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Shining brightly out of the window the sun hits my back but all I care about is the steaming cup of goodness before my eyes. In all my years of life I have never wanted a cup of tea more than I do now. "Finally, some ginger tea," I sigh happily.  I've been craving this all day after my husband Jacob left me to do all the meetings by myself. He said it was payback for me weaseling out of the first trade discussions yesterday. After all these decades of being married to that man. He still had that annoying smirk I saw at seventeen years of age.

I reminded him I was watching the grandchildren when he just laughed in my face. "My poor wife got stuck with the children. While the rest of us have to be in council meetings for a week. I think we had it worse listening to trade discussions than you playing with our sweet grandson.." And then he walked off with our son and daughter to have a day of fun without me.

"Traitors! I grumble in my tea at the memory. Sitting in my chair I glance out of the window at the capital of Perta Helena. People are wandering around the street and looking quaint in their lives. Guards are posted at every entry point but no real trouble ever happens here.

It still amazes me that forty years ago this kingdom was in turmoil. Yesterday was the anniversary of Weston's destruction and The War of the Seven-kingdoms.

I still remember the sadness of that time in my life.  I try to not dwell on that moment in time because many good things happened after Weston’s demise. Nonetheless telling the grandchildren my story was hard but needed to be done. They had to know how lucky they have been because of the sacrifices of people who died. And speaking of the grandchildren, two are coming my way.

Roland, my grandson and Rachel's granddaughter Annie come stumbling up with big, excited grins.

"Grandma, we just had our nap." Roland jumping on my lap spilling my tea on my green dress. Pouting, I really wanted that drink.

"Now you can finish telling us your story, Aunt Andy." Annie insists, tugging my arm impatiently. “ You promised us, remember.”

Groaning, I want to deny the little girl's claim but I can’t lie to the child. She is Rachel’s grandchild and I respect my dearly departed friend too much to mislead her descendent.

Getting up I move to go to the children's playroom. “Come on, you two before I change my mind.”Hooting both children walks beside me going into their playroom.

Inside the playroom I see three other little nobles waiting for me near my reading chair. Micah, Mary and Marie all have delight grins on their faces. It’s a setup I realize but continue to walk in as Annie skips by me. Roland soon joins her and I let the best friends join the others. Sitting down I get comfortable before looking at the children. "Where did we end the story last time?" 

"It stops when my grandma Rachel escaped Weston" Annie answers smiling at me. I accept that answer reflecting on my story as the memories flood back in my mind.That day at the Princess Festival where my village was raided by our enemies.  Weston was gone by the end of that day and I was forced to flee my home. The fear for my friends left behind and the betrayal of my mother and sister participating in the mayhem feels fresh to me. 

"Okay, my story will start from there." I respond to the children who are ready to hear the story of my life and that of their grandmothers.
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Two days have passed since we made our escape from Weston. Luckily the Bulkans and Delianians forces that raided my once home haven’t noticed our absence yet. We were truly fortunate to be on the outskirts of Weston when the attack occurred. That was our saving grace and why I’m sitting on a log at a makeshift camp my group discovered. It really can't even be called a camp since we only have a few supplies that we manage to find. Our shelter is constructed of tree limbs tied together from strips of my festival dress that I willingly sacrificed.

The hoots of owls and other creatures can’t distract me from the images that keep going through my head. Flames and death are still vivid in my brain as I relived my vision of Weston being destroyed.  Being a seer at this moment is agonizing as the screams of dancers and festival goers are taken by surprise is always present in my mind. And to make matters worse my mother and sister helped the enemy destroy our home.

Ella and Mel were nasty but to turn traitors wasn't something I could ever predict. The Princess Festival was a massive event for Weston and the witches in the area. A chance for a prince to choose a woman to make his wife was any girl's dream but mine. I wasn't looking forward to the festival until the day I met King Jacob of Polla. He arrived in our village two months early wanting to discuss something about the crops with my father. 

On that day Jacob proposed marriage and my family's hatred of me began. I should have known something like this was going to happen.  Ella wasn't what you call motherly towards me and she basically disowned me on the spot after that day. And once she found out my friends Sarah and Laura got picked by the other royals Ella went feral.  Attacking Laura with her weather magic almost killed the girl, if my friend Rachel didn't step in. I should have recognized the signs from earlier when my mother was being led away by guards. I felt something in my gut, but I ignored it foolishly. 

Sitting down by the fire I built earlier was the only thing keeping me sane. The heat from the flames is refreshing especially with the chill of the night air. My green festival dress is dirty and the elegance of the outfit lost its appeal long ago.

My red curls are coming back with a frenzy after a small dip in a stream, but I don't care about that. All I want to do is to go back to Weston to search for my friends Rachel and Laura. The two and the other royals in our group were captured with the rest of the survivors of Weston.. However, going back would be impossible and dangerous. It was a miracle my group escaped the Bulkans and Delianians invasion of Weston. The choice of leaving was hard, especially knowing two of the hostages are my friends. I wasn't the only one feeling grief over our decision to depart though. Sarah, one of my best friends, sits next to me with tears on her puffy face.

She hasn't stopped crying since we arrived, and her fiancé Prince Mark of Gallopia was at his wits end. And I can't blame them because of our situation. The Princess Festival was supposed to be an event for them to find wives from witches attending. It was easy for them since no woman can refuse an offer of marriage under the rules of the festival. Mark had fallen in love with Sarah and I too found my own royal. King Jacob of Polla had a handsome and rigid look about him that made me take notice of the king instantly. And until this day I think the man is insane to marry a seer with no great power. Rachel and Laura, they were the great ones in my opinion. A deep pain lances through my heart thinking about them but I keep my emotions in for Sarah. Looking at the forest waiting for the men to return from gathering food. I wish I went with them instead of staying with Sarah in her depressive state. I am not a comforter like Rachel so staying with her wasn't a good idea. All I can do is sit silently, making it uncomfortable holding back my own despair.

Running footsteps is a blessing as Jordan, a seven-year-old boy with too much energy, comes stumbling out of the woods. Behind him James the boy's fourteen-year-old cousin has his shirt filled with berries he is dropping everywhere. Looking at the two cousins their appearance is still eerie how they look so much alike. Both have deep chocolate brown skin and light amber eyes. And that wasn't all their facial structure are the same and you can tell when Jordan is older. He will reach his cousin's height of six feet easily. Shaking my head, I have to focus on not looking at the two boys that reminded me of Rachel Jordan's older sister.

The little boy has the biggest smile on his face. It almost hurt we had to lie to him about his sister's whereabouts.

"Look Andy at how many berries I found." Jordan  shouts proudly, shoving the berries in front of me.

I manage to smile half heartedly at the child. “ That’s great, Jordan we are going to have a good dinner tonight thanks to you.”

Thankfully James is there seeing my awkwardness stepping in. "Come on Jordan let Andy rest for a little bit" as the older boy leads Jordan away. Sighing in relief it’s getting too hard to put on a happy face even for a child.

Just then the other men arrive with whatever food they are able to find in the forest. All look tired and worn out gathering around the fire for warmth. My fiance Jacob has a stony expression laying the roots and fish to be prepared for dinner. The day was miserable and now we are facing unanswered questions.

"We need to keep moving even when it's dark" Mark finally says, breaking the silence. Grunts and mumbles of protests follow but David, a skinny fourteen-year-old boy stands up. Cocking his head David holds up his hand for everyone to quiet down. Raising eyebrows, the boy isn't as rumbustious as his companions but serious. Whatever he wanted to say was important.

"Do you hear that?" And like that faint sounds of hooves can be heard and getting louder. Fear comes over me of the thought of the invaders coming after us. The Bulkans and Delianians must have realized our absence in the chaos after all.

"Hurry, put the fire out and hide” Mark orders quickly.  Jacob immediately puts out the fire with the rest of us fleeing to the woods to hide. Scared, I go to the closest hiding place burrowing into a bush of berries ignoring the thorns.

Jordan and James are right beside me both having mirrored images of fear showing on their nearly identical faces. Panicking, I watch the campsite we were previously occupied being swarmed by four riders in the moonlight. Not seeing their faces, I am glad they aren't more. Four we can overpower if we had no other choices.

One rider cocks their head with the others pointing at the fire. "They're still here I can sense his magic"  the rider says in a recognizable voice. Hearing that voice tears rush to my eyes and happiness when I hear another voice.

"Jordan, are you here?"  Rachel yells dismounting from her horse and her tall frame is too familiar to be mistaken.

"Sissy"  Jordan cries racing out of the bush to give his sister a hug. Seeing the siblings reunite makes everyone come out of their hiding places. The other three riders join the siblings, and the glow of Malcolm's red hair is hard to miss. The Mallorian prince is a seven-foot-tall giant with massive muscles. I grin happily to see him and the next man even more. A scar running from his forehead and bruising under his eyes but King Louis of Perta is alive and safe.

"Thank the gods you are alright" Rachel says to her brother with tears in her eyes. When they finally separated, she took us all in. Not hesitating I scoop Rachel up in a hug burying my face into her chest. 

Seeing her face is so unbelievable especially knowing what happened in Weston.

"Rachel, Laura you’re both safe." I respond scanning Laura as the Native's five-foot frame is swallowed up by Sarah's embrace. Weeping Sarah is practically lifting the blind girl off the ground. Laura didn't seem to care as tears filled her sightless gray eyes.

"I know we are one of the lucky ones," Rachel remarks sadly. Hearing that I know she’s thinking about the lives lost in Weston that day.

"We're just happy to see you well." James Rachel’s cousin announce hugging her. Giving the cousin’s time to have their moment I look around to see the men are getting their own welcomes out of the way.

"Louis, Malcolm we are glad to see you both in good health" Prince Mark greets the two men. Soon their entire group consumes the four with everyone being glad at their return.

"Yes, we owe everything to the men that fought so bravely and lost their lives.We wouldn’t be here if they didn't make that sacrifice for us." Louis gestures to the dead to rest in peace. The other royals did the same and I realize their own personal guards must have died in the battle.

"How did you escape Laura" Sarah asks, finally letting go of the smaller girl. At that question my curiosity piqued. In my vision it showed both girls heavily guarded. How could they get away?

"We have Melissa to thank for our grand get away. "Laura answers, stunning everyone when they hear my sister's full name.. Looking confused, everyone looks at her shellshock and then at me.

"How, that's impossible she betrayed Weston with my mother. I saw it with my sight. That's how we knew of the invasion and escape when we had the chance.." 

"Yes, she is a traitor, and your vision was right about that Andy." Laura, confirming my magic told the truth. " Truthfully Melissa didn't mean to free us. She wanted to kill a certain person and was reckless, allowing us to get away in the chaos."

"So, your sister is still a bitch."  Prince Travis replies, Jacob's younger brother earning glares from nearly everyone at the comment.. "What you all were thinking about it." He huffs out not feeling sorry at his statement which I honestly think is correct.

"What happened?" Jacob is staring at Rachel for the answers. Looking at me she has an uncertainty about her. Snorting at what can be worse than knowing my own family are traitors. I motion for her to continue on with her story.

"Melissa started an earthquake when she discovered Ella's dead body. Rachel's words make my stomach drop instantly. All I can do is stay frozen and listen as Travis asks how Ella passed away.

Rachel takes her time and retold how Ella was killed by an arrow to the neck by Cullen Taran, the Delianians general in charge. The news did nothing to me knowing Ella died so brutally. It’s more in shock that the woman is actually gone.

"Why would they kill her? She was their ally" David mumbles out in shock. 

"Ella found out that Alek deceived her about the agreement they had."  Laura replies, taking over the story for Rachel. "Ella was promised a life of luxury and attacked Alek in rage after the truth of him misleading her was revealed. Cullen delivered the killing shot to stop her rampage and that is how she died." She stops for a minute giving me time to adjust. I nod, wanting the tale to continue even if it’s hard to hear at times. "Then Melissa found Ella and learned about the lies. She tried to kill Alek with the earthquake out of revenge. In the mayhem we freed ourselves and got all the survivors to safety." 

Ending her tale Laura let everyone absorb what they heard. It was Prince Mark, the usually calm and polite one in the group who breaks the silence.

"Those women got what they deserved in the end" his voice was unremorseful. He spit at the ground cursing the day that my sister and mother were born. Some of the other men follow his example but my friends and Jacob are almost unresponsive.

"Yes, but Andy said there were more traitors like the Walkers." David maintains looking like a scholar taking in everything.

"She is correct that the Walker family helped those scoundrels destroy Weston. Sadly, I didn't find them with the other villagers, so they must have gotten away in the earthquake." Louis answers in a bitter voice and I feel his pain. Justice is the only thing left for Weston and all the traitors should be punished including my sister Mel.

"Let’s go find some more food for you and we will think of a plan." Jacob patting Louis's shoulder as the men go back in the woods leaving us girls and Jordan. Taking a seat next to my friends I start to rebuild the fire.

Ella and her death is on my mind thinking, I should feel something that my mother is gone. Yet I can’t muster any sadness because I don’t remember anything nice about her. She was truly an awful person who let innocent people die for her own ambitions. All those lives lost for a one woman’s selfish goal is sickening to me.

"I can't believe she is dead."  I announce out loud knowing my friends wouldn't judge me for my mother's crimes. Although I’m worried that the others will treat me differently, especially Louis. Seeing your people die must have been difficult. And having someone closely related to the people responsible doesn't help matters.

"I know Ella was horrible, but I would never think she would be killed so brutally." Sarah says gathering around the fire as the other two girls move in to stay warm.

"Why did she do it?" I demand looking at Rachel and Laura for answers." Why did she betray our home like that?”

Focusing on the fire Laura's eyes never blink "She had nothing to lose any more Andy. Ella was being put on trial for her life for attacking me and likely would have been found guilty."  My friend waits giving me time to understand everything before she continues. "Melissa was her golden child and your sister wasn't earning the royals favor. For Ella joining up with the Bulkans was her last hope for her dreams to come true. She believed Alek was going to make Melissa a noble and gave the information to the enemy.Yet she failed to realize that Bulka has no royals or nobles. And no man would take Melissa for his wife after hearing of the crimes she committed."

It’s infuriating to hear that my mother and sister gave up everything for a title. Rage and hate fills me as I continue to listen as Sarah asks questions.

"What do you mean that a man wouldn't take her for his wife?"

"The Bulkans believe that country is the most important thing. For someone to betray that principle it's unforgivable in their eyes."  Laura explains her words are captivating. "Alek knew the entire time Melissa would never rule a castle and even if a warlord was foolish enough to marry her. The servants wouldn't listen to her and probably kill her in her sleep."

"They pride loyalty above all else. That means Ella's request was doom from the start." Sarah says in shock at the news and Laura nods.

"Good they got what they deserved at the end.” I state, feeling angry tears on my face.  My mother died being deceived the same way the poor villagers felt when she backstab them to the enemy. It is a fitting end to the miserable life she created for herself.

"Andy, don't say that. She was your mother, have some remorse." Sarah scolds me for Ella of all people.

“Remorse isn't the emotion I can produce for Ella at this moment. I can just feel anger and that's all I will give that woman who allowed innocent people to die.”  Luckily, my mood clearly communicates how I feel and Sarah changes the topic.

"Laura, can you sense that Melissa is alive." And like that all feelings of Ella are erased. Now Mel is the only thing I can think about right now. That’s right my sister might be still alive and truthfully I don’t know how to process that.

"She's alive and heading our way." Laura looks at the direction they just come from. Just when I want to ask something about Mel, the others return. After that my friends and I shared looks ending the conversation not wanting to cause unneeded pain. Eating is awkward for me because I can see Louis make glances my way. It’s like he was wondering if I knew of my mother's plan for Weston.

"We need to rest; I want us up by sunrise. " Louis orders leaving no room for argument.

"Okay, who will take the first watch?" Rachel asks, setting up leaves on the ground as a bed for Jordan and herself. Earlier the men decided someone would always be awake to stay alert if the invaders ever got near.

"I'll take the first watch. '' I volunteer quickly with the others agreeing. Setting up their makeshift beds of leaves and branches they all fell asleep instantly. Walking up to the hill that overlooks the valley. This viewpoint shows the best advantage point to watch for the enemy. Getting comfortable I prepare for a long first watch.

"Please let me take your watch" a male voice utters as I turn to see Jacob. My king's attire is so dirty and torn that it didn't seem like the same outfit from days ago. "You should not have volunteered, after hearing of your mother's death."

I’m about to remark that I’m fine but stop. Seeing the concern on his face is sweet but the last thing I want to do is to dream. Dreaming for seers is more vivid because our magic can activate in our sleep. Right now the last thing I desire to see anymore is death..

"Don't worry besides I will not be able to sleep today. Taking the first watch makes sense."  Jacob looks like he wants to argue but I add. "Jacob, you are marrying me. I think it would be wise to pick your battles with me because this one.  You aren't going to win."

"Fine but I am doing the watch with you." Jacob forcefully which I accept only when Travis comes crashing into him making the king fall. "Travis what the hell." he swears, picking himself up glaring at his brother's goofy smile.

"I wanted to spend more time with my new sister and then I saw the sweetest thing."  

Travis making a kissy face. "My brother seems to really care for you Andy especially if he is losing his beauty sleep." Travis had to duck and run as Jacob had thrown his shoe at him. Laughing at the brother's antics is refreshing and heartwarming. It’s exactly what I need to get me through this night. Ella is gone that seems to be stuck in my mind like it’s untrue.  Nevertheless, it was accurate that my mother is dead, and I cannot cry over it. Did that make me heartless or realistic? She made it her mission to make my life miserable when she was alive. Crying is the last thing I will do for a woman that never loved me and with that thought I begin my watch staying alert for the enemy..
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After the first watch was finished, I only had a few hours of sleep before waking. It was half caused by us putting Rachel and Malcolm of Malloria together on the second watch. Originally it was only going to be Rachel, but Malcolm decided to join her.  Those two loudly argued and ranted the entire watch waking everyone up except Jordan.

After that Mark volunteered to take over but King Louis decided we should depart for Evergreen. Little before sunrise we set out at a grueling pace. Louis becomes determined to cross the Gallows Valley in five days. Those days were rough with the terrain morphing from smooth farmland to the rocky terrain of the mountains. No one at first wanted to complain about the pace. It was obvious Louis was troubled with the enemy invading his land. And I couldn't speak up because my family was somewhat responsible.

On the sixth day after ten hours of riding without rest did someone argue for a break. And the person requesting it was Laura and thank god her fiancé Louis granted it. Going to an encampment of trees in the area the tired group slid off their saddles with groans. Rubbing my aching legs, I scan our new surroundings and I am happy that we stopped here.

The mountain valley is an ideal camping spot with food and water from the streams. The men forge for our supper as us girls rested. Rachel and Laura are leaning against rocks sleeping since they had the last watch the night before. Sarah and I are gathering wood with David to start a fire for supper.

I’m picking branches up when Sarah suddenly slumps over. Fortunately, David is nearby and catches her before she hits the ground.

"Laura help" I yell at the top of my lungs. Laura and Rachel come running up to us. Both look worried as Laura orders us to put Sarah on the ground. I stare as Laura begins to examine Sarah hoping nothing is seriously wrong with my friend. Illness is something we cannot afford at this time. There were no healers besides Laura who needed to reserve her strength for riding. The route into Evergreen is an isolated territory with only a few villages in between. Louis has chosen the route to help cut down traveling time to get to Evergreen. This path goes through the woodlands and drylands, some of the toughest terrain in the country.

"David go find Mark and bring him back" Rachel commands as David runs into the woods. Laura lowers her now glowing hands inches away from Sarah's body. Our friend is sweating and pale to the point of sickness, making me worry that an illness struck her.

Laura examines Sarah's body starting with her head then to her stomach. Placing the hand on the stomach she puts more magic on that spot. Smiling, the smaller girl removes her hands just as Mark and the others return.

"What is wrong with her?" Mark demands scooping Sarah in his arms?

"Nothing is seriously wrong with them. They both just require a little rest." Laura answers as Mark looks confused.

"Both" he questions in surprise..

"Yes, both Sarah and the baby." Laura declares, grinning leaving us all stunned.

"Are you positive?" Mark asks in shock with Rachel and me? I can't believe that our Sarah is pregnant before marriage. It isn't unheard of but not common practice in Weston. And for innocent Sarah to be seeking passion outside of marriage was a little jaw dropping.

Shaking her head Laura speaks. "When a witch is pregnant with another magic user. The baby’s magic is concentrated in the womb."

"Magic, my child has powers" Mark seems joyed at hearing this especially if Laura is correct. For some reason the royal magic users are not as frequent as the commoners.

"Yes, your child has magic and will be a strong witch or wizard" Laura affirms the statement.

"My child has magic" Mark hollers in excitement waking up Sarah... 

"What happened?" She moans trying to get up, but Laura holds her down. 

"Easy, you should take it slowly". Nodding Sarah eased herself up and let David give her some water.

"Sarah, we're having a baby. "Mark reveals, hugging her tightly.

Choking Sarah looks  just as shocked as we were at the news. "No, it can't be.”  She denies pushing out of Mark's hands grabbing her hair in frustration. Nearly weeping it takes Laura grabbing her hands to get hrt attention.

"Sarah, it is true you are pregnant. Now calm down, it's not just about you anymore.” Laura snapping Sarah out of her meltdown.

"I wasn't supposed to get pregnant like this."  She mutters drying her tears and Mark tries to comfort her.

"Sarah, this is wonderful news. I always wanted a child."

"Mark, our child will be born out of wedlock. What will your parents think of me?" Sarah shouts distancing herself from him a little bit?

"Sarah, I don't mind we conceived the child early. And besides, we can get married before you have the baby." He proposes trying to touch Sarah, but she moves away again. "Sarah, if this is about my parents, they will be overjoyed to have a grandchild".

"I need to take a walk to calm down." She sighs ignoring his words, running away into the woods.

"Sarah please slowdown" Mark trailing behind her. 

Watching them walk away I only hear Rachel whistling. "I guess pregnancy really does change your mood because that wasn't our normal sweet Sarah."

"I think there is something more to it besides the pregnancy. " I guess knowing Sarah's reaction to the pregnancy was off. Sarah always talked about being a mother and she should be jumping in joy. 

"You might be right.”  Laura says sitting down at the fire.

"Whatever the problem is, we need to find a solution so we can help her pick out cute baby’s names." I reply smiling thinking about the baby hoping it will look like Sarah. It would be great to have a mini version of her with Mark's eyes and pale skin.

"I agree but I can't wrap my head around the fact that she is with child.” Rachel responds sitting down next to me as we join Laura by the fire.

"Yeah, I know I always thought it would be you first." I joke ducking as Rachel throws her slippers at my head. "Nice aim" dodging another attack by my friends. When she had nothing else to throw Rachel relents picking up her shoes.

Scoffing my taller friend puts on her shoes.  "I think I would rather focus on Sarah being pregnant than myself."

Snickering at that Laura gives her a knowing stare. "Rachel, you should probably reconsider that statement very soon." Her words make our normal dark skin blush and I sit there wondering what I missed.

"Hurry up, we're taking too long resting." Louis yells out of nowhere  his blue eyes on us and with sigh I force myself back on my feet. We quickly saddled our mounts just in time for Sarah and Mark to come back still upset. Grabbing the saddle and heaving herself up Sarah seems stoic not uttering a word to anyone.

I want to speak to her, but Louis already gives the command to ride out. We rode through the day and night for three days only taking short breaks as we reached the Talia Mountain Valley. The valley is the halfway point to Evergreen, and everyone groans at seeing it. After a little argument with the other royals Louis allowed us to stop for the night. Sitting together by the fire in the freezing night air my friends and I attempted to stay warm.

We try to get comfortable but Louis bickering with Jacob about stopping at the valley is never-ending. Jacob, who I knew sympathized with the other king, protested that our pace was killing the horses.  Louis fought with him to where both men got into a scuffle this morning.

Laura glances their way before standing up staring into the forest. "I'm going into the forest for a walk. I cannot take all this strife anymore." Sighing she looks more stressed than the rest of us and having her fiancé act like a jackass did not aid things.

"I will go with you; my legs are stiff from riding."  Rachel offers and with that both girls disappear in the forest. Staring at the forest I wonder if maybe I should have gone with them when sniffling next to me caught my notice.

Sarah is weeping heavily with her whole body trembling."Sarah what is wrong".

"It's everything, nothing is going right with my life." I am instantly by her side rubbing her shoulders trying to soothe her.

“ Everything is wrong Andy, everything.”

Frowning at that remark I speak again. "Sarah, if this is about Weston, we all feel upset". Shaking her head "This has nothing to do with
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