari, Gren, Hal, and Laria’s 
gemstone pendants to form a mental bond that allowed them to 
communicate telepathically, no matter how far apart they were or in which 
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world they presently traveled. How’s the walk going? Gren looks stressed, Laria 
observed through the psychic link.  

Mari, her shrieks having since subsided, clutched the jade moon 
suspended from her neck and exclaimed, “Laria, holy crap! I keep forgetting 
you can do that now!” 

Mari could tell through their link that Laria was sighing. You and Gren 
and Hal can, too, you know. Yet you never bother to check in with each other unless I 
remind you first, Laria replied. 

“Wow, being the Spinner really turned you into such a mom,” Mari 
remarked. She kept her fingers wrapped tightly around her fatestone, lest 
the connection break. Despite her initial shock at the intrusion of her 
thoughts, she was happy to hear from her friend. 

Ruv, although not privy to the other side of Mari’s conversation, had 
still spent enough time with the friends to deduce what had caused Mari’s 
emotional reaction to seemingly nothing at all. “She’s talking to Laria again, 
isn’t she?” he inquired, one thick eyebrow inclined in amusement. 

“It would appear so,” Gren said with a nod. However, soon he was 
jumping halfway out of his own skin as Hal, the fourth and final member of 
their original group, sent a telepathic message to the already distracted 
Gren. 

Hey! Tell Mari I said hi, came Hal’s voice inside Gren’s head. Also, relax. 
Twitching and smacking his left ear as if that would dislodge the 

unexpected voice, Gren grunted. Then, his right hand moving up to his 
sapphire star, he growled, “Gah! What the hell, dude!? Give a man some 
warning first!” He closed his eyes and breathed, willing his pulse back to a 
normal pace. Eventually he would get accustomed to the sudden mental 
invasions from Laria and Hal, locked away as they were within the golden 
walls of the Spinner’s sanctuary. At least Mari never invaded his thoughts; 
of course, they were hardly ever out of each other’s sight, so she didn’t 
exactly have to. “Although, yes, hello,” Gren at last continued. “And 
goddammit I am relaxed!”  

Gren’s consequent angry snort belied his words. 
Hal’s telepathic response oozed sarcasm: Yes, you are a model of Zen right 

now. 
“Well, you’re not helping,” Gren muttered. 
Ruv began to whistle idly while his companions continued their 

ostensibly one-sided conversations.  
Laria, still channeling her words to Mari through their fatestone link, 

said, Well, Kupala is already up and waiting for you. Walk another five minutes or 
so—it’s hard to tell the exact distance just by looking at the Loom—and then you and 
Ruv should probably hang back while Gren goes forward alone. 

“We don’t want a repeat of last time,” Mari agreed. “Thanks, girl!” 
No problem, Laria sent. I’ll let you all get back to it. Just try to keep Gren calm, 
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will you? 
“I’ll do what I can,” she chuckled, finally releasing her death grip on the 

jade crescent. “Gren?” she called. 
Still preoccupied by his conversation with Hal, Gren did not at first 

respond; however, when he finally turned his thoughts back to his 
immediate surroundings, he found Mari and Ruv both staring at him 
expectantly. “Wait, what?” 

“Tell Hal to take a step back from your brain-radio and let us keep 
moving,” Mari commanded gently. “Kupala is already waiting for you.” 

Gren blanched. “I have to finish this shit alone, don’t I?” 
Mari nodded solemnly. “It’s for the best. You’ll be fine,” she assured 

him for what felt like the hundredth time. 
Slapping a friendly, olive-skinned hand on Gren’s shoulder, Ruv added, 

“And don’t forget to smile! You Americans have such lovely teeth.” 
“After two years of braces and regular brushing with whitening 

toothpaste, I damn well should have nice teeth!” Gren returned with a crack 
in his normally smooth baritone. 

Ruv laughed. “I don’t even think they had whitening toothpaste in my 
day, and certainly no one in my family had ever heard of braces.” His 
crooked smile widened. 

“Didn’t the Ancient Egyptians invent braces?” Mari asked. 
“I believe so,” Gren replied, thinking back to the world history course 

he used to take and, unlike many of his classmates, in which he had actually 
paid attention. “I think they invented beer, anyway.” 

Ruv grunted appreciatively. “Good on them.” 
“I think this is where we part,” Mari suddenly announced. Gren and 

Ruv followed suit as she stopped in her tracks. 
“Already?” Gren whimpered.  
Mari shrugged, her expression ambiguous. “I can hear the waterfall.” 
Gren cursed. “I can hear it too.” 
Ruv used one of the iron-clad tips of his staff to lazily scratch behind his 

ear. “Best of luck, mate. It was nice knowing you,” he stated. “I’ll 
remember our times together fondly. And don’t worry, I’ll take good care 
of your girl.” 

Swallowing dramatically, Gren turned to Mari. In sharp contrast with 
Ruv’s crooked monstrosity of a nose, Gren’s was straight and narrow, 
flanked by high, sharp cheekbones above a strong, square jaw. His eyes 
were somber pools of doubt beneath heavy lashes and even heavier brows. 
Mari thought he looked especially handsome when perturbed. “Mari,” Gren 
said, his voice barely a whisper, “if I don’t get another chance to tell you, I 
just want to let you know, that ever since we first met, every time I’ve ever 
seen you…”  

Ruv politely took a step backwards while Mari blushed, the blood 



Bound 

11 

rushing to her face and tinting her sun-tanned cheeks in rose. “Yes?” she 
asked, breathless. 

“…You’ve had frizzy hair!” Gren finished with a smirk. Clutching his 
guitar close to his chest, he bolted toward the waterfall. 

Glaring at his retreating form, Mari cried, “I hate you, Gren Vandern!” 
She picked up a rock and hurled it after him. “Go forth to your fate, you 
evil jerk-face!” 

Gren flashed her another grin, never breaking stride. 
“And I do NOT have frizzy hair!” she snarled. 
Ruv guffawed at her side, shoulders shaking. When he could finally 

speak again, he said, “You kind of do right now, for the record.”  
Mari turned her furious glance his way. “It’s really freaking humid here!” 

she snapped. 
Ruv held up his hands defensively. “Don’t shoot the messenger!” 
Ultimately Mari’s anger subsided, and she grumbled, “Whatever, let’s 

just settle in. I have the feeling Gren is gonna take a while.” Ruv nodded his 
acquiescence, and they began looking for a nice place to sit and wait. They 
found a recently felled tree by the river’s edge that they thought may have 
been the product of a lightning strike. Although it had been mostly sunny 
since they arrived several days ago, the damp soil in the shadier sections of 
the forest combined with the high water level in the river (and, of course, 
the humidity that plagued their every step) indicated that there had been at 
least one major thunderstorm preceding their return. 

The wind carried a few tentative guitar strums as they sat down, and 
Ruv commented, “Well, it looks like he made it to the waterfall unscathed, 
at least.” 

Mari pulled her dagger out of its sheath again and warily used the point 
to clean the dirt from under her nails. “You know, part of me wants to be a 
little fly right now so I can watch the whole ordeal unfold,” she said. 

Ruv laughed. “Personally, I would rather be in a nice tavern,” he said, 
casting a remorseful eye at his half-empty water bottle. Suddenly his face 
took on an alert expression, and he whispered, “Wait—do you hear a 
shuffling sound?” 
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