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Elven and Irish Words Used in the Storyline

Adar – Father (Formal)

Adara – Mother (Formal)

Adda – Dad/Daddy (Term of endearment)

Amil – Mom/Mama (Term of endearment)

An Anotais – The Unifier (Sword)

An Bhanrion - The Queen (High Queen)

Aran – King

Bore Da – Good Morning/Day

Colum Cille - Saint Columba of Iona

Cill Dara – Kildare (In Irish, the letter C is always pronounced like a K.)

Melda – beloved

Melin er – dear one

Mellon - close friend

Mera – Great Elf Horses

Nin mel – my love

Tar (name) – Queen (name)
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Kestrel

A Short Story (Prologue to White Owl)
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Alistronia Skystormer had always been a loner. She had never needed a friend, never known that she could be a friend. Alistronia had never known that she could fly, and then she met the White Owl. 

She was the Lordess of Drohana, second only to her older brother, Richard, who was the Lord. She was also Richard’s Kestrel, his Guardian against anyone who would seek to do him or his wife, the Jai Pastora Kitlaen, any type of harm. She had always believed the title of Kestrel was ceremonial. It had been her mother’s title before her, and her grandmother before that. In the past, the title had always gone to the wife of the Lord of Drohana, the Lordess. The only reason that Alistronia believed Kitlaen was not the Lordess and Kestrel was that it would conflict with her role as the Jai Pastora, the spiritual leader of Drohana, and by extension, of all of Eldaria. Kestrel was a ceremonial title, named after the small falcon, whose role it was to watch over and protect the Lord. That was before they went to the Aerielands.

Purposefully aloof, and virtually friendless, Alistronia preferred it that way. Connections with other people tended to get messy, and dealing with others from a position of strength was superior. To Alistronia, anger, loyalty and pride were more important than compassion, friendship, or love. Deep down she might admit that she loved her brother and even had some small amount of affection for his wife, but those were the type of feelings that betrayed weakness and more than anything else Alistronia Skystormer was not a weak woman. Kitlaen had told her sister-in-law a number of times that she was very attractive, but Alistronia didn’t see it, nor did she care. She took great pains to appear hard and severe; from the way she dressed to the way she pulled back her long blonde hair and wrapped it in a tight bun on the back of her head. Beauty only served one purpose, and that was to attract a mate, and Alistronia didn’t have time or interest in that sort of relationship.

The strangers had come over the mountains, through the Pass of Severance, where the portal that allegedly led to the kingdom of the elves lay. She had always regarded talk of elves and of an all-powerful Queen of the elves as fantasy. Her brother Richard, himself a low-level wizard capable of wielding magic primarily in battle, believed in the old prophecies. But Alistronia had never seen anything to prove that there really were little fairy creatures with pointed ears on the other side of the mountains. And then the strangers arrived, and three of them, three beautiful women, were elves. Not the pixie-type elves of fairy tales, but a mother and two daughters, one of whom was adopted and the other was very obviously her mother’s child. Their husband and father, Connor Clark, Lord Truthbearer, was of the race of men, Eldarin like Richard, Kitlaen, and Alistronia, blessed with an extremely long life by Lordabove. Where an average man could expect to live to be maybe eighty or ninety years old, one of the Eldarin could easily live seven hundred or eight hundred years, and reaching the age of a thousand was not unheard of.

All three of the women professed to be warriors. The mother, Lady Iolena, was the High Queen of the Aerielands, a beautiful woman to behold with raven black hair and piercing bright green eyes. Her younger daughter, Fiona, looked identical to her mother, except that her eyes were darker and her ears were not as pointed. Alistronia assumed it was because she was the offspring of the man and the elf. The older daughter was the one that Alistronia had taken an immediate dislike to. Menta Kai, although her family referred to her as Kailee, was tall, blonde, and had piercing, icy cold blue eyes. She was very attractive to look at, but Alistronia sensed that same hardness in the elf woman that she attempted to foster in herself. From the moment that they met, the two had verbally sparred with each other until Alistronia finally hit a nerve that goaded the elf into attacking her. Alistronia was a successful fighter because she had learned to watch every single part of her opponent, and when she saw Menta Kai flex her feet she knew that the other woman was going to jump. Inwardly, she was surprised at how high Menta Kai jumped and had leapt up herself to grab the elf woman’s feet as she passed overhead. Menta Kai, however, had totally surprised her by regrouping in midair and slamming her feet into Alistronia’s chest, momentarily knocking the wind out of her. She had recovered quickly, although her brother had briefly stopped the combat to disarm both Alistronia and Menta Kai. In the end, the elf had won by grabbing the edge of Alistronia’s leather armor and using it to throw her, face down, on the ground and then leaping on top of her. It had been a wild yet fair fight, with Alistronia suffering a broken nose and Menta Kai sporting a black eye when it was all over. They had stood, looking at each other, and both of them had burst out laughing; an expression that was very rare for Alistronia. Even more extraordinary, was the handshake that turned into a hug, and Alistronia had gained her first friend in decades.

The younger sister, Fiona, had been ready to spring to her sister’s aid in the fight, but their father had physically restrained her. Once Alistronia had become friends with Menta Kai, it was easy to become friends with her younger sister. Fiona had an exuberance that was almost contagious, and obviously, a very passionate love for her sister, her parents, and for their daughter. When Fiona and Menta Kai talked about their little girl, their daughter Lona, Alistronia had been concerned about precisely what kind of relationship the two sisters had with each other. But once they had explained how the two of them shared responsibility for this little elf girl who would grow up to be Menta Kai’s heir as the Great High Queen of All the Elves in the Nine Worlds, with a third mother, Lona’s actual birth mother, she realized that the two women were fiercely dedicated to family. As their father said, “Family first, family first always!” Alistronia had done one other thing with them that she had not allowed anyone else other than her brother to do, and that was for the two sisters, her new friends, to call her by her nickname, Ali. What did surprise her was how much she had opened herself up to the other two women. Alistronia didn’t like talking about herself, but in the few short hours, since she and Menta Kai had fought each other, she had shared more with them than with anyone she knew, including her brother and Kitlaen.

It was on that first evening with the Truthbearer’s family that disaster struck. The entire family was capable of communicating by what they referred to as mind-speaking, communicating across great distances by thought. It was during the evening meal that the three elf women began to receive mind-spoken distress messages from family members back in the Aerielands. Ali had taken Fiona and Menta Kai to the highest parapet on the castle, where they could hear their little girl calling for help. They flew down the steps and back into the dining room where Fiona pleaded with her father to let her fly back to their homeland, to their Lona. She had already told Alistronia that she was a shape-shifter, that she could turn into a white owl, so the request did not surprise her.  

Richard proposed an alternative plan, one that hinged on his and the Truthbearer’s ability to open portals, both in Eldaria and the Aerielands. Fortunately, it had worked, and they arrived in the Aerielands with their horses, weapons, and clothing. As they emerged from the portal on the Aerielands side, Richard’s plan had worked so well that Menta Kai almost ran down a platoon of her own soldiers on the road from Aerielands Castle to the scene of the attack, the inn owned by Lona’s parents, the Golden Swan.

Richard had given Alistronia the option of not going since this did not directly pertain to Drohana, but she had asserted that as his Kestrel she had to go with him, and then added that even if she didn’t have to, she wanted to fight alongside Fiona and Menta Kai. She could tell that Richard and Kitlaen were more than surprised at the rapport she had developed with the two sisters, but it was nothing compared to the surprise that she was about to receive.

The Golden Swan was a shambles, and Connor and Iolena’s son-in-law, King Lochlain of Gewellyn had been severely wounded protecting his wife, Queen Shannon, who was, in turn, protecting Lona and her other mother, Gwynlyn. The fortunes had been smiling on the Golden Swan that night, for the attackers may have expected one elf who knew how to fight, but they ended up with seven. In addition to King Lochlain and Queen Shannon, Connor and Iolena’s granddaughter, the newlywed Talia and her husband, Taeral, who were both warrior-healers, and two Borderland Rangers, Anyon and Lona’s sister, Glynis, had also arrived to spend the night. Lona’s father, Cadel, came from a long line of Elven warriors and defended his family, even managing to take a prisoner who was trying to abduct his youngest daughter. The attacking troops of elf mercenaries, and soldiers from First Earth, were expecting Cadel. They were totally surprised by the other six trained warriors they encountered.

The Clarks and the Skystormers arrived almost simultaneously with the oldest sister, Alenia, Captain of the Borderland Rangers, and her housemate Abrallan, who had flown in on the back of the Great Eagles. Three more of the huge eagles had arrived with an airship bearing doctors to help care for King Lochlain, as well as Anyon and Gwynlyn, who had also been injured. High Queen Menta Kai immediately took command, assisted by her father and uncles. She assigned Fiona to lead the eagles, including the two that had accompanied the party to and from Eldaria, and it was then that her brother shocked her with the totally unexpected.

“Connor, Alistronia can fly with Fiona.” Richard offered.

“I can?” “She can?” “She does?” “Since when?” Alistronia, Fiona, Connor and Menta Kai all asked questions at the same time. Richard looked at her and explained. 

“Ali, you are called the Kestrel for a reason. The women of our line have always been able to shape-shift into the bird for which the position is named. Our mother could do it; her mother could do it and so on. That is why the Kestrel is always a woman, and always the oldest female after the Lord.”

“Why was I never told about this?” Alistronia’s question was tinged with disbelief.

“Because Mother asked that I not tell you about this unless it was absolutely needed.” He looked at his sister apologetically. “I think in my entire life with our mother until she passed, she may have flown one time. She was never comfortable with the Deep Magic and would have preferred that it slid into obscurity. But it is needed now, and you are the one person who can do what Fiona does.”

“Well, big brother, this is hardly the time or place for a to kick the bird out of the nest.” Alistronia glared at her brother, and then looked at Fiona. “Can you help me with this?”

Fiona nodded and gestured to the Kestrel. “Let’s get outside, and find a place where we can see just what it takes for you to shift and fly. I’m with you all the way on this.” The two women exited the command tent and went out into an open area behind the Inn.

“Fiona?” The dark-haired woman looked at Alistronia. “I don’t know about this, I mean, how do I even begin?”

“Alistronia,” Fiona answered. “I have already learned that you are a woman of faith, and I hope you’ve learned that about me as well. First, we will pray. Then you have one advantage that I never did when I learned how to shape-shift.”

“What would that be?” Alistronia asked.

“You have a friend to help you.” Fiona took Alistronia’s hand, and the two of them bowed their heads in prayer. When they were done, Fiona took off her wrist weapons and her sword and set them aside, and advised Alistronia to do the same thing with her sword and knives. “The most important thing to remember, Ali, is not to overthink this. Back where I came from, man had learned how to fly using machines, some like Doctor Wicker’s airship and others with wings and engines, called aeroplanes. I had a chance to fly in one once with one of my mentors when I was an assassin, and it just seemed awfully complicated compared to what I do.” She stopped and smiled, “What we do, girlfriend. The important thing is to remember that you don’t want to be wearing or carrying anything metal because it would make flying much more difficult and dangerous. One other thing is that we are very vulnerable when we’re in the air. The enemy will send ravens, primarily, but also bats and vultures after us. And we always need to be watching for a drake, a dragon.”

“I thought you said this wasn’t that complicated,” Alistronia responded.

“Flying isn’t complicated, Sweetheart,” Fiona smiled sweetly. “It’s the staying alive while we’re up there that creates issues. One other thing, the White Rage that you saw us do with the rock trolls?” Alistronia nodded recalling the incident which happened right before they actually met. “I can do that while I’m flying. When I do, I need you to stay behind me.” She paused and looked at Ali. “Are you sure you can’t mind-speak?”

“I don’t know. I never have before,” Ali paused as if remembering something. “When you were mind-speaking with Lona, up on the parapet, I didn’t hear all of it, but I did pick up words that I wasn’t thinking.”

“Tell me if you hear what I’m saying in my mind,” Fiona told her. Ali’s face lit up. “I did hear that, but I don’t know what it was. Were you speaking in another language?”

Fiona nodded. “The first time that I showed Kailee that I could shape-shift, she didn’t know what I was going to do. Her two guardian eagles almost ate me for breakfast. They mind-speak Elven fluently, the common language not as well. But I was telling them that there would be a kestrel flying with me, and it was not a threat. That she is my new friend.”

Alistronia looked at her intently for a few seconds. “Fiona, can I ask you something?”

“Of course you can. I’ve already told you, in my family, we try to be as open as possible. What’s on your mind?” There was a warmth in Fiona’s smile that Alistronia admitted to herself she had never seen before in another person. She bit her lip and decided to come out with it.

“You really want to be my friend, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. I thought we had hit it off really well.” Concern etched her face. “Why, don’t you want to be friends?”

A tear formed in Alistronia’s eye. “Fiona, I don’t know how to be a friend. I’m even standoffish and aloof to my brother and his wife. You and Menta Kai are the first two friends I’ve had since I was a child. You and your sister are so nice to me, and I was such a hag to you.”

Fiona laughed heartily at that. Ali looked at her curiously. “I’m sorry, but we have a circle of girlfriends we call the HAGS; Menta Kai, her best friend Arianna, our nieces Talia and Tanya Joy, myself and of course, Lona.” She pointed to the Celtic scrollwork on her face.” Our older sisters, my Mum and the female Rangers are considered members too. This is our insignia if you will. All of us, including my mother, have this tattoo to identify us as the HAGS. It’s an abbreviation for Heroes are Actually Girl Soldiers. We got it together after a pretty rough battle in the world of Hevanok.” She was quiet for a second. “My adoptive brother from First Earth died to save our lives in that battle. His name was Ian. He was 100% Irish, and initially, I did this in honor of him. He was a rascal, a dedicated assassin, but he was an honorable man, and he died a hero.” The look of sadness passed quickly, and she brightened. “If you want, Kailee and I can give you this tattoo as well. It doesn’t hurt, and it doesn’t have to be permanent if you don’t want it to be. But first, let’s take you for a test flight! When the dark magic from Nandar Parbat was cleansed from me, Padraigh said that I would be able to take off from a standstill, and I have actually done that once or twice. But it requires very precise timing. Otherwise, you’ll fall flat on your face. I prefer to take a couple of running steps if I can and then leap skyward.”

“Do you say anything magical like abracadabra or something?” Ali asked.

Fiona shook her head and chuckled.” Nope. I think my system knows when I want to shift, and usually, I think the word ‘now’ as I do so, but that’s about it. Are you ready to try?”

Alistronia shook her head somewhat dubiously. “If we’re going to try it, we better do it now before I lose my nerve.” She smiled a rueful smile. “I never thought I’d tell anyone that I’d lose my nerve. Just promise me, uh, girlfriend, it’s okay for me to call you that, right?” Fiona nodded and smiled. “Just promise me, that if I do fall flat on my face, you’ll wait for me to get up.”

Fiona smiled. “If you do fall, I will wait for you, girlfriend.” The two of them took two steps together, leapt skyward and shifted into the White Owl and for the first time, the Kestrel.

That had been almost a year ago, and after playing an essential part in the victory against the invaders that had attacked the Golden Swan, Alistronia and Fiona had gone on to become best friends. She was still good friends with Menta Kai, their parents and the rest of the HAGS, but partially because of the shape-shifting, partially because of their shared faith in Lordabove, or the Heavenly Father as Fiona referred to him, and partially because of the commitment that Fiona had made to be Alistronia’s friend, the two of them were as close as Menta Kai and her BFF, Arianna Windmera had ever been.

Alistronia wasn’t the only one who had found best friends. Connor and Iolena had become very close to Richard and Kitlaen and spent a great deal of their time at the Castle in Drohana or at Iolena’s castle in the Great Forest Realm. Menta Kai usually accompanied them, but the affairs of the Great High Queen often required her presence at Aerielands Castle. After the attack on the Golden Swan, Gwynlyn had asked that Fiona and Kailee take a more active part in raising Lona, including keeping her safe at the Castle. In her frequent visits, at least a week each month if not more, Alistronia noticed that the little elf girl was becoming more and more bonded to Amil Fi, Mama Fiona. She also was surprised by the fact that she became very fond of the child as well. There was a second bed in Fiona’s room that she had put there for Lona, which Alistronia had taken to using so that the two of them could sit up and talk until all hours. More often than not, Lona would wander into the bedroom in the middle of the night and snuggle up to Fiona which would end their conversation for the evening.

Another friend that Alistronia made was the eagle Zed. He was the offspring of Zar and Zara, the eagle guardians of Menta Kai and by default, Connor and Iolena. When Fiona was tasked with raising Lona, Zara and Zar had given over the protection of Lona and Fiona to Zed. It was a good combination because the younger eagle truly enjoyed flying with the White Owl and the Kestrel, and the three of them would engage in competitive hunts, ostensibly to find food for Zed although both Fiona and Ali, the truth be told, often shared the catch with their eagle friend. The Kestrel being smaller and faster usually won the competition and wasn’t as picky as her owl friend on what she would eat if she caught it. The place where Fiona truly shined was in catching fish. There the competition was between her and Zed to see who could catch the biggest salmon or lake trout that the winner always shared with the other. At first, Alistronia expressed concern to Fiona about what they were doing and eating, but Fiona had assured her that when they were birds, they should act like they were birds, and when they were in elf/human form, they should act like that.

Not that Ali had much to compare with, other than the friendship she observed between Menta Kai and Arianna, but Fiona was indeed her Best Forever Friend. Alistronia tried to time her visits so that they were opposite the weekends that Fiona’s fiancé, Berian, came to be with Fiona, but even when he was there, Fiona insisted on Ali accompanying them, usually with Lona on her mother’s hip. It wasn’t that they agreed on everything, they didn’t, but Fiona was one of the two most forgiving people Alistronia had ever known, the other being Kitlaen. She didn’t seem to ever hold a grudge, with the exception of the Dark Druid, who had caused her to be separated from her family as a baby, and the Dark Lord, Declan Dhark, who had killed her brother. She also had a wildly sharp sense of humor and had brought out a previously unknown humorous streak in Alistronia herself.

For Alistronia however, the biggest thrill came when they had a chance to fly with Alatar, Eloair, Balzac and Andar, four of the Great Eagles from whom the Aerielands took its name. Ali, Fiona, and Zed would fly for hours with the Great Eagles when either Menta Kai or Gwynlyn and Cadel were at the Castle to tend to Lona. On a couple of occasions, they had even snuck Lona out with them, and let the little elf ride on Eloair’s back; a great adventure for Fiona’s daughter.

Fiona had also taught Alistronia to relax. As a Guardian herself, she understood the pressure of always being on watch and concerned for the safety of Richard and Kitlaen. But unlike Lona, Richard was an adult, a battle wizard, and was fully capable of protecting himself and his wife. That was part of the reason that he not only accepted Ali’s frequent and sometimes lengthy visits to Aerielands Castle but in some ways actually encouraged them. Ali felt that the couple was probably happy just knowing that nobody was going to barge into their bedroom unannounced, although she had made a mental note not to do that anymore.

The bun was gone. Fiona had waist length black hair like her mother that she wore in a single braid down her back and had convinced Alistronia to do the same thing with her long blond hair. It seemed to be pretty much the standard for Aerielands elves, as it was also the style that Menta Kai, Alenia, Gwynlyn and even Lona wore their hair. Lona enjoyed brushing out and braiding her mothers’ hair, and was actually very good at it. She had taken to calling Alistronia, “Tia Ali,” and could have her Tia’s hair brushed out and braided in only a matter of minutes.

One night, while they were lying in their beds talking, Fiona asked Alistronia flat out, “Ali, are you learning to have fun? I’m trying to do things that you’ll enjoy, that will be fun for you.” Alistronia was quiet for a minute, long enough for Fiona to become concerned until she answered, “I believe that I am, Fi. It is a new thing for me, and I appreciate all that you’re doing. You really don’t have to, because I come here to be with you.” She paused and smiled. “One thing I would ask, however, is the next time you set me up on a date, it’s with someone a little older than Penant Brice.”

“Penant is older than you are. He’s seventy-eight, you’re only seventy-six. Besides, like his brother, he’s what Arianna calls ‘easy on the eyes.'”

“Okay, yes, I’ll give you that. Both of the Brice brothers are very good-looking, but seventy-eight for an Aerielands elf is totally different than a seventy-six-year-old Eldarin woman.” She smiled. “And it’s not that I don’t like him, Fi, I do. But in more of a ‘little brother’ kind of way, and I kind of think he’s developed a crush on me.”

Fiona giggled from the other bed. “I can guarantee you that, girlfriend. Berian says you’re all he talks about when Berian’s at home. But okay, I’ve gotten to know some other guys here on the castle staff. Next time I’ll find someone older.”

“How about next time, I just hang with Lona or even Kailee. She doesn’t have a boyfriend, does she?”

“Nope. She did for a while, well, you’ve heard about Sergeant Darian. It never would’ve worked out, and right now she’s too busy with being the High Queen or on the quest for much of a social life. Even at 676, she’s still young for an Aerielands elf. Heck, I’m practically a child by Aerielands standards. Mama was 1500 when she married the first time. Her first husband died in the Great Goblin Wars. I pray Kailee will find someone, someday. I know what her ideal is, and I pray that she finds someone like Da, but there just aren’t a lot of men like that.”

“Fiona, if Menta Kai’s ideal is Connor, what about you? I mean, anyone can see that both of you are very close to your dad. How did you choose Berian? I’m sorry. I know I’m just being nosy, but I’ve never really had a romantic relationship. Even the idea of Penant having a crush on me is a new thing. Cute, but new.”

Fiona sat up in her bed and looked across at Alistronia. “You’ve never had a boyfriend, a suitor?” 

Ali shook her head.” When I was younger, my brother would bring friends he thought might attract my interest, but I usually ended up in a fight with them, so he just gave up. Maybe that’s part of why I am the way I am.”

“Well,” Fiona replied, “Berian and I almost happened by accident. (One day Fiona would find out that was not exactly the case.) Mum and Da had already taken me into the family, but it was before they found out that I was their daughter by birth. Kailee had decided that Lona would be the perfect flower girl for Talia’s wedding and brought all the HAGS to the Golden Swan so Tali could meet her. Berian came out from the barn to get our horses, and he just smiled at me as I dismounted and I almost swooned. For me, it was love at first sight, but he wasn’t far behind. We were already talking marriage by the time we left two days later.”

“That’s really sweet,” replied Alistronia. “Relationships are something else I don’t have much experience with. It’s another area where I need a best friend to help me.”

Fiona smiled warmly. “That would be why your best friend is me.”

Lona was on Eloair’s back, with Fiona and Alistronia flying on either side and Zed in the lead, when Lona mind-spoke to all of them, “Amil, Tia Ali, what is that down there?” She pointed to what appeared to be a ruined castle on the northern frontier of the Borderland Mountains where they were flying. Lona was learning Old Elven, but not well enough so far to mind-speak it, so Fiona translated to Eloair. The Great Eagle Queen responded, “That would be the Caer Aerie, from which the Aerielands received its name. It was the home of the first High Queens of our world. It is the great Caer that Aidan Windmera and the High Elves came from.” Fiona translated to her daughter and Alistronia.

“Can we go down and see, Amil?” Lona asked. Fiona put the question in Old Elven to Eloair, who replied, “It is abandoned, left to time and the elements. Let us send Zedekiah down to make sure that it is safe before we descend.” Zed banked and dropped toward the old castle. Shortly he mind-spoke back that the Caer appeared to be empty and safe, so the other three birds descended into the courtyard, with Fiona and Alistronia shifting back to elf and human form as they landed.

Ali looked at Fi. “Pardon my saying so, Cuz, but this place gives me the creeps.” They had started calling each other “Cuz” because the three birds of prey were “cousins in feathers.” Fiona nodded and took Lona by the hand. “Lona, I want you to hold onto my hand. I know you want to explore, Sweetheart, but nobody’s been here for a long time, and we don’t want you to get hurt.” Lona nodded in reply but remained silent. They walked around the courtyard, looking in the many doors that faced out. Almost all of the doors were either open, hanging by one hinge, or already on the ground, with the exception of one that was closed. Alistronia tried the doorknob and found it secure. “I wonder what’s...” She stopped and pointed to the ground, behind Lona’s back so that the little elf wouldn’t see it. Fiona saw what she was pointing at, fresh bootprints. She stooped and picked up her daughter. Lona started to protest, but Fiona told her they had to leave. She motioned for Ali to watch her back as she hustled to where Eloair and Zed were waiting.

With Lona safely on Eloair’s back, Ali and Fiona shifted into kestrel and owl form, and the four of them took off. Lona, who kept looking back at the keep suddenly shouted, “Amil, drop!” Instinctively, Fiona folded her wings and plunged about 6 feet before opening them again. As she did so, a black arrow whistled through the space she had just occupied.

“Do you want me to go check it out, Fi?” Alistronia asked, mind-speaking, a skill she was learning from Fiona.

“No, let’s just get Lona out of here,” Fiona replied. “We can come back with Alenia and the Rangers. I’m sure that they will come to check it out when I tell Leni what happened.”

Fiona had reported the incident to her oldest sister, and knowing the next time Cadel and Gwynlyn were going to be visiting Lona for a few days, they made plans to fly back to Caer Aerie with Alenia and Talindra during Alistronia’s next visit. It was on the morning that they had planned to investigate that Lona came running to Tia Ali and told her that Amil Fiona, the White Owl, had gone missing.
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White Owl: The Adventures of Fiona Clark

Chapter 1: Raising Lona
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The White Owl swooped low over the trees, all of her senses tuned to find the prey. She had an advantage over the kestrel and the eagle. Her hearing was more acute than theirs. She could hear the one they were looking for, but she needed to get lower in order to actually see it. She dropped sideways, folded her wings and dropped under the canopy of green, and opened them again. The white of her underside flashed silently against the leaves and pine needles of the forest. The eagle could not follow easily, he was too big, But the kestrel could. She was small, light and very fast. Her vision was as good as the owls, but her hearing was not. The owl could hear the thump of feet on the ground, the rapid beating of its heart. She zeroed in on her target, which she could see now. It’s back was toward her. She dove, shifting her position so that her talons were extended. There was a flash of brown in her peripheral vision, and the kestrel flared her wings, grabbed the prey, and took off skyward again, laughing as she climbed. The prey screeched once, then was silent. The owl pulled back her talons, banked and pursued the little brown bird that was now carrying a rabbit nearly as big as she was.

The eagle was waiting in the treetops. He knew better than to even try to out fly the White Owl and the Kestrel under the forest canopy. The eagle was content to wait because he knew what was to come. The kestrel banked over the eagle and flew in a circle around him with the rabbit tantalizingly close. His eyes followed the kestrel, who fluttered her wings and laid the rabbit on the branch next to the eagle, and then landed next to it. The eagle placed one talon on the rabbit and tore into it with his hooked beak. The owl landed on the limb on the other side of the eagle and watched him. He glanced her way, and she mind-spoke to him, “Share?”

“Of course, Mistress.” The eagle held out the still warm rabbit, and the White Owl tore off a piece, a little bit of blood splattering onto her snowy white breast.

“I am the Second Warrior Princess of the Great Forest Realm, I am the Guardian to the Great High Queen and I am the White Owl, the very symbol of the High Queen. I am not some sort of glorified babysitter!” Fiona Yaleria-Clark glared at her parents and her older sister, Menta Kai. “I love Lona as much as you do, Kailee, but it’s not fair to take me off the quest.”

“You are also the Guardian of the High Princess, not her babysitter, Melin er.” Fiona’s mother, Iolena Clark was always the calming influence in any debate. “Fiona, if you had been here that night, maybe things would have turned out differently.”

“But Mum, I wasn’t. I was where I was supposed to be, with you and Da in Eldaria. Can’t Kailee stay with her at least some of the time?” Fiona was the only naturally born child of the marriage of Iolena and Connor Clark. Technically, she hadn’t even been born yet. Through a series of events that would take place one hundred fifty years in the future when Fiona would be born, she had been raised in the past, in Kildare, Ireland at a convent with Mother Bridget from infancy until she had reached the Age of Accountability. Then she had spent a number of years as the adopted daughter of the McDonagh family in Belfast before finally coming back to her birth parents, initially as an assassin assigned to kill Connor Clark, her father, the Truthbearer, then as a friend and ally and finally as their returning daughter.

Great High Princess Lona Yaleria-Brice was Menta Kai and Fiona’s adopted daughter, part of a trio of mothers who cared for the young elf Princess. The third was Lona’s birthmother, Gwynlyn Brice. After the devastating attack on the Golden Swan Inn, which was owned by Gwynlyn and her husband Cadel Brice, with the intent of abducting the High Princess, Gwynlyn had asked Menta Kai, the Great High Queen of All the Elves in the Nine Worlds, and her sister, Fiona to raise and care for Lona in an environment where she would be safer from harm. It was that decision that led to the discussion that the two sisters and their parents were having.

“Fi, you know I will spend every possible moment I can with Lona and with you. I’m not throwing this on you, little sister. Gwynlyn has asked for you and me to raise this child, and you know that as part of the Trinity, I have to be with Adda and Amil on the quest.” The Elf Queen smiled. “Besides, it will keep you closer to Berian as you prepare for your wedding.” Fiona was engaged to Lona’s oldest brother, Berian Brice, an apprentice horsemaster in the stables of King Tlannatar of the Great Forest Realm. Although Fiona would have married Berian from the moment that he asked, the young man had insisted on completing his apprenticeship as a horsemaster under Menta Kai’s best friend, Arianna Windmera, before he and Fiona were actually married.

“Da, you’ve been quiet through all of this.” There was some suspicion among the other three of the Yaleria-Clark daughters that their father, Connor Clark, favored Fiona partly because she was their own child, and partially because she bore such a strong resemblance to his beloved Iolena. Fiona also leveraged the fact that she was the youngest daughter as much as she could; something that her parents were painfully aware of. Connor gestured for Fiona to sit next to him, and when she sat down, he looked deep into her dark green eyes.

“Fiona, child of my heart, there will always be a place for you on the quest.” He pointed to the padded shoulder on his jacket where Fiona could ride when she was in the form of the White Owl. Menta Kai and Iolena had similar padding on their tunics for the two Eagle Guardians, Zar, and Zara, who had pledged to protect the High Queen with their lives, and accompanied the Trinity, Connor, Iolena, and Menta Kai, wherever they went. “But I have to agree with your mother and your sister on this one. That’s not to say that I don’t want you with me, with us, my love. But this is the second time that dark powers have come after your daughter, and as valiant as her father was in protecting her, it was only her own magic that stopped them from kidnapping her. No one, perhaps not even Kailee herself, is better prepared to protect Lona then you are. This is not us kicking you off the quest, Sweetheart; this is us asking you to protect our future, your future. Gwynlyn was very specific. You are Lona’s mother every bit as much as she and Menta Kai are.” He caught a brief attempt at a smile on her face, and he smiled back at her warmly. “Nin Mel, you are the only one, the only one that we trust with Lona.”

“Da, yes, I do love Lona with all my heart, but I love you, and I love Mum, even more. You are my strength, Adda.” Because of her Irishness, Fiona rarely used the Elven affectionate term for father. One thing that her mother and sisters would never deny is Fiona’s closeness to her father, and her calling him “Adda” was an indication of how strongly she felt now. “I cannot stand to be separated from the three of you, but I will do as you ask. If I am the child of your hearts, Da and Mum, then Lona is the child of mine, even when Berian and I have children of our own.” She brightened. “You will mind-speak to me every day that you can, right?”

“Absolutely, dear, and more if you need to.” Her Da looked at her, and she knew the reason that she felt so strongly about him. Growing up in a convent, she had spent the first hundred years of her life without a father. Even though she had first come to Gewellyn to kill him, this man whom she adored had accepted her, forgiven her and fathered her and her sisters like no father she had ever known before, except the one in Heaven. She adored her mother, Iolena, every bit as much, but both Fiona and Menta Kai were strongly bonded to their father. She reached over and hugged Connor, and then turned and hugged Iolena. The door to the bedroom opened, and the subject of the conversation walked sleepily into the room. Lona looked at the four adults, made her decision, and crawled up onto Fiona’s lap.

That entire exchange had taken place almost a year before, after Menta Kai, her parents and Fiona had raced back to the Aerielands when Lona came under attack at her parent’s inn, the Golden Swan. Fiona had reluctantly taken up residence in Aerielands Castle with Lona and her great-grandmother, Lady Celantine. The High Queen of the Aerielands was fading slowly, and it was noticeable even to a child like Lona. Technically, Fiona’s mother, Lady Iolena was now the High Queen, but because of the quest to take the Truth to the Nine Worlds, Lady Celantine was holding on with some assistance from Fiona herself, and her oldest sister, Alenia.

Just as Menta Kai had a close, long-term friendship with Arianna Windmera, Fiona had discovered a similar friendship with Alistronia Skystormer, the Kestrel or Guardian of her brother, Lord Richard Skystormer, Ruler of Drohana in the world of Eldaria. Alistronia, or Ali, had originally believed that her title of Kestrel was largely ceremonial until her brother revealed to her that like Fiona, she was a shapeshifter who could take the form of the bird of prey that her position was named for. Fiona had helped her new friend discover her capabilities in kestrel form, and the two of them enjoyed long flights together with Ali in Kestrel form and Fiona as the White Owl. Ali had changed from a dour, unsmiling, authoritarian guardian to a much happier, much more open woman and friend through her friendship with Fiona. She had even discovered a sense of humor that she shared with Fi. After all, you had to be a particular type of person/shapeshifter to understand jokes about the delectability of field mice versus dinner in the castle. Ali had come to visit a number of times since Fiona had taken over guardianship of her daughter, Lona.

Lona was maturing faster than most elves of her age. Always somewhat precocious, the highly intelligent elf child was constantly developing and experimenting with her new talents and abilities. Fiona, and Ali when she was there, initially had to be very careful about shape-shifting and flying when Lona was awake or not otherwise engaged, until they came up with a compromise. Fiona, Lady Celantine and Tarbitha, the household manager at Aerielands Castle, often had their hands full trying to keep up with the magically gifted child. The most significant respite would come when Gwynlyn and Cadel would come to visit, which took place every couple of weeks for four or five days at a time. Fiona welcomed these breaks because if Ali was there the two of them could spar, explore or just go away from the castle and fly. It also gave her a chance to work on her upcoming wedding to their son, Berian, whose apprenticeship would be ending in a matter of months, clearing the way for the two of them to get married. She smiled in satisfaction at the thought, not just because she truly loved her fiancé and was eagerly anticipating the marriage, but also because the wedding would bring home her parents, and she truly ached to see her father, mother, and sister, Menta Kai.

Being in the Aerielands did have the advantage of allowing Berian to come and visit, also on a regular basis. The two of them had hit it off from the very start, and in Fiona’s case, it had been love at first sight. Arianna, who was now Berian’s mentor, had called the broad-shouldered, blonde elf as “easy on the eyes,” which was high praise coming from Arianna, who was married to an elf herself. Arianna’s husband, Sean Windmera, was the chief healer of Gewellyn, and was officially Fiona’s newlywed niece and friend, Talia’s boss, although he freely acknowledged that of the five healers in the Gewellyn City healing clinic, Talia was the most advanced and most highly gifted. When it came to patient care, he usually let her make her own decisions, give her own treatments, and direct the actions and activities of her now husband, Taeral, a fellow healer.

If Arianna’s friendship with Menta Kai was based on their similar backgrounds and capabilities as warriors, so was Fiona’s with Alistronia. But Fiona had also discovered a new friend for those times when Ali wasn’t visiting. Zar and Zara, the two bald eagles that were Menta Kai’s guardians, had introduced her to their offspring, Zed, which was short for Zedekiah. His parents had specifically tasked Zed with oversight of Lona, Fiona, and the Aerielands Castle. He also served as the point of contact with Alatar and the Great Eagles who lived in the high reaches of the Borderland Mountains. One of the things that Fiona was most secretive about and as of that time, had not told Gwynlyn, Menta Kai, her parents or Lady Celantine, was that she would frequently ask Zed to bring a Great Eagle so that Lona could fly with her and Ali. Usually, it was Eloair, the mate of the Eagle King Alatar, who had also taken Lona on her first flight with Menta Kai when the family still lived in the Juncture of the Nine Worlds. Fiona had warned her daughter that if anybody found out about it other than the eagles, Alistronia, Fiona and Lona themselves, they probably would not be allowed to do it anymore, so Lona was able to control her enthusiasm, at least a bit. Berian was the only one outside of their little circle who knew that his baby sister was riding the skies with the woman he would marry.

Fiona was sitting at her desk in the sitting room of the suite that she shared with Lona. Initially, they had stayed in Menta Kai’s gorgeous suite of rooms, designed to house the Great High Queen in the highest level of luxury and comfort. However, in exploring the castle, Fiona had discovered
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