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Prologue

			A screech echoed off the cliffs that soared above the Sea of Aigeangorm as the mighty eagle banked upwards, parallel to the walls of granite. Topping the highest promontory, it circled, seeking the preferred spot of its rider, then glided onto the lichen-covered rock.

			A tiny female, with webbed fingers and toes, pearlescent lips, and copper hair, slid down a proffered wing with a smile and bowed as the eagle touched its beak to the stone in obeisance before flying down the cliffs. The ancient seer Daufynia faced the horizon as the first rays of the sun crested in the distance, dazzling her fluorescent eyes as it lingered over the cliffs before spreading throughout the land.

			Daufynia sat down on the soft bed of lichen, crossed her legs, and bowed her head as she contemplated what knowledge to seek from the unseen primordial mother of all, for gigantic icebergs were migrating further from their northern land of Issgard to encroach upon the more southern regions. The migration had been subtle at first, taking decades for the pattern to emerge as a constant. Alarm had spread swiftly from the Elements to the ancient mountains and great standing stones when Moringer, the once verdant land that bordered Aigeangorm to the north and Kailas to the south, turned into a terrain of endless ice.

			Thoughts of Moringer remained fresh as Daufynia raised her hands to the cloudless blue sky, drawing intricate patterns in the air with delicate webbed fingers as she communed with the unseen energy that ebbed and flowed beyond space and time. Sweat glistened on her brow as gossamer symbols appeared above her. Flashing a radiant white, the symbols grew as messages passed into Daufynia’s mind, before they faded back into the void. Her brow furrowed with confusion as she digested the exchange, and then she drew a flurry of patterns in response. More symbols appeared, flashing vibrant indigo, red, and purple before fading. Daufynia lowered her hands and bowed her head, offering her gratitude, then sat in contemplation, breathing deeply as she pondered the messages. Some of the news brought glad tidings, while others were troubling, for the Elemental energy of the land was weakening, and the towering icebergs of Issgard were encroaching.

			She stood, reflecting on how the suggested solutions might affect her beloved people, the Biagsi, the smallest but mightiest of the vibrational races; for not only could they breathe above ground with their delicate noses, and in the water using tiny gills tucked behind their ears, they could also ride great creatures like eagles and dragons by clinging to their skin and scales with the webbing between their fingers and toes, even when the creatures soared at high speeds. And they were the longest-lived of all the vibrational races, living longer than the most ancient of dragons. They were also great seers, for they alone communed with the mother of all, the great unseen void of energy beyond space and time, which held the memories of Telluro: past, present, and future.

			She turned around towards the south, where off in the distance, flashes of light glinted off a tall crystal soaring atop Mount Kailas, home of the Golden Dragons and Mathuse, the leader of the Protectors. She would have to send a message to him to ensure the Protectors—a human-like, highly vibrational race that wielded the Elements—were prepared for what was to come. Not since the forgotten dragon wars had Telluro faced such a threat. The Protectors had been wielding the Elements to heal the land ever since that war, and for centuries, the dragons had stayed in their territories, except perhaps for the Red Dragons, who had always been troublesome. But the other colours—Green, Grey, Blue, and Gold—had honoured the agreement. She knew none of the dragons would tolerate an invasion of the icebergs.

			With a keening note, she beckoned the eagle circling below the cliffs and waited patiently as it flew to her with an answering screech, spiralling flush with the ground. Nimbly climbing, she settled between the wing joints and sank her webbed hands and feet deep beneath the feathers to meld with its warm skin.

			The eagle flew Daufynia to her first destination, the ancient forest of Mount Kailas, where the tallest quartz stood, to discuss the messages with Mathuse, for the visions were not always easy to interpret, as the void held the memory of all events in toroidal patterns that required deciphering and deep meditation. She would share what knowledge she had readily understood with Mathuse before heading home to her beloved Aigeangorm.
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			Protectors from across Telluro gathered on sacred Mount Kailas. Taller than the budding saplings in the forest—with skin tones ranging from shades of darkest ebony to lightest alabaster—they assembled on the plateau seeking answers to their plight, for the visions of the great seer Daufynia confirmed what they already knew: their ability to wield the Elements and keep the land stable was diminishing swiftly.

			The full moon shone down as Mathuse, also known as The Wise One, faced the tallest standing stone in the realm—a quartz crystal called Mother Crystal. The Protectors formed a circle around Mathuse and the standing stone, joined hands and began chanting. As the power of their chant grew, a humming vibration emanated from Mother Crystal, and her inner core glowed, spreading light outward. Trees bordering the plateau undulated as the energy passed through them, transforming rigid wood pliant.

			As the rocky foundation trembled, Mathuse moved closer to Mother Crystal, opened a leather pouch at his waist, took out the moonstone he used for scrying, and pressed it to the quartz, hoping to receive a message. A surge of radiant energy discharged from Mother Crystal, overwhelming him with a torrent of knowledge and power so intense that a crystal shard broke off, merging with a fragment of his moonstone before spiralling out into the night, with the remaining moonstone following closely behind. He opened his hand to see, seared into his palm, a painful crescent-shaped wound quickly healing into a faded scar.

			Mother Crystal dimmed. The air calmed. The trees stood peacefully once more.

			 

			Mathuse knelt and bowed his head to Mother Crystal, then smiled at the worried Protectors, tears welling in his eyes, for he knew their lineage would endure. Maybe not as before, for they needed an alternate lineage to grow their race, but they would persevere.

			His thoughts then turned to the troubling movements of the icebergs and the plight of Moringer. He scanned the twinkling night sky and wondered where the crystal shard and moonstone had journeyed to, for the magical stones were key to the survival of Telluro.

			



	

The Rescue

			The Guardian of the ancient forest sat motionless on his horse, poised on a rocky outcrop that commanded a sweeping view of the glen below, as malevolent energy rose from the town at the edge of the border. Two large hounds stood beside the grey stallion, their dark coats merging with the night, while three black mountain cats, taller than the hounds, kept watch ahead, their silver eyes glowing like floating orbs of light in the darkness.

			Fog, thick with tendrils twining upwards like vaporous vines, enveloped the valley with a misty silence saturated with menace. Tree boughs drooped from the heaviness, and leaves curled, as terror passed upwards in energetic waves.

			Damp night air puffed from nostrils as the Guardian surveyed the forest. He lowered his hood and adjusted the heavy woollen cape, held closed by a clasp of forged silver featuring two entwined dragons that gleamed in a shaft of moonlight. He soothed his horse with a gentle pat as dread continued to advance from the town below, and whispered to the animals, as they trembled with anticipation. “Can you feel the terror?”

			His horse, Lochar, exhaled heavily and pawed the ground as the hounds and cats growled in unison. He acknowledged their responses with a nod. “Lead the way.”

			With a shared determination, the group descended, slipping beneath arching boughs and tangled foliage, until they reached the base of the mountain. There, the hounds and cats fanned out, keeping watch, while the Guardian focused on summoning the Elements. He closed his eyes, attuning himself to the energy surrounding him, and instantly felt a connection when Wind whispered through his ears as it dispersed the dense fog around them, and Earth trembled beneath, releasing an unpleasant scent in response to the fear spreading through the forest. Water cleansed the air with a gentle mist, sweeping away the lingering dread, as Fire flickered to life in the Guardian’s hands, casting a faint glow from his fingertips. He brushed his fingers over the pouches attached to a cord around his waist, each holding a precious stone or sacred herb, activating their power with the heat, before signalling the group to proceed.

			They wound their way around lush evergreens and frost-tipped grass, pausing at the brook that marked the forest’s edge before stepping over it cautiously as the unyielding wall of fear pressed against them. Reaching the other side, the hounds and cats parted, making way for the horse and rider to pass, and then stood guard with fur bristling and teeth bared. The trees, standing as silent sentinels at the edge of the forest, whispered their concern about what lay beyond, prompting a growl to rumble deep within the Guardian’s throat as his eyes—sharp as a dragon’s—pierced through the fog to the menacing scene unfolding beyond.

			A gathering of villagers surrounded a maiden tied to a stake above a pyre. Her long, wavy black hair, tinged with a blue sheen beneath a glint of moonlight, spilled forward from her bowed head. A tattered tunic barely covered slender legs marred with cuts and bruises. A thick cloth gagged her mouth, and her hands had been bound behind her. Rough rope wrapped around her waist and ankles, fastening her firmly to the stake.

			The Guardian clenched his jaw and bent to give Lochar instructions before lowering himself to the ground. He focused on establishing a mind connection with the maiden, and succeeded, just long enough for her luminous amethyst eyes to sear into his memory and leave an indelible mark on his heart before the link ended. “Damn!” he muttered. Frustration tightened his jaw as the villagers’ voices swelled with excitement and the crackle of flint against stone reached his ears. He attempted another mind connection and managed to sustain it. “My name is Rafe, and I’m here to help.”

			The maiden turned her head from side to side, frantically attempting to locate the source of the voice. “Please! Find my mother. I am Triquetra, daughter of Nema.”

			Rafe recoiled in shock, abruptly severing the link as disbelief widened his eyes. A sharp pain knifed through his skull as his mind reeled—Nema had a daughter? He tried to grasp what he had just learned but pushed his thoughts aside to focus on the urgency of the maiden’s predicament.

			A surge of primal rage built within him, threatening to erupt with destructive force as he watched flames hungrily licking at the outer kindling, engulfing Triquetra in a cloud of smoke. Raising his hand, he signalled a silent command, sending the hounds and cats in all directions, then focused with unwavering determination on the task ahead. He swept his cape aside, revealing his activated pouches, and drew out a blood-red crystal, so clear, he could see the stake through it when held to his eye. Murmuring a chant, he opened another pouch, pinched sacred powder, and as his voice rose and fell with each rhythmic phrase, he tossed the powder upward and blew forcefully. A vortex formed above him, Wind whipped around as Water joined in, swirling into a crimson whirlwind that spiralled above the pyre, quenching the flames.

			Panic erupted among the villagers as torrents of soot-streaked rain sent them fleeing in frantic disarray. Amidst the chaos, Rafe strode confidently into the clearing, as the remnants of mist and magic swirled about his cloak. At the edge of the dispersing crowd, a solitary man lingered, shrouded in a hooded black cape, his face hidden in the shadow of the cowl. He advanced and addressed Rafe in a thin, grating voice. “Welcome, Guardian.”

			Rafe stopped a breath short of where the man stood. “Should I know you?”

			The man pushed back his hood, revealing a narrow face with thin, dark hair and a weak chin. He gently stroked the mustache that adorned his upper lip. “No, you don’t know me, but it’s a great honour to meet you. I am Count Dramewar.”

			Rafe’s eyes blazed with emerald fury as he glared at the loathsome figure standing before him, certain he had orchestrated the entire agonizing event. “Count Dramewar,” he warned in a low voice edged with menace, “I have no tolerance for cowardly acts of violence, and even less for murderers.” Gazing down from his commanding height, he snarled, “You have one minute to explain yourself before I banish you from this realm.” 

			The Count winced as a flicker of fear entered his eyes. “We had many witnesses of her perfidy.”

			Rafe quirked a brow in disbelief and asked with skepticism, “What is she accused of?”

			The Count flicked his hand dismissively towards the smouldering pyre. “She was weaving a spell—surely you would appreciate our having dealt with her?”

			Rafe’s eyes flashed with irritation as he advanced, pressing his chest against the Count’s face with palpable aggression. “You thought I would thank you? For taking the life of a maiden within the lands I protect?”

			The Count took a defensive step back. “We are not on your land, Guardian. We border the forest.”

			Rafe’s eyes darkened as he leaned down, bringing himself nose to nose with the Count. “Yet, you say I should be pleased?”

			The Count’s lips curled into a sly smile. “Everyone knows you have no tolerance for witches.”

			Rafe shook his head in disgust and lifted his hand, signalling the hounds and cats to move forward. Their eerie growls echoed through the fog as they prowled into the clearing.

			The Count recoiled in fear, stumbling backwards. “There is no need for such hostility,” his voice quavered as a sturdy wooden staff emerged from behind the lingering smoke, hovering above until he grasped it, and then swiftly carried him away.

			Rafe shook his head in exasperation and turned his gaze towards the pyre. A deep, primal ache tugged at his soul as he drew closer to Triquetra. He eased away the filthy cloth that muffled her cries, taking care as the ropes bit into her limp, unconscious body. He drew a sharp knife from his leather boot and sliced through the twine at her hands and feet, then cut through the binding at her waist. As the rope slackened, a low groan escaped her lips. He turned her over, cradling her fragile body against his, and felt a surge of energy flow into his chest, forging a connection with her, unlike anything he had ever experienced as his heartbeat echoed with hers.

			Lingering acrid smoke swirled behind him as he carried Triquetra away from the pyre towards Lochar. Relief flooded through him as he realized she remained unconscious, sparing them both the agony of her pain, for he could feel the sharp tip of bone jutting through her rib while he carried her to his horse. Lochar lowered his front legs to the ground, allowing Rafe to swing over the stallion’s broad back while still holding Triquetra. His heart swelled with fierce protectiveness as he held her on his lap, with her head nestled beneath his chin. Wrapping an arm firmly around her waist, he held her securely against his chest and made a clicking sound, signalling the group to move forward. The hounds and cats surrounded Lochar, creating a protective shield, as the group journeyed back into the ancient forest.
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			Further west, past the point where Vendor’s forest gave way to desert, the Witch Nema let out a scream. Her stomach churned as a vision flooded her mind. “No!” she screamed, jumping up from the pallet where she had been napping after gathering rare desert herbs. Her eyes darted around the sand hut, searching desperately for her wooden staff. After locating it, she pressed it to her forehead and chanted. The staff grew warm and vibrated with a high-pitched hum. Tiny flashes of light, like twinkling stars, emerged and descended from the domed ceiling, hovering before her. “Show me Triquetra,” she commanded.

			The lights converged, forming an iridescent, translucent wall. An image of her daughter materialized, bound to a stake as crimson torrential rain cascaded down, drenching her as it extinguished the fire.

			“Who has saved her?” she demanded.

			A towering male with golden hair and fierce green eyes appeared within the translucent wall.

			“Rafe,” she gasped in horror, and watched as her nemesis stood before a man shrouded in black. She squinted, trying to recall the man’s identity, convinced they had met before. The man in black bowed deeply to Rafe, as if nothing else mattered. As if blood-red rain wasn’t pouring from the sky. As if her young daughter was not bound to a stake with her very life in peril.

			Suddenly, Nema recognized the man in black and hissed his name. “Count Dramewar!” Her eyes flashed with fury as she swung her staff to dispel the vision. Stomping across the sparse room, she grabbed her things, exited the hut, and gave a piercing whistle to summon her horse. Climbing on, she carelessly tossed her travel bag over the saddle and commanded, “Home, Palio.”

			The horse galloped over the desert landscape until it came to a halt at the edge of the Black Forest of Vendor. The inviting foliage that lured tired travellers to seek refuge did not deceive the horse and rider, for they had traversed the woods numerous times and were well aware of the dangers that lay within. Creatures, conjured through dark sorcery by the wicked mage Hisbok, with missing body parts and relentless hunger, dwelled in the forest separating Vendor and Kailas. Tales of terrifying encounters prompted villagers to append the name of the forest to include “Black” as a cautionary measure. Palio stepped guardedly into the thick underbrush as Nema, ever vigilant, scanned their surroundings with heightened senses. She raised her hand, signalling Palio to halt where the soft gurgle of a nearby stream beckoned, and disembarked. Palio ambled to the water and drank deeply.

			Nema gathered wood and built a crackling fire. She unfurled a patchwork blanket across the soft, mossy ground, settled herself, and with a clear voice that rippled through the trees, she sang, “Forest Guides of the night, bring to me a woodland sprite. With their spirit I entreat, provide these weary bones with meat.”

			 

			From the shadow of the trees, a grey rabbit hopped into the clearing and stopped, rising on its hind legs with its nose twitching. She crooked her finger, beckoning. “Come, don’t be shy,” she crooned softly.

			The rabbit hesitated before hopping a little closer and again stopped to sniff the air.

			“You know you can’t resist, little one,” she whispered. “The forest has granted your spirit to me tonight.”

			The rabbit hopped closer to the blanket and lay down on the grass. Nema reached over and grabbed it by the ears. Using a sharp dagger, she cut across the creature’s throat and watched the blood drain into the ground. She thanked the Forest Guides for their gift before roasting the meat. After eating, she extinguished the fire and filled her water skin with fresh water. With a fluid motion, she swung up onto Palio and murmured, “Let’s go find Triquetra.”

			



	

The Healing

			Her aura shimmered with deepest indigo, vibrant ruby red, and regal violet. He recognized it as belonging to the Protectors, the only race he knew with such an aura, though none as breathtaking as hers.

			Rafe watched Triquetra slowly awaken. Her luminous amethyst eyes opened to gaze directly into his before she blushed and focused on the cave wall. He leaned back, giving her ample space to take in the view of his cavern. A soft glow from crystals embedded in the granite walls flowed across moss-covered boulders arranged in a circle around a rough-hewn hearth, crackling with a cheerful fire that warmed the cave.

			Triquetra’s eyes glowed like the crystals in the walls of his home as they reconnected with his. “Thank you…for saving my life,” she whispered in a soft voice, hoarse from inhaling the harsh smoke. He gave a solemn nod and remained silent as she continued to examine the cave, before gazing up at him warily and frowning. “Why did you save me?”

			A wave of revulsion washed over him as he recalled the events of her rescue. He leaned back further and answered gruffly. “I’m the Guardian of this forest. I would never allow anything of that nature to occur.” He glanced down at her chest, swathed with soft muslin to cover her torn tunic, before his eyes, filled with compassion, reconnected with hers. He tipped his head towards her chest and spoke with a soft determination, “You have a broken rib. I would like to heal it.”

			She watched his hands warily as they hovered above her chest and asked with a doubtful tone, “Would I not feel pain if one of my ribs were broken?”

			His brow furrowed at hearing her doubt. “I have given you a draught that has numbed the discomfort, but it will wear off shortly.”

			She frowned and whispered, “But I’m resistant to this sort of thing. How has my body accepted this potion?”

			Rafe muttered under his breath and then sighed heavily as her words validated his suspicion, and the knowledge of her race settled over him. He responded more tersely than intended, as thoughts swarmed around scenarios of who she was, and where she had come from. “I recognized the aura of a Protector. They are resistant to the effects of herbs, so I invoked the Elements to amplify the draught. The herbs are numbing the pain, but any movement will probably hurt.”

			Contrite, liquid pools of amethyst peered up at him as she tried to rise and whispered, “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you.”

			He flushed with guilt and regret and held her shoulder gently as he refuted gruffly, “You have not offended me. Please, don’t get up, you’ll hurt yourself.”

			She watched his hand on her shoulder and asked hesitantly, “Have I angered you?”

			He frowned when he realized his efforts to help only made her more anxious. Withdrawing his hand, he shifted further back and then placed his palms flat on the ground behind him and let out a deep sigh. “I’m not upset, Triquetra, just confused. You resemble Nema, yet Nema is not a Protector. So, how can she be your mother?”

			Triquetra’s eyes popped wide. “You know my mother? What is a Protector?”

			He averted his gaze, realizing her questions resolved none of his. “Your mother and I have a history,” he replied cryptically. “Can we ask each other questions after I mend your broken rib?”

			Her brow wrinkled in confusion. “How are you going to mend it?”

			“I have an herb that can aid in its healing. I will summon the Tree Sprite residing here to bring it to me, and I’ll wrap your ribs with it.” He turned to face the rear of the cave and called loudly, “Jaspon! Come out, or I’ll use your hide for cat food.”

			Triquetra gasped and pressed deeper into the woven mat as she fixed Rafe with a piercing glare that transformed her eyes into pools of deepest violet.

			Rafe raised a hand. “I apologize. Thoughts of your mother often bring out the worst in me. Jaspon knows me well and takes no offence,” he assured her calmly.

			He had barely finished apologizing when a ghostly voice, floating like the wind whistling through the trees, echoed from the shadows. “You bellowed, my lord?” 

			A diminutive man, with ivy twining around the branches sprouting from his head, stepped into the light. His face was thin and pointed, with cat-like eyes that slanted upwards at the outer corners. Each time he blinked, his eyes changed colour—from mint green to amber, then silver, and back to mint green. He was quite slim and not very tall, dressed in a brown tunic paired with tawny leggings.

			Rafe glanced sideways at the Tree Sprite. “I need some of that meadowlark fern I dried last week.”

			“As you wish, oh great and grumpy dung of the earth,” the Tree Sprite responded sarcastically, before drifting to the back of the cave.

			Rafe struggled to suppress a smile at Jaspon’s insult when he noticed Triquetra’s limbs quivering. He sobered as she stared up at him with frightened eyes and whispered in a voice laced with fear, “What was that?”

			Rafe reassured her, “You’re safe, Triquetra. That was Jaspon, and I promise you, he’s harmless.” The mystery of who she was, and where she had come from, weighed heavily on his mind as doubt crept in, for Tree Sprites inhabited the forest near where he rescued her. Since she was a Protector, he assumed she would have recognized one. “You have never encountered a Tree Sprite in the woods before?” She shook her head and pressed deeper into the soft mat as Jaspon returned.

			Rafe kept his eyes on Triquetra as he admonished Jaspon with a low rumbling voice, “Stop frightening our guest and come with that batch of herbs.”

			Jaspon approached dramatically. In his left hand, he dangled a pouch as far away from him as his arm could stretch, while his right hand pinched his nose, as if shielding himself from an unpleasant odour.

			Rafe sighed heavily in exasperation. “Jaspon, I swear there’s none more dramatic than you.”

			Jaspon dropped the bag at Rafe’s feet and backed away towards the dark end of the cave. “How humble of you to say, odious maggot of the keep.”

			Rafe struggled to maintain a neutral expression to placate Triquetra. “Don’t let Jaspon intimidate you. He’s upset because I rescued him from a horrifying fate, and now he feels obligated to serve me.”

			Her eyes flashed with righteous anger. “It’s cruel to force someone to serve you.”

			Rafe scowled. “I do not force him; he forces himself.” He shrugged his shoulders defensively. “I’ve tried many times to set him free, yet he returns.”

			“Oh!” Pleading eyes searched his. “I apologize. You’re trying to help me, and I’m misjudging you.”

			Rafe flushed and shook his head before answering brusquely. “It’s okay, you were trying to help someone in need…although,” he warned, “I’m not sure if Jaspon would ever thank you; the ingrate.” He opened the pouch holding the meadowlark fern and poured the contents into a dented pewter bowl.

			Triquetra grimaced as the pungent smell drifted her way. “Hmm, remind me please, what are you planning to do with that?”

			He answered distractedly as he mixed the herb with warm spring water. “I’m making a poultice for your ribs, which I’ll apply to your chest before wrapping it tightly to assist in the healing.”

			“I appreciate your effort, but it’s not necessary.” She pointed at the ceiling. “That sapphire will help me heal. I need to touch it, and I will be fine.”

			Rafe lifted his head to see where she was pointing. A sapphire, set high in the ceiling, shone more brilliantly than the surrounding gems, emitting a distinct glow that stood out against the white light of the cave. He gazed at Triquetra in disbelief. “How do you know that specific stone will heal you?”

			“Can you not see it telling me?”

			“I see it glowing bright blue, and it’s brighter than the white light produced by the other gems. Does that mean something?”

			Triquetra smiled and answered shyly. “Yes. It has harnessed its power, along with the energy of the nearby stones. I need to touch it in order to heal.” She pointed again towards the ceiling and blushed. “Can you assist me in getting to it?”

			Rafe glanced at the palm of Triquetra’s hand as she pointed to the sapphire shining for her and noticed a crescent-shaped scar, similar to his own. A vivid memory from his youth surfaced, so sharp it felt as if he was right there. He recalled sitting gloomily on a fallen log as his adoptive father, Mathuse, approached.

			Mathuse had sat down beside him. “We missed you at the fire this morning, Rafe. Mother Mira was worried.”

			He had shrugged. “Mother Mira is always worried, but she doesn’t worry about Gryffon or Clara.”

			“Ah, the sapling is reaching for the sun.” 

			“No, ’tis the constant worry she has, like I can’t fend for myself like the others, which bothers me.”

			Mathuse had nodded. “My dear mate Mira accepted you with open arms when I brought you home, but she has never stopped worrying about you.” He had then shifted slightly, as if seeking a more comfortable spot. “For we did not know where you had come from, or who had placed you where I found you under the giant mushrooms that grow near Mother Crystal, on the same night I lost my moonstone.”

			“You lost your scrying moonstone on the same night you found me?” he had asked incredulously.

			Mathuse had nodded. “Indeed. I pressed it against Mother Crystal, and such power was emitted that a crystal shard broke away, merged with a piece of my moonstone—burning my hand in the process—and then vanished into the night.” Mathuse had then shown the crescent-shaped scar on his palm.

			He had compared his own scar to his father’s and had looked up in surprise. “They’re the same.”

			Mathuse had nodded. “My hope was to give you time to grow and accept your destiny once it was revealed.”

			He had reared back, almost falling off the log. “My destiny? What destiny?”

			Mathuse had gestured towards the scar on Rafe’s palm. “That mark connects you to that sacred night. Every Element acknowledges and respects it. Someday, you will consummate your love with someone from the Protector lineage and create a new race that will endure for many generations.” Mathuse had continued in a hushed tone. “That time is quickly approaching, my son, and there is a great deal you need to learn. I only hope I am deserving of the responsibility of being your mentor—”

			“Rafe, are you all right?” Triquetra waved a hand in front of his unfocused eyes and snapped her fingers.

			Rafe shook his head, clearing away the vision, and grasped Triquetra’s hand, examining the scar that mirrored his own. At that moment, he realized that his connection to her was related to the destiny described by his adopted father. He searched her face. “I have never heard a whisper in the forest of your existence, or of Nema having a child, and yet, here you are, resembling her. How can that be?” 

			Triquetra shook her head in confusion, then grimaced in pain. She lifted her hand towards the sapphire, her eyes pleading for help.

			Rafe lowered her hand gently and held it within his. “Let me assist you in reaching that rock you so eagerly want to touch.” He helped Triquetra to her feet and then placed his hands around her hips, raising her towards the beckoning blue stone.

			As Triquetra drew near, the sapphire glowed more intensely. Leaning forward while Rafe held her securely, she touched it. “I can feel the energy flowing into my arm. It’s incredibly calming.” Rafe felt the same energy flow through him as he held her steady. After a few minutes, she took a deep breath. “You can let me down now. I am healed.”

			He lowered her carefully to the ground and then reached out towards the muslin draped over her chest. “I need to check if you are healed.” Triquetra took a step back and held her breath. Observing her response, he stopped and spoke softly, “Triquetra, you need to breathe.” His hands moved towards her ribcage. “I just want to ensure your lungs are functioning properly.”

			She shook her head warily and took another step back. “My lungs are functioning well.” 

			His green eyes flashed with molten gold as he frowned with impatience. “Then you shouldn’t mind breathing for me.”

			She inhaled deeply and then let out an exaggerated breath.

			He grinned and wagged a finger in admonishment. “Thank you.” He gestured towards a rock cushioned with lush moss. “Please sit while I prepare a warm drink for you. It’ll help restore your strength.”

			“She’s the one, isn’t she?” Jaspon asked as he drifted out of the shadows.

			Rafe muttered a curse, realizing too late that Jaspon had been observing everything. Frustrated, he ran fingers through his hair and sighed heavily.

			Triquetra observed Rafe’s actions and asked, “What does he mean?”

			Rafe focused on the flickering flames, avoiding eye contact as he knelt by the fireplace, preparing her drink. “Just ignore him. Life tends to be easier that way.”

			Jaspon persisted with a voice filled with awe. “The sapphire offered itself to her.” As he drew nearer, his eyes turned dazzling silver. He stopped and pointed a trembling finger. “She is the Chosen One.”

			Rafe cautioned gruffly, “Jaspon, stop. If she’s the Chosen One, she doesn’t know it yet.” 

			Jaspon drifted closer to Triquetra. As he stared into her eyes, his eye colour shifted from dazzling silver to warmest amber before switching to mint green. In response to Jaspon’s eye colour palette changes, Triquetra’s eyes shifted from lavender to deepest violet, before switching to luminous amethyst. Jaspon trembled and his ivy leaves rippled as he pointed at her and whispered, “You are the Chosen One.” He turned to Rafe, adding, “And the partner of the Guardian.”

			Triquetra shook with fear and glanced around as if ready to run.

			Rafe conjured a protective amber shield to calm her, then faced the Tree Sprite and stated sternly, “That’s enough, Jaspon. You’ve frightened her.” He turned his attention back to Triquetra and noticed she had relaxed as her aura absorbed his energy.

			Triquetra appraised the gossamer shield, then gazed at Rafe with a mixture of bewilderment and curiosity. “Why do I feel such a strong connection with you? Why does my heart now synchronize with yours ever since you rescued me?” She glanced at the warm amber surrounding her. “And how do you create such soothing energy?”

			Jaspon lowered himself onto his slender knees and bowed his head. “Please forgive me, I didn’t mean to frighten you. We’ve been anticipating your arrival for a long time. Should I take my life to atone for this transgression?”

			“No!” Triquetra recoiled in horror and moved closer to Rafe. “Why would you say such a thing?”

			Jaspon pressed his forehead against the rough cave floor and pleaded, “Forgive my earlier insolence, I beg of you.”

			Triquetra gazed at the Tree Spite with compassion and assured him, “Forgiveness is not required; no harm was done.”

			Jaspon stood up and bowed so deeply he nearly toppled over. “Thank you, Chosen One. Welcome to our modest cave.” He bowed and genuflected repeatedly as he retreated.

			Rafe lowered his protective shield and frowned at the Tree Sprite before turning to Triquetra. “I’ve never seen Jaspon act so strangely.”

			Triquetra regarded Rafe with caution. “What did he mean by calling me the Chosen One and the mate of the Guardian?” She hesitated, scanning the cave. “Chosen One of what, exactly? And earlier, you told me that you’re the Guardian of the forest. Was he implying that I’m your mate?”

			Rafe tried to deflect her inquiries while wrestling with his thoughts. “Jaspon has been listening to my father for too long. Ignore him, he’ll move on to some other drama in no time.”

			Triquetra gazed intently into his eyes and stepped back, unconvinced. “What are you hiding from me?”

			Rafe extended his hand. “Triquetra, let us discuss this another time. For now, it’s best if I take you home.”

			Triquetra raised her chin defiantly. “I don’t think so.” She placed her hands on her hips. “I want to know what Jaspon meant.”

			Rafe wondered if she knew how magnificent she was.

			“I believe I can provide an answer,” a deep voice echoed from the entrance of the cave. “Perhaps, Son, you could introduce us.” 

			



	

The Guardian’s Father

			Triquetra spun around to face the cave entrance, where a tall, older man with a long white beard flowing to his knees stood nobly. He wore a dark grey tunic, light grey leggings, and a black cape secured with a silver dragon clasp. His eyes sparkled as brightly as the sapphire that had healed her. He moved towards them, leaning on a thick, crooked staff that creaked and groaned as if it might break, and paused to examine the cave. “Not bad, Son. A little on the rough side but overall, well-tended.”

			Rafe scowled. “It’s been a long time, Father. What brings you to my humble cave? Not hunting for more dragons, I hope?”

			The old man’s brow lowered with a slight frown. “Now, Son, there’s no need to bring up that nasty episode, is there? I had to call the Red Dragon. It was the only way to complete your initiation.”

			Rafe crossed his arms and stared at the man who had raised him, taught him to work with the Elements, and showed him who he was. “How is Mother Mira?”

			Rafe’s father nodded and smiled. “She’s well and is missing you. She sends you good tidings, for Clara has given birth to a boy who answers to the Fire Element. It will take some time for the boy to have any power, but it’s heartening to see Fire back.”

			“If I recall, Clara calls Water?”

			“Aye, and Baryon
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