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      Alred Lightvale. Elf. Hot. Protector of the Historian. He’s fallen in love with the Historian but he doesn’t understand why she won’t let him in. She’s trying to keep a dark secret from him and he’s hellbent on keeping her alive. And in his life. No matter what dark entity is trying to destroy their world.
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          Nienna

        

      

    

    
      Warm sunlight hit my cheek. I soaked it in, rolled over, curling into the side of the elf I’d fallen asleep beside. Every night had been spent holding one another close, something I could quickly get used to. Slowly, I opened my eyes to find Alred’s green ones watching me, the gold flecks flaring to life when our gazes met.

      “Morning,” I said through a yawn.

      He leaned over, kissed my forehead. “If you still want to call it morning.”

      “What time is it?” I asked. A second later, the bells of Central Tower rang the time. “It’s noon? Why didn’t you wake me?” I scrambled to get up, but he laughed and held me in his arms, keeping me in bed. Unable to resist the pull of his warmth, I snuggled into his chest, kissing him. “Seriously, you should’ve woken me. There’s shit to do.”

      “And you needed your sleep, clearly,” he argued. We laid side by side in his bed. His eyes searched my face, and a smile tugging at his lips. “No nightmares?”

      “None. Kind of weird. Haven’t had any in a few nights.”

      “Interesting,” he mused then cut off my next question with a kiss that left me breathless and wondering if we’d be able to hide away a while longer.

      A loud knock at the door informed me that was a no.

      “Alred, the Seven have gathered in the war room. They need to speak with you if you’re up for it,” Kali, one of the many commanders of the elven courts, called through the door.

      “I’ll be there in a moment,” he replied.

      “Have you seen Nienna? She wasn’t in her rooms. They want to speak with you both.”

      “Hey, Kali,” I replied.

      Alred sank back to the bed, shaking his head.

      Kali laughed. “Should’ve known. See you both downstairs, and don’t make me come back up here. I really hate climbing all these damned stairs.” Her booted steps retreated.

      Alred scowled at me.

      “What? I didn’t want her wondering where I was. Besides, it’s not like it’s a secret.”

      His furrowed brow and an annoyed grunt told me that wasn’t the point. He wasn’t used to relationships, and though everyone knew we were together now, he refrained from holding my hand much when we were around the others. He kept his distance for the most part, like the Protector side of him still clung to that sliver of control he probably felt he was losing.

      Admitting his feelings had been a huge step. It’d been the same for me, but Alred had gone against years of convincing himself he shouldn’t be—or couldn’t be—happy. Now that he had a chance, I wondered sometimes if he’d find a way to sabotage himself.

      Which was why I made sure to be with him during every spare second of our days. To show him this could work. I bit my lip, fighting not to pick my nails when my thoughts darkened. He wasn’t the one who had to worry about dying, and leaving the person he loved with a broken heart.

      That was me.

      Garrick’s final note had taunted us these past few days. The connection he mentioned could only mean the Historian’s connection to the gods. How we were supposed to break it, I had no freaking idea, and neither did Alred. It ate at him every day that went by. His frowns deepened, and his eyes would grow dark while the gold flecks flared bright with his anger and fear. My visions of the cage weren’t helping. Each vision showed the cage bars were weakening, ready to unleash Nasir on the world.

      And if that wasn’t enough, we were in the middle of the first peace talks of the goblin and elf war. Talks that were getting nowhere anytime soon. I scoffed, climbing out of bed. We couldn’t even call them peace talks, not yet. Brink and Bracken, the brothers now in charge of the Bloodied Fist tribe, had stayed in Vel’Baram for the last few days with their guard. Every one of those days was filled with more questions and their revelations about what their father, the late Ioc, had done. They claimed they’d been trying to stop him for years, but not everyone bought their story.

      According to them, Ioc’s plan to kidnap the first Historian hundreds of years before came to him during a dream. He said he’d been visited by a goblin woman and told that if he did what she said, his people would be safe. It wasn’t hard to realize the goblin he had seen was Madris taking on a different form. If that was true, it only added to the hatred so many others and I now held for the goddess. She’d taken the sacred duty granted to the elves by the gods and twisted it into something dark. She was the reason the goblins had meddled with forces beyond their understanding. The reason why so much blood was spilled out of hate and corrupted the land.

      I shook my head, tugging on yesterday’s clothes.

      “What are you thinking about?” Alred adjusting his shirt.

      “If Madris did all this to weaken the cage and let Nasir out, why hasn’t she done it yet? What’s she waiting for?”

      His grunt said he wasn’t up for talking about this, but I crossed my arms, staring at him.

      He rolled his eyes heavenward and gave in. “You said in the bars weren’t broken yet your visions. Maybe they’re not weak enough. Hell, with any luck, if we make peace with the goblins, we might stop them from breaking altogether. There’s always a chance they can repair themselves. Admittedly, it’s a long shot, but it’s possible,” he added in reaction to my arched brow.

      “But she’s stronger than the other gods.” Uneasiness churned in my gut. “We’re missing something.”

      He ran his hands down my arms, drawing me into a warm embrace. “We’ll figure it out. Let’s go see what the Seven need first.”

      “How many arguments have they had today, you think?” I asked once we left his room and made our way through the winding corridors to the war room below.

      “Enough to drive Thalia insane.”

      Many of the generals had wanted to execute Brink and Bracken the second they entered Vel’Baram. They were stubborn, too stubborn, in my opinion. They ranted and constantly argued about how this was all a trick, and the goblins were plotting to finish off the elves. Brink and Bracken assured their tribes that they were there to help the elves, but after so many years of bloodshed, trusting their word wasn’t going to be simple. I was more easily persuaded to believe them based on what I’d seen in my visions and the fact that I had only recently come to Kenzu’grote. They showed sympathy toward me. They’d even brought us the last page of Garrick’s tome.

      I might be the Historian, but the Generals refused to take my word for it that the war between elves and goblins was over.

      If they didn’t find a way to stop arguing, Madris was going to free Nasir, and we’d be screwed.

      Not surprisingly, yelling echoed out the open doors of the war room.

      Alred clasped his hands behind his back, his face set in an aggravated scowl, and indicated for me to enter ahead of him.

      Thalia stood across the round table, her head hanging, and from the way she rubbed her temples fought a migraine. Dain and Galan wore identical looks of aggravation, their arms crossed, mirroring each other. The four remaining members of the Seven, Solana and Luvon from the Oceanfall Court, stood solemnly on either side of Thalia. Their violet and blue dress matched hers. Nylana and Lyra from the Fourleaf Court had their backs to us when we entered, but their shoulders tensed when the yelling grew louder.

      Kali’s face was set in anger when she glanced our way, rolling her eyes.

      One of the five generals was currently cursing Brink and Bracken again. I hadn’t been able to keep all their names straight, but he was the one with the scar on his right cheek and dark blue eyes. He slammed his fist on the table, startling several elves.

      “Enough,” Thalia yelled over him. “You keep saying the same thing over and over. We know you don’t trust them, and we’re not saying we do, yet, but we can’t pretend what they’re saying might not be real.”

      “I for one believe them,” another general chimed in, his long blond hair pulled back in several tight braids trailing down his back. “Why would they have come if they were plotting to kill us? We could’ve easily dispatched them and their guards numerous times over. Our own Protector has spoken to the gods and been told of Madris’ meddling. She started the war. She turned the goblins against us. Considering the goblins had no reason to attack us in the first place, it all makes sense now that we know they were manipulated. Are you saying you don’t believe the gods now, either?”

      “How do we even know he spoke to the gods?”

      “Who else would I have spoken to?” Alred snapped. “Who would’ve gifted me Neldor’s sword if not for the god himself?”

      “It could all be a trick.”

      I threw my head back with an aggravated curse. Several sets of eyes turned to look at me, and I shrugged. “What? You’re focused on the wrong thing right now, and yeah, I know I’m the newbie here, and half human and whatever, but the goblins are giving everyone an out from this war. They want it to end. Or at least most of them do.”

      “You understand nothing,” the shouting general snarled.

      “Really? I was shown the entire history of the war from start to finish when I became the Historian. I’ve seen the slaughter and the death and the fighting. I’ve seen everything that you lost,” I said, marching to the table to stare at them each in turn. “That weight was dropped on my shoulders, so I get it, I do. My duty is to find a way to end the war, and as your Historian, I’m telling you this is the way to end it. That, I do believe.”

      The general didn’t look convinced, but he was only one of three who still appeared uncertain.

      “If we don’t, if you let your past grievances and anger prevent this peace from happening, if we keep arguing, that cage is only going to get weaker. Madris is our true enemy. We can’t fight her and Nasir alone.” I gripped the edge of the table. A flash of me standing outside the cage passing through my mind. We still had no idea what that image meant. Or what Madris wanted with me in the first place. I held the general’s gaze, waiting for him to erupt again.

      The seconds ticked by, but it wasn’t he who spoke.

      “She’s right,” another general asserted, her long black hair decked out with green and black metal beads. Her chainmail gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. “We can’t let our bitterness hold us back from making peace with the goblins.”

      “How do we know they won’t betray us again?” yet another general asked.

      “It wasn’t them,” I reminded him. “It was always Madris. Otherwise, the war never would’ve happened. I know we’re asking a lot, but this is a chance you need to take, and you need to take it—” I gasped. A sharp pain shot across my forehead.

      I didn’t see him move, but I sensed Alred was behind me. He said something, but it was lost in a tidal wave of screams. The war room disappeared,

      Instead, I stood on a hillside overlooking the wastelands. Lightning cracked across a black sky. The resounding thunder made the ground quake beneath my feet. Two figures stood against the backdrop of the raging storm. A shriek struck me to my core. One of the figures collapsed to the ground. I wasn’t sure what I was watching until the other person slowly turned around. Her glowing red eyes were filled with what I could only say was regret. She didn’t seem to see me. Instead she stared beyond me. A disgusted sneer twisted her face. She clenched a longsword drenched in blood. Her black hair billowed behind her. The black and crimson armor she wore was stained crimson, and more blood splattered her cheeks.

      Madris. It was the goddess herself who stood on that ridge in all her terrifying glory. She was ever the figure of a warrior, and instinctively, I tried to run, but the vision trapped me. I waited for her to say my name or focus on me. She never did. She stormed away from four motionless bodies on the ground. Without taking a step, I found myself standing over them.

      My stomach dropped.

      Lying in the mud, drenched in blood, eyes frozen open in anger at Madris’ betrayal were four beings. Their faces weren’t familiar to me, and yet at the same time, I knew who they were—the gods.

      Madris killed them.

      Overwhelming sadness was followed immediately by fear of how powerful she’d become. I waited for the vision to end, figuring I’d seen all I needed to, when a hand clutched my ankle. I screamed, staring into the pale, dead eyes of an elven woman.

      “Nienna,” she rasped, holding me in place, “save her.”

      I screamed, and she released me. I flew back and right into a set of arms. Alred’s. I flailed for a second until the war room came back into view. We were on the floor and he held me securely against his chest.

      “Shit, that was terrible,” I muttered, sinking into the warmth of his body.

      “What did you see?” Thalia asked while everyone else in the room hovered close by in anticipation of what I’d say.

      “I saw Madris killing the gods. We’re about to be on our own.”

      “That was it?” one of the generals asked.

      Alred’s eyes narrowed at him until he backed off.

      “Yeah, that was it, sadly.” Something warm dripped from my nose. I raised my hand and pulled it away to find it covered in blood. “What the hell?”

      Alred’s eyes darkened with concern. Gently, he wiped the blood away with his sleeve and carefully set me on my feet. I faltered. A rush of dizziness made me curse. My stomach roiled, and I thought I was going to be sick.

      “I’m taking you back to your room,” Alred told me sternly. “For once, don’t argue.”

      I’d been ready to do just that, but instead clamped my mouth shut at the level of worry making his forehead furrow deeper than usual. I gave in.

      He told Thalia he’d return once I was settled in my room. Halfway there, my knees buckled, and he hoisted me into his arms.

      “I’m okay,” I said, hoping to reassure him. All I received in response was a typical annoyed Alred grunt. “What? I am. So, I got a bloody nose and I’m a little dizzy. At least I didn’t have a convulsion.”

      “This time.”

      I cupped his cheek, drawing his gaze to mine. “Have I ever told you that you worry too much.”

      “With you, it’s never enough.” He lifted me higher in his arms and kissed me.

      We reached my room, and he set me on my feet. My stomach growled, reminding me we hadn’t eaten today. I patted him on the cheek and told him the dizziness was because I simply needed food.

      He said he’d have someone bring something to eat while I rested. He hesitated, holding onto my hand.

      “You need to get back there and make sure they don’t kill each other.” I tugged him to me, kissed his cheek, and shoved him toward the door. “Go. Be right here when you’re finished.”

      He tucked my hair behind my pointed ears, his fingers trailing over them lightly while a smile tugged at his lips. He backed away and was at the door when his head turned toward the desk. The tome sat atop it.

      A flash of hatred appeared in his eyes for a second.

      I tried not to write the visions down when he was around. The tome only put him on edge more than he already was. Once he was gone, I kicked off my boots, tugged on a lighter pair of leather pants and a fresh blouse, and sat down at the desk. I flipped open the tome to the next blank page and wrote down the vision, every vivid, horrible detail.

      On the very last line, I added what the dead goddess had said to me. Save her. Who the hell was she talking about? Madris? How was I supposed to save a goddess bent on killing anyone who got in her way?

      Tapping my pen on the desk, I mused about when I’d seen Madris in the vision. She hadn’t seemed hungry for blood. There’d been regret in her eyes and something that looked an awful lot like sadness. I must’ve seen her wrong, but the more I recalled the vision, the more I realized what I saw was real. She regretted her actions, so then why do it? Why kill the gods? Why do any of this?

      “Save her,” I muttered to myself. “How do you save a goddess from herself?” I threw my head back, grunting. The sound made me smirk. I’d been hanging out with Alred too much.

      I figured I’d ponder those questions further tomorrow. Stretching out my cramping hand, I turned to find someone had delivered a tray of greens, fish, and rice without me even hearing. My stomach grumbled even louder, and I was about to close the tome to go eat when I paused.

      Over the past few weeks, I’d grown used to seeing more pages slowly add themselves to the back of the book. I could have sworn a few days ago that there had been a decent chunk remaining. Now, those blank pages were getting used up, and no new ones had appeared. I’d had a vision a day, sometimes two a day. I considered counting how many pages were left, but instead, I slammed the tome shut.

      “You’re not going to number your days,” I told myself sternly.

      And I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Alred see how few pages were left. My heart ached for him, wondering if we were simply too stubborn to accept the truth.

      That truth was I wasn’t going to survive this war.
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          Alred

        

      

    

    
      After leaving Nienna in her room to rest, I hurried back to the war room, only to have Kali and Trolian meet me in the corridor.

      “They’re taking a few hours to think,” Kali informed me.

      “And?” I pushed.

      “They said they’ll have a decision by tonight on what they want to do,” Trolian replied. He indicated down the hall. “How’s Nienna?”

      I followed his worried gaze, clasping my hands behind my back. “Stubborn.”

      Kali was smirking when I turned back to face them. “Would you love her if she wasn’t a pain in your ass every day?”

      My lips thinned at her statement, but I knew Kali was right. Part of what drew me to Nienna was her fierce determination and hardheadedness to carry out her calling. After fighting me so hard on it in the beginning, I almost wished she were back to being the reluctant Historian. This new side of her was too willing to put herself in harm’s way. Her bloody nose was a first, and instinct told me her visions were going to get worse.

      My mind drifting, I imagined Nienna lying cold and dead in my arms. The sight was too real, and I cursed, storming past Trolian and Kali. They called after me, and I told them I was headed to the library to make sure Jurgis hadn’t been buried by a mountain of books.

      Since Brink’s and Bracken’s arrival, bearing the final page of Garrick’s tome, Jurgis had been in the library, digging through all the old texts he could locate. Finding writings dating back to the time of the first Historian and Protector hadn’t proven easy. Nor had it been simple to discover anything regarding the cage holding Nasir. Our people hadn’t known it was the god trapped behind those bars. If they ever had, that truth had long since been forgotten. Not that there was hardly anything written about the fire demon either.

      What worried me most, aside from Nienna growing weaker after each vision, was that Madris hadn’t broken into the cage yet. If the gods were dead as Nienna saw, or if they were going to be dead very soon, the bars would be easy to shatter. Nasir should’ve already been wreaking havoc on Kenzu’grote. Except he wasn’t.

      The longer Madris waited, the more anxiety settled in my gut that whatever reason she had to wait was only going to make this entire situation far more catastrophic than it already was. The gods’ warning of Nienna being part of Madris’ plans kept me up most nights. I was thankful she didn’t sense my emotions through our connection. Several times, I’d awakened in a cold sweat, certain the lunatic goddess had stolen Nienna from me in the middle of the night.

      Outside the library doors, I hesitated. The strongest urge to turn around and go back to Nienna made me spin around. My brow furrowed. Deep inside, I sensed the slightest tremor of fear. It was gone in a blink, and I let it go, knowing it had been transferred to me through the bond I shared with Nienna.

      She’d been scolding me lately about running to her any time she let her imagination run away with her. If she wasn’t having a vision, she told me, and we weren’t being attacked by goblins or Madris, I wasn’t allowed to rush to her side. I’d had said that it was my duty and she’d rolled her eyes. She didn’t want my life being dictated by hers, not all the time. That had led to an argument which ended only when I kissed her to cut off her complaints. She’d stomped on my foot, and marched away, probably to vent to Kali.

      I waited for another second to be sure, but the tremor of fear didn’t return. “Jurgis?” Shoving open the doors, I glanced around the massive room for Jurgis.

      A hand appeared, sticking out from the bookshelves to the right. “Here.”

      “Find anything?”

      Jurgis scoffed, stepping out with an open book in his hands. His typically neat blond hair was messier than usual, and his robes were wrinkled. I wasn’t sure he’d even changed in the last couple of days. “Since you asked last night?” He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “And?” I joined him at the large, rectangular table in the center of the room. Before this mess started, the table maybe had a book or two on it left behind by the elves who came here to study. Now, it was covered in stacks of old leatherbound volumes, loose parchment papers, and scrolls.

      Jurgis dropped the latest book on the table, rested his hands on either side of it. “Listen, I want to tell you, but I also don’t want to get your hopes up.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means what I’m finding is extremely convoluted and spread out over numerous texts from various decades, and some of it is in the old tongue.” He gave me a sympathetic look. “I know you’re worried about Nienna, but this stuff, sadly, takes time. Unless you can speak the old tongue and haven’t told me.”

      “If only. Can you at least tell me if you’re onto something about the cage or breaking her connection to the calling?”

      Jurgis rubbed his forehead, cringing. “Both.”

      I crossed my arms, my brow arched, impatiently waiting for him to elaborate.

      “Look, I’m going to tell you this, and you have to promise me not to make too much of it.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because I know you and the love of your life is in danger.”

      My arms fell to my sides. “Jurgis, if you don’t tell me, I’m going to heave a book at your head.”

      His eyes narrowed, but he gave in with a subtle nod. “The cage and the calling are connected.”

      “How?”

      “Simple terms? Both were created and powered by the gods.”

      “What does this have to do with our current situation?”

      Jurgis sank into the nearby chair. “The gods told you Nienna was part of Madris’ plan, right? Well, I’m starting to think I might know why. Might,” he added when I glowered. “Which means until I know for certain, I’m not going to tell you anything else. You can threaten me all you want, but until I have a solid idea of what I’m looking at, anything I tell you is only going to make you go insane. Let me work, Alred, please.”

      I grunted, but he was right, and I knew it. I backed away from the table. “Do you want me to stay and help?”

      “No. As much as I appreciate the offer, your cursing and slamming of books is more of a distraction.” He waved me away. “Go on. I’m sure Nienna would enjoy your company right now.”

      I was sure she would, too, but when I left the library, I headed for the gardens instead. Without meaning to, I found myself beneath her willow tree and sat down with my back to its trunk. I rested against the hard bark. The dry leaves crackled in the breeze, almost sounding like waves on the beach. My eyes closed. I breathed in deep and let it out. Reaching out and finding my connection to Nienna was easy. I was content to sense her in a restful sleep. With another deep breath in and out, I shifted away from our connection and let my thoughts drift.

      Waiting for the generals and the Seven to come to some sort of agreement had me clenching my fists. With every hour wasted by their indecision, Madris grew closer to freeing Nasir. My anger toward my own kin for their inaction shifted to the goddess herself. She had to know what she was doing would destroy our world. There’d be nothing left but charred earth and ash. Who knew what havoc his power would have on the human world. If the goblins merely using dark magic caused natural disasters, I couldn’t imagine what Nasir would bring about.

      And somehow all of this came back to Nienna. Jurgis could’ve told me not to think about his words until he was blue in the face. He should’ve known that’d be impossible. If the cage and the calling were connected, what did that mean for Nienna and me? We were both blessed, or cursed, I supposed, by the gods. Was it purely because our gifts were granted by their power, just like the cage? There had to be more to it than that. My thoughts darkened like a raging storm moving in over the wastelands. If Madris thought she was going to use Nienna, she’d be doing it over my dead body. I had Neldor’s sword
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