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Chapter 1
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~19 Years Earlier~
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Chaos reigned within the city of Ang’dor. The forest beyond Ang’dor burned as the Alkarii laid siege to the great city. Thick black smoke choked the sun from the sky as soot and embers rained down from the sky. Within the streets, the people ran for safety as soldiers ran to shore up defenses and fortify weakening positions along the walls. 

Roars echoed through the air as immense shadows flew overhead, knocking defensive catapults from their towers, and slamming into the ranks of soldiers defending Ang’dor from atop the walls. Flashes of light appeared in the smoke seconds before defensive positions erupted into flames.

“Nava’riin!” Came the cry from below. 

“Bring them down!” an officer ordered. 

As the shadows flew overhead, soldiers took aim, but their arrows did little to slow the great beasts rampaging through the city. Amidst the chaos the Nava’riin were causing, the Alkarii catapults hurled boulders through the air into the city. 

Ancient high towers crumbled upon impact and great timber structures splintered apart. Rubble and debris littered the streets and made sections of the city desolate. 

In this darkness and chaos, Elissa looked up at the blood red sun and blackened sky. She fought off Alkarii soldiers that ran at her. Wielding dual blades, she had learned the weak points in Alkarii armor and slashed at them with ease. Her leather armor gave her the advantage of speed and agility over the heavily armored Alkarii. 

“We have to get you out of here!” A large Aléshen soldier ran up to her.

“I’m not leaving until I know Kiona is safe!” she shouted back.

“Elissa! Don’t be a fool!”

“Vreis!” She rounded on him, catching sight of an Alkarii sneaking up behind Vreis. She lunged at him, catching his arm and twisting it forcefully until a crack was heard. The Alkarii dropped to his knees and Vreis brought his club smashing down onto his head.

“We have Kiona, it’s you we need to get out!”

“We still have a chance as long as the watch tower stands!” Elissa shouted back. They both looked over to an impressive tower that stood on a small island in the sea. 

Within the topmost part of the tower, a great light could be seen. This was the ancient Sun Flare that protected Velendia itself from the invading darkness. Druid Paladins were stationed in the Flare chamber, protecting it with all their magic. 

The last great infusion of Light magic Amélie left as a defense, but it had its limits. Once Amélie died, the Sun Flare could only protect the northern corner of Velendia. Its light faded a little more every year, its power diminished until finally the Alkarii laid siege to the city.

Yet, as long as it stood, there was still hope.

As if on command, while Elissa and Vreis looked at the Sun Flare, a massive shadow appeared; a great black beast with scales that shimmered crimson under the blood red sun. Filling its lungs, its chest grew bright before belching a hot blue flame directly at the Sun Flare.

The flame hit the magic shield of the paladins and lit up the sky in a blinding display. The Nava’riin roared in fury as it ceased its attack and circled wide around Ang’dor, blasting the city once more with a wide sweeping arc of fire. 

To the north, beyond the tower, a fleet of Alkarii ships lay in wait, cutting off any escape to the north and capturing any ship that tried to sneak away.

“Please hold!” Elissa ran forward and watched the fleet of ships attack the tower. Their barrage, repelled by the paladin’s magical shield. The magic shimmered with each hit but to the Alkarii’s dismay, remained intact.

With a roar, the Nava’riin circled back for another attack. Its rider raised their arm and lifted a staff into the air. A magical crystal glowed red and cut through the thick smoke, growing brighter until the rider released a blast toward the Sun Flare. A moment later, the Nava’riin’s blue fire chased the red orb of magic. 

The magic sailed through the air as horrified soldiers followed it across the sky. Elissa watched with dread as the attack sailed through the air. Time itself seemed to slow as the red orb hit the magical shield.

The red ball exploded when it hit the magic barrier, causing cracks within the shield. The second blast of fire shattered the magic completely, and the tower blew apart in a blinding cataclysm. The shockwave flattened trees, crumbled buildings, extinguished flames and threw every defender off their feet. 

Elissa and Vreis flew across the courtyard. She slammed into an upturned merchant cart, Vreis crashed through the doors of the nearby stables. 

Elissa struggled to her knees, her head throbbed, and her vision faded in and out from hitting her head against something hard. Sounds were muddled; shouts and orders were drowned out by a loud ringing in her ears. 

She felt strong arms pull her clear of the pile of debris she was in. She slumped against them, unaware of what was happening around her.

“Elissa!” a deep voice called her.

“Vreis?” she mumbled as she felt someone run to her. Her senses were still jumbled and muddy. The words were merely noise. Looking over, she blinked and forced her eyes to focus on the small face in front of her. 

“Mom!” Kiona called to her, her blue eyes filled with fear.

“Kiona!” Her senses snapped to attention. “You have to get away.” A woman was beside her a moment later. 

“Maidalyn!” Elissa said her name when she recognized her. “Get Kiona out of here!”

“Are you alright?” Maidalyn asked in a panic.

“My life doesn’t matter anymore. Get her out of here!” Elissa repeated as she struggled to her feet, a severe pain in her side made her drop back to one knee.

“Mom!” Kiona hugged her with a cry. Elissa felt tears burn her eyes.

This wasn’t how I wanted to say goodbye. There is still so much she needs to know, she thought to herself.

“Kiona.” She focused on her daughter. “I will find you. I promise. Listen to Vreis and Maidalyn and stay safe.”

“I’m not leaving you.” Vreis protested.

“I’m not asking, Vreis.” Elissa rounded on him. “She needs you now. I have to stay. If I flee with you, we will only be hunted down. I can buy you time.”

“Mom!” Kiona jumped at her mom, latching onto her in a fierce hug. The fear on her daughter’s face was unmistakable. “You can’t die. You’re too tough to die,” she cried into Elissa’s shoulder.

Elissa held her close, tears escaping down her cheeks as she pulled away and gave Kiona a smile. 

“I’ll find you, I promise.” Elissa kissed the top of her head. “Now go. Go!” 

Maidalyn grabbed Kiona’s hand and ran off. Elissa watched them leave with a heavy heart. Vreis looked at her for several moments, not wanting to leave her alone. 

“She needs you now, Vries.”  

“I’ll never forgive you if you die.” He gave her a stern look.

“It’ll take more than the Alkarii to kill me.” Elissa offered a small smile. 

Vreis hesitated another moment before he turned to race after Maidalyn. 

Moments later, the large Nava’riin landed in the main courtyard of the castle. The large, winged serpent locked its yellow eyes on Elissa. 

Taking a deep breath, Elissa grabbed her sword and magic staff before rising to face her enemy. Enemies swarmed her. Six large Alkarii soldiers circled around menacingly as she turned to face them. 

“Let’s end this.” 

She leapt toward the closest slamming her staff into his gut. He doubled over as a second Alkarii swiped at her with his sword. She ducked under his blade, pivoted and slashed at him in a fluid circular motion. 

The second Alkarii dropped to the ground as she cracked the skull of the first with her staff. Looking back at the remaining four soldiers, she smiled before launching another attack. Skidding between two more Alkarii, she jumped back up to her feet, releasing a flash of light from her staff that froze the nearest Alkarii in place. The next closest attacked high with a mighty yell. 

Dodging his blade, she danced around him and kicked the back of his leg. Dropping him into the dirt, she smashed the hilt of her sword into his face. He held his face and dropped to the ground in pain. 

Before the dust settled, she turned to the remaining two soldiers. Racing toward them with staff outstretched and sword prepared to strike.

Midstride, a searing flash of pain raced up her arm. She lost focus and stumbled to the ground. Blood flowed freely down her arm as she held the wound closed. 

“That’s enough of that.” She heard a voice behind her.

She grimaced and bent low, causing her blonde hair to fall to the side, hiding the approaching Alkarii from view.

“You’ll never succeed!” Elissa shouted through the pain. 

The Alkarii walked up to her with a swagger. His dark boots stopped directly in front of her.  Looking up at him, she glared at the Alkarii standing before her. This Alkarii was the Khral’s appointed executioner. His assassin, his right hand, his obedient thug that did his bidding. 

Ash’ir. Elissa thought. He was no more than a butcher.

“When will you learn?” he asked.

“You’ve already lost.” Elissa spat back at him.

Ash’ir laughed before turning to the last two soldiers Elissa had fought. “Bring her.” 

Elissa groaned when she felt the two remaining guards grab her by the arms and haul her to her feet. 

Marching her through the ruins of Ang’dor, all Elissa could do was pray Vreis and Maidalyn could keep Kiona safe. But even as the Alkarii marched her along to an unknown fate, she knew Kiona’s fate was out of her hands.
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Chapter 2
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~Present Day~
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Elissa woke with a start deep within the fortress of Teimhnean. She shivered in her dark cold cell. Pulling the thin, ragged blanket closer to her, seeking some warmth that could never be found. Her dark memory of Ang’dor ran through her mind. Resting her head against the wall behind her, a tear escaped down her face. Ang’dor was the last time she had seen Kiona, yet she had ached to hold her every day since. 

Instead, she had been dragged away and locked in a deep pit within Teimhnean.  

Looking wearily around the dark cell that had become her home, she sighed in despair. Shifting slightly, she sat on the stone floor with her back to the wall. The drips of water were the only music she could remember. The skittering of rats along the hall, or chirps of roaches in the dark were her constant companions. 

Decades of mistreatment had left her emaciated and weak. The thin, ragged blankets they had given her did little to ward off the dank cold. Settling into her bones, she couldn’t remember what warmth was. 

“I need information.” A sharp command came from the door. She turned to look at it. A light could be seen outlining the door and the figure beyond. 

Was this a dream? Have I finally perished in this hell of a prison? Who would come to see me? Nobody ever came to see her, she was given food twice a day, but always in silence.

Forcing herself to stand, she leaned on the wall for support. The few steps to the door made her legs shake with fatigue. Her thin fingers felt along the grime covered stones until she felt the rough wood of the door. Holding onto the iron bars, she peered out into the corridor beyond.

An Alkarii woman stood there, with an air of superiority and condescension, staring at Elissa. 

“You dare keep me waiting?” she snapped.

Elissa didn’t respond. Her tired gaze rested on the woman, but she offered no reply.

“Typical Aléshen brat.” The woman stepped closer. “I could have you killed for ignoring my demands,” she threatened.

“Then do it,” Elissa replied quietly. “Kill me and be done with it.”

The woman smiled and laughed. “I’m not through with you yet my dear. The Khral’ did something right in keeping you alive these last twenty-two years. It’s surprising that buffoon can do much of anything.”

“Such hate and disdain for your own people.” Elissa shook her head. Her legs gave out and she slid to the ground with a quiet groan. “Isn’t it exhausting?” 

“I bide my time,” the woman stated. “Alésia fell because of me, soon all of Velendia will fall.”

Elissa’s eyes grew wide as she realized who stood on the other side of the door. 

“Vi’rina.” She whispered.

Her acknowledgement earned a laugh from the other side of the door. “For being my blood, you are awfully dimwitted.”

Elissa shook her head but said nothing. You try being imprisoned for twenty years. 

“Regardless, I need information.”

“What can I tell you that you don’t already know?” Elissa whispered.

“My sister cast a spell to protect Alésia from her enemies. How do I remove it?” Vi’rina asked.

“The mistress of magic asking for my help?” Elissa looked up at the window in the door. “I didn’t know you were desperate.”

A force slammed into the door when Vi’rina shrieked in anger. “I have found your precious havens. Smashed their magic apart like dried twigs. Yet, Alésia remains out of my grasp. Why?”

Elissa let out a wry laugh. “Despite all your schemes and treachery, Amélie continues to defy you.”

“Even the most thought-out plan crumbles under enough pressure.” Vi’rina threatened. Elissa shook her head.

“You seek answers in vain.” Looking up at Vi’rina, as the sorceress glared at her through the door. “Alésia will never be yours.”

“Tch.” Vi’rina spat. “You’ll tell me your secrets soon enough.” Elissa heard the click of her heels on the stone as she walked away. “I’m patient, my dear niece, I can bide my time.” Vi’rina paused. “I wonder how much more time inside this prison you can endure?”

Elissa leaned against the wall as the Sorceress’ laugh faded. The light retreated until her cell was once more plunged into darkness.
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An hour later, dawn broke over the Amadán as Kiona and her companions ran from a pursuing Alkarii patrol. Arrows flew in their direction as they ran through the trees. Ryn, Kiona and Vardyll returned fire as best they could, but the Alkarii numbers seemed endless.

“Where did these damn Alkarii come from?” Ryn asked as he crouched down to take another shot. His arrow whizzed through the air and struck an Alkarii scout in the side. He fell to the ground with a loud grunt.

“Their army isn’t far away.” Vreis replied, smashing his club into another Alkarii’s helmet. “Did you expect this to be easy?”

“I didn’t expect to have to fight off a horde!” Ryn replied, taking aim at another Alkarii Scout.

“Vreis, we have trouble!” Kiona called to him, and he turned to see more Alkarii racing toward them from the South. She took aim and fired her bow in their direction. Alkarii scouts dropping dead with every arrow she released.

“What the devil.” Vreis muttered to himself as he blocked an overhead attack only to punch his enemy in the face, bones crunching under the impact and the Alkarii went down.

Thren rushed forward, dropping his book to the ground, his axe materializing in his hand as he jumped into the fray. Wide swings of his battle axe dropped enemies with cries of pain as they held their legs or other body parts that met the shape blade.

Sarie ran and pulled water from the air and snow around them to shoot it at the raging Alkarii. Freezing them in place, or against tree trunks, she incapacitated as many as came near. One large Alkarii managed to break through her defense, and as he raised his axe to strike, Sarie forced water into his mouth and into his lungs.

Gagging and choking on the water, he dropped away from her. Breathing hard, she nodded her head in his direction before running off to join the others. 

Despite their best efforts, the Alkarii closed in. 

“Don’t tell me our journey stops before it even began,” Thren muttered holding his axe with both hands while glaring at the encroaching enemy. They circled around them, blades pointed at them, daring the company to move.

“Did you think you could escape?” an Alkarii called to them. Kiona turned, but it took a moment before the enemy parted and the leader appeared.

“Ash’ir.” Kiona spat. “What pulled you from Teimhnean?” 

He scoffed. “Would I pass up a chance to capture the meddlesome girl that continues to thwart my mistress?” 

Kiona smiled when she saw the scar that ran along the side of his face. 

“You came back so I could finish what I started.” She let out a dry chuckle. “The scar suits you.”

Ash’ir’s face flashed with rage as he grabbed her and hauled her up to him by her tunic. She held onto his hand to keep herself from falling. 

“Let me return the favor witch,” he growled menacingly as he produced a knife from his belt. Kiona glared at him, daring him to strike.

The ground shook violently. Everyone looked around in a panic. 

Using the distraction, Vreis clubbed Ash’ir hard in the side of his head. He dropped Kiona and she jumped back with her companions. 

Sarie called her magic and slammed her palms into the ground beneath her, sending a shockwave through the earth that blasted the Alkarii back violently.

“No time like the present!” Ryn shouted.

“Run!” Vreis ordered, and they all took off into the trees.

“After them, you fools!” Ash’ir ordered, clutching the side of his face. His Alkarii scouts scrambled to their feet and renewed the chase.

They ran deeper into the woods, veering far west of their intended path. Niselïn Peak loomed above them now, its jagged spine rising through the mist. The edge of the Amadán lay ahead—sheer cliffs that would cut off their escape. 

“Now what?” Kiona called to Vreis.

“I’m working on it!” he shouted back.

The ground shuddered violently, pitching them off balance. They stumbled and fell as the forest groaned around them. 

“What is this?” Thren shouted. “These are no earthquakes!”

Kiona looked at Vreis. He shook his head in confusion. “This isn’t coming from the earth,” he said grimly. “Something is out there.”

“But what could make the ground itself quake?” Kiona asked.

“No,” Ryn sat up suddenly, scanning the forest. “It can’t be.” Another violent tremor threw him sideways, and he caught himself against a tree, eyes searching the mist.

“What is it?” Kiona demanded.

“Out with it, pretty boy!” Thren spat.

Ryn turned back to the others, his face pale. “Dragon.”

“We can’t be that close to Dragon Country!” Sarie said, rushing to his side. 

The tremors grew stronger, falling into a steady rhythm—footfalls. Still, disbelief clung to them. Dragons were rare in Velendia. Most had long since fled the mainland for the Eastern Isles. 

To their right came the sound of splintering wood. Trees tore free of the earth as something massive pushed through the forest.

“What are we waiting around here for?” Thren muttered. “Let’s move!”

“For once I agree with the dwarf.” Ryn said, turning to Kiona. “If it catches our scent, we’re dead.”

“There they are!” the Alkarii scouts shouted behind them.

“We’ll be dead if we stay here.” Vreis said, already running. The others followed, heading south—away from the Alkarii, and away from the thunderous steps shaking the forest.

But the footsteps followed.

A deafening roar split the air. Kiona cried out and clamped her hands over her ears as the sound tore through her. A massive black taloned foot crushed the trees ahead of them, and the dove for cover. 

Heart pounding, Kiona peered out. Her gaze followed the thick muscular leg upward—to a vast, scaled body gleaming dully beneath the sun. The dragon’s horned head turned slowly, surveying the forest.

Vreis clamped a hand over Sarie’s mouth just before she screamed, pressing a finger to his lips in warning.

“Where did they go?” the Alkarii shouted behind them.

The dragon’s head snapped north. Its great yellow eyes narrowed, smoke curling from its open mouth as a low growl rumbled deep in its chest.

Lifting one massive foot, it strode past Kiona and her companions, drawn instead toward the Alkarii. Oaks that had stood for centuries bent and snapped like kindling beneath its weight.

“Kiona,” Ryn hissed. She looked back to see the others already slipping away, silent and swift. This was their chance.

Screams soon tore through the forest as the dragon found its prey. The Alkarii fought back, but their resistance proved little more than a meal for the great black beast.

Kiona and the others ran on, praying the dragon would ignore their passage.

It did not.

“I smell you.” 

Kiona stopped dead. Fear raced up her spine as the voice cut straight through her—heard not with her ears, but her soul.

“I know you have magic,” it said. “Old magic. Great magic the likes of which has not been seen in ages.” 

She could not tell if the words echoed through the forest or inside her mind, only that they rooted her to the spot.

“Kiona!” Vreis shouted. “Move!” 

Surrounded by snow and ice, Kiona felt sweat run down her spine. A sudden blast of air struck from behind, knocking her forward. She glanced back, shielding her eyes as ice and dirt tore through the air.

In that instant, the dragon landed in front of her.

She looked up as it scoured the forest searching.

“I know you are here,” it growled, its great belly glowing red with heat.

Kiona ducked out of sight, frantically scanning for any chance of escape. The dragon stomped and turned, its massive body flattening the land and tearing the forest apart.

She rolled just in time to avoid a sweep of its tail. The tree she’d been hiding behind snapped in two, the stump ripping free of the earth. Nearby, Vardyll leapt aside as a huge taloned foot dug into the ground where he stood moments before.

Vreis yanked Sarie back as the dragon’s triangular head swept low over the trees, sniffing, searching.

“You can’t hide,” it growled again. “I will burn this forest to the ground if you do not step forward.” It drew a deep breath, its belly blazing brighter as fire erupted from its jaws. 

Sarie screamed as the forest ignited around them.

“I will force you out!”

Flames, trampling feet, and the thunderous crack of breaking trees drove them all to the ground. Kiona lay half-hidden beneath an uprooted tree, heart hammering as she locked eyes with Vreis.

He understood immediately. Panic flashed across his face as he shook his head, silently begging her not to do what she was about to do.

She took a deep breath and braced her hands against the ground.

“I’m here!” Sarie shouted.

Kiona looked around in a panic. Off to her right, Sarie stepped into the open. 

“No! Sarie!” Kiona struggled to rise, but an arm pressed firmly across her back.

Ryn crouched beside her, forcing her down. “Stay down,” he hissed.

“Get off me Ryn!”

“It’s too late,” he said sharply. “The dragon knows of her, we can only hope it doesn’t know about us.”

The dragon turned toward Sarie. Its mouth curved into something resembling a smile as its forked tongue slid across its teeth. Kiona watched helplessly as Sarie stepped forward, trembling. She clawed at Ryn’s grip, but he held her fast. 

“Ryn—so help me—” she threatened.

“Stop it,” he warned.

“How might I address one so majestic and magnanimous as you?” Sarie asked, her voice shaking as she bowed low before the dragon.

“Manners, in a druid?” the dragon rumbled. “Unexpected.” It leaned down to look at her.

“I-I apologize for the rudeness of my people.” She remained in a half bow. She squeezed her eyes shut when she felt the blast of breath from the dragons’ nostrils. 

“Why are there druids in my land? Not only druids—but Aléshen druids.” Sarie dared a glance upward and recoiled as the dragon’s muzzle loomed only feet away. 

“The druids aren’t aware that these lands belong to you,” she said quickly.

“All lands are mine,” the dragon bellowed. “Your kind has spoiled them long enough.” 

“We—we did not know you had returned,” Sarie said, her throat dry. “Legends say the magnificent obsidian dragons dwell far to the North. To what do we owe the honor of your visit to the lower lands?” Sarie was thinking of anything to say to keep him distracted, and to soothe his ego.

“Banishment is not living,” he grunted. “The true leaders of this land invited me to take my place. Soon, the world will remember to fear me.” Smoke curled from his nostrils. 

“How will the lands fear you if we do not even know your name?” Sarie asked. 

“Blackest heart, darkest fire, death itself,” the dragon snarled. “That is my name in Velendia.” His attention was drawn away from Sarie as he heard a roar high above them. Sarie looked up and saw a second dragon flying through the air. 

He laughed, “My jailor has returned for me.” He looked back at Sarie. “But I wonder if I should have a snack before I leave.” He bared his teeth and Sarie’s heart jumped to her throat in fear. 

“If you eat me,” she said shakily, “who will tell the story of your return?” 

“If you disappear,” he replied, baring his teeth, “they will know.” 

“They may mistake me as having gotten lost or met with bandits on the highway,” Sarie pressed, swallowing against the dryness in her throat. “Surely, you need someone to spread the story of your majesty. To spread fear into the common folk and inspire envy among kings.” 

The dragon tilted his head. 

“Those you travel with could easily tell the tale.” He gestured toward the shadows where the others hid. 

“But they cower,” Sarie said, forcing steadiness into her voice. “Would you have your legend carried by those who hide?  Surely the great dragon Naidras would not want his legend

spread across the land by cowards.” 

“You know me?” Naidras asked, surprise edging his voice as he lowered his head, one vast eye fixing on her. 

“I am a keeper of history among my people.” Sarie slowly straightened, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “We keep record of all the deeds of legend.” 

“Then you know what I am capable of.” 

A purr-like sound rumbled from the dragon’s throat. He was pleased—his name carried weight even here in the lower lands. 

After a long pause, he spoke again, making her flinch, “Very well. Tell the tale of having met me. I claim these lands and all that are in them.” He rose to his full height, towering over her. “We will meet again. Of that I have no doubt.” 

With a thunderous snap, he spread his great black wings and launched himself into the air before the second dragon could surprise him. 

The force of his take off flattened the forest. Trees tore free from the earth, dirt and debris rained down as Sarie and her companions were thrown aside.  

When the dust settled, and the roars of the dragon faded into the distance, Kiona pushed aside the branches and leaves that buried her. She scanned the clearing and saw the others struggling to free themselves from the debris. 

“Sarie?” She called. 

No answer. 

“Sarie!”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sarie’s boots sticking out from under a tangle of branches. Kiona and the others ran to help her. When they pulled all the branches off, Sarie simply lay there. 

“Tell me that didn’t just happen...” Sarie gasped. 

“I’m afraid it did.” Kiona climbed over the trunk and offered her sister her hand. Sarie hesitated before accepting help. Once on her feet, her legs buckled immediately. 

“Are you alright?” Kiona asked as she caught her. 

“I just faced a dragon!” Sarie snapped breathlessly. “No, I’m not alright!” she exhaled shakily. “I just need to sit for a minute or two.” 

Kiona guided her sister to an uprooted tree. Sarie sank onto the trunk, breathing deeply as her hands began to shake. The weight of the encounter settled onto her shoulders. She rubbed her face and sighed. 

“Kiona, what’s our next move?” Vreis asked, approaching them. 

“We’ll take a few minutes to rest and recover,” Kiona replied, keeping her attention on Sarie.

“Very good, we’ll move on your order.” Vreis left them to shore up their supplies and determine what they lost in the unexpected encounter with the dragon. 

“That was...” Kiona sighed, sitting beside her sister. Silence settled as Sarie worked to steady her breathing. “Are you alright?” Kiona asked again. 

Sarie looked up at her. “Do I look alright?”

“No.” 

Sarie dropped her gaze. “Baden’s going to kill me,” she muttered. “My first time outside the Citadel, and I nearly got eaten by a dragon,” she paused. “If there are such things as bad omens, this has to be one.” 

She rubbed her forehead and grimaced. Kiona leaned in closer, “What is it?”

“It’s my shoulder,” Sarie groaned.

In the chaos, Kiona had nearly forgotten about her injury. She let out a breath and pulled off her pack. 

“Let me take a look.”

Kiona removed Sarie’s cloak and outer tunic, carefully exposing the wound.  

“Is it always like this?” Sarie asked as Kiona peeled away the bandage.

“You’ll be back to your old self in no time,” Kiona reassured her.

“Not my shoulder,” she sighed. “This.”

Kiona pulled a cloth and a cleaning potion from her bag. “Your stitches popped. This will sting,” she warned her sister as she poured the liquid onto the cloth. 

Sarie nodded—but still groaned when it burned. 

“That’s more than stinging,” she protested.

“I’ll stitch it back up in just a moment,” Kiona said with a smile. “Then I highly suggest we keep you away from anything dangerous for a while.”

“I’d like that,” Sarie admitted. Looking down at her feet as Kiona worked, thoughts tumbled through her mind. “Is this what you’ve dealt with all your life?”

Kiona looked at her before she put the potion away and reached for the needle and thread. “If you mean facing a dragon—no, dragons are not normal.”

“Danger is everywhere,” Sarie said quietly. “How do you do it?” 

Kiona threaded the needle. “When you don’t know anything else,” she paused for a moment, “I suppose it becomes commonplace.” 

Sarie grimaced when she felt the bite of the needle and the tug of the thread.

“You haven’t faced dragons, what else is there?” Sarie asked.

“I wouldn’t want to worry you,” Kiona replied with a sad smile.

“Tell me, please,” Sarie pressed.

“When you were sent to Ro’in, and after...” Her sister hesitated.

“After you were found?” Sarie offered.

“Yeah,” Kiona agreed. “I went to live in Uskijan with Vreis. He raised me, trained me, and didn’t spare me the difficult things in life.” She secured the stitches and cut the thread. “Uskijan held many dangers and Vreis helped me face many of them. My skills increased until he felt I was ready to return to Velendia.” She secured the needle and thread and returned them to her pack. 

Pulling out a bandage, she wrapped Sarie’s shoulder again.

“Did it ever get easier?” Sarie asked. “I mean, I’ve never set foot outside Ro’in, and I’ve already been hunted and nearly made into a barbeque.”

“Each experience is different. They don’t necessarily get easier, but you have greater depth of experience to draw upon.” She finished treating Sarie’s wound and pulled her tunic back in place. Wrapping her arm in a makeshift sling, she replaced her cloak around her shoulders. “That should do. How does it feel?”

“Better,” Sarie admitted.

“I know life outside the citadel is scary. But peace and beauty can be found out here as well. I have faced my share of witches, giants, trolls and the like. Trust me when I say, the good outweighs the bad.”

“But if the Axiom is right, and the prophecies come to pass, darker days are around the corner,” Sarie protested as they stood up.

“We can’t stop the dark days. But we shouldn’t have to live in fear either,” Kiona said. 

Sarie let out a deep sigh. “That doesn’t make me feel any better. The next time... I could...” She swallowed hard. “Oh gods...” She began to shake and covered her face with her hand. Kiona put her arm around her sister.

“Don’t worry about next time. Right now, we have to get out of the forest and continue to the Central Haven.” 

“Is it too late to turn back?” she asked. Kiona laughed again. “I thought so...” 

“When you’re ready, we’ll resume our journey,” Kiona said before standing up and walked over to their companions. 

Sarie sat for several more minutes as she regained her composure. When her heartbeat was back to normal and her hands stopped shaking, she stood up and joined the others. 

“Are you ready?” Vreis asked as she approached. The others turned to look at her. 

“I think so,” Sarie replied. 

“Let’s get moving and hope we don’t meet any other unexpected creatures,” Vardyll agreed. 

“I’d rather not have any more encounters,” Sarie admitted. “A dragon is more than enough for one lifetime.”

“Next time we’ll be better prepared,” Vreis reassured her. Sarie shook her head doubtfully.

“I’m only hoping it isn’t another dragon,” Kiona replied as she shouldered her pack once more. “But fate doesn’t seem to like me much.”

“I might be losing my mind, but why does that sound like a jinx?” Ryn asked, shaking his head as they got underway again.
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Chapter 3
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THEY RESUMED THEIR journey through the forest as the sun trekked its way across the sky. Every hour brought them closer to the edge of the Amadán; closer to the plains that separated them from the Odraz lake and the Central Haven.

As night approached, the forest around them came alive. Sarie looked around in wonder as fireflies and glow worms ventured into the open as night settled around them. The air filled with one of the last nocturnal symphonies of crickets and frogs before they rested for another season. 

Sarie let out a small laugh as she watched the air glow around them.

“Is it like you imagined?” Kiona asked, falling in step beside her.

“Aside from the pain I’m feeling?” Sarie glanced at her sister, “I never imagined anything like this. So much life, it’s like watching a calm heartbeat. It’s soothing and steady.”

“Hmm...” Kiona responded, “The earth’s heartbeat perhaps?”

“The Earth isn’t so loud,” Vreis jumped in. “Earth is stable and resilient, calming with a great sense of security that comes with it. It’s only when you’re quiet that you can connect with the earth, and underneath the chaos, in the deep bedrock,” he paused. “That’s where you hear it. The gentle hum, a thrum that ripples through the ether. Binding all of us together, giving life to the children of the earth.”

“Never thought of you as the poet Vreis.” Kiona looked back at him as they walked.

“I can be quite poetic if the occasion permits,” he said with a smirk and a wink.

“Every element has different traits like that,” Sarie replied. “Air likes freedom and curiosity, though sometimes I think my natural element was swapped with someone else.” She chuckled. “I connect more with stability and isolation. Give me a good book any day. I’m convinced adventure isn’t for me, but Air would say differently.” They all laughed. 

“Personalities don’t correlate directly with magic,” Vreis chuckled. “You of all people should know that.”

“I do, I figure it’s proof that the gods have a sense of humor. I’m convinced they looked at me and thought, that one is a hermit and a recluse, let’s give her magic normally reserved for the free spirited and adventurous.”  

The group reached the forest edge as the sun sank behind the western horizon. As the trees thinned, the world opened to them. The earth sloped away from them down into the Whispering Highlands that stretched out before them. 

As the sunlight faded, the highlands filled with a sea of fireflies that would soon mirror the stars above them.

“That’d be a sight,” Thren said with a chuckle, resting his arms on his axe as he stared into the distance. 

“Out of the way shorty,” Ryn shoved passed him for a view. Thren rolled his eyes before pulling Ryn’s feet out from under him.

“Not so short now, am I?” he spat back with a laugh as he turned back to the others.

“You Atarrian Swamp Rat!” Thren only laughed as he left Ryn sprawled on his back.

“Where do we go from here?” Thren asked. 

Vreis pointed south. “We can’t see it yet, but the Central Haven lies at the heart of the Odraz Lake. Two days south of us.” He ended with a yawn and a loud stretch.

“How will we get to the middle of the lake?” Sarie asked with some difficulty as they stopped just beyond the tree line. Kiona was by her side a moment later helping her sit on a log.

“You’ll see when we get there,” Kiona told her before she set her pack down. “How are you doing?”

“I’m at my limit.” Sarie said wiping her brow. Kiona looked over at Vreis. 

He caught her look and a moment later announced to the others, “We’ll camp here tonight.” 

Ryn limped over to the campsite and sat down on the ground, grunting and glaring at Thren as he stretched out.

“Make sure he didn’t hurt himself,” Vreis whispered to Vardyll. Letting out an exasperated sigh, Vardyll walked over to Ryn to reassess his injuries.

Kiona sat next to Sarie, rebinding her wounds when Vreis walked up to her. “We better tuck in tonight. Being this close to Alkarii patrols makes me uneasy.”

“I agree. It would be unwise to light a fire tonight,” Kiona replied. Vreis nodded once before leaving them to scout the perimeter to make sure they were safe.”

“What can I do?” Sarie asked as she pulled her tunic down.

“Just rest. Vreis will scout the area, we are as safe as can be,” Kiona answered with a smile. She sat beside Sarie. “Hungry?” she asked.

Sarie looked at her gratefully. “Famished,” she laughed.

“Perfect.” Kiona pulled her pack over to her. “Give me just a moment and we’ll get you some food.”

Sarie sat against the fallen tree as Kiona assembled a small meal from their packs. She stared out across the valley as night fully descended around them. One would think the near-death experience in the underground, being chased through the woods by Alkarii soldiers and nearly becoming a dragon’s morning snack would keep her on edge. But as the earth quieted and Sarie felt the cool Autumn air return as evening fell, she let out a deep sigh. 

The air pulsed with fireflies glowing around them. She couldn’t help but smile as she watched the gentle pulses of light hovering above the warm ground.

“This will likely be one of the last times they glow this season.” Kiona handed her a plate with bread, dried meat and cheese. “The cold air is coming, and they will soon sleep for the winter.”

“It’s a shame,” Sarie replied, breaking off a small piece of her bread. “I finally leave the citadel and can only enjoy their glow for a brief moment.”

“They will be back. When the earth warms again and the snow no longer covers the land. They’ll be back.” Kiona took a bite of her food and settled against the log.

They ate in the quiet for a couple minutes before Sarie broke the silence.

“There is a whole world out there I have never seen.” She took another bite of cheese, chewing slowly as she grew deeper in thought. “Is your life always like this?”

“Hmm?” Kiona asked. “Like what? Serene as a warm autumn night?”

“No,” Sarie paused. “Is it this chaotic? Running from dragons, escaping the Alkarii, nearly dying... is this your normal?”

“I would be lying if I denied how often it happens,” Kiona responded before she looked skyward. “I can’t tell you how often I’m jealous of you and Shae.” Kiona hugged her knees as she stared at the stars.

“Because we had a home?” Sarie asked.

“I eventually had a home when Vreis took me to Uskijan, but before that, I remember having to leave everything I knew behind at a moment’s notice. When I came back to Velendia

a few years ago, that’s all I ever knew. The northlands have been anything but welcoming.”

“It can’t be all bad... can it?” Sarie asked.

“No, not all of it.” Kiona took a deep breath. “There is beauty here that doesn’t exist in the red rock of the Uskijan.”

“You’ve never talked about your time there,” Sarie said, taking another bite of food. “What’s it like?”

Kiona let out a small chuckle. “It’s not like Alésia. It’s not even like Ro’in. Great forests like the Amadán don’t exist down there. Instead, there are towering mountains of red rock, delicate arches, and wide canyons as far as the eye can see. The entire land glows when the sun sets.” Kiona smiled as she remembered the lands to the south. “The skies are so deep and wide, you feel as though you could fall into them.” 

“Sounds magical,” Sarie replied.

“If there is a land that is the source of magic, Uskijan would be it. Despite the desert and the heat, life finds a way and it thrives. I would go with Vreis to the market in the heart of the canyons. There was an old lady, her skin tan and brown, wrinkled with age and filled with wisdom I have never seen an equal to.” 

They both looked over when a figure approached. Vreis sat beside Kiona a moment later.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Kiona was telling me about Uskijan,” Sarie answered.

“Any sign of Alkarii?” Kiona asked. 

Vreis shook his head. “Nothing out there tonight. That dragon must’ve had a tasty Alkarii snack. I hope he doesn’t suffer

too much indigestion.” He laughed in his throat. 

“Maybe a little,” Sarie hoped. The memory of being an arm’s length away from that black snout made her shiver.

Kiona and Vreis looked at her a moment before they both burst into laughter. 

“If indigestion is all he gets, he should consider himself lucky,” Kiona added.

They fell silent for a few moments as they continued eating their small meal. “You were telling me about a lady in the Uskijan?” Sarie brought the conversation back to where it had been before Vreis joined them.

“Hmm? Oh,” Kiona said as she tried to remember what she was saying.

“You were talking about the marketplace and an old lady.”

“Adena?” Vreis asked with his mouth full. 

“We visited her every day. She ran a stall in the market, selling dried fruits and baked goods.”

“Remember the sticky buns?” Vreis asked after he swallowed. He laughed as he remembered. “When Kiona was about ten, I took her to the market and for a few copper pieces you could get these sticky buns the size of my hand.” He held out his hand and stretched it out for emphasis.

“We would get one every time.” Kiona smiled.

“It was a great way to keep you from touching anything,” Vreis laughed. “You were so covered in honey and glaze; it created a stress-free walk through the market.” 

“It’s true.” Kiona joined in the laughter. 

Sarie shook her head. 

“Sounds like you miss Uskijan.”

“I do,” Kiona admitted. “Maybe one day I’ll be able to see it again. Visit the old house among the cliffs.”

“Until then, we have things to do,” Vreis chimed in.

“Yeah.” Kiona quietly looked down at the dark horizon that stretched out in front of them.

Silence descended as they watched the glow of the fireflies ebb and flow in the breeze. Sarie felt content to watch the pulse of life around them. Her eyes began to feel heavy, and she felt that sleep wasn’t far away.

She jumped when Kiona exclaimed. “It’s nearly moonrise, isn’t it?” She set her nearly empty plate aside and stood up. 

“Sarie, follow me. You have to see this.” 

“What?” she asked in confusion as Kiona helped her up. 

“You’ll see soon enough, but we need to hurry.” Sarie glanced at the others before standing and following Kiona into the forest. 

[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Kiona led the way back into the forest. Her footsteps fell silently on the moss-covered ground. She listened to the sounds of the forest and smiled. 

“Is it safe to be out here by ourselves?” Sarie asked. 

“The leader of the resistance, and the next elder druid... I think we can handle any problems that may arise.” Kiona gave her sister a wink.

“But...” 

“If it will put your mind at ease, the Shadow Guard is following us,” Kiona assured her.

“How can you tell?” Sarie glanced around suspiciously. 

“How else can I slip by them? After a lifetime of having them follow me, I’ve learned how to track them,” Kiona said with a grin. 

“Where are we going?” Sarie asked after walking a few more minutes into the forest. The sky grew brighter as moonrise approached. 

“This way.” Kiona turned to the west and followed the tree line. They soon came to a rise overlooking Dragon Country. “We’re here.” Kiona sat on the rise and looked out over a field of flowers. Sarie stared in wonder at the sight before her. 

The field stretched out in front of her to the cliffs that created the western boundary of the Whispering Highlands. From there, the land dropped sharply into Dragon Country and the dead Blackwood beyond. Sarie sat beside her sister and looked at the field of flowers that lay at the bottom of the rise where fireflies glowed in greater numbers. 

“Why have you brought me here?” she asked as they were soon surrounded by the gentle glow of fireflies. 

“You’ve experienced some of the dangers of life outside the citadel. I want to show you some of the beauty that exists out here as well.” Kiona hugged her knees and waited. “This is something that the Uskijan doesn’t have.”

“What is this place?” 

“Just watch...” Kiona whispered, watching the firefly field. 

Minutes passed, and the moon rose behind them, over the eastern mountains, bathing the plains in light. When the pale

moonlight touched the flowers; the blossoms opened and emitted a soft white glow. 

Any fireflies that lay dormant on the flowers, took flight once the blossoms opened. The mixture of flowers and the fireflies created an earthly sea of starlight. Sarie’s jaw dropped in wonder as the fields came alive. 

“What are these?” 

“Moon Lilies. They bloom only under the light of the moon.” 

“How did you find this place?” 

“Kye showed me this.” Kiona tucked a few stray hairs behind her ear as a breeze began to blow down from the north. The breeze caused the flowers to sway, and waves of fireflies took flight as the flowers moved. “This was where we shared our first kiss,” she said as the memory returned to her. “It’s moments like this that keep me going. Despite all the horrors that are in my past, or what lies in my future, this is what matters.” 

“How do you do this?” Sarie asked in wonder. 

“What do you mean?” Kiona looked over at her. 

“Day after day, you live out here, without a home, facing dangers that... until this point, I have only read about. How do you do it?” 

“By reminding myself of what’s important. Moments like this help me find peace when my own mind would throw me into chaos.” She looked out across the fields again and took a deep breath. “War is on the horizon. The Aléshen people need to be prepared, and I haven’t done a good job leading them. Many still don’t even know I exist. They hear rumors and

nothing more. I need to give them something real that can give them hope.” 

“You give them hope, and that’s enough,” Sarie replied. They fell silent and enjoyed the view before them. The flowers swayed in time to the breeze and after a while, Sarie shivered. 

“Sarie, do you honestly think we can break my link with the Central Haven?” Kiona asked in a serious tone.

“I don’t know. Until a few days ago, I didn’t know this connection was possible.”

“Hmm...” Kiona hugged her knees as her mind wandered.

“Master Staibhan won’t give up.”

“He has been looking for decades; will he really be able to find something?”

“The Illusionist’s Compendium is vast. All magical knowledge from the beginning is recorded there. It will take time to search through it.”

“Time is the one thing we are rapidly running out of,” Kiona cautioned. 

Sarie thought for a moment, staring out at the luminescent flowers and the fireflies glowing around them. “I’ve learned that anything is possible given the right amount of time and effort.” She turned to her sister. “Things will be set right. I know it.”

“We should get back,” Kiona said. She stood up and offered a hand to her sister, who accepted it gladly. They began walking back to camp, all the while Kiona listened to the tell-tale signs of the Shadow Guard. 

It didn’t take long before they reached camp. Vreis stood watch while Vardyll unrolled his blanket and settled down for 

the night. The others were already tucked in and Kiona swore she heard Thren snoring.

“You should get some sleep.” Kiona told her sister. “We’ll be resuming at first light.” Sarie yawned and walked over to her pack while Kiona walked over to Vreis. “I normally take first watch,” she said. 

“Not tonight,” he replied with a grin. “I know you may not sleep, but you should try and rest if you can,” Vreis said. 

“Vreis, let me take watch, please.” The imperceptible plea caught Vreis off guard. He looked at her for a few moments before he ultimately nodded.

“Wake me if anything happens,” he whispered to her before he walked away.

Kiona watched him go before she took a deep sigh and walked off toward the camp perimeter. Choosing a spot beyond the camp, she settled down to keep watch. 
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Chapter 4
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THE NIGHT CARRIED ON, clouds covered the moon and the Amadán woods were blanketed in a thick covering of night. The air turned cold, meaning winter was on its way. Even Ro’in couldn’t hold back the ice and snow forever.

Kiona pulled her hood up and covered her face with her mask to keep warm. The air was quiet and she settled against the large tree she sat against. 

Hours passed, and she began to feel the gentle tug of sleep. She rubbed her eyes and yawned quietly.

It was then she heard it.  Sitting upright, she listened intently for another sound. She rose to her feet silently. Hand wrapped around the hilt of her sword, she listened. 

A soft tinkle off to her left. She turned and at first saw nothing. But then, a small figure popped up from behind the fallen log. Kiona watched as the figure crept into the camp. Creeping closer to the camp.

“Sneak sneak. No boom,” the creature whispered to itself. 

Kiona watched as it rummaged through the nearest pack. 

“Ooh, yum yum.” The little figure turned and held up a strip of dried meat. “No hungry. Yum yum.” It let out a little giggle and shoved the dried meat into a small satchel it carried. It then turned and hopped toward another pack. 

Kiona noticed that it crouched down on its hind legs and used its arms to swing its little body forward. But it only used one arm as though the other was hurt. It opened Sarie’s pack and grumbled to itself. Pulling a loaf of bread from the main pocket, the creature purred to itself in satisfaction. 

Kiona chanced a step forward, the snow and ice crunching gently beneath her boots. The little creature’s ears twitched and it froze. Turning around slowly, two large blue eyes focused on where Kiona stood. An oversize cap with goggles covered her head of long messy black hair. 

“Careful,” Kiona whispered as she held out her hand gently. “I won’t hurt you.”

The small goblin stared at her, tilting her head as she studied Kiona. “No hurt? Mine, shiny mine,” she said with a slight growl. Her voice was soft with a timber like small pebbles scraping on stone.

Kiona knelt in the snow and held up her hands. “I promise. You’re safe.”

The little goblin held the loaf of bread to her chest as she sniffed the air. Her ears perked up when she heard something. She hobbled a few steps away, sniffing the air. 

“What is it?” Kiona asked, and the small goblin looked back at her skeptically. 

“No eat, mine.” She clutched the bread tighter and hobbled away as fast as she could. Stumbling as she hurried beyond the edge of camp, she fell into the snow. With a hiss, pain flashed across her face as she grabbed her arm, the one she favored previously.

Kiona stepped forward, reaching into her side pouch to pull out a small bandage roll. Her heart sank when she knelt before the small goblin. She sat rocking on her heels holding her arm and whimpering. 

“Hurt. Big sky beast break home,” she sniffed.

Kiona held the bandage and spread some healing salve on it before she placed it on the ground between them. The little goblin looked up at her, her blue eyes glittering like jewels under her bangs. 

“Here,” Kiona offered, “it will help.”

The goblin tilted her head again, looking at the bandage with uncertainty.  She took a step forward, her eyes darting between Kiona and the gift. Letting out a soft purr that Kiona assumed was meant to self-soothe.

In a flash, the goblin snatched the supplies and retreated several paces. “You give, take take.”

Kiona’s mouth curled into a gentle smile. “You’re welcome.”

The goblin crouched in the dim light, pulling her arm free from her oversized coat. Kiona could see a deep scrape on her upper arm. It wasn’t bleeding, but it was fairly fresh.

The goblin smeared the salve onto her arm with uneven streaks. She grimaced as the salve seeped into the deeper parts of her scrape. Quickly she tied the bandage around her arm, ending up with an uneven, messy bandage, but it kept her arm protected. She looked back at Kiona, staring at her as though weighing her next choice.

She approached a couple paces, still guarding her injured arm. From her satchel, she pulled out something small and shiny; a button, dented and bent, its edge decorated with a faint spiral. Glancing down at her three fingered hand, the she-goblin hesitated.

“Shiny back.” She shuffled forward and placed it in the snow in front of Kiona,

Kiona looked at her with a smile. “A trade?”

The goblin’s ears twitched, and she grinned. A single sharp tooth dipped below her upper lip and flashed in the moonlight. “Trade,” she repeated. “Trade good.”

The goblin moved away, picked up the discarded loaf of bread and scampered back into the safety of the trees.

Kiona watched her go and smiled. “Stay safe little one.” 

Looking down at the button in front of her, she reached out and picked it up. It was cold to the touch, but it seemed to hum faintly with warmth. Whether it was true or just her imagination, she couldn’t be sure.

Stepping back into camp, she was met with silence. The others still slept and it was nearing the end of her watch. Taking a deep breath of cold night air, she turned back to look at the forest where the goblin disappeared. 

Walking quietly over to her pack, she pulled out a piece of dried meat and another piece of bread. She walked back to where she picked up the button and set them down. 

“In case you need it,” she said quietly.

She moved to Vreis and shook him awake. “Tell the dragon I’m not breakfast today,” he mumbled with a snore. “I’m brunch.”

“Vreis!” Kiona hissed and shook him awake.

“What? Where? Who’s attacking us this time?” He looked around in a half sleep stupor. His eyes slowly fixed on Kiona and he rubbed his face. “My watch already?” he asked, his eyes focusing on Kiona.

“I’m afraid so,” Kiona replied. “Unless you want to sleep more?”

“No.” He stretched and yawned, “You need to sleep if you can.” He cracked his neck before getting to his feet. He picked up his cloak and shook it free of snow and dirt before placing it around his shoulders. 

Kiona moved over to where her pack and bedroll sat waiting. She settled down to sleep and felt her eyes grow heavy. Dawn would arrive in a few hours, and they would continue on toward the Central Haven. But as she fell asleep, she couldn’t help but think of the little goblin out there in the cold.
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MORNING ARRIVED, COLD and harsh when Kiona woke. She took a deep breath and smelled the faint scent of pine and frost. Sarie was already awake, her breath misting in the dawn light as she secured her pack for the day’s travel.

She got to her feet and stretched. The night had passed without incident, and her mind felt clear. Stepping through the camp, she crouched down to where she had set out the dried meat and bread. 

A shiny stone had been placed there. She picked it up and smiled as she looked at the faint trail of tiny prints that led away into the woods; three toed and uneven. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the button and held it next to the stone in her palm. Turning them over in her hand, Kiona smiled and looked toward the forest. She hoped her newfound friend had managed to stay warm through the night. 

“You’re up early,” Vreis murmured, appearing behind her.

“I got a few hours of sleep,” Kiona replied as she stood up.

Vreis stared down at the snow. “Tracks?” he asked.

Kiona nodded, “Small, she’s not a threat.”

“She?” Vreis looked at her curiously.

“I met a little friend last night. A goblin child that needed help.” At the mention of a goblin, she felt Vreis’ demeanor change and saw him stiffen. He looked at her, studying her face before he replied.

“If it comes back, you need to tell me.” 

Kiona looked at him and shook her head. “She won’t come back if I do. She is skittish and doesn’t trust easily. She may not even come back.”

“Kiona, she is a goblin. There may be more of them out there and the adult goblins aren’t so friendly.”

“I know that” Kiona admitted.  “I know how dangerous goblins can be, but this was different.” She stared at the forest. “I think she’s alone.”

Vreis studied her face. “You can’t be sure of that.”

“She is a child, Vreis, I’ve never seen a goblin child alone in the wild before.” Kiona and Vreis fell silent as Ryn jaunted up to them.

“Are we ready to leave?” he asked.

“Nearly,” Kiona responded as she looked back at the camp. Sarie sat on the log with her pack beside her. Vardyll’s pack was stacked neatly nearby, though he was not. Thren grumbled to himself as he dug through his pack for something to eat.

“As soon as Vardyll returns, we’ll leave,” Vreis added. “If you have anything you need to do before, I suggest you get it done.”

Ryn nodded before leaving them alone again.

Silence settled between them and Vreis listened to the forest sounds surrounding them. “We will leave the safety of the forest. The Highlands are ahead and they are wild.”

“You’re acting like this is my first time in the highlands,” Kiona returned to the conversation.

“A goblin child may seem innocent, but she could also represent a greater threat we are not aware of,” he warned.

“When have our journeys ever been quiet and without incident?” Kiona questioned.

“I can dream,” he ventured with a wink and a grin.

“Let’s go,” she chuckled as she and Vreis returned to camp.
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Back in Ro’in, Shae sat in the infirmary changing Kye’s bandages. The bleeding had slowed immensely from the deep gashes in his chest. His injuries were healing and that allowed Shae a moment to sit back in her chair and glance out the window. The frosty dawn cast gray light over Ro’in as snow continued to fall.

She had stayed awake all night, tending to the wounded and helping where she could. But now, she felt the ache in her body and the weariness seeped into her bones. She let out a tired sigh before getting to her feet. The door opened as she gathered the soiled bandages.

“How is he?” Maidalyn asked.

Shae turned to her and recognized the weariness in Maidalyns face. 

“He’s sleeping,” Shae said in an equally weary voice. “Have we lost anymore?”

“Three,” Maidalyn admitted. Shae sighed and dropped her hands, the used bandages falling to the floor. Maidalyn pulled Shae to her just as she began to cry. 

“I can’t do this Maidalyn, I’m so tired. So tired.”

“I know, I know.” Maidalyn rubbed back as she held her close. “Let it out.” Moments turned to minutes as Shae cried into her shoulder.

“I’m not ready Maidalyn, I can’t go to Thenalí by myself. If I can’t heal here, what hope do I have on my own?”

“What sort of talk is that?” Maidalyn asked, glancing down at her. Wrapping her arm around Shae’s shoulder, she guided her out of the infirmary and into the early morning air. The wind was brisk; snow flurries drifted lazily down from the sky.

“How many?” Shae asked quietly. “How many have you lost?”

“Too many,” Maidalyn replied. 

“Does it get easier?” Shae asked.

Maidalyn hesitated before answering her. “It hurts every time.” She rubbed Shae’s arm.

“How can you do this for so many years?” Shae wiped her nose. “I’ve seen you and Dremer care for victims of the Plague, raids, and cataclysms; you never break like this.” She sniffed and hugged herself.

Maidalyn offered a sad smile that Shae didn’t see. “Dremer and I did our best to hide it from you and Aithne. We cried behind closed doors.” Shae looked up to Maidalyn. “Ours is not an easy lot.”

Shae looked out across the citadel. The cold air gave her goosebumps as her breath rose in a mist in front of her. The clouds above the magical barrier broke apart for a moment, allowing a couple stars to peek through. 

“I must be mad to envy Kiona right now,” Shae whispered.

“Would you be surprised if I disagreed?” Maidalyn offered
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