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Guilt-ridden druid trainee Rianth Royan is on the run. From a Dark druid, from a betrayal, and mostly, from herself. She is not who they think she is. How can she be? She has no powers.

 

Earth is dying. Only she can free the magic intended to heal the earth before it’s eternally bound to the darkness. And only one person can protect Rianth while she seeks her magic. Kaiden Darcy, True-Named protector. Friend. Betrayer.

 

Together, Rianth and Kaiden must gather their allies, safeguard a magical talisman, and find Rianth's suppressed powers to conquer a powerful evil. If they fail, Earth and every living creature will perish...
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DEDICATION

 

To Candis and Maradel,

who inspire me to make this world a better place

by their tireless efforts fighting

for a healthier planet

and a sustainable future for all.


PROLOGUE

100 Years AGMW (After the Great Magic War)

 

Wind whistled through the many holes in the weather-worn walls of the small, thatched-roof hut where they’d found shelter for the night. Rianth Royan’s father knelt on one knee and splayed his hand flat on the dirt floor. With his long, blond hair untethered and a crazed expression in his eye, he had the look of a wild man, made worse by the fact that he hadn’t bathed in days. None of them had. They’d been too busy running.

“They’re coming.”

The small fire, lit for warmth and to dispel the night’s darkness, did not keep Rianth from shivering at the fear she heard in her father’s voice. It also did not disguise the changes in him. Damian Royan’s shoulders held no sign of the regal bearing she’d known. The man who’d been her rock of strength for all of her ten years looked beaten. That alone terrified Rianth, compounded by a pounding in her head that beat out the wind’s screech. The sonorous vibrations grew in intensity. Sounds she couldn’t hear swelled to crushing levels. Something or someone drew closer and closer. Doom would visit them this night. She knew it in her soul, felt it, like her racing heart.

Her father stood, taking the small bag he’d always worn from around his neck and settling it around Rianth’s. His hands, heavier somehow, clutched her shoulders. “It’s up to you now. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.”

“Hold who off? I don’t understand, Father.” Her voice, not more than a whisper, shook. How had they gone from peaceful wanderers to a family being hunted by some unknown enemy?

Unknown to her, at least.

“There’s no time to explain.” He glanced at eight-year-old Uja, who gripped their mother’s hand while she writhed on the floor. “Get you and your brother to safety. I know you can do this. You have the power within you.”

“What about you? And Mother and the babe?”

Valena Royan screamed, and both Rianth and her father knelt at her side. In the final stages of childbirth, she contorted in obvious pain. Father leaned in to kiss her mother’s temple, then whispered unfamiliar words. Her mother’s brow soothed and she loosened her grip on Uja’s hand.

Boom! The building shook under the shock wave. Another explosion quickly followed. Damian stood, pulling Rianth up with him.

“Your mother cannot travel. And it may be too late for the babe already. Help as long as you can. But when I tell you to go, do not hesitate. Grab Uja and run. As fast and as hard as you can. Head east. Find the village of New Hope. Find Bhren. He will help you.”

“No. I don’t want to run. Not without you. I can help you. We can fight together.” Rianth pulled the wooden sword from her belt, the one she’d made so her father would teach her to fight. “We can beat them,” she said, bravado barely concealing the tremor in her voice.

Her father smoothed her hair with his hand and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, my dear. You are too young for this war. Besides, you must save yourself and your brother now. That is your fight.”

She dipped her head to keep her father from seeing the tears. He tipped her head up to wipe her cheek with his thumb, breaking her heart with the tender gesture.

“You are the hope of the future, daughter. Do not be afraid to find your destiny.” With a last glance at his family, Damian drew his sword and disappeared through the rough-hewn door.

Tears streamed down Rianth’s face, sorrow struggling against fear, both overpowering her.

“Daughter—” Her mother’s weak voice drew her attention.

Rianth dropped back to her side. “What do I do?”

“Hold the babe as he’s birthed. Cut the cord that has nurtured him all these months. Wrap him in my cloak.” She gasped. “Feed him goat’s milk.”

“No. You’ll feed him. You’ll be here.”

“No, daughter. My strength is gone. I will soon pass from this life. And you must run.” Her mother’s weakened voice held a finality that Rianth did not want to accept. She clutched Uja’s and Rianth’s hands. “I love you both dearly. And this little one, too.” She bit her lip as her entire body tightened. “It’s time. Push on my belly, Son. We must finish this now, before all is lost.”

Rianth supported the babe’s head, her vision blurry as the increasing clash of swords and the escalating booms from outside pulsed through her bones.

Now.

Father? How could she hear him? He was outside, yet it seemed his words filled her mind.

Run.

Yes. She knew her father’s voice, even if unspoken. But her mother needed her.

One more push and the babe birthed. Her mother had been right. It was a boy. Rianth sliced the cord with her knife, wrapped the unusually quiet babe in her mother’s cloak, and stood.

Run, now. Her father’s urgent voice roared through Rianth’s head.

“She’s not breathing,” Uja cried.

Panic consumed Rianth as she turned one way, then back. She couldn’t do this. It was too much.

You can. You must. Go. Run. Now. Save—

His frantic words were barely a whisper in her mind now, and infused with emotion. Then, a roar of pain made her shrink back. Uja jumped up and stared at the door. He’d heard it too.

Tears obliterated Rianth’s view of her still mother and an emptiness she’d never known before made the agony in her heart hurt even more. She edged to the window, pulled back a piece of the cloth covering it, and almost cried out. Her father lay on the ground, his sword still in his slack hand. Tall, ethereal shapes, barely discernible in the darkness, surrounded him. One stood near, his sword red with blood. Another, taller than the others, leaned over her father.

“I have found you at last. You cannot run from me this time.” Even though the shadow did not speak to Rianth, the voice—throaty and low—entranced her, beguiling her to come closer. A calmness settled over her and she reached for the door’s handle.

“Ri,” Uja whispered. “What are you doing?”

Rianth turned to her brother, saw her mother’s body on the floor, the babe in her own arms staring up at her. What am I doing? What is happening? She gasped, trying to will the strange enthrallment to leave her, the spell broken by a sharp shake of her head.

“Where is it?” the tall one said. For the first time, Rianth heard the jagged edge of intense anger. “Where is the talisman?” A bony hand grasped Damian by his tunic, yanking him off the ground.

“You will—” Damian gasped. “Never—find—”

His body began to glow, as if heating up. Brighter and brighter he burned, until it hurt for Rianth to watch. When the light dimmed, nothing remained of her father except dust settling to the ground.

The voice that had enthralled her let out a soul-curdling scream of frustration and hatred. So much hatred it hit Rianth like hot coals from a fire, burning hot and forcing her back. She brought her free hand up in an attempt to ward off the wave of emotion. Turning away, she almost cried out when her mother’s body started to glow with the same heat as her father’s just had. In moments, only the ashes of a life snuffed too soon lingered.

Rianth swiped at her tears with one hand and stared at the babe in her arms. It was up to her now to keep her brothers safe. She glanced outside, saw the shrouded shadows moving toward the hut. Saw golden eyes no longer defined by skin that chilled her to the bone. She knew she must leave with her brothers now, before the fate of her parents befell them.

Stifling the terror of what she’d witnessed and the crushing grief that pulsed in her heart, Rianth held tight to her new baby brother, grabbed Uja’s hand, slipped out the back of the hut, and ran.

~~~

Cloaked in robes the color of night, the men walked in a solemn, unwavering line. The cave, large and round, was lit by an eerie glow that emanated from a central, circular stone altar and smelled dank and rotten. Shadows hugged the walls, shrouded figures that swayed to and fro with an unnatural fluidity. The novices approached the altar, forming a semi-circle around it.

No fear emanated from any of the candidates, only the eager focus of the enthralled. Taegar, taller than any person or shadow in the grotto, drank their fervor in, her power swelling as their devotion poured into her. Her euphoria was only temporary. She knew that only the awen, Earth’s magic, could sustain her for the eternity she coveted. Soon, she would have everything she needed. Soon she would be the most powerful druid and magician of all time.

Soon all would bend to her will.

Damian and the rest of his weak circle thought she hadn’t known about the talisman and its ability to bind the right person to the awen forever. She’d waited all these desolate years for it to resurface. Taegar’s bony hands clenched into fists with a subtle crunch. She’d had it within her grasp when she’d caught Damian Royan. Yet the means to harness total control over Earth’s power had once again slipped through her fingers.

Damian had surprised her by not having the talisman. He’d hidden himself well since the war, using the druid’s sleep as a shield. She’d sensed his awakening several years ago, though attempts to find him had frustrated her at every turn. She knew nothing about his life to aid in her search. Only a tip from one of her disciples sent out in search of him had led her to the empty-handed Damian.

Inside the nearby hut where she’d finally found her old nemesis, Taegar had found only ash. Damian had not been alone, though. A scent wafted in the air, a tinge of fear. Someone else had been there. Someone who may very well hold the key Taegar must control.

Earth’s magic imbued light, emanating from the center of the altar, had become tinted with the orange of anger. Taegar slowed her breathing, calmed herself and reached out with her mind. The light dimmed, fighting her until she suppressed its will, forcing the awen to blaze with the purity of white that fed the darkness in her soul. She moved forward to the altar and reached into the glowing light, the direct contact permeating her with its potency. She consumed it and the fire consumed her in return.

Taegar raised her head, showing all the golden power in her eyes. One by one, she directed her gaze to the men in front of her. Light shot from her into each of their souls, infusing them with a limited magic. In debt to her by the endowment, they would do anything she asked of them. Little did they know their power was both finite and infinitesimal.

Only she must have unlimited power. For that to happen, she must find the talisman and bond with Earth’s magic. Then, all would be hers. Forever.

Taegar gripped the altar. The time had come to send more of her soldiers out in search. As the light dimmed, she gave each acolyte a silent directive, then watched as they filed out of the cave, knowing they would do her bidding or die in the attempt.

Only when they all left did she slump over, giving in to the weakness that ravaged her each time she tapped into Earth’s awen. It worsened with each use and now she couldn’t even leave this cavern, which held the only stream of magic she’d found. She must find the talisman or she’d be remanded to the druid’s sleep by necessity, not choice. That must not happen. She had to find it. She would find it.

Soon…


TRUE-NAMING


CHAPTER ONE

New Hope Village, Seven Years Later

 

“No! No!” The sounds of battle crashed headlong into Rianth’s soul as her father’s sword clashed with dark, nameless, shrouded forms. Rianth’s mother, with one final moan, pushed the babe out of her body.

“No. Not again. Please, noooo.” Rianth watched in horror as her father fell. His death scream filled her anguished mind while she swaddled her baby brother in the cloak her mother would never again need. Deep sorrow dripped in salty tears onto the babe’s cheek.

Run. Now. Save—

Again, she wanted to help her father, to save him. Again, she saw piercing golden eyes turn toward her hiding place while a voice laced with venomous honey beckoned. She would not give in. She could not. She must protect Uja and baby Tevy. Though it took all her strength to do so, Rianth turned from the shrouded figure, clutched the babe, grabbed her brother’s hand, and fled.

Strong arms held her tight. Rianth struggled, fought, had to get away.

“Shh, shh, shh. You’re all right. It’s the dream again. You’re all right. Listen to my voice. You’re all right.”

The low whisper filtered through and soothed her like ripples spreading out in the water. “Ri, it’s me. Come on. It’s just another nightmare. You’re safe. It’s time to wake up.” Something brushed along her hair, over and over again. Slow, methodical, relaxing her and helping the memories to fade.

Rianth opened her eyes slowly, not easily able to let go of the last dredges of panic and fear from the nightly invasions that left a dark chasm of pain in her heart and fresh wounds each time she relived them. One final stab of pain rushed through her before she managed to snuff it. Rianth wilted into the bedding and so did the arms that held her, at least enough that she turned to stare into the sympathetic green eyes of her best friend, Kaiden Darcy.

Her brother’s crude wooden toy boat, built with pride and Kaiden’s help, lay on the table by her bed, comforting her as much as the arms that held her snug. She was in her own room.

She was safe.

She could breathe again.

“Same bad dream?”

“Same bad dream,” she answered, thumping her fist lightly on his chest as she tucked her head under his chin to ward off the chill in the air. The memory was bad. The nightmares made it so much worse. If Kaiden weren’t here… If he hadn’t started sneaking in all those months ago when she’d first told him about the nightmares, she’d be waking up day after day in a very dark place.

Every night he joined her, and they talked until she could no longer stay awake. He held her tight through each horror that possessed her sleep. At nineteen, the years spent honing battle skills had given him a lean, muscled body and a quick wit, something he rarely showed except with her. She’d hinted more than once that she thought of them as more than friends. He hadn’t noticed. Or worse. He’d chosen not to.

She glanced up to see Kaiden staring at her. His eyes were the deep green of the lake they fished, out in the middle in its deepest spot.

He leaned toward her and Rianth held her breath. She could almost feel his lips touching hers. Was now the moment? Would he kiss her? Should she tell him how her feelings were changing, growing? The words were right there on the tip of her tongue. The earth stood still as his breath brushed her cheek, then her world started turning again with jarring reality when he planted a chaste kiss on her forehead and pulled back, his eyes now clouded over.

Rianth’s hammering heart plummeted. Before her world righted, Kaiden was off the bed and through the window. He stuck his head back in. “Don’t be late for weapon work. You know how testy your instructor gets when you’re late.” He grinned.

Holding back a smile wasn’t easy when Kaiden’s grin lit up the room. Once he disappeared, so did her joy. It was hard to let go of the rush and fall of hope in her heart. When would he see her as she was now instead of the ragged little girl who’d fallen into his arms in complete exhaustion all those years ago?

Those days had been dark and full of danger. She and her brothers had survived only because of her sense for danger and Uja’s uncanny ability to find herbs and edible plants. Always running, looking over their shoulders, waiting for golden eyes to find them. Waiting for the same fate as their parents.

Seven years they’d been in New Hope and still Rianth wondered when the danger would return. Deep inside she knew the respite could not last. Pulling Kaiden’s pillow over her face, Rianth searched for comfort in his pine scent. She caught a hint of lavender and laughed. He must have grabbed the girls’ soap by mistake again.

The faint sound of swords clashing drifted into the room, reminding her she was about to be late for practice, again. She leapt out of bed, threw on yesterday’s clothes, and rushed out of the small hut she shared with her brothers, strapping her sword and scabbard on as she ran. She left her cloak on its hook. She didn’t need it to ward off the winter chill. The sweat of a hard workout managed that just fine.

~~~

The harsh clash of swords grew louder as Rianth hurried to the training field, her breath huffing in the cool air, her unsheathed sword ready to join the battle. Rounding the last building, she sensed the whoosh of the sword before she heard it.

Clang!

Sword met sword as she stopped her opponent’s downward cut. Adrenaline pumped through her veins with rabid intensity as she stared into deep green eyes, their heads close enough that their breathy fog mingled.

“As expected, you’re late,” Kaiden said.

Rianth tried desperately to slow her breathing so he wouldn’t know she’d run all the way. To distract him, she leaned in further and sniffed. “And you smell like a girl.”

“You are going to pay for that,” he said.

And she did.

In a village mostly sequestered from the world, where the only hunting was the necessity for food, there wasn’t much call for weapons. Yet Bhren, druid and village elder, required everyone to learn a battle skill. Most grumbled about the required training. Rianth welcomed it. Never again did she want to feel helpless.

Today, the field that had been cleared of trees years ago was full, and swords and sweat flew in every direction in spite of the winter’s cool temperature. Rianth knew the others were there without seeing them, knew they weren’t a threat. None of them mattered. Only Kaiden, whose attack came from all corners.

Up, down, wide sweeping arcs, direct thrusts.

Rianth parried, dodged, and met each swing of his sword with her own. Minutes ticked by uncounted as they fought, Rianth patiently searching for the hole in Kaiden’s armor. In all the years she’d been sparring with him, she’d never once seen a flaw in his technique or a weakening in his ability. It was uncanny. Add in the power he’d come into since his True-Naming, and no one ever bested him on the training field.

That didn’t mean she wouldn’t try every moment, and with every swing of her sword. Rianth’s arms burned and sweat stung her eyes, yet Kaiden looked as fresh as when they’d begun. Her muscles were close to giving out when she finally saw it. His sword dipped. A flaw?

Rianth didn’t strike. Bide your time, he’d told her over and over again. Wait for the perfect instant to attack.

They continued, moving back and forth across the field. Two more times he dipped his sword. The next time it happened she took full advantage of his error and struck, only to have her legs swiped out from underneath her.

“Oomph.” Rianth hit the ground hard, the wind knocked from her. A cloud of dry, dusty soil settled around her as she heaved deeply to regain her breath. She opened her eyes when cold steel touched the skin of her neck.

She’d been played.

Kaiden stood over her, grinning. “Never assume that a flaw in fighting is a true weakness. It can as easily be a ruse meant to draw you in, as I’ve so aptly displayed.”

Respect and admiration for his ability and knowledge welled up in Rianth, but she’d be damned if she’d give him the satisfaction of saying it. Instead, she glared at him.

“Say it,” Kaiden ordered.

Rianth tightened her lips.

The flat side of the sword pressed deeper into her neck.

“Say it.”

“No.”

Kaiden leaned closer, his eyes fierce with joy as he spoke for only her ears. “Say it, or I’ll tell them”—he nodded his head toward the group of trainees who’d stopped their own sparring and stood watching—“that you snore like a boar in heat.”

“I do not!”

“Trust me, Ri. You do. I know.”

Kaiden had sworn her to secrecy about their nightly ritual. It frustrated Rianth that he didn’t want others to know. He said it would confuse things. She stared at him. “You won’t tell them. You don’t want them to know how you know that.”

The flicker in his eyes told her she’d found the defect in his demand, but the reaction quickly disappeared. He turned to the others. “Did you know that Rianth—”

“Fine,” she ground out, unwilling to chance it because Kaiden could bluff better than anyone.

Kaiden grinned and stood. “Say it.”

Rianth bit out the words. “You are, as always, the supreme, most dangerous of all fighters, almighty Kaiden.” She said it loud enough to be heard by the others. He’d make her say it again if she didn’t.

“Don’t you forget it,” he said, pulling back his sword and helping her up.

“Arrogant—”

“What?”

Someone nearby chuckled and Rianth glared in their direction, sending half the group scurrying away. Kaiden called them back. “Let’s work on some team attacks.”

Back-to-back, they made short work of their opponents. As a foe, Kaiden drove her to, and sometimes beyond, her limits. Yet, when they fought for the same side, he never let her get far away and always had her back. Rianth knew she could count on Kaiden in a fight. He was strong and principled. Too principled by her reckoning.

Rianth glanced around when they’d finished for the morning. Her brother Uja once again hadn’t joined them on the training field. All students were expected to learn either swordsmanship or bow and arrow skills in addition to Studies and apprentice work. Uja hated both. More than likely he sat in the midst of the growing fields, a place everyone knew as his favorite and where, she had to admit, his skills excelled.

Tevy was here, though. The seven-year-old raced full speed, crashing headlong into Rianth. Only her quick reflexes kept them both from tumbling to the ground, and she laughed at his enthusiasm.

“You were great, Ri!”

“Thanks, little brother,” she said, trying to maintain a straight face as she tightened his cloak around him. “You know the rules, though. No entering the training field until all swords are sheathed.” She slipped her own sword into its scabbard.

Tevy’s enthusiasm was not to be diminished. He stabbed and sliced the air with his own wooden sword. The very same sword Rianth had made to spar with her father. That and a small knife had been her only weapon in those terrifying first weeks after her parents’ deaths. She loved that her baby brother, who’d never known his father, now got to use it.

“You held him off right to the end in that fight,” Tevy said, still grinning like a dog waiting for a treat.

And then I fell for his trickery. She should have known better. Kaiden would do whatever he had to when it came to making sure she was ready for any possible event. He worked tirelessly to keep New Hope prepared as well. Duty meant everything to Kaiden. She wanted the same safety for her home, but knew there also had to be more. Maybe he just didn’t believe in anything beyond duty. Rianth stifled a shudder. That seed of doubt never really strayed far from her mind. Or her heart.

“You tricked me,” she said.

Kaiden nodded. “And I will again. Never make assumptions. Where your safety is concerned, you must prepare for all possibilities.”

Safety. One of Kaiden’s favorite words. Safety and duty. Nothing else.

“What are you doing on the field, Tevy?” Kaiden said, ruffling her baby brother’s blond hair.

“Kaiden, you were mag…mag…mag…”

“—nificent!” Kaiden finished, laughing.

Rianth rolled her eyes as they walked off the field with an animated Tevy between them. Tevy. Angel. Her mother had mentioned that name months before his birth, so she’d honored the memory. The stab of losing both her mother and father still ran deep, especially with her dreams as a constant reminder. She’d give almost anything for a night’s tranquility, for dreams not filled with horror and pain.

So much had changed in these peaceful few years. Those first weeks running from golden eyes, too young herself, Rianth had carried and tugged both her brothers across terrain seasoned veterans rarely traveled. They ate plants and winter berries for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and sometimes a rabbit if they were lucky, giving them much needed protein. Something or someone had looked out for them during that time, because each day, a milk-laden goat had appeared to provide sustenance for baby Tevy. Somehow, following weeks of travel and on the brink of exhaustion, they’d fallen into New Hope, and Bhren.

After being the leader of their little trio for so long, Rianth had fought anyone who tried to help them at first.

“I know you’re used to being the boss, Ri,” Kaiden had said. “But you’re home now. You’re safe. Don’t ignore the wisdom of those who have more experience.”

Over and over again, he’d reminded her of that. It had taken a long time to meld her role as pseudo-parent to Uja and Tevy with the village’s perception that she was only a child herself. Even now, Rianth knew she could stubbornly overlook what she was told to do in favor of what she thought she should be doing.

Maybe that was because she didn’t know where she fit in. Everyone knew what they were meant to do, except her. The only thing she’d ever done was to keep her brothers safe. When Bhren had accepted her as his apprentice, the turmoil inside her had finally begun to settle down. To some degree, at least. Rianth still wasn’t much for conformity. But now she had a purpose to her days. And she had a reason to exist other than to care for Uja and Tevy.

She shivered, missing her cloak, and looked at the gray sky to gauge the time, realizing she would be late for one of those routines. “I’ve got to get to Studies.”

“And I’ve a meeting with Bhren,” Kaiden said. Any laughter disappeared as his eyes turned somber. At his True-Naming, Kaiden had been named thurisaz, protector, which meant he now met with Master Bhren regularly. Rianth assumed that was to keep track of how things were proceeding with the students, the village, and, well, everything, since the druid oversaw most decisions and choices for New Hope.

Why would meeting with the master worry Kaiden?

“Tevy, go help your brother. He’s probably in the growing field,” Rianth said.

After her brother ran off, Rianth stopped Kaiden with a hand to his arm. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing that I know of,” he said with a glance at the druid’s two-story tower. He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes, and his shoulders remained rounded.

Something worried Kaiden. History reminded Rianth that getting Kaiden to talk when he didn’t want to was nearly impossible. Duty bound his tongue more and more often lately and she did not like the wedge it created between them.

Warmth from the morning’s workout had dissipated. Rianth hugged her tunic tighter. The chill of winter seemed permanently embedded in the grayness around them. She didn’t remember a time when it had been cold for this long. There’d been no snow, yet it seemed like the world had put the sunshine to bed and gone to sleep. Was this some sort of omen?

The village bell tolled the Studies hour, giving Rianth no choice but to leave thoughts about the weather and other mysteries to another time and pick up the pace. Convincing Kaiden to talk would have to wait for a quiet moment later. She was about to be late for the second time this morning.


CHAPTER TWO

Bhren untied the leather strap that held his long, white hair while he looked out on New Hope from the second floor tower window of his keep. He had searched the lands for anyone with an ability to touch what Earth magic still remained, brought them together, and helped them create this place of wunjo, a place of harmonious existence where they all worked toward finding a better life for all. The weight of New Hope’s subsistence lay heavily on his shoulders. The whole world, really. In his travels he’d seen the proof. This depression had left an indelible mark on every corner of life. He did not know how to make things better for them. Or for the world they shared. Dark days were encroaching, getting nearer and nearer as Earth weakened further. Soon nothing would help.

No, that wasn’t true. Bhren toyed with the signet ring on his forefinger, running his thumb over the oak tree embossed in the metal, remembering when the ring had been designed to denote his druid circle. He knew there would be a catalyst to change things. He simply didn’t know the when, or the who.

He heard the few students in Studies reciting passages in the building next door. She sat among them—Rianth Royan. He’d known she would find him. The runes had foretold this. And he knew her heritage, which was why he’d forbidden her or her brothers to mention their family name to anyone. He’d hoped these past seven years that she might be the conduit that would again release the awen. Yet extensive one-on-one training had yielded no sign of any ability. Kaiden, the strongest of anyone in the village, had shown an aptitude and strengthened ability to protect before his True-Naming. Afterward, his power had grown more. Not enough to give Bhren hope, but enough to know he must continue to seek the answer.

He’d prayed that search had ended; however, magic, and how to bring it forth, eluded Rianth, and Bhren had not been able to determine the reason. Now, instinct told him they were running out of time.

After the Great Magic War, he’d gone into the druid’s sleep to recover strength wiped out by battle. He’d awoken prematurely more than four score years ago, sensing trouble. Bhren had tried to free Earth’s awen himself to no avail. His own ability remained almost depleted. To prepare for the inevitable fight ahead of them, he’d traveled extensively, gathering together anyone with any talent for touching what little was left of Earth’s magic. The state of humankind had shocked him. Very few had survived the war. Only pockets of small villages remained in a world that had once teemed with life, and the struggle to live continued to be a daily battle, even in the smallest hamlet. If the prophecy did not fulfill itself soon, it would be too late. There would be no one left to save.

Bhren moved to the fireplace and warmed his hands, indecisive on what action to take. After staring into the fire for too long, he reached for his rune bag, hefted it, and felt the solid weight that normally reassured him. An uneasiness had settled deep in his belly. The belief that something was close, something dark and dangerous. A familiar something, with the flavor of…no. He shook his head. It couldn’t be them. They’d been sent to the final sleep all those years ago. He and the other Guardian druids had seen to it personally. The price had been steep. Only a few Guardian druids had survived to guard Earth and humanity. Now, he was the only one left.

An uneasiness grew in him each day. Things were changing. He sensed it. The weather struggled. Earth’s equilibrium had worsened. A storm brewed, one he might not be able to guard against. The deep sleep had not been able to stop him from becoming an old man.

Enough. It was time to determine what must be done, how he could help mankind forge a better life working in concert with the ravaged planet so all might thrive.

Bhren ignored the manuscripts that were shelved on every wall and lay in open piles on almost every surface. He spread a white cloth over the dirt circle that took up most of the round central table in the room. He then emptied the bag of runes into his palm and tossed them onto the cloth, intoning the words of foresight as he had so many times before.

He stared at the stones for a long while, leaning heavily on the table and barely breathing as the reality of this foretelling sank in. Things were clearly coming to a crossroads and danger lurked much closer than he’d thought.

When Bhren stirred, he returned to the window, gazing toward the room Rianth sat inside of. Her life was about to change in a very big way and he did not know how to guide her on this journey. He wasn’t certain, after what he must do, that she would even let him try.

Kaiden crossed the commons, New Hope’s central area, on his way to their daily meeting. Bhren gathered his runes and tucked the bag into his tunic. His life was about to transform also. All Bhren could do is hope that both Kaiden and the girl came through their ordeals stronger, ready to take on the danger that approached much too quickly.

~~~

Kaiden stared toward the Studies room long after Rianth had disappeared inside the door, wishing there were a way to give her some of the honesty she deserved. Something was wrong. He knew it, but had nothing to back that up. Rianth wouldn’t stop at that, not until her curiosity was satisfied, and there lay the problem. He’d known she was strong-willed when she first stumbled into New Hope and into his arms. Literally. He remembered the day like it had happened yesterday. Bhren had called him to the druid’s tower…

“Someone comes,” Bhren said.

“Who?” At twelve years old, Aiden, the name he’d gone by before his True-Naming, found himself easily confused by the old druid. The man was enigmatic and secretive. Aiden didn’t understand a lot of what the man spoke of and got answers less than half the time he asked.

Bhren tied his long, white hair, a contrast to his dark skin, with a leather string as he hurried down the steps with Aiden following.

“We must find them. We need supplies.”

Again, Aiden did not understand the urgency or who it was they must find. He would follow Bhren, though. The druid had convinced New Hope to take Aiden in when he’d been orphaned, and the druid leader seemed to have taken a personal interest in him. Aiden hoped to become his apprentice, and he trusted him.

Bhren slipped a baby bottle full of goat’s milk into his pack as they stocked provisions. Just how detailed were these instincts of his?

They strode out of New Hope within the hour, heading north, deeper into the hill country, Bhren resolute on their direction. It took them half a day of hard walking with Aiden fighting to keep up with the long-legged druid.

A plaintive, quick wolf howl stopped Bhren in his tracks. He held up a hand. “They are close.”

Aiden didn’t have to listen very hard to agree. Whoever Bhren searched for, they were definitely close. He could hear the ragged breathing and stuttered footsteps of someone beyond exhaustion. Where were they? The sound seemed to come from everywhere. Aiden had not yet learned to track effectively. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then another. He reached out with his senses.

“There.” He pointed west. “They are coming from that direction.”

He ran, Bhren’s urgency mingling with his own concern that someone was in trouble. Stealth wasn’t important. He must find them. Aiden stopped to get his bearings. Suddenly, from behind the tree he stood near, a form lunged at him. He could do nothing but sink to the ground as it fell into his arms.

“A girl,” he whispered. At least, he thought it was a girl. The dark, matted hair and dirt streaked face made it hard to tell. Amber eyes pleaded with him, then gave up and closed. Aiden clutched her to him. Something deep inside him stirred, warning him that he must protect her at all costs. Nothing else mattered. He didn’t know why, but he’d done well so far trusting his instincts. Now was not the time for questions.

Rubbing her arms as well as he could, he tried to warm her from the chill of winter. The bundle she carried moved, surprising him. Aiden pulled the cloth aside. “A babe!”

“Hold them,” Bhren
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