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  “I struggle sometimes with 'I have such big shoes to fill!', but no, I only have my own to fill.”
- From my good friend, Heather 








  
  Dedication



This book is dedicated to all those who feel like they must fit into someone else's shoes. Never forget that you possess your own remarkable path and that your own shoes are pretty darn awesome.












  
  Chapter one
1


Crickets chirp as loudly as if they are perched in one’s ear. The night air is nearly as hot as day. The atmosphere is dry, making it almost too hard to breathe. In this world, this kind of heat rises from the soil and makes the flowers glow as they give off a subtle smokey aroma that lets everyone know the ground is far too hot for bare feet. It is the type of heat that will require the water and air wielders to create a vortex to brew rain if the earth is not cooled soon. 
This world is called Zodia. It is a land filled with fighters trained from birth and people able to wield the elements like magic. In this land, there is a sage ruler who governs with her Council of Elders. Her name is Onmai. This evening, the sage ruler pours over the history books and journals of the sages before her. 
She searches through the contents in one of the many studies in the Elders’ Villa, a sanctuary built in the center of a towering oak tree. The dwelling is wider and taller than the surrounding training houses. If not for the protruding balconies, it would be mistaken as nothing more than overgrown greenery. In this room, where Onmai thumbs through pages that leave a hint of must in the air, the walls are lined with books from floor to ceiling. Shutting the book, the dust leaps from the cover and tickles her nose. 
Rubbing her tired eyes, weary from hours of searching and finding no answers to the dilemmas that haunt her days, she turns her attention outside. There is no breeze or reprieve from the heat as the sun hovers above the trees. There are no birds soaring through the sky. They, like the silent streets, have all been pushed into seeking protective shelter. 
As the sun shifts, Onmai glimpses her reflection. She runs her fingers through her hair, straightening her bun and tucking fallen hairs into place. She pays careful attention to her white hair, rid of its youthful color. Her fingers follow the lines on her skin, dark and red like potter’s clay. When her hands land on her lips, a smile forms under her fingertips. She reminisces over the source of each line and sign of aging. She prays to the ancestors that each of her people will live as long as she and can tell the tales of laughter and sorrow.  
Onmai straightens and her body protests. She grimaces with each crack of her bones. Shifting her body, she moves closer to the window, where she observes the source of her angst. 
A sliver of the Rising Sun hovers just above the horizon. But it is the fading Crimson Sun that causes her fingers to shake. The Crimson Sun is redder and is far more ominous. Each day, it grows closer to eclipsing the Rising Sun. When that day will occur no man nor woman knows, but when it happens, war will ensue. 
The patter of light footsteps draws Onmai’s attention. As the steps approach, Onmai’s smile widens. 
“I wonder if the fire wielders enjoy the heat or do they burn along with us,” chuckles the old sage. Fanning herself with one hand, she steps to a nearby table and grasps a cloth to wipe perspiration from her neck.
Talia, Onmai’s former trainee, approaches as the sage takes her seat by the table. Onmai’s eyes trail up the warrioress’ muscular frame. Talia wears the summer attire of the sage’s personal guard, a sand colored, sleeveless top and form fitting pants the color of her elemental expertise, a shade of ocean blue. On her hip hangs a dagger. While not Talia’s favorite weapon, Onmai knows of how deadly the warrioress can be with this item. Swinging from the crown of her head is her fishtail braid. It is a style she has worn since her training years.
“I do not know what fire wielders desire, Sage Onmai, but I do know the Elders prohibit the use of their element on days and nights that scorch like this, except when casting the occasional fire for cooking or minor lighting. But no fire dancing or wielding that can create a blaze,” Talia responds coldly.
“I see this heat has done nothing to improve your mood, dear Talia,” Onmai responds, pushing from the chair and returning to the window. She watches as the trees hang low, begging for water with their moans and groans. Talia joins Onmai by the window, her expression unyielding of emotion. 
Observing the pained trees, Talia says, “The earth elementals yearn to satisfy the trees, but to do so would drain the last of their powers and still the earth would be dry.” 
“When nature decides to rule, all one can do is live with the uncomfortable and let life be.”
“Wise words, Onmai,” Talia breathes. 
Talia looks out into the weeping greenery becoming hidden by the cover of night. Onmai watches as Talia’s gaze peers far beyond the wilted trees. Onmai searches for an emotion, yet all she sees is the sweat curling the edges of Talia’s hair and moistening around the collar of her shirt. 
“And you, my dear? How are you living with the uncomfortable?”
Talia’s face remains unchanged. “I, like everyone else, try to remain cool under this insufferable heat.”
Onmai takes a step back. Placing her hands on her hips, she tilts her head and pouts her lip. Talia glances at the woman and raises an eyebrow at her stance.
 “Must I be so direct, or will you drop your guard for a moment? I only wish to see how you are faring with the absence of your husband.”
Talia rolls her eyes and turns her attention to the window. The sun sinks lower, and the room grows darker. However, the sage needs no light to hear the sourness of Talia’s tone. “Is that what we are still calling him? He has been gone for so long I almost forgot I was married.”
Onmai drives her fist deeper into her hip. “Talia, the man has been gone three years. I wish to know have you given up hope of his return? How are the children handling his absence? Talk to me or for the stars talk to someone.”
Talia feels the weight of the glare and sighs deeply. “Three years —" she begins, when her words are cut short by the faint creak of the door swinging open. 
Talia squares her shoulders and steps closer to Onmai. Even when the young one speaks, she remains in the position of a watchful guard. 
“Onmai?” calls a tiny voice into the darkened room. 
“Enter, dear one,” replies the wise sage. Returning her attention to Talia, she continues. “Talia, this will only take a moment. Then I wish to hear what you wanted to say.”
Talia bows deeply, showing her respect. “It was nothing Wise Sage. I only wanted to ask if you needed anything further from me. The sun has set, and I am off duty.”
Watching the hardened gaze return to Talia’s face, Onmai sighs and her speech becomes more formal. “No, I can fare on my own from here. Be off and hug the four little ones close for me. And for Eli.”
She snorts, “Ah yes, it has been so long I almost forgot my husband’s name.” 
The young one hovering by the edge of the table draws her lips tighter, stifling her giggles. 
Onmai playfully swats at the warrioress who dances away from the movement. When Talia passes the table, the young one nods her head in respect to the formidable warrioress. 
As the door shuts, Onmai waves her hand. With this motion, flames dance from her fingertips, lighting nearby candles. When the room brightens, Onmai can see the pupil perched by the table, awaiting her next command. 
Removing books from a section of the table, Onmai calls the young one closer. 
The young one takes a seat at the table with Onmai. She is a trainee, no older than seven. She is small, Onmai observes, but then she remembers how Talia was smaller than the rest in her cohort. 
Revealing a gap-toothed grin, the young one settles in her chair and asks, “Sage Onmai, was that Talia, the fishtailed warrioress?”
The sage watches as the young one’s eyes dance with delight. “Yes, it was. Are you a fan?”  
Playfully, Onmai grabs a paper and begins fanning the girl, who gleefully chuckles. The sage fans herself, cooling her warm skin. 
“Her husband Eli has gone to seek the Chosen One, right?”
“Mm-hmm,” the sage responds, enjoying the coolness of night and the gentle breeze from the makeshift fan.  
The young one looks out the window to the starlit sky hiding the Crimson Sun. 
“Wise Sage?” 
“Yes, child?” 
“Will Eli return before the eclipse of the Crimson Sun?”
Onmai stills her fan pondering the question. It is a question she has searched the books of old for since Eli’s departure. The sage knows the words of the prophecy, yet an unsettledness in her soul makes her question the vision’s accuracy.
The pupil once again speaks, drawing her attention, “My apologies, Sage Onmai.” The student bows her head in repentance. “As you and many others have prophesied, they will return, and all will be well. The Crimson Sun will eclipse and unleash an era of bloodshed, but the Chosen One will slay our rivals.”
Pushing away from the table, the child hurries to the door. Her beads dangle and clatter with her rushed steps, breaking the repetition of crickets and owls chattering. 
As the young one’s hand brushes the door, Onmai calls to the child. 
“Wait.” 
Turning to the sage, the child keeps her eyes to the ground. The young one braces herself for a scolding. But when Onmai continues, her voice is soft and distant as she tries to remain present. The sage, connected to the words of the ancestors, speaks. “I have an answer to your question, dear one. Even as the days since Eli’s departure stretch on, I know he and the Chosen One will be back soon. So much so that I feel it in my bones.”
As the child raises her head to meet Onmai, the clatter of beads ring like music. The sound rises with the night creatures who rejoice at the scent of rain rolling in with the quickening breeze. Onmai’s eyes return from their distant gaze, and she smiles warmly at the child. The child mimics the gesture. 
“Wise Sage, please tell me the prophecy again.”
Onmai smiles at the child’s pleading. Waving away the request, she laughs lightly. 
“Dear one, it is late, and your instructors will give us both lashes if they find us here and not in our beds.” She joins the child by the door and places a tender hand on the pupil’s shoulder, guiding the tiny one toward the sleeping chambers. 
“But I promise you, before this journey is over, you will hear the prophecy.” 
Reaching the sleeping quarters, she departs from the child. But as she steps closer to her chambers, she cannot rid herself of the anticipation that something is coming.






  
  Chapter two
2


A month ago, her horoscope said she was in for a lot of visitors and much adventure.  
She never guessed it would lead her to a mysterious man who rambles about a war, and a portal to an unknown land. Never thought it would lead her to a moonless night standing in front of a man she once called crazed. 
The drumming in her ears calls attention to her racing heart. The faint hum of a stray car passing by reminds her she is still in her world and has not transcended to the next. A rushing trailer rumbles the ground, giving her a reassuring excuse for her quivering knees. 
Towering abandoned buildings shield them, Eli and Tabatha, from the view of the street. There is not much movement in this part of town. No one to round the corner and see her before a portal. Not one person to confirm she has not lost her mind and this cold whipping air really does come from a portal. 
She begs her heart to slow its rapid thumping. It does not obey. Thoughts bang against her temples, like her heart under the night sky. It is a new moon, barely detectable by the naked eye. It casts a darkness over their surroundings, but the energy from its presence is undeniable. The new moon shifts the sensation on her skin from tingling to burning. The power frightens her. 
The chill in the air triggers a memory of their first meeting. Every day since then, she hoped his words weren’t true. Wished his promises were lies, when he said she would be a great warrior—the Chosen One. But seeing the portal in front of her only makes her feel like she is the imposter. Tabatha followed him blindly until this point, thinking it would never happen. But tonight, it has. 
“Is everything he said true?” Her words are barely audible over the whirling portal and the scurrying of rats as they flee from the bright light, their tiny paws create a faint patter that echoes through the air.
The giant man extends his large hand and yells for her to follow him. “Tabatha, the new moon is in position, and the portal will close in three minutes and forty-seven seconds,” he calls.
Their chance will be over, or rather, her chance if she does not decide. Tabatha rakes her shaking fingers through her brown curls, pushing them from her eyes that struggle to understand the scene before her.  
“It’s up to you,” he says over the pulsating portal. If not for the light cast from it, Eli would be enveloped in the darkness with his black attire and midnight skin. 
He calls once more, “Will you choose to follow fate?” 
Tabatha’s legs urge her to flee. Her mind tells her she is a mouse, small and unable to save anyone. 
She turns to run away. The force of her feet pounding the ground dulls her shaking body, only to resume when his hand touches her. 
“Let me go, Eli,” her voice trembles as she pushes the tears from releasing. 
Eli’s fingers remain firm around her wrist. Fear stops her from turning to meet the shame she expects to find in his eyes.
Her mind convinces her Eli is furious. It reminds her his people will perish without her obedience. It condemns her for being selfish. 
Tabatha’s thoughts echo loudly in her head, adding to the heaviness already weighing down her shoulders. She blinks hard, trying to stop the tears from falling. One betrays her. Her body shakes as she stifles the others from following. His grasp softens as he steps in front of her.
“I’ve asked you to do an impossible thing. I understand you want to run away. But I need you to believe in yourself. My people are counting on you. I am counting on you, Tabatha.”
The big man is a full head and shoulders taller. His broad shoulders are large enough to carry the world. Tabatha feels small compared to him. Eli gently takes his finger and places it under her chin, tilting her head to meet his brown eyes. The shame she expected is absent. There’s a gentleness she has rarely seen during their training and instruction. Tabatha shakes her head from his grasp, hoping to shake away his words.
“I’m a mouse! I’ve always been a mouse. I can’t do great things. Eli, you have me all wrong,” her voice trembles. Eli returns her trembling with a comforting smile and pulls Tabatha close. He leans closer to her ear, so she can hear his words over the portal’s sound, drowning out everything but her fears. “Even mice have those who fear them.”
She closes her eyes and concentrates her attention on the steady beat of his heart. Tabatha struggles to believe her mentor’s words. But if she refuses to go, she must agree to a life of bondage.
“I’m done, Tabatha. I can’t protect you and fight for this place anymore. I don’t want to.” The words of her older brother, Daniel, replay as fresh as if she were still standing in their mother’s restaurant. “Marry Sam or don’t. Either way, I can’t deal with your dreams and fairytales anymore. I don’t want anything to do with you.” Remembering that her brother has cast her aside because of her failures and resistance pains her more than the fear paralyzing her in this moment. If she turns from Eli and the freedom of a new life beyond the portal, her only option is to return to her fiancé, who has threatened to rid her and her brother of their mother’s legacy. 
Tabatha collects her thoughts and finds her decision. Pulling away from Eli’s embrace, she meets his gaze. Fear causes her words to waver, but the fire in her eyes is a strong blaze. 
Facing the portal, threatening to close, Tabatha lifts her head and declares, “Let’s go!” 






  
  Chapter three
3


The transition is like walking through a doorway—exiting one realm and entering the next. Tabatha steps forward, examining her arms and fingers. She touches her ears and checks for her nose. Eli watches her actions with a puzzled expression. Heat rises to her cheeks, and she’s grateful her melanin protects her from the embarrassment of a rosy complexion.  
“I … uh …” she stammers, “I thought it would be like in the movies, and particles or something might jumble my body or toes. But it was just … walking.”
“Yes, Tabatha. It is just walking. You are walking your energy from one world to the next. Nothing taken, nothing removed,” he responds, containing his laughter to a playful grin. 
Tabatha rolls her eyes, landing her gaze on the new world. The ocean is bluer than anything she has ever seen in her world. The scent of eucalyptus fills her nostrils, making her drop her tense shoulders and breathe deeper. 
The energy in Eli’s homeland is tranquil, a welcome change from the horns and traffic back home. A gentle breeze shakes the treetops. The swaying trees make Tabatha smile; they look like they are dancing to the wind’s melody. 
A sound rises from the trees. She questions if they are singing, then pushes the fantasy away. Trees cannot sing, can they?
The portal closes, hissing like air leaving a balloon. The sudden noise makes Tabatha jump. She turns in time to glimpse the last glimmer flicker out of existence. 
“No turning back now,” she whispers. 
Eli continues to gaze at what is ahead. The big man’s face is stoic, except for the slight rise in the corner of his lips. A modest smile is forming, yet she can see the brightness reach his typically tense eyes. Eli leans back on his heels and squints at the sky. Tabatha follows his gaze. Her eyebrows pinch together, and her lips pout inquisitively as she notices two suns. One mirrors the sun of Earth, while the other is redder like the haze of a sunset on a humid day.
“It won’t be long now,” he says, pointing to the red sun. There is a slight crease of worry in the corner of his eyes.
“When that one, the Crimson Sun, connects with the Rising Sun, it will begin. The prophecy says a battle will begin that will destroy our land. The prophecy also foretells of someone who can shift the balance—and that is you, Tabatha.”
Tabatha opens her mouth to challenge him when suddenly something comes running up the hill like a stampede. At first, it is a blur that charges the big man and brings him to the ground.  
“Help!” Eli cries, but the sound is muffled as four children swarm him and paint him with kisses. 
“Daddy, you made it!” said one with braided pigtails that swing back and forth.
“Can’t wait to show you all my training!” shouts the tallest.
“Don’t believe what mom tells you about what I did. It was all Jane,” explains the boy. 
“Was not!” cries the littlest one.
Tabatha feels the electric pulse of excitement as Eli grasps his children tight and holds back no affection. She has never seen him so soft, so free. 
The tallest of the four children steps towards Tabatha, her head meeting Tabatha’s shoulders. But her presence is consuming. As the young one assesses Tabatha from head to toe, she feels the urge to shrink. Keeping still, Tabatha waits for her to complete the scan. A frown deepens on the young one’s face. As she stares into Tabatha’s eyes, she can see how her brown eyes match Eli’s. The child brushes back a strand of black hair that escaped the perfectly pulled-back ponytail. Dressed in red and light brown earth tones, she could win a game of hide and seek amongst the trees. The child finishes her assessment and recounts her findings. 
“I was expecting more. Dad, you sure you got the right one?”
“Alora, kutera,” Eli groans, rubbing his thumb and middle fingers against his temples.
Tabatha tilts her head and raises her eyebrow at the sound of this unknown language. Eli has never spoken such words in front of her.
Glimpsing her expression, he replies. “It means quiet,”
Rising, with the smallest one still clinging to his back, Eli moves to Alora. 
The boy in the group tugs on Tabatha’s sleeve and invites her to lean closer. The boy gleefully whispers, “It’s more like ‘shut up,’ but with a curse word.” 
Eli looks sternly at Alora with a look only parents can muster. His squinted eyes and set jaw bring memories of being lectured and reprimanded as a child, making Tabatha shiver. Alora, however, does not waver under the stern expression. Their matching brown eyes meet, and her small shoulders do not shrink. After a brief stare down, the young child bows her head and darts her eyes from his. 
Alora mutters a defeated, “Sorry.” 
Eli rolls his eyes and playfully nudges her. Alora manages a smile in return, a truce between a warring child and parent.
“If you haven’t noticed, Alora is my most outspoken. Let’s call her the leader of the pack. The tiny one on my back is my youngest, Jane. The one with two braids is Ellie. That is my only boy, Tobias.”
Eli’s leader comment makes Alora’s chest puff with pride. She holds her head a little higher and replies, “Someone had to hold down the fort while you were off finding the Chosen One. Next adventure I’m coming. No excuses!”
Eli throws his hands up in surrender. “Come now, all of you. It’s been a long journey, and I want to see your mother.”






  
  Chapter four
4


“Mama! Papa is home!” shouts Jane, the smallest of the four children. Her tiny feet outrun her siblings, pulling and tugging on Eli, who is playfully dragging his feet. Tabatha is grateful for the slow pace, allowing her to settle the unease in her stomach as her energy fades.  
Eli looks back at Tabatha and asks, “Are you well?”
She returns his question with a thumbs up. “Who knew walking through a portal could be exhausting, even if it doesn’t take your fingers and toes?”
He nods and returns his attention to their destination, “Soon we will all rest.”
Tabatha steps closer to Eli’s home, and it is a reminder that she is not in the city anymore. Trees shade the home, covered by a mushroom-shaped roof. Shuttered windows keep Tabatha from seeing inside. The village she noticed from the top of the hill is nonexistent from the house, but in the distance, she can hear neighboring homes as families greet each other and children laugh. The unfamiliar voices increase her sense of loneliness that tugs at her heart. She sighs, trying to move the lump forming in her chest. 
Looking at the sky, she frowns, as she considers if the Crimson Sun has instantaneously moved closer.
“Tabatha?” calls Eli. 
Her face warms as she ponders how long her mind has wandered. Behind Eli stands an Amazonian-like woman. Her strong shoulders are exposed, revealing the depth of her muscles. Her bronze skin glows under the high sun. Even from behind Eli, Tabatha can sense the woman’s commanding presence and intense eyes assessing her. Tabatha lowers her eyes, knowing she doesn’t measure up. 
“Come, let me introduce you to my wife. Talia, my heart, this is Tabatha, the Chosen One.”
 “Hi!” Tabatha’s voice rises an octave higher than intended. Clearing her throat, she tries again. “Hi, Tabby is fine. Some people back home call me that or Tab.” 
Tabatha extends her hand but feels like she should bow or curtsy in front of the powerful woman. Talia looks at the extended hand, wipes her hands on her apron, and says, “Dinner is almost made. We should prepare to eat.”
Without taking the extended hand, the woman disappears inside, leaving Tabatha and Eli looking at each other. The children shuffle inside after their mother as they squabble about who will sit next to their father. Eli shrugs, “You will come to learn my wife is a complicated woman. Come, think nothing of it.”
Uneasy, Tabatha follows. Inside, the home is cozy. From the entryway, Talia is in the kitchen, to the right. To the left, the children squeeze together on the couch, shoving each other as they beckon their father to sit beside them. Tabatha turns to Talia, stirring a large pot. The embers from the wood-burning stove glow as Talia places a lid on the large cast-iron pot. The smell of the fire perfuming the home reminds Tabatha of summer camp and roasting marshmallows. Talia moves from the stove to gather eating utensils. 
Not wanting to disturb Eli, who is nestled on the couch enjoying his children’s company, Tabatha moves to Talia.
“Do you need any help? I can set the table,” Tabatha asks. She feels like a schoolgirl asking if she can play with the popular and beautiful girls. She tries not to fidget as Talia doesn’t glance her way. 
Talia is in command of the kitchen, moving from one task to the next. Offering help, she hopes to appear less incompetent, but it only seems to annoy Talia. Setting down the last of the gathered utensils, Talia stares blankly. Tabatha’s skin tingles under the woman’s gaze, and she immediately wants to hide behind the half wall dividing the living room and kitchen. 
Talia takes a few steps toward Tabatha before responding. “No, Chosen One. I need no assistance. Why don’t you have a seat with the children? I can manage on my own.” 
Once again, she turns her back on Tabatha. Twirling the end of her curls, Tabatha tries to ignore the sting of humiliation that makes her eyes glisten. She nibbles on her lip to avoid embarrassing herself even more with the tears that want to expose her true feelings. Turning to sit with the children, she catches them staring. They quickly pretend to be looking at something else, but she knows they saw her strike out again.








  
  Chapter five
5


Having devoured two helpings of stew that warm her belly, Tabatha sits at the end of the table, blinking slower and longer while the children offer retellings of everything that has transpired since Eli’s departure.  
No one asks Tabatha much, which allows her eyes to roll back, taking her to the world of dreams. Her head tilts forward, but a hand claps her back, jolting her. Tobias, the only other male in the mix of estrogen, not-so-gently pats her and stirs her awake. Amused with himself, he grins from ear to ear. Tabatha drowsily smiles back. He is Talia’s twin in looks, but his haircut matches Eli with his faded sides and curly top. 
Looking around, all the children are grinning at Tabatha’s expense. But for the first time, Tabatha smiles with them, except Alora, who is not amused by the playfulness. Utensils and plates clang behind her as Talia cleans the kitchen. Tabatha rubs her eyes. “I can help clean, Talia. It’s the least I can do for such a great meal.” 
She yawns loudly, causing the children to laugh as she covers her mouth. Eli stretches his long arms as he puts his hands behind his head. 
“You will grow used to the energy of this land. The Crimson Sun is draining to us all, but you grow used to it. Tobias, show Tabatha to Alora’s room. Alora will stay with your sisters. Tomorrow, we will figure out what needs to happen.”
Alora returns her father’s instruction with a death stare. Her mouth becomes a thin line as she tries to hold back her defiance. The corners of her mouth twitch and she parts her lips to protest, but Eli stops her words. 
“The night is brief, and we can argue more in the morning. For now, I pray you do as you are told and let this old man rest after his long journey.” 
Alora does not hide her disapproval of the arrangement. She huffs as she lifts herself from the table and shoots a look toward Tabatha. 
This has not given her any points with Alora. However, that is a battle for another day because sleep is her current nemesis and one she is losing against. Tabatha excuses herself from the table and wishes everyone goodnight before she follows her guide down the hall to her accommodations. 
Once out of earshot of the others at the table, Tabatha attempts to bridge peace with Alora. “I’m sorry that I have to take your room. Hopefully, it won’t be long. I promise to leave everything as I find it. Scout’s honor.” Tabatha throws up a peace sign, imitating her best scout pose, but Alora’s scowl does not soften. 
Standing at the door of her room, Alora narrows her eyes. Tabatha drops her hands, hiding them in her pockets, thankful that looks can’t kill. She slides past Alora and makes one last attempt at peace. 
“Alora, I thank you, and I am glad Eli is back home. He shared little about your home but always said he couldn’t wait to show me this world. I hope you can also help teach me some stuff, too.”
Alora stares back, eyes blank. Tabatha shuffles further into the room so she can close the door. 
Before the door can close, Alora mutters, “I hope your strength is as good as your foolishness.” 
The door closes, leaving Tabatha hoping the same.

      [image: image-placeholder]After a battle of wills, Talia reigned victorious, as any experienced mother would. Her children attempt to barter their way to spend more time with their father, but she needs the night’s peace. She wrestles her children from four bedtime stories to two with the promise of a late bedtime the following night. 
Sitting on the edge of the bed, she unravels her fishtail braid. Her long mane wraps around her shoulder and falls to her waist. The gentle breeze floats in the bedroom window and cools her warm skin. The lack of island humidity makes it easy to breathe. She smells the scent of dampness carried in the wind. Rain will fall this evening. She breathes in deeply and allows the stillness of the night to wash over her, focusing on the rustling leaves as they dance in the breeze. 
Noticing the tension in her neck and shoulders, she rolls them, then her husband’s firm touch appears. He gently massages her tense body. Leaning closer to her, he places gentle kisses on her shoulders. 
He whispers, “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happier to see me.” 
The hairs on her neck stand, and the tension returns at his words. She has missed him, and there were many nights she longed for him to return, yet she is unsure why his presence annoys her. She searches for a reason before responding to him.
“How do you know something is wrong? I could be perfectly fine.” 
Eli snorts, “Okay, ‘perfectly fine.’ Have it your way. Nothing is wrong.”
He pulls away and rests on his side of the bed. Talia grips the mattress before whipping around to glare at the big man. He is trying to push her buttons, of which he is a master. 
“I am fine! You’re the one with something wrong if you think that weakling of a girl is the Chosen One. If I wanted to, I could slit her throat as she slept, and she would be none the wiser. Pathetic.” 
Eli opens one eye and looks back at Talia before speaking in their native tongue, “Kuwy dono le hu.” 
Talia responds, ignoring the scolding. “I will not keep my words down! I care not if she hears me. You are a fool to think she is the Chosen One. Our children, everyone, is depending on you to be right.” 
Turning to look outside the window, she strains to hear the ocean crashing on the shore. The ocean is far away, but she can hear waves lapping against the rocks if she tries. Talia hangs her head as she slows her breathing to calm herself. 
She is embarrassed. Her anger has gotten the better of her. Her husband has not been home five hours before they argue. She continues to take out the last of her braid, a failing attempt to distract from the conflicting feelings inside her. 
“I know she is not what any of us expected, but she is strong, Talia. I am not wrong. She is the Chosen One, and she will surprise you.” 
Talia recognizes the softer tone of his voice. He attempts to soothe the beast he unleashed inside her. Eli does not want to see her angry. He simply enjoys her passion. Talia is like the ocean, calm one moment and able to destroy everything in her path the next. It is one of Eli’s favorite qualities about her—when he isn’t in her path of destruction. 
She massages her scalp. “For your sake and our children’s, I hope you’re right.”
Reaching over, he grabs a tuft of her hair, tugging it playfully. “I don’t wish to fight anymore, my heart. I am too tired and missed you too much to fight with you.”
Talia sighs deeply before turning to face him. As much as he annoys her, she loves him that much more. For he is her sun, and she is his world. She draws close to him and
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