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To the three best nieces I could ask for

Ellyse, Emma, and Emilia

To three of the toughest fighters I know

Eisley, Colette, and Gretchen
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Chapter 1
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~22 Years Ago~

The small town of Ariai was the jewel of Ghaver-dol. Hidden within the Eséden Woods, its timber framing and moss-covered roofs had remained unchanged for hundreds of years.  A cobblestone courtyard ringed a weathered stone fountain at the center of the town square, anchoring the handful of essential storefronts that sustained the isolated community. 

Every evening, the local tavern bustled with life. Farmers and merchants gathered beneath the smoke-stained rafters to exchange stories of the vast world lying beyond Ariai’s borders. Darker rumors and tense whispers filtered through the streets with every passing traveler. War was spreading rapidly to the east, while chaos and treason reigned supreme in the distant capital. 

Reports of the king’s assassination had sent the Royal Vanguard racing across the kingdom in search of those responsible. Yet, despite months of ruthless searching, all the crown forces had recovered from the perpetrators was a single, cryptic token: a brass coin with the word “Worthless” crudely scratched across its face. 

Inside the warmth of Ariai’s tavern, the bitter turmoil of the human kingdom seemed to fade into nothingness. 

Here, the world was quiet. 

Here, peace still lingered.

But beyond the borders of the settlement, hidden from ordinary eyes, a solitary manor stood atop the hill. Layers of ancient magic concealed it from the world below while it kept silent watch over the valley. 

That hidden sanctuary was the home of Maidalyn and Dremer, loyal allies to the Aléshen crown and protective guardians to two young girls who carried the weight of being Velendia’s last hope.

“What about that one?” an excited Kiona asked, bouncing up and down on her heels. Barely tall enough to peek over the heavy oak worktable, she stared wide-eyed at a glass container filled with a brilliant, swirling blue liquid. 

Dremer chuckled softly, watching her pure fascination with the arcane arts. “That one isn’t quite ready yet.” Perched securely on his workbench, he reached out and lifted the luminous blue vial to the lantern light. “I hope it will eventually allow people to breathe underwater.”

“Like a fish?” the girl offered, pressing her nose against the glass.

He laughed again, the sound rich and warm. “Yes, little one, exactly like a fish.” He carefully replaced the bottle on the table before turning his full attention to her. Scooping her up in his arms, he settled her comfortably onto his lap and returned to his delicate measurements. 

Kiona scanned the array of exotic ingredients and crystalline vessels cluttering the workspace. Magic had always ignited her curiosity, but she knew better than to touch a single object without Dremer’s explicit approval.  The last time she had given into temptation, a misplaced powder had left her with a thick, artificial mustache and incredibly bushy eyebrows. While it wasn’t the most dangerous magical mishap that could occur, it had provided a thoroughly valuable lesson to a child barely six years old.

“How do you know what to mix?” she whispered, watching his steady hands.

“Remember I told you, Kiona. Potions are the lifeblood of practical magic. They are the great equalizer. Even the weakest arcane mage can become a powerful force for change with the correct reagents at their disposal.” 

“What is that?” she asked, pointing a tiny finger toward a slimy, translucent pile of sludge on a polished silver plate.

“Dragon snot,” he replied, a massive grin splitting his face.

“Ewww! Gross! How can something that nasty be useful?”

“Magic lives within every living creature. It permeates every fiber of their being, from the tips of their talons to the crown of their heads and everything in-between.” 

“Even the snot?” She looked up at him, her eyes round with a mixture of awe and horror. He nodded solemnly. “Bleh.” She wrinkled her small nose in profound disgust.

“I’ll tell you a secret...” He leaned down close to her ear, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “never trust a potion that tastes like sweet cherries.” 

Her eyes opened wide in horror. Dremer sat back and laughed heartily. Picking up a slender glass tube containing a shimmering gold liquid, he carefully measured out a few precise drops. They shimmered as they fell into the stone mortar in front of him. 

“What’s that?” Kiona watched with wonder as the gold dissolved and mixed with the other ingredients.

“Liquid unicorn horn,” Dremer explained. “It enhances vitality and helps sickly, fragile things grow strong.” He set the golden essence aside and reached for a flask filled with a crimson liquid.

“Oooh... and that?” she tapped her fingers on the table in anticipation. 

“Dragon blood.” He poured a tiny splash into the mix. “It grants protection, helping the body fight off anything that seeks to destroy it from within.”

A dense crimson cloud erupted over the rim of the bowl as the contrasting elements fused together. “Add them together correctly,” Dremer continued through the vapor of color, “and you create a tonic that helps living things flourish.”

“Would it make me grow taller?” she asked with a mischievous grin.

He laughed, giving her hair a playful tug. “Ah, now when we deal mortal bodies, the rules change entirely.” He shifted her gently from his lap to his knee. “When it comes to people, even the most carefully crafted potion may not work.” She studied his face, her expression growing more quizzical. He reached across the table and grasped a crystal bottle filled with a perfectly clear liquid. “This is Aleria’s tears.”

“Ooh, I know that one.” She stuck her tongue out as she racked her brain. “That’s... that’s the rare one that will heal injuries!”

“Clever girl.” He gave her a squeeze and she giggled. “Aleria’s tears are indeed a powerful cure-all. Any open flesh wound will knit itself back together. But the wound also requires the energy of a person to fully heal.”

“Huh? How?”

“If I were hurt, badly hurt and you used this on me, my wounds and skin would heal but my spirit might be too exhausted to survive the shock of healing. Magic always has a price, and sometimes the price is too heavy for a weak body to pay.”

“Oh.” Her excited face fell, her shoulders slumping. “So, even if we have the best magic, not everyone can be saved?”

He nodded slowly, his expression turning serious. “When it comes to physical healing, magic should be our last resort.” He wrapped his arms around her in a protective hug. 

“Is magic bad?” she whispered, leaning back against his chest while staring toward the heavy wooden door of the workshop. Dremer fell silent for a moment, lost in his own thoughts. His dark eyes locked on the glowing remnants on the table before him. 

“No. Magic is not good or bad. What matters is the heart of the user. If magic is respected, then peace can thrive in the land. But bad things happen when magic is exploited.”  

“Ex... Exploit-it-ation,” she struggled to repeat.

“Dremer, you aren’t scaring the poor thing, are you?” a woman’s voice asked behind them. They turned to see Maidalyn standing gracefully in the doorway leading from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. 

“Not at all,” he insisted, “I’m merely answering her questions. Besides, this little girl has a knack for potion making.” He gave Kiona a squeeze before she jumped down from his lap. Grabbing a small clay bowl filled with a smooth peach liquid inside, she bounded up to Maidalyn.

“Look what I made!” she said excitedly. 

“Knowing who her mother is, I’m not the least bit surprised,” Maidalyn laughed, kneeling beside her to gently take the bowl from Kiona’s small hands. “How did you make it?”

“I took dragon breath, lightroot, rosewood dust, and ginger, and made this!”

“What does it do?” 

“It lets you see in the dark!” Kiona giggled and grinned. “I made it myself!” she announced proudly.

“That is clever, and so are you.” She handed the bowl back to Kiona. 

Kiona held the dish and studied its contents. “When is mommy coming back?” The sudden pivot in conversation caught Maidalyn and Dremer off guard. Maidalyn smoothed over the moment quickly.

“Any day now, sweetheart,” she reassured the young girl, but cast a doubtful furtive glance at Dremer. A heavy silence filled the room before Maidalyn deliberately broke the tension. “You’ll have to watch out for her Dremer, she might become more proficient in potion making than you.”

“I’m too old to keep up with these brilliant girls,” he laughed, stretching his aching back. “Speaking of, I seem to be missing a daughter, not to mention Shae.”

“They are outside on the hill looking up at the stars,” Maidalyn replied getting back to her feet.

“Can I go too?” Kiona asked, hastily setting her peach potion down on the nearest corner of the table and turning back to look up at Maidalyn. 

“For a minute, it’s nearly bedtime.”

“Yay!” Kiona smiled wide before spinning around and racing out through the back door to join her sisters in the cool night air.

“I’ll call you for bathtime!” Maidalyn called after her.

“Alright!” came the fading reply.

Dremer watched his wife curiously as he organized the workstation, returning potion ingredients to their proper place on the shelves along the far wall. “What’s on your mind?”

She sighed and walked to the bench, her shoulders dropping. “I just received a letter from Elendereth,” she sat down as she pulled a crumpled letter from her apron pocket.

“What does he say?”

“He wants Kiona moved to Ang’dor,” her voice was distant, hollowed out by a sense of dread.

“That’s in the frigid north beyond Alésia,” Dremer protested, pausing his work. “Why there, of all places?”

“He said it’s time to begin her training.”

“The last thing she needs is to train for battle. She’s only a child,” Dremer countered in measured defiance.

“I know.” Maidalyn twisted the fabric of her apron between her hands, searching for the right words. “But how can we fight this? We knew this would not be her permanent home, and Elendereth is the leader of the resistance. He was given charge over her training and care.” 

Dremer crossed the room and knelt in front of his wife. Her amethyst eyes shimmered with unshed tears, proof of the fear she felt for Kiona’s safety. He took her hand in his, rubbing his thumb across her knuckles.  

“I don’t like this Dremer, she should be allowed to grow up like any other innocent little girl. Not thrown into the heat of battle and the harsh preparations for an impending war.”

“Elissa won’t stand for this,” he offered. “She will fight him on this.”

“I don’t think she will have much choice.” She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose. Dremer shifted up onto the bench beside her, gently tucking a stray lock of sandy red hair behind her ear.

“Elissa will never let anything happen to her girls if she can help it.”

Maidalyn sighed and held up the letter. “Elendereth has already sent a convoy to take her to the fortress. If Elissa hasn’t returned by then...”

A sudden commotion outside put Dremer and Maidalyn on high alert. Dremer jumped up and ran out of the house with Maidalyn following close on his heels.

They skidded to a halt at the edge of the road greeted by a scene of pure, joyful chaos. Kiona and Shae had tackled a cloaked stranger to the dirt, their voices ringing out in a chorus of giggles and squeals of delight.

A few moments later, the traveler was able to sit up in the grass. Long blonde hair tumbled past her shoulders, and vivid green eyes sparkled in the dim light from the house at the reception she received. 

“How was your journey?” Kiona asked, pinning her down.

“Infinitely better now that the road is behind me,” the woman replied, showering both Kiona and Shae with hugs and kisses. “I’ve missed my girls,” she pulled them into another fierce squeeze.

“Elissa!” Maidalyn stepped forward and offered her a hand to pull her up before wrapping her in a tight embrace. “How is Ro’in? Is Sarie settling in?”

“Yes,” Elissa said, bending down to pick up her travel pack. “Master Staibhan and the other druids will look out for her.” She paused, turning her gaze northward into the sprawling night sky. “She’s safest hidden in those ancient halls, and that’s what truly matters.” Though she spoke with resolve, a distinct note of raw sorrow laced her words—a vulnerability that both Maidalyn and Dremer picked up on.

But they said nothing.

This was the first time she had been forced to part with one of her children. She let out a heavy sigh, attempting to shake off the weight before she turned back to her friends with a tight smile. 

“You’ve had a long trip, let’s get you inside.” Dremer took her pack from her and opened the door for them to enter.

“Mom! Mom! Mom!” Shae bounced around them like a spark of lightning. “I have something to show you!” She gripped Elissa’s hand and pulled her toward the door.

“Yes, yes, Shae, I’m coming,” Elissa laughed as her youngest daughter dragged her into the house.

“Come along, Aithne!” Maidalyn called into the yard. A bright, bubbly redhead dashed into the house. Dremer caught Maidalyn’s eye, sharing a silent look of relief as she ushered Kiona back into the safety of the house. 
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ELISSA’S SUDDEN RETURN combined with hot baths had given the children a renewed burst of chaotic energy. It took several hours, stretching well past midnight before three exhausted adults finally managed to settle the energetic girls into their beds. Once Elissa had changed out of her dusty travel gear into comfortable dark trousers and a simple linen tunic, she crept through the quiet room, kissing each girl goodnight.

When she stepped up to Kiona’s bedside, she found her awake and waiting. Sitting up in bed, hugging her knees tightly to her chest. 

Elissa sat next to her and wrapped her arm around her daughter. 

“How have you been?” she asked.

“I’ve missed you so much,” Kiona mumbled as she played with the wide leather band on her mother’s wrist. 

“I know sweetie. I came back as soon as I could.” 

“Is Sarie alright? Is she learning magic from the druids?”

Elissa smiled, her expression softening. “Yes, she is learning magic.”

“Will I learn magic one day too?”

“I hope so.” Elissa shifted on the bed and Kiona snuggled against her. “Kiona, you are a special little girl. One day you will be stronger than all of us.”

“I don’t want to be better than anyone. I just don’t want to be scared anymore.” She played with the ties in the blanket. Elissa covered her daughter’s hands with her own.

“The nightmares have returned, haven’t they?” Kiona merely nodded, her eyes welling up with tears. Elissa paused, gathering her thoughts in the quiet room. “It’s alright sweetie.” She pulled Kiona into a tight embrace, holding her close against her chest. Kiona gripped her mother’s tunic fiercely and began to shake with fright. Elissa tightened her grip as she fought back her own rising emotion. “I’m right here.” She kissed the top of her head. “You’re safe.”

“But what will happen when you have to leave us again?” Kiona looked up, her face pale with fear.

“Don’t worry about that now. Focus on the present, I’m here, and you’re safe.” Elissa rested her cheek against Kiona’s hair, “I’ll be here when you wake up tomorrow.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.” Elissa sat on the bed rocking her daughter back and forth in the darkened room. She began to hum a low, soothing lullaby, as Kiona calmed. The faint sounds of an occasional sniffle and the low vibrations of Elissa’s song were the only sounds to break the midnight silence.

“You can fight off the monsters you know,” Elissa finally said. “You can push back the darkness.”

“How?” came the timid, skeptical reply.

“You control the nightmare. When you realize that it is only a dream, you can break through the fear. You only need to turn on the light and the darkness will dissipate. Revealing what the monsters truly are.” She snapped her fingers, and a glowing orb of light appeared in front of them. Kiona’s eyes grew wide as she watched the light hover above her. 

Looking around the room she saw Aithne and Shae asleep in their beds. The suffocating shadows gave way to the steady light, and the phantom fear that had been emanating from the darkness instantly released its grip on her heart.

“Nothing can harm you while I am here,” Elissa reassured her, her voice ringing with firm certainty. “I promise.”

Elissa continued her soft lullaby and soon Kiona yawned. “I love you mommy.”

“I love you too. Now get some sleep.” She stood up carefully and eased Kiona down into her bed. “In the morning, I want to hear everything I missed while I was away.” Kiona held onto her hand until Elissa walked away. When she touched the cool metal of the door handle, she turned back into the room. With a wave of her hand, she directed the glowing orb to float into the far corner of the room, to serve as a night light for her girls.

“Watch over them and give them nothing but good dreams,” she prayed before she left the room and closed the door gently behind her.
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PLODDING HEAVILY DOWN the steps, Elissa found Dremer and Maidalyn waiting for her in the kitchen. “This is never a good sign,” she said as she rubbed the back of her neck. Sitting down across from them, she could see the worry on their faces. “I know you have news, what is it?”

“Elendereth wants Kiona to join him in Ang’dor.”

Elissa’s jaw tightened, “He can’t be serious.”

“He sent this.” Maidalyn slid the worn letter across the table. Elissa snatched it up and opened it. 

Quickly scanning the letter, Elissa’s heart sank. “Can’t they be little girls for a few more years?” 

“She is a child, we can’t let Elendereth do this,” Maidalyn added.

Elissa tossed the letter on the table and slumped in her chair. Letting out a heavy sigh, she pinched the bridge of her nose in thought. “He will pressure me into doing the right thing as he always does.” She pushed her chair back from the table and stood up. Walking over to the window, she stared into the night. “He made me stay safe while those around me were killed. He made me marry Guerin only to lose him to the Alkarii. How can I keep my girls safe and perform my duty as the princess of Alésia at the same time?”

Silence descended as nobody knew what to say. Minutes slipped by as Elissa stared into the night. Wrestling with her decision, she weighed the duty that held her bound to what she felt in her heart.

“I have to go with her,” she broke the silence. “I promised to keep her safe. The only way I can protect her is to make sure she is not pushed too far. Elendereth means well, but he looks at what is best for Alésia. I doubt he would put Kiona’s needs first.”

“The convoy will arrive in a few days; we will make sure you are ready for the trip,” Dremer offered. “That is something we could help with.” Elissa didn’t respond immediately. She held onto the silver ring she wore on a chain around her neck like she always did when she was lost in thought.

“She is my daughter,” she whispered to herself. “She doesn’t have anyone else. Her road will be long and lonely as there will be nobody like her to lead her.”

“Surely, she won’t be alone? She has her sisters, and she will have us,” Maidalyn said.

Elissa stared into the night at the well-worn road in front of the house as it sloped away from the house and led to Ariai at the bottom of the hill. Thoughts tumbled through her mind as she thought of what to tell her two closest friends.

Pulling the silver ring away from her, she stared at the markings on the wide band. The runes inscribed on it described the original owner’s ancestry. She stared at it with a somber smile. It was a reminder of a love she had once shared, in a world that grew darker with each passing day.

“Dremer... Maidalyn...” She paused. “I have a feeling that when I leave here, I won’t be coming back.”

“What nonsense are you talking about? You’ll come back.” Maidalyn stood and joined her by the window. 

“It’s just a feeling.” Elissa folded her arms and turned back into the room. “I need to ask you something.”

“Anything,” Dremer replied.

“If my feeling is right, I need someone to watch over my girls. Sarie is safe in Ro’in, but Shae and especially Kiona will need to be kept safe.”

“Shae is welcome to stay with us.” Dremer didn’t hesitate.

“I can go with you to Ang’dor to help,” Maidalyn suggested.

Elissa stared into the night. “I worry about Kiona the most.” She closed her eyes and took a bracing breath. “There is something I need you to know about her. Something that must be kept a secret.” She opened her eyes to look at them. “If something happens to me, I need you to explain this to Kiona when the time is right. She won’t understand, but she needs to know that everything I have done... is to bring peace to Velendia and hopefully break the curse of the Alkarii forever.” 
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Chapter 2
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~Present Day~

The wind blew cold the night Kye carried Kiona away from the ravine in the Iron Woods. The battle with Thexis left Kiona drained, and she fell asleep in Kye’s arms shortly after leaving the ravine. Kye held her close, unwilling to loosen his grip after nearly losing her to the witch of the night.

“Mother?” She woke when they were close to camp. 

“Hmm?” She listened to Kye’s voice resonate deep in his chest. She glanced at him, tucking her long dark hair behind her ear.

“Nothing... just a dream,” she replied.

“What was it about?” he asked, ducking under a low-hanging branch.

“My mother,” she replied. “I don’t dream about her often, but she was telling someone something important.” She struggled to remember the finer details of her dream as it quickly vanished from her mind. “I remember I was six. Right before I was taken to Ang’dor. Roughly a year or two before the fortress fell.” A shiver ran up her spine and she felt Kye’s arms tighten around her.

“You’re safe now,” he assured her.

“Thanks to you.” She smiled and leaned against him, and played with the pendant around her neck, wishing and hoping she could remember the last few moments of her dream. What was it her mother was saying? It was something about Kiona. Something important.

The harder she chased the memory, the faster it slipped away. It was something she could never remember. 

“Best prepare yourself,” Kye said, breaking her concentration. “Camp is ahead.”

Kiona let out a quiet groan and rested her head against his shoulder, “that means I have to face your sister.”

“I’m afraid so,” Kye laughed. “Not to mention everyone else.”

“In my sorry state? I would rather face Thexis again.”

“I wouldn’t.” Kye stopped walking, concern etched on his face. “I nearly lost you out there.”

“No,” Kiona interrupted. “You found me. You saved me.”

“I never want to see you like this again. I would rather give my life for you than have to see you battered and injured like this.” 

“I don’t think that would do either of us any good.”

“Let’s make a deal,” Kye offered. “Neither of us is allowed to get injured anymore.” His green eyes found hers, and she saw how deeply her injuries had shaken him. 

“I’d love it if I didn’t get injured anymore, but I get the feeling the Alkarii, and whatever else is hunting me, do not share the same goal.” 

“Not just enemies at the moment,” he whispered, as he began walking again. 

“It’s not too late to take me back to Thexis.”

“She’s dead, remember?” he said, as they approached the camp’s perimeter. They could see Vreis and Rhys approaching them.

Kiona sighed. “Shades, just shoot me now.”

“You’ll be among friends.”

“That isn’t reassuring,” she muttered as Kye stepped back into camp.
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THEY ENTERED THE PERIMETER of the firelight as Vreis and Rhys met them. Kye set Kiona down as shock rippled through camp. Cuts marked her exposed arms, and blood covered her clothes—hers and the dark blood of Thexis. 

“What in Avenaar happened?” Mairín asked when she saw her.

“Had a bit of a scuffle,” Kiona said, taking a step on her injured ankle. She stumbled and Vreis caught her. 

“You’re in no fit state to walk anywhere it seems,” he replied, helping her to the nearby log. She sat on the ground with some effort as Rhys pulled his bag over.

“What were you thinking running off like that?” Mairín fumed.

Kiona sat back and sighed as Rhys pulled out his potions. He dabbed at the cuts on her arms, and she winced.

“Serves you right.” Rhys muttered. Kiona shifted away from him as the stinging grew worse. “Hold Still!” He pulled her back so he could tend to her injuries.

Vreis stepped up behind the log and planted his hands on her shoulders so she couldn’t move.

“You too, Vreis?” she protested.

“If you would hold still, I wouldn’t have to do this.”

“Everyone is against me.”

“Maybe if you wouldn’t do such brainless things like running away in the middle of the night!” Mairín continued to seethe. “Maybe we would ease up. Honestly, what were you thinking?”

Kiona sat quietly, staring at her boots while Rhys patched her up. “What good does it do if everyone gets killed?” she asked quietly. “What good will it do if I fall to darkness?” Mairín stopped pacing and everyone listened to Kiona. “Like it or not, I’m dangerous. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” She lifted her gaze, her eyes coming to rest on the bandage over Kye’s eye. “I know you all see it.”

Her companions exchanged furtive looks but no one rushed to contradict her.

“Look up,” Rhys said, and she complied. He pressed a cloth to her throat as it still bled a little. “Hold that there.” She pressed the cloth to her neck and stared up at the sky above her. Rhys moved to the other side and began cleaning the cuts on her other arm.

“You don’t have to protect us, you know.” Aidan broke the silence. “We know the risks.”

“But you don’t know,” Kiona protested. “I turned Alkarii in that dungeon. I am a danger to everyone.” Thren shifted uncomfortably near the edge of the firelight. “Don’t you remember?” she asked.

“You were never Alkarii,” Ryn said. “We saw you fight the sorceress.”

“And nearly die in the process,” Vreis added.

“But...” Kiona protested. “I saw my reflection in the throne. I was Alkarii,” she insisted.

“We saw the whole thing,” Vreis replied. “You never changed into an Alkarii.”

“Instead, she nearly dies out here in these blasted woods!” Mairín found her chance to jump in and chide Kiona once more. “You could have been killed!” Kiona cast a sideways glance to Kye and he rolled his eyes with a smile, as his sister continued her tirade in the camp. “What if the Alkarii had been beyond the next rise? What the devil happened anyway?”

“It’s no use thinking of what could have happened,” Kye cut in. “It’s over, she is safe.”

“Don’t you start!” Mairín rounded on him. “You are just as bad! You run off without a word, Kiona is gone and where were you?”

“Somebody better tell us what happened!” Thren shouted over the noise. “You’re more concerned with what could have been than what actually occurred!”

Mairín looked back at him.

“I ran away,” Kiona began. “The events in the Iron Woods prove that I am a danger to everyone. I have untapped magic that I cannot control.” She fell silent as Rhys continued to work. 

“Why do you think we are going to Ro’in?” Vreis asked. Kiona looked back at him. “None of us doubts what you have inside you. You only need to learn to release it.”

“But until then, what will happen? Will I be at the mercy of emotional outbursts? Will my magic only manifest during life and death situations? I can’t control who is hurt, why can’t you see what a danger I am?”

“There is more to this story than what happened in the stronghold, isn’t there?” Ryn asked. Kiona sighed and looked to the ground beside her. Scratching her forehead as she thought how best to proceed.

“I–” her voice faltered. “You know I have nightmares,” she began. 

“What does...” Thren began before Ryn elbowed him to be quiet.

“My nightmares aren’t always dreams,” she said. “Sometimes they show me things. The past, the present, or pieces of an untold future,” her fingers twitched and she held her hands still in her lap. “Dremer called it the Grim Sight.” 

“I’ve heard of that,” Thren began. “Ancient Seers had that power. It is a power that turned most of them mad.”

“How is that different from foresight?” Ryn asked.

“Foresight deals mainly with the future,” Mairín explained. “But even when those dreams and visions occur, they do not affect the physical realm.”

“You are telling me that her dreams have physical ramifications?” he asked in disbelief.

Kiona shook her head and scoffed. “I know it’s hard to believe. But last night I was back in the throne room of the Iron Woods. Vi’rina lay at my feet as I held my sword up to her throat. I struck her down and as a result...” she hesitated. “I became Alkarii. White hair, midnight blue skin, crimson eyes... all of it. But what chilled me to the core, was that I enjoyed the bloodlust. I killed the sorceress and wanted more. It wasn’t just the Alkarii Imperium I wanted. It was Alésia, it was the whole of Velendia and beyond.”

“It was just a dream,” Ryn replied.

“No!” Kiona fought back. “You don’t understand! Evil is drawn to me. Last night I fought Thexis.” she pointed behind her to the north. “In that ravine I...” She hesitated. “I fought her and killed her. The only reason I sit here now is because of my Alkarii half. The stronger half.” She sat back against the log in defeat. “What if... in the end, I can’t control it?”

No one could answer her question. It had always been a possibility, and now it was something nobody wanted to believe.

As she stared at her feet, she felt the true weight of the mantle she carried. The bridge between Aléshen and Alkarii was a road she would travel alone. Her strength came from her Alkarii side, and with Thexis’s death, she could feel her darker half prowling under the surface, waiting to be freed once more.

Kiona yelped in shock when the sting of a damp cloth on her arm dragged her back to the moment. 

“Dammit Rhys! That’s Aleria’s tears!” She dug her feet into the dirt and growled against the potion’s effects.

Rhys laughed. “Sorry, I should have warned you.” The potion burned worse than when she received the cuts and scrapes. Squeezing her eyes shut, she had no choice but to wait out the pain. Within minutes, every scrape and outward injury was healed. She looked down at her arm and saw her smooth and unmarked skin.

“What magic is this?” Ryn asked, stepping closer and Kiona noticed Kye tensing, subtly placing his hand on the pommel of his sword.

“Aleria’s tears will heal any injury,” Rhys explained. “Well mostly.” Ryn picked up the bottle and examined it. “The healers in Ro’in discovered this years ago,” Rhys continued. “It’s a mixture of Time Magic and various enchanted ingredients. As long as a person’s vital energy is intact, any wound can be healed. Just don’t tell Shae I have it,” he laughed.

“You stole that from Shae!” Kiona exclaimed as he moved to her other side and rubbed the Aleria’s tears down her other arm. “Shades! Rhys!” She growled as she dug her hand in the dirt beside her while the potion took effect.

“We won’t breathe a word of you stealing from Shae,” Vreis jumped in. “If she discovers it missing, you’re on your own.” He smiled.

“It wouldn’t matter, she finds lots of reasons to yell at me. I’m sorry she is so disorganized she can’t find her way out of a box,” Rhys grumbled as he worked.

“Who’s Shae?” Ryn asked.

“Kiona’s sister,” Mairín replied. “A healer by trade, but if you think Kiona has a bad temper,” Mairín whistled and averted her gaze.

“She can’t be that bad,” Ryn said with a nervous laugh as he looked around. Nobody responded. He cleared his throat and picked up the bottle of Aleria’s Tears. “This potion can heal any injury but not bruises?” he asked when he saw a large bruise on Kiona’s arm.

“The potion works on open wounds,” Rhys explained. “But even if your muscles get patched back together, you still feel it until the natural time of healing is over. Your body still has to heal from the trauma.”

“What good is it then?” Ryn asked.

Rhys let out a chuckle before looking back at him, “Would you rather die or deal with the pain of healing?”

“You’re talking about cheating death?” Ryn cocked an eyebrow skeptically.

“In a way.” Kiona let out a deep breath and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Every potion, every magic spell has a price that must be paid. Although you may live, you could live with the pain for the rest of your life. Cheating death may not be better in the end.”

“I would hate to have a large injury and have this applied to it,” Vreis said, as he released Kiona and leaned on the log beside her. “If I die, let me go down fighting.”

“You’re too stubborn to die,” Aidan said with a laugh. 

“Nobody is going to die,” Mairín added, punching Aidan in the shoulder. “I swear, what is it with soldiers and death?” she muttered as she walked away.

Silence descended over the group as Rhys finished up. As he packed away his supplies, Kiona sat with her hands in her lap, staring at her boots.

“What do we do?” she asked quietly. Vreis studied her but chose to remain silent and wait. “I’m dangerous Vreis.”

“No more than me or Kye,” he replied. “After training you for twenty years, I would hope you would be more than dangerous.”

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it,” she looked at him. 

“Kiona, you aren’t like the sorceress,” Rhys added as he dabbed at the cut above her eye. Her vision blanked out for a moment as the potion worked its magic. “Damn, see? Even Aleria’s tears aren’t perfect, that will leave a scar.” He gently rubbed her eyebrow with his thumb. “The sorceress is evil; you would never commit the same atrocities.”

“We don’t know that.” She glanced over to where Kye had been standing. He was gone, back to protecting her from the shadows. Her heart ached over the events he had seen. She could only guess the turmoil that ran through his mind.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” Rhys asked.

“Huh?” She came back to the moment. “Um,” she thought for a moment. “My ankle, I must’ve twisted it.” Rhys scooted down and grabbed her boot gently. He felt along her ankle and shook his head.

“I can feel the swelling. When you decide to hurt yourself, you really try hard.”

“I like to excel where I can.” She chuckled before wincing as he examined her leg. “What’s the plan Vreis?” she asked with a wavering voice.

He let out a deep breath and scratched his neck before answering. “Ro’in is our goal, but your little stunt has hampered that. You can’t travel as fast as we need to.” His words made her feel guilty. A moment's rash action put her sister in danger.

“Can she travel?” Vreis asked Rhys.

“I don’t know. It depends on what she did to her foot.” Rhys removed her boot with some difficulty. Her ankle had swollen to twice its normal size. Rhys grabbed a nearby pack and propped up Kiona’s foot. The simple movement of her leg made Kiona’s ankle throb painfully and she bit her lip in response.

“Is it broken?” Ryn asked.

“I’m not sure.” Rhys examined her foot. “It’s hard to tell with all the swelling.” He sat up. “We need to bring the swelling down.” 

“Here.” Mairín walked to them pouring water onto a cloth. She knelt beside Rhys and summoned her magic. The wet cloth froze over to form a small ice pack. 

Placing it on her foot, Kiona grimaced but said nothing.

“Even with ice, it will take several hours for the swelling to reduce enough for me to help.”

“Sarie doesn’t have that time,” Kiona protested. “Rhys, can you do something for me?” He glanced up at her.

“Anything you need,” he replied.

“With this new development, we are still days from Ro’in. I need you to travel on before us and get to the citadel. See what you can do to help.” 

“There is a haven in the Iron Wood, if I can find it, that can cut my travel time, and I can resupply.”

“Are you sure about this?” Vreis asked. “Rhys is the most skilled healer we have. What if we run into something more deadly?”

“More deadly than Thexis?” Kiona asked. “Not likely.”

“Kiona, if you want me to go, I can leave tonight.” Rhys sat back on his heels and waited.

“Sarie needs you more.” She took a deep breath and leaned against the log.

“Let me at least wrap your foot, and then I’ll go.” Minutes passed as he wrapped and braced her foot. He replaced the small ice pack over her ankle before he stood up.

Turning to Vreis and Ryn, he gave strict instructions that Kiona was not allowed to stand or walk without help. The ice would need to be replaced until the swelling went down and she had to keep it elevated.

Kiona growled her disapproval but said nothing. He was leaving to help Sarie, so she could follow the rules he set down.

“Mairín,” Kiona called to her. She joined them a moment later. “I want you to go with Rhys.”

Aidan’s head snapped toward them, “Why?” he asked. 

“Aidan, it’s alright,” Mairín tried to reassure him.

“No, I want to know why,” he insisted.

“Mairín is the faster rider, and I don’t want anyone to travel alone,” Kiona explained. 

“I don’t know what I can do. I’m a scout, not a healer,” Mairín insisted.

“Escort Rhys to Ro’in, then find Dremer and the others. Out there, are three of the most talented healers I know. If anyone can find and protect them, I know you can,” Kiona replied.

“But what about Vreis, or Kye, they are better than me,” Mairín offered.

“Don’t be modest. You’ve saved me more times than I’d like to admit,” Kiona laughed. “I don’t want Rhys journeying alone.”

“Kiona, at least let me go with her,” Aidan jumped in.

“No,” Mairín protested. “You need to stay.”

“Mairín please. I only just found you again.”

“You won’t lose me,” she promised.

“Anything could happen, we don’t know what lies between us and Ro’in. We have to watch out for each other,” Aidan replied.

“But...” Mairín glanced back at Kiona.

“If you want to convince Vreis or Kye to go, then you argue with them,” she laughed. “Shae and the others need us.” 

Mairín sought support from Vreis, but he shook his head and his eyes told her it was futile to try, and Mairín knew Kye wouldn’t leave Kiona behind. 

Ultimately, she shrugged in defeat.

“Aidan,” Kiona interjected. “You can go. Just try to stay focused.” He met her gaze, gratitude softening his expression. “Besides, I think having four bodyguards might be considered overkill.”

“From what I’ve seen, Princess,” Thren spoke, reminding everyone that he was still present, “You need all the bodyguards you can get.”

A moment of silence passed before everyone burst into laughter.

“I can’t argue with that.” She shrugged and the others left to pack up their supplies and prepare for the journey ahead.
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Aidan stood with Mairín just out of earshot from the others. They would be leaving in a few minutes, and he needed to speak with her. He placed his hands gently on her arms and met her gaze.

“What is it?” she asked quietly.

“I have needed to ask you something for a long time.”

“If it’s that important, I’m surprised you’ve been able to keep it to yourself.” She laughed, but her laughter quieted when she saw his face.

“I want you to have this.” He held out his hand. Nestled in the palm of his hand lay his heart pendant. “I should have given this to you a long time ago.”

“Aidan...” She began. “You know that I am willing to join my life to yours.”

“I wanted to make it official. There is something to be said for the traditions of our people.” He smiled at her. 

She pulled the chain from around her neck that held her own heart pendant. Placing it gently next to his, they watched as the two jewels glowed and pulsed in perfect rhythm. She smiled at him. “I don’t know if it was the dimples in your smile, or your warm brown eyes, but you have always held my heart. It makes sense that you should finally carry it with you.” 

He lifted his pendant as she pulled her hair to the side so he could fasten it around her neck.

“I love you.” He leaned in and kissed her. Mairín pulled him closer. “Be my wife? Please...” Aidan asked breathlessly, pressing his forehead against hers.

“Aidan,” she smiled at him. “How many times do you have to ask in five minutes?” She took her own pendant and fastened it around his neck. “I love you too,” she whispered as the approaching sunrise caught their attention. He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close as the sun crested the horizon. 

“We should go before we do something we both regret.” Mairín broke the silence.

“Like what?” he asked.

“I’ve learned that perfect moments don’t last long with you.” 

“What does that mean?”

“Let’s go!” Rhys called to them.

“Life likes to tear us apart.” Mairín said a moment later. She turned to Aidan, and he appeared flustered. 

“Let’s go.” Aidan took her hand in his and they returned to camp and joined Rhys. 
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“WHY’D YOU LET AIDAN go?” Kye asked as he sat beside Kiona. She jumped in response.

“I thought you went back to the Shadow Guard,” she hissed.

“Maybe I wanted to make sure you were being good,” he whispered to her, and she smiled.

“The last time you surprised me, you weren’t you. How do I know it’s really you?” She looked at him seriously.

He thought for a moment. “Ask me anything,” he offered.

It was her turn to think. “What’s my biggest flaw?”

“Cheater,” he laughed. “No matter what I say, you’ll get mad at me.”

“Then what is your biggest fear?” she asked.

He looked at her before placing his arm around her. “Losing you,” he whispered. She leaned against him and watched Aidan and Mairín.

“I couldn’t be the one to separate them.” She finally broke the silence. “They only just found each other again.” She sighed and rested her head against his shoulder. “Like we did.”

“Quit losing me and it won’t be an issue.” Kye laughed and she jabbed him in the ribs. “Ow, hey.” She smiled and settled back against him.

Minutes slipped by and she looked up into the brightening sky. A thousand thoughts and wishes passed through her mind as the stars slowly faded, but none of them lingered.

“What are you thinking about?” Kye asked.

“It’s... nothing,” she replied, and he pulled her closer, causing her to smile before shaking her head. “You don’t believe me do you.”

“In a word... no.”

“I was thinking about that dream... the one about my mother. I can’t help but wonder what they would think of me if they saw me,” she hesitated. “Would they be proud of me? Would they welcome me with open arms if they ever saw me?”

“I’m starting to think Shae is right. You need something more positive to focus on.” Kye admitted with a sideways smirk.

“My mother was taken from us before I turned eight, and I never knew my father. I can’t help but wonder how my life would have been different.”

“Elissa gave herself up so you could escape.”

“That doesn’t make things better. Ang’dor fell, and all I remember of that night is chaos. Being whisked away by Maidalyn before I knew what was happening.” Kiona’s brow furrowed as she tried to recall the memory.

“We can’t worry about that now. Right now, you need to rest, and then we need to get to Ro’in.”

They looked over when Rhys and the others waved to them as they set off in the early morning hours. Kiona hoped they would find Shae and the others and get to Sarie before it was too late.

She took a deep breath. “As much as I don’t like it. Sarie’s fate is out of my hands.” Kiona pulled out the chain with the silver ring on it. The only known item that belonged to her father, and her mother’s last gift to her. 

“She is as strong as you, have faith she will make it.” Kye tried reassuring her.

“Faith?” Kiona let out a dry laugh. Kye knew her views on the old ways and the old beliefs, but she didn’t correct him. Instead her mind grasped onto the immense burden she carried. She bit her lip and leaned against Kye. “I can’t help Sarie... can I really control and change anything? Are the hopes of all Velendia in the hands of the right person?” 
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TO THE SOUTH, A CANYON carved its way into the Iron Wood. Ancient trees obscured a slick well-worn slate path from sight as it snaked its way through the towering trees down to a concealed cave. Here stood the entrance into the stronghold buried underground. Massive iron doors stood covered in lichen and moss. Fallen trees and boulders all but obscured the doors from wandering eyes.

Vi’rina and a handful of Alkarii emerged from the depths of the dwarven stronghold and stepped into the shadow of the forest. Holding her injured arm close, the sorceress stared upward into the grey light of the approaching dawn.

“Our mistress was not pleased with our failure,” she said with effort, stepping over a felled tree. “We must hasten our plans.” Turning to the guards on her right, she added, “Send word to Teimhnean, alert the Khral’ and have our army move out.”

“What is their target?” one of the guards inquired. 

“The Druid Citadel,” she answered with a growl. “I will meet Ash’ir at the forward camp.”

“By your word Sorceress.” The guard saluted. “It will be done.”  The four guards to her right departed without another word. 

She lifted a small vial toward the light and inspected the thick red liquid inside. “I have plans for that girl, but first there is something I must find out.” She turned to the guards on her left. “We will strike at our enemies. Is everything else prepared?”

“Yes, Sorceress.”

“Good, if all goes well, we will destroy the druids from within.” She led the way out of the cave and into the canyon beyond. She needed to clear the forest before she could vanish to Teimhnean. Her shoulder ached with every step, and she vowed that she would make her niece pay for what she had done. 
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Mid-morning arrived before Kiona and her remaining companions broke camp. True to their word, Vreis and Ryn kept Kiona from walking on her injured foot. Pulling her boot back on with great difficulty, she pulled herself up to sit on the log behind her.

“Rhys’ orders. Nothing worse than a cranky healer,” he shuddered. “What will it be?” Vreis sat beside her.

“You really won’t let me walk?” she protested. He shrugged. “I’m alright,” she insisted. Setting her foot down, she tried to stand. Instantly her leg crumpled under her and Vreis caught her before she fell. Cursing under her breath, she sat back down. She clenched her eyes shut as her ankle throbbed. “Don’t,” she warned when she felt Vreis holding back his amusement. “Don’t you dare say it.” 

“I told you,” Vreis laughed heartily as she counted patiently in her head until the pain subsided. “Now will you stop being a brat and listen?” She glared at him in annoyance. “Either I haul you over my shoulder, you let someone carry you, or you ride piggyback.”

“She would never allow you to do that.” Ryn walked up to them with a laugh.

“Not you too,” she groaned before looking around. “Where is Kye?”

“He returned to the Shadow Guard,” Ryn explained. 

“Oh.” Kiona felt her heart drop a half step in disappointment.

“Well, we need to get moving, so Kiona, you need to make a decision,” Vreis said. She swore under her breath.

“Right, well Vreis, I think she chose to be hauled over your shoulder,” Ryn said.

“Fine with me,” he replied.

“What?” She protested and the two men laughed. “Damn you both!” Ryn shook his head and sat beside her.

“It’s not as bad as you are making it out to be,” he said.

“Really? You would willingly let someone carry you through the woods and across the Inéan plains to Ro’in?”

“No, but I’m not the one that ran off in the middle of the night.” 

Kiona let out a heavy sigh and growled, “I don’t like you right now.”

“Like me or not, we need to get you to Ro’in,” he said. “So, which will it be?” She thought for a bit.

“It’s only to the nearest haven,” Vreis reassured her. “Then we can get a horse, and you can ride the rest of the way.”

“Help me up, Vreis,” she finally relented. He took her by the hand and helped her stand. With one fluid motion, he scooped her up with ease.

“You know the last time I carried you like this, I was taking you south to Uskijan,” he laughed. Kiona listened to his deep voice rumble in his chest. Ever since she was a little girl, his tenor and tone calmed her fears. As a child, she had believed there wasn’t anything Vreis couldn’t protect her from, and in time he taught her to protect herself when he wasn’t around.

“I miss the red rock,” she said with a smile as memories flooded her of climbing the canyons and racing across the plateaus as sandstorms rose up from the deep desert. “And Anisas stall in the market square. I hope they are all safe.”

Vreis laughed. “It would take more than sandstorms to harm that old biddie. Sandstorms should be scared of her,” he laughed again.

“Would you ever go back?” she asked.

“To Uskijan?” She nodded and he thought for a moment. “There is no reason to go back. My duty is to you. My heart has been locked away in the Rift ever since Inéa was banished.”

“Inéa?” She gazed curiously at him as the name triggered a memory she couldn’t place.

“Don’t you worry about her. That was more than an age of this world ago. If she is still alive, I doubt she would think kindly of me.” The more he spoke the more she could feel the grief and turmoil rising in his voice.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. They fell silent as the company continued their journey through the woods. As the sun disappeared behind large clouds rolling in from the north, they arrived at the ravine where Thexis met her end.

Kiona shuddered when she saw the blackened stain on the ground where Thexis had died. Images of her melting away haunted her memories, and the shrieks of pain and death echoed in her ears.

“Are you alright?” Vreis asked as he felt her tremble and saw her cover her ears.

“It’s still so fresh and new,” she clenched her eyes shut. “I can still hear her.”

“She’s gone,” he reassured her. “She can’t hurt you now.”

“I’m not so sure.” She leaned against him and sighed. Vreis cautiously descended the rocky ravine with her in his arms. 

“We wouldn’t let you fall,” he said quietly. “You may have Alkarii blood, but you are not alone.” She played with the ring on her necklace but didn’t reply.

“You fell down that?” Ryn looked at the steep ravine. “I’m surprised you didn’t snap your neck.”

“I must be lucky,” she replied, her voice distant as she contemplated what Vreis had said.

“Or you have a guardian on your side,” Ryn added.

“What’s a guardian?” Vreis asked.

“You haven’t heard of guardians?” Ryn sat stunned. “Surely you have beliefs of such beings? Creatures of light with long wings that protect the living from unseen forces. They are forces of good that guide and lead the living to fulfill their ultimate destiny.”

“Unseen beings that protect the living?” Kiona raised her eyebrow skeptically.

“There are stranger things in the world.” Ryn shrugged. “I take comfort thinking there is someone looking out for me, even when I am alone.”

“Where was my guardian last night when this happened?” Kiona extended her foot and pointed to it in exasperation.

“Maybe he tripped you so you wouldn’t break your neck,” Ryn shrugged.

“I’ve got enough things after me; I don’t need a guardian with a demented sense of humor.”

“Is that more of your Eastern Isle traditions?” Vreis asked.

“Is it so strange?” Ryn countered. “You believe in wisps and creatures that can change the fortunes of any that find them. Magic comes in many forms, what some people experience may be different than others.”

“Hmph, maybe,” Kiona admitted.

“Tell me more of these myths and legends from your lands.” Thren caught up to Ryn. “You can learn a great deal about a people by what they write into legend.”

Kiona listened to them exchange stories as they crossed the bottom of the ravine and climbed up the shallow rise on the other side. Vreis carried her into the Iron Woods on the other side and soon they were engulfed in the darkness once more.

“Why build a haven in this stretch of the world?” Ryn shook his head. “Aren’t there better places to rebuild?”

“Havens are meant to be hidden,” Vreis replied. “They wouldn’t be much use if they were on a main highway.”

“Elves disappearing into thin air in broad daylight?” Kiona laughed. “That wouldn’t bring the Alkarii to our door.”

“We should arrive soon,” Vreis added. 

They walked on in silence as the quiet surrounded them. Climbing felled trees and brushing past the undergrowth, they made decent time. Occasionally a ray of sunlight pierced the dense canopy overhead to illuminate their way. The Iron Wood felt starkly different than when they first entered days earlier. With Thexis gone, the magic and illusion that had twisted the woods began to fade, allowing them to keep their bearing. 

“Strange how one being can affect so much,” Kiona said after a long silence. 

“Hmm?” Vreis waited for her to say more.

“Thexis poisoned the other side of the Iron Wood and captured us all. Now there is little magic left in this sacred place.” Her voice carried a melancholy tone.

“Don’t be too certain of that, Princess,” Thren replied. “Thexis may have polluted these woods,” he stepped up to a large ancient tree and touched it with his hand, “but the magic is not easily lost. It runs deep in the earth and beats in rhythm to the heart of Velendia. My people may not have cared for this forest for over two thousand years, but the ancient strength of the Gil’gimar is the foundation of this world.”

“What’s the heart of Velendia?” Ryn asked.

“The legendary heart of all magic in this world. Some say it is at the center of the world, others claim it was shattered eons ago and has taken the form of the element stones hidden across the land. Whatever it is, it is the source of all magic in Velendia.” Thren said with a gleam in his eye. Kiona could sense the love of history and lore ran as deep in his soul as magic ran in the earth.

“It’s a shame the stronghold was destroyed,” Kiona said.

“Don’t be too sure of that either. Dwarves are a stubborn people. Now that we know where this ancient hall lies, we may come back and rebuild. Take up our old outpost and keep a closer eye on our feisty neighbor.” He eyed Kiona with a grin before bursting into laughter.

“Dwarves,” Vreis growled.

“Got a problem with dwarves, you gargantuan land mass?” Thren spat. “You may be six times my size, but I promise I won’t go down easily.”

“You’re right, I’ll likely die of boredom long before then,” Vreis laughed. His hearty laugh echoed through the hallowed forest.

“That’s a lame way to die,” Ryn jumped in. “At least take a punch or two first.”

“I’m not interested in this runt punching anything he can reach, if you get my drift,” Vreis shook his head.

“Coward,” Thren muttered.

Kiona listened to the argument and shook her head as she played with the ring on the chain around her neck. Thoughts of Kye ran through her mind. As the others squabbled about the reach of Thren’s punch, she knew he was out there, keeping her safe from a distance.

Despite everything that had happened, Kye remained by her side.  She smiled as she realized that he would always remain by her side. When Ryn’s laugh broke through her thoughts, her smile faded. Fate could demand her life take a different path. 

“You’re doing it again,” Vreis said, shaking his head. “You’re overthinking.”

“Is it that obvious?” she sighed.

He laughed in response. “After all these years, I know when something is on your mind.” 

“Just thinking about a choice I will have to make.”

“Regarding Kye?” She nodded as she continued to play with the ring on the chain.

“What’s that?” Vreis asked when he noticed it.

“Huh? This?” she was caught off guard, holding up the silver ring. “It’s the only thing I have from my father.” She turned it in her hand and stared at the markings. “I don’t know anything about him. Does the fact he is Alkarii lessen my claim to the throne?”

“You don’t inherit that right through him. Elissa is the true heir by blood, it is through her that you can trace your line back to Amélie.”

“Can I do it, Vreis?” vulnerability in her voice broke free in little more than a whisper. “Can I do what the prophecy says?”

“That is up to you,” he replied. “Ultimately it is your choice.”

“I can’t help feeling like the choice was made for me. That in the end I only have one option left...”

Vreis opened his mouth to offer some words of comfort when a whistle split the still forest air. They turned to see Kye and the remaining scouts coming toward them with several horses.

“Sevana!” Kiona said with surprise. Vreis set her down and she stumbled toward her trusty steed. Patting her on the neck, she smiled as she was reunited with her animal friend. “That’s my girl,” she whispered.

“They made their way to the haven after you were taken to the stronghold,” Vardyll said as he passed the reins to the few companions left. “Though you might need to share.” He eyed Thren and Ryn.

“You want me to share a horse with him?” Thren and Ryn exclaimed at the same time. They glared at each other as Kiona and the others laughed.

They grumbled away as Kye walked up to Kiona. “How are you doing?”

“As good as can be expected,” she admitted. She tried to lift herself into the saddle but failed. “Dammit,” she cursed under her breath and leaned against Sevana. Kye stepped up to her and took her hand in a reassuring gesture.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” he said. “Let me help.” Hesitating for a moment before she nodded. He placed his hands around her waist and lifted her up into the saddle. “That wasn’t so difficult,” he laughed.

“What about you?” she gripped the reins.

“We will be right behind you. Out of sight as always,” he replied with a smile.

Kiona watched him turn away and felt an unexpected ache in her chest.

“Kye,” she called, relieved when he turned back to her. “Ride with me.” Her request was simple, yet it caught him off guard. 

“If that is your wish,” he said with a nod. “Vardyll!” He called and his trusted scout was by him a moment later. He whispered instructions to him as Kiona waited astride Sevana. With a nod, Vardyll rejoined the other scouts before they retreated back to the shadows. 

Stepping up beside Sevana, Kye hauled himself up behind Kiona. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he took the reins and guided Sevana toward Vreis and the others.

“Did you see Rhys and the others?” Vreis asked.

“They had already departed the haven before we arrived,” Kye explained. “They should be reaching the edge of the Iron Woods by now.”

“Let’s hope so. Sarie doesn’t have much time left.”
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Chapter 5
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As the day passed into the afternoon, Mairín, Aidan and Rhys, neared the border of the Iron Wood. They had a good time since they reached the haven just after sunrise and were eager to leave the forest and stronghold far behind. The leader of the haven, an Aléshen named Hal’vian, greeted them and when they told him of their mission, he ordered that help be offered in any way they needed it. 

Food, weapons, and fresh horses were given to them, and they rode away from the haven half a day before Kye and the scouts arrived. Riding through the last stretch of the Iron Wood, Kiona’s request pressed heavily on their minds. 

As the trees thinned, and the Inéan Plains stretched out before them, they saw the day was passing quickly. 

“If we keep up this pace, Ro’in will be in reach in a day.” Rhys said, looking west. Rocky outcroppings and rifts and valleys stood between them and the river town of Soris. Crossing over the three rivers, the Whispering highlands marked the last stretch before they reached the Ancient Forest of Amadán. 

The Amadán forest spanned the great north of Velendia, reaching from the scarred blackwood in the west clear to the realm of Alésia in the east and the Silver Frost Mountains in the north. The air of the forest was thick with Illusion and was enough to keep wandering travelers at bay. 

For within the
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