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A warm breeze shook the purple and white violets that grew along the dirt path that led to Ciran’s childhood home. The sun was high in the sky, and the fields around him looked bright and alive. Ciran stopped and looked down at his father’s grave. "The fields have been planted again," he told the pile of stones, as a sense of sadness mixed with his pride. 

Lorcan padded up from behind him and purred as Ciran cast out a heavy sigh before turning his head up to survey the dirt that lay out before him. The fields had been plowed up and planted. They were now covered with thousands of small green sprouts. 

It felt bittersweet to see the farm alive again, especially as it was not his family tending it. When he had passed through the year before and found it empty and neglected, he could not envision that it might host such life again, but here it was. He surveyed the cottage, which Ashlyn and Roshin had seen restored, and he let himself be taken back for a moment to his childhood.

The dragon pulled him from his memory with a sense of curiosity that seemed to draw him down the trail.  Ciran turned from the cottage and followed Lorcan back towards Taughmon. He watched as the dragon’s sapphire eyes scanned the path with attention. Soon the beast stopped and Ciran caught sight of two figures approaching. It was Lochlan and Brian.

The men had come to the village from the Gateway Island. They were members of the community of faithful followers called The Light. The three deserters who had settled there had left their families behind and returned with Ciran to serve as his trusted generals, eager to support his cause. 

Given their experience running their own self-sufficient community, Ciran had tasked Brian and Lochlan with organizing and bolstering his hometown. They had been there for nearly six weeks at this point, and it was clear to Ciran that their efforts had borne sweet fruit.

Ciran had had a problem. While he could see to the safety of Roshin and Ashlyn by taking them to The Light, there were still over two dozen other women who were left homeless after the destruction of Terranwood. Ciran felt responsible for their safety as much as he did for his own family. If he was to divide up his forces, they needed a place to go.

It had been Roshin that had suggested seeing them to Taughmon. He could remember the conversation. It was in the forest camp, shortly before they were to split up. He had revealed to her his distress over not having thought of a plan to see the women all safe and provided for.

“Could The Light not take them all if I could find some boat?” he had asked hopefully, having never been there himself.

Roshin shook her head. “The settlement is rough, with only a few of the cottages suitable for inhabitation,” she explained.

“Could I not see that they are fixed?” he pressed with a hopeful tone.

She shrugged. “Maybe, but part of the protection for the community is the condition of the structures that make it look abandoned.”

“Then where might they go?” he lamented. “I would like to see them housed and able to tend their animals and gardens somewhere outside of the Empire’s hold.”

An idea had come upon her. He could see her face light up. “Why not see them to Taughmon?” she asked.

“Taughmon?” he responded with surprise. “It was like a ghost town when I last went through.”

Roshin smiled at him. “Not when I left. We had given them hope, Ashlyn and I. We had spoken to them of your coming, and they had started to make repairs.” She made a hammering gesture with her hands for emphasis. “I have no doubt the town still needs much more to return it to full operation, but you know the land, it should support their seeds and animals. You could defend it, and it could offer you your first foothold in the Empire.”

Her suggestion made sense. If it was as she had said, then any people that stayed in the town should be sympathetic to his cause. The land in the Lakelands, while stripped of trees, was better than what ran through the center of the country. 

He could send men to aid in any further repairs, and he could likely defend the town from any outlanders with twenty or so men posted around it. Being an established settlement that had mostly been abandoned, the soldiers themselves might be likely to leave it alone anyways. It was a good idea, he liked it.

When the time came to break up his camp, he had sent the women with an escort of forty men west to Taughmon. They had gone with horses, and ox carts, taking their animals, seeds, and personal supplies from Terranwood with them. 

He had not wished to take any chances and so he himself had followed the party, which also included Roshin, Ashlyn, and Leesha. He and Lorcan scouted from the sky, flying spiraling circles out around them to ensure they would not find trouble on their journey. The trip had gone smoothly, with not even a glimpse of a scouting party along the way. All in, it had taken two weeks to make it to Taughmon. 

When the party had arrived, the soldiers went in first to ensure the town was secure for the settling of the women. Ciran and Lorcan scouted the nearby fields, marshes, and scrub lands to ensure there would be no surprises.

The people who were living there panicked at the sudden presence of forty of the Empires men. They shut themselves into their homes, and not a soul came out to meet the men. He remembered landing in the square an hour or so after the party had made it to the town. 

The wagons had just been brought in. He ordered the men to ignore the villagers and begin tending to the village. He directed a group of men towards what had once been the stable. “We will need a place to settle our horses, so tend to the livery and pull back the weeds.” Pointing to another group, he instructed, “I see pens where animals could go, but let’s first make sure they will hold before we fill them with goats.” 

Soon every man and woman in the company was tending to something that needed attention, cleaning, clearing, and repairing. The townspeople suddenly emerged from where they were hiding. Looking nervously at the dragon, who had made himself busy by scratching into the soil to help prepare some garden plots alongside some of the buildings.

Roshin and Ashlyn had been first to recognize the townspeople when they came out, and they rushed over, arms open to meet them. Ciran could remember Roshin’s words, “We told you he had come to end the darkness! Now here he is!” Her voice was jubilant.

He made his way over, looking into the faces of the nervous and huddled townsfolk, “I am Ciran,” he said by way of introduction, and then he bowed down to them. “This is my hometown,” he gestured to Ashlyn, “You have met my sister. I have come with a hopeful request, that I may be able to settle some two dozen women here, who have lost their own home back east to the Empire’s injustice.”

The people just looked out towards the men, "Don't let the Empire's garb trick you. These are now my men, they are here as escorts, and to see to the repair and protection of this town. 

The voice of an older woman with a lined face and a veiled head was first to break the villagers’ silence, “Are you truly the prophet of Hulen Ahir as they have said?”

Ciran nodded, “I am.”

“Is this all you ask of us?” the woman followed up with.

“I ask that you welcome my sisters of the faith, and I ask that you work to see this town a haven that can aid in my efforts to bring an end to the Empires iron hold.” He smiled at them before continuing, “In return I will see that you have hands to help, and protection from what might come for your assistance.”

"We have no leader here, no one who can direct us," the woman explained nervously. “Would you stay and be that for us?” she asked.

Ciran shook his head, “No, I cannot stay.” He looked off and away. “I have much I need to do, but I can see that I find you a leader who can step in here where I cannot.”

Ciran had not been sure who exactly he should delegate this role to. He had assigned Caden and Dagan each a larger group of men back east. They were military men, used to commanding troops. Their current assignments made sense, and he did not think either one would be suitable for this domestic scenario. “I need men that know how to operate a community,” he thought with a huff.

It was not until he touched down at The Light that he found his answer. The community there was made up of three families, plus The Light Keeper. Each of the men had been trained, like him, as a soldier prior to desertion. “If these men would serve me, I could task them with the management of the more domestic matters,” he had considered.

None of the three men had ever held a command role, but they knew how to lead their families, and they had successfully managed The Light for over a decade. They were also devout followers of the faith, so they believed in him and his cause. He did not even have to ask for their help. Upon meeting him they had all volunteered to join him.

Lochlan reported to Ciran how the village was fairing, “We have planted all there is to plant, the goats are clearing back some for the scrub for us. We needed to tear down a few of the structures, but their boards and hardware have served us well in some other repairs.”

“And how are the women settling?” Ciran asked looking out over to the now bustling streets.

“The women of Terranwood have been fantastic, they have been teaching those who were here so much. I feel there is a real community forming.” He paused a moment, and his tone shifted a bit, “We have had a few issues with the men.” Lochlan shot over an uncomfortable half smile before continuing, “It seems a few of the lads seem to have taken a liking to some of the women here.”

“I see. What do the women say? Does the fondness seem shared?” Ciran queried.

Lochlan sighed heavily, “No. That would be the heart of the issue. I am thinking it might be best if you were to speak with them on this matter.” 

“As you say. Send them to me and Lorcan then, I will see that they are set straight," Ciran commanded before moving on.  “What about the patrols?”

“I have broken the men up, and we run scouts out a few miles around the perimeter of the town to keep an eye out for any host. Our strategy, should we find one, will be an ambush. Each man is getting quite familiar with the terrain, and so we should be able to take any force by surprise before they get too close,” Lochlan explained, and Ciran nodded his approval.

It was later that day as Ciran was sitting beside Lorcan that he saw Brian approach with two of the men. Ciran took a breath and prepared himself for the confrontation. “Well, get ready to be terrifying, I know you won’t have to try too hard,” Ciran murmured with a slight chuckle. He then steeled his expression as Lorcan stirred and stood, moving his body so that he was now looming over Ciran, looking at quite the intimidating presence. 

The men approached him reluctantly, freezing in the square a dozen or so paces from Ciran. Ciran called out to them, “I will have you come right up and face me.” 

Lorcan rumbled lowly and vibrated the air around them. The men timidly approached, never taking their eyes off the dragon. Ciran placed his hand upon the hilt of his sword and addressed them, “I am told you violated one of my rules.”

“No, no. No violation!” one man nervously stammered, “We didn’t touch no girl.”

“That was not the rule,” Ciran replied flatly and Lorcan lowered his nose toward the man who had spoken. 

“I didn’t know speaking to a woman would be a problem!” the other man called out with fear.

“Is that what you did?” Ciran asked calmly.

"It was a compliment," the man added. 

“Oh, I see. That changes things. What was that compliment?” Ciran asked sardonically.

The men looked over at each other and back to Ciran before finally looking up to Lorcan. All the color had drained from their faces, they shifted uncomfortably, and both started to frown. No words left either man’s mouth. 

“It seems that you are uncomfortable with telling me what you said,” Ciran observed as he set his hand around his chin and studied them. In fact, he had already been informed of what had been said, and it was not a simple compliment. Rather the men had made an array of lewd remarks and jokes aimed at a couple of the younger girls. It had also gone on over the course of several days.

Ciran laid out the boundary in a chiding tone. “I want to be clear that this behavior will not be tolerated, if this current assignment is too difficult for you to manage given the proximity to these women, then I can see you moved along. I would wish, however, for you to instead see the errors in your ways.”

He then grew more stern as he continued, “If you might one day like to find yourself a wife, you need to practice learning to respect her, and that could start right now, with the women here. It is your choice, but I will not be doing this again.” As he finished the dragon lowered his head and growled and Ciran felt confident his warning was clear.

“Yes sir,” the men both called out in unison.

"Go," Ciran barked, and with that the men turned and hurried away from the dragon.

Brian laughed as they ran off. “My daughters thank you for that.”

Ciran nodded. “They have all learned bad habits, but maybe I can put an end to it one man at a time,” he noted with a crooked smile. He then looked back over to Brian. “I imagine you miss your wife.”

“As you no doubt miss your own,” Brian responded.

Ciran’s mind turned to Roshin, and he drew in a breath. “I would like to go back to The Light. I will need one of you to stay, but perhaps one of you can return with me. It would not be long, but it would be something,” he offered. 

“That would be quite well. I will speak to Lochlan, and we will make a decision. It is a great kindness for you to extend such an offer,” Brian said with a bow, and then the man turned and left Ciran in the square to observe the town, once more seated on the leg of the dragon.
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Expecting
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Roshin awoke in panic, panting and huffing as her heart beat rapidly in her chest. “It was just a dream,” she told herself in hopes of calming her nerves and maybe falling back to sleep. It did not feel like a dream to her though, and so she stared up into the darkness blinking and struggling to push out of her mind the horrors of her nightmare. 

It had been six weeks since Roshin had returned to The Light, and six weeks since Roshin had last seen Ciran. She was struggling to feel settled. This time it felt different to be here. The island community no longer felt like a sanctuary to her.

Her nightmares dogged her. It was almost every night that she found herself pulled from the cottage by soldiers who then lit it ablaze. She had seen in her dreams the Light Keeper killed over and over. She knew it was not a premonition but rather a haunting from the ghosts of Terranwood. “He is not Caelum, and Randyll is dead,” she tried to remind herself in a quivering whisper.

Even here she was afraid, and she felt helpless. “The empire found Terranwood. They could find this place too,” her mind seemed to remind her in a loop. She longed for the safety she had felt all those months when Ciran was nearby. 

Each day she woke up and walked down to the harbor light to pray. She prayed for Ciran’s success. She prayed for the end of the darkness. She prayed that the empire might fall and that she might finally find a home. She did this each day with all the others that lived at The Light.

When the morning rituals were complete, she would return, up the hill, and she did her best to keep her mind on the present. “Focus on the now, take it one moment at a time, and serve as best you can,” she whispered to herself as she walked. Everyone here was missing someone. The men had taken their boat and sailed to the mainland to serve with Ciran, leaving their wives and children behind.

They received no letters, no notice or word of what was happening beyond the island. Roshin watched them all struggle to stay strong in the face of such stark uncertainty. They had each other, they had the Light Keeper, and they had their faith in Hulen Ahir. These were the things they clung to like drowning men, desperate to keep their heads above the water. 

“Oh Hulen Ahir, I need your strength this day,” Roshin repeated to herself as a silent prayer whenever she felt herself faltering.

Roshin did have one small light, however. She had kept its presence to herself with the hope that Ciran may soon come back. She wanted desperately for him to be the first to know beside herself and so she sat on her little secret. 

She did speak to it, though it could not hear her. “Oh, the dreams I have for you little one, my little light in the dark. I can’t wait to meet you,” she whispered to it when she was alone.

This evening was like all the others, the women, the children, and the Light Keeper had all gathered for a meal. Roshin smiled quietly to herself as she stared down into her bowl. “Thank goodness I am not as sick as Ashlyn had been,” she thought as she scanned the faces at the table.

Suddenly she was stirred from her meditation as Deirdre broke down into tears. The woman had tried to put down her baby, a little boy, only a few months older than Leesha. She had wanted to just be able to sit there and eat without him grabbing at her bowl, but he wailed as soon as his bottom touched the ground. 

Eadin had tried to take him, but that only made the wailing worse, and Deirdre took him back. The baby settled, but again was grabbing at her bowl, until the whole thing fell onto the ground. Deirdre cried out in distress, “If Lochlan was here, I could eat!” She then tipped her head back and sobbed. 

Roshin rose and picked up the bowl. She ladled out more soup to refill it and then took another scoop, straining out the broth so that she could pour the remaining soft tubers onto the table in front of the baby, who grabbed them full fisted, squishing them between his little fingers.

“There you go,” she said softly setting a hand upon the woman’s shoulder. 

Deirdre sniffed and then replied, “Thank you,” as her tears settled down.

“It is a mighty burden you are all left to carry here,” The Light Keeper observed, and he rose and worked to clear the table and clean up after the meal.

Ashlyn carried Leesha over to Deirdre and sat down beside her, “I am amazed that he is so eager already to want to share our meals. I feel as though I might blink, and Leesha will be the same.”

Deirdre breathed out a heave sigh and then smiled, “He seems in a mighty hurry to no longer be my baby.”

Roshin left them, and with the other women and older children, worked to pile what was to be washed into a cart which the older children would then take down to the sea to be cleaned.  The Light Keeper caught her arm as she made her way back to the table. “Might I have a moment with you?” he asked in a low voice.

Roshin nodded and followed him off towards the north edge of the cottages. “I have noticed you are wearing dark circles under your eyes. It would seem you are not resting well. I thought I might offer my ear to see if there might be a way to aid in your restlessness.”

A cold feeling came over her and she looked away thinking about her nightmares. She was not sure what to say, but somehow, she did not need to say it, “You fear Terranwood’s fate will befall us here?”

“That must be it, for that is how my dreams play out, over and over again,” she confirmed.

“I cannot promise that the Empire will not turn its attention to this island for some reason or another, but I would say it is unlikely.” He shot her a sympathetic look and set a hand on her shoulder, “I cannot take away your nightmares and you cannot unsee what you saw, and so the best I can do is offer you a prayer.”

The Light Keeper then beckoned her down with him onto the ground, and settling there upon his knees, he bowed his head and began his prayer:

“Luminous Hulen Ahir, 

Radiant source of all hope,

Steady the heart of your servant Roshin,

as she navigates the dark tides.

Grant her the tranquility to endure 

what she cannot change in this world,

Help her find the fortitude to challenge the shadows,

and keen sight to discern your will.

Where despair would claim her,

may your light blaze within her.

When the burdens of this age grow heavy, 

renew her strength from your eternal flame. 

For in serving you alone, 

she serves the greater good.”

His prayer had felt like a balm to her weary spirit, and as she rose from her bow with tears filling her eyes. She managed to whisper, “Thank you.” 

The Light Keeper set a hand upon her shoulder and assured her, “You can endure.” Before setting a hand upon his thigh and then leveraging himself up to stand. She rose as well and together they walked back to the others to complete the evening chores.

It was not too much later when Roshin found herself settling down again on the furs and blankets that made up her bed. The candles had been snuffed, and it was too warm for a fire in the hearth, so the darkness fell in heavy around her. She drew on the strength of The Light Keeper’s words, and the faith in her heart to will her nightmares away. She closed her eyes and drifted off into a quiet and dreamless sleep. 

It was late into the night when her sleep was once more broken, but this time it was not by a dream. Her eyes snapped open as the sound of the creaking hinge on the cottage door rang out into her ears. In an instant her heart began to pound wildly. 

It felt almost suffocating to be there in the dark, as if it was a blanket that had been laid over her to smother her. She wondered if this might be it, if tonight she was to die. Her heart continued to thunder, and her palms sweat. She turned her head slowly to face the object of her fear.

She had been expecting a soldier, some large man to pull her from her bed. She strained her eyes to see in the darkness. A shadow loomed beside her, and it felt like a towering figure. Her mouth went dry, and she squeezed her eyes shut. The figure dropped down beside her.

It was not, however, a demon man, like from her dreams, that had come forth into the space. Instead, it was the familiar form of a man with his wavy dark hair tied back and the whiskers on his face trimmed short, he whispered to her as he leaned over her in the dark, “Roshin.”

And all at once her fear melted away and was replaced with her joy. She jumped up to embrace him, stirring Ashlyn and startling Leesha until she was crying. None of that mattered, for he was there before her, and she could not get her arms around him quickly enough.

“What are you doing here in the middle of the night?” she whispered even though everyone in the cottage was now awake.

Ciran laughed warmly as Ashlyn too came over and joined in to embrace him. He pulled back and took hold of the baby, who he held close a moment, kissing her, before returning her to Ashlyn and straightening up to speak, “I needed to come and see you, all of you.” He looked at Roshin, then Ashlyn, and baby Leesha. “I could bear being apart no longer.”

“But it’s the middle of the night?” Ashlyn interjected as a question.

“Indeed, it is, and as such no empire scout will have seen me come in,” he explained, a sly smile across his lips. Roshin closed her eyes and fell in against his body overcome with relief. Ciran sighed, “I too am tired, if you can manage, we can settle in, and I will tell you all come morning.”

She was excited to see him, but her weariness was also plain, and so, Roshin found herself settling in beside him, allowing herself to be pulled in close and covered by his arm. His breath puffing gently upon her neck. 

For the first time in weeks, she felt safe, and it did not take much for her to fall back to sleep. And just as it had been at the start of the evening, not a single dream disturbed her that night, for he had driven them all away and she was left with nothing but peace.
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Joyful Tidings
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The light of the new dawn had infiltrated through the few small windows of the old cabin, spreading around the room and illuminating the space. Despite his long night of travel Ciran found himself first to awaken, his arms still drawn tight around Roshin. 

He did not rise, he simply laid there listening to her breathing. His mind drifted back to the last time he was in this space. That morning too he had been the first to wake. It was different though, for they had been alone, their bodies entangled around each other, flesh upon flesh.

Ciran traced his fingers along the line of her collar bone as he let himself return to the memory.  Her skin was so soft, and her hair had been set free to spill all over him. A carnal desire stirred inside him, and he lifted his head a bit to look for Ashlyn. “Not alone,” he reminded himself in a whisper upon confirming her presence, and then he worked to redirect his attention.

The space around him had plenty of distractions. Ciran could still smell the must of the old wood that hung in the air. The cottage seemed to yearn to return to the island from which it was born, but its existence had been bolstered. He remembered thinking that for all its faults it had served as a fine shelter to guard and protect them in their vulnerability. He again turned back to Roshin, before chiding himself. “Think of something else...” he murmured.

His mind settled on thinking about where he was. The sanctuary that was The Light, was of a different quality than Terranwood had been. It was small and unremarkable. The ruined state of most of the village made it feel far from inviting. There was no square, no temple, no orchard, or gardens. All the same it was bursting with a sense of community.

The Light Keeper and the families of the island had done something truly special. They had carved hope from what had been a place of despair. They did not have the formal structures of Terranwood, but they had managed to create their own unique rituals, meeting spaces, and homes built around what little they did have. They had done well for themselves, and despite its haggard appearance the village certainly was alive. 

Having been able to settle his bride and his sister there had taken a great weight off his spirit. Ciran thought back to when he had first arrived. They had flown out early in the morning, making the crossing of the bay while it was still dark. 

The Island had come into view just as the sun was rising, and under Roshin’s advisement they made their approach to the harbor light on the northwestern shore. Ciran recognized it, “I’ve passed over this place before,” he called out. 

The families were gathered around the harbor light when Lorcan circled overhead and made his descent. Like at Terranwood, the people all fell down to their knees and bowed low in the sand as the dragon settled and the women slid down. Their joy and excitement at his presence was clear, though Ciran could not seem to find it in himself to share in that, for the encounter served as reminder of what he had lost. 

The Light Keeper for his part was an observant man, and after greeting him on the beach, he had made an approach and asked if Ciran might step aside with him. The women were visiting with their long-lost companions and so Ciran agreed. The Light Keeper seemed set to determine the nature of his melancholy. “As a Truth Sayer of the faith I am graced by your presence here,” he began. “Your arrival has brought hope to us, the faithful, but it does not seem to have brought hope to you.”

Ciran just took in a deep breath and let it out as a heavy sigh. He then reached into his pack and pulled out three books. “This is all that remains of the library of the sanctuary of Terranwood,” Ciran explained before offering them to the Light Keeper.

The Light Keeper took the books and then with a solemn tone stated, “And so I am guessing that has something to do with why you are here today.” 

Ciran nodded and proceeded to explain the tragedy that had befallen his brothers at Terranwood. The Light Keeper spent a moment in reverent silence. “So many followers of our faith have been lost in such a way. The Empire’s darkness is all consuming,” his words were heavy and laced with sorrow.

Ciran then pulled from over his head Caelum’s dragon head pendant and reached that too out to the Light Keeper. “As a Truth Sayer, it might be better for you to have this,” he offered in a low and respectful tone.

The Light Keeper pushed the pendant away. “You keep it and wear it, for after you will follow Hulen Ahir’s truth and light,” he assured Ciran, who returned the pendant to his neck. 

The Light Keeper then sighed, “I wish you had not needed to come, but I am grateful to offer you the sanctuary you seek for those you love.” At this the Light Keeper smiled and looked back out towards the women. “I imagine she has told you of my dream that pushed her on?” he enquired.

Ciran nodded, “Aye, she did, though she said what you told her was vague.” 

The Light Keeper nodded, “She needed to find her own way to you, I just offered her a nudge in the right direction,” he explained with a sly smile.

“And for that I owe you much, for she has saved me in more ways than one.” Ciran observed, looking off lovingly towards Roshin.

The Light Keeper seemed to notice the intensity of his gaze. "And so, you are joined?” he asked curiously.

Ciran drew in a breath and turned back to him, “Of a sort,” he said with a light chuckle. He looked back to the old man and after a brief hesitation he made a request, “I was actually hoping that you might be able to provide for us a reading of the proper marriage rites?” He then held his breath and awaited the response.

His request seemed to greatly please the old man, and he bowed his head low, “It would be the greatest of honors to do so. I imagine you are to be off quickly from here, so we can plan to do it at sunset,” the old man determined with a broad grin, before setting his wrinkled hand on Ciran’s shoulder and offering it a squeeze and a slight shake. 

With that Ciran was freed to join the other families that called The Light their home and informed them all of his intention. The women had excitedly gathered around Roshin, and he watched after her as they ferried her away up the hill with an excited whirl of chatter. The men that remained congratulated him and offered him some words of wisdom as married men themselves.

The day had moved too fast. Ciran had helped to settle the women into their new home. It was a comfort to see another woman had a baby, not too much older the Leesha. He felt more and more certain that this place would suit, as he watched the families move around each other. “It’s like they are all members of one family,” he reflected.

Part of him longed to settle there too. “These men are living out my dream,” he told himself. He then looked back to Lorcan, and he was reminded of his men whom he had seen dispersed across the country. “I am a rider... A prophet, and so this will need to wait.” 

Sunset neared, and as seemed to be ritual for the families living at The Light, they all wandered down to the beach and gathered around the harbor light. Lorcan was already there lying in the sand, and Ashlyn, Roshin, and Ciran all joined then.

Ciran looked upon Roshin who had been changed into a beautiful dress with delicate laced sleeves, and a rich-looking blue-green corset. Her hair was braided and had been set with tiny white wildflowers, the same ones which had grown along the path up to the settlement. “She is truly beautiful,” he thought, and he beamed with pride at her as she glanced shyly back.

The Light Keeper came down in his long brown robes. He was holding two lit candles and an unlit torch. As he neared the harbor light he called out, “Every night we come to light our fire, but tonight it will not be me to light it.” He waved forward Ciran and then Roshin.

“Our brother Ciran and our sister Roshin wish to join their lives together under the bounds of marriage. They have asked for us all to bear witness to their devotion.” The Light Keeper handed a candle to each and began to chant,

“For the light inside us shines and guides, for the light inside us casts out darkness, for the light inside us joins our lives, for the light inside us brings us hope.” The Light Keeper turned to Ciran, “Brother Ciran, Sister Roshin, I will need you both to repeat these words and then use your candles to light this torch: Under the light of Hulen Ahir I join my light to thee, our fate to be bound, our hearts made whole in this unity.”

Ciran and Roshin chanted back the rhyme, over and over in unison as they set their candles against the end of the torch, and as they chanted the torch caught fire and the flames joined into one flame.

“And so, brother Ciran, I would bid you to take this torch and climb the steps, for this union does not just bring your combined light to each other, but to the world. Take your combined light and brighten the darkness,” he instructed, handing Ciran the torch.

He received it and briefly glanced back to Roshin before commencing his walk through the narrow doorway and up the harbor light’s winding stairs. He climbed up until at last he was at the top. Before him was a brazier filled with charcoal. He then set the flame down into the brazier until it too was lit in flames.

He climbed back down, the torch still in his hand. He rejoined everyone on the beach and The Light Keeper came over, took the torch, and stuck it in the sand before pulling out of his pouch a small glass bottle, which he opened. “I would have each of your hands,” he beckoned to Roshin and Ciran.

He smeared the fragrant oil onto their palms, and then onto their foreheads before asking them to join hands. “Hulen Ahir, accept this man before you as the husband to this woman. Hulen Ahir, accept this woman here as the wife of this man, for they have been joined under your sacred light and anointed with your sacred oils. Their union is firm and shall not be broken until death calls one to your halls.” He then squeezed their combined hands and beamed at them, “It is done, you are joined.”

And with that Ciran again fell into her, pulling her in close and whispering, “Now there is truly no reason you have left to doubt that I shall again return.”

The observers had all cheered them on and offered congratulations before ushering the couple up the path to the cottages. “I shall stay tonight with Deirdre and see you in the morning,” Ashlyn informed them with a knowing smile, before slipping away with Leesha into one of the other cottages. 

Roshin had given his hand a squeeze and he had eagerly followed her to the cottage that had been set up for their occupancy. It felt damp, and had a musty smell, but soon the hearth fire was burning, and what smelled more clearly to him was her and the oil that lingered still on her skin. 

The memory was a sweet one, and it had stayed with him over the weeks of his absence. He would call upon it often. A noise drew him back to the present.  Ashlyn had woken. She had scooped up the baby, and he watched her as she tip toed to the door. He caught her eyes as she was leaving, and she smiled wide towards him and then gave a wave before slipping out of the cottage.

“Alone again,” he whispered, and with that he felt Roshin stir beside him. 

Soon she was rising up and turning to look at him. The joy on her face was clear, and he watched her close her eyes for a moment as if trying to savor a moment. “Good morning my love,” he whispered as he reached out with his hand to tuck back a stray lock of her hair.

“Good morning,” she excitedly chirped back. He watched her look around the cottage confirming what he already knew about Ashlyn’s departure, and then she took his hands. “I have something I have wanted so badly to tell you.”

His curiosity was piqued, as her excitement was plain, and so he cocked his head and enquired, “Oh?”

She took his hand and pressed it against her stomach, and then with a joy she could barely contain she declared, “I am with child!”

A wave of delight came over Ciran at her words, which was met with an intrusion of curiosity. His frustration flared at the sudden interruption into what felt was a private moment, but it was fleeting, and replaced again with his joy and excitement. “I’m to be a father?” he asked, a near disbelief in his question.

“You are to be a father,” she affirmed.

In his jubilation he pulled her to her feet. “Do they all know?” he asked in an excited rush.

“No, I wanted you to be the first to hear,” she explained shyly.

“Can we tell them?” he pleaded to her, drawing her towards the door.

He watched the broad grin spread across her face as she shook her head giving him her approval, and so he blew open the door and pulled her out behind him and then he looked around for anyone to tell.

Roshin tapped his shoulder. “They are likely down by the light,” she noted pointing out towards the beach. 

He nodded in understanding and with a broad grin he turned and ran with her down towards the beach. 

As they came down the hill The Light Keeper was already up on the top of the Harbor Light pouring the water over the coals. The families all gathered around it hands joined. Lorcan had settled behind them on the sand.

Every head turned to see them run up. Ciran noticed Deirdre leaned up against Lochlan and he smiled at the man who had returned with him the night before. He did not care that he might be interrupting their ritual, he did not care that he was making a scene, but he called out jubilantly to all who were gathered, “I am to be a father!”

The women swooned and clapped their hands to their mouth in surprise. Ashlyn ran over, Leesha in her arms, to hug Roshin and Ciran, Lorcan even made his own surprise and excitement known. Ciran felt like he was flying high and wished that he might be able to freeze time and revel in the moment.
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The Officer’s Tent
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Dawn had not yet broken when Dahee slipped between the canvas flaps of his sleeping quarters and out into the lane. He made his way hopefully to the mess tent. “I’m up early ‘nough, they should still have some,” he assured himself as he broke out into a bit of a jog, cradling his bowl in his hands.

Upon arriving he instantly felt his heart drop as he looked around to see dozens of men lined up. They too had likely hoped to beat the crowd. Dahee searched for the end of the line and then craned his neck around to see if any of the men were actually being served. 

They were not. No men were posted in front of the pots, and the cook fires were not burning. Dahee sighed and then turned his body to go. “Guess it’s one more day without a mornin’ ration,” he thought sourly as he once more was left to notice the hollow feeling that had been dogging him for near on a week now.

At this point he was becoming used to having to work on an empty stomach, but as he reached up and ran his fingers down his ribs, a grim question intruding into his mind, “How long till I’m to starve to death?”

Dahee did not go back to his tent, instead he made a turn towards the sparring yard just as the sun broke over the horizon. He only needed to stand there alone for a few minutes before two other boys came and found him. 

They too likely came to find there would be no rations that morning. The boys had made a routine out of following their disappointment over the lack of food, with a chance to pass on information to each other before their work details began. 

“Mornin’,” Dahee offered in greeting as two younger boys joined him. They were Angus, the thirteen-year-old cart boy, and a tawny haired lad of fourteen named Donal. At sixteen Dahee was the oldest of the group, but he hardly felt it, as the other two boys were easily the same size, if not bigger than him already.

Donal was in a sour mood, and responded with a sharp, “Bah on this morning.”

“I was hopin’ for some rations too,” Dahee inferred. Their stomachs were all hollow, and they had watched their bodies turn skeletal over the weeks from a lack of food.

Angus just laughed darkly before offering a grim note, “All you’ll have is hope. Only three carts came back yesterday.” This had been a reality for a while now. 

He went on to report that each cart, which had returned with supplies, had come from the south. That was the only route that seemed unimpeded. Any group that left and headed out in a different direction was likely never to be seen again. This information was not broadcast in any way, but it was clearly evident to any man that needed to eat.

Whispers were spread that the parties had come under attack and the men were slaughtered or burned up by dragon fire, but not a soul had returned to corroborate. Dahee thought it more likely the men had defected and joined Ciran, “If I could get out, I know I would,” he thought.

“I am not sure we are like to make it if we can’t get more supplies in here,” Angus observed, returning Dahee to the conversation. 

“Maybe starvin’ will be enough to see a rebellion,” Dahee offered hopefully.

Donal was doubtful, “If they can keep the guards fed then I feel the men will sooner die than resist.”

Dahee then revealed what he had heard the day prior while carrying his water to the guards’ mess tent. He had lingered awhile after the drop off, and he had managed to catch the cook complaining to a pot boy, “We ain't had no bread or meat in weeks, months for fruit.”

The man then dipped his spoon in the pot to stir up the fermented gruel which had now made its way to the guards’ mess. The cook had continued, “Had a fight break out the other day over an empty pot of porridge, and three guards were taken to the stocks and lashed.” He shook his head, “They like don’t realize how lucky they are to even have this much,” he said with a sigh.

“I wonder what the officers be eatin’?” Dahee questioned to the other boys, who just shrugged in response. 

“Oh! I have news too,” Angus reported excitedly before continuing, “The men are all leaving now with bows,” Angus reported.

“But why? Them arrows seem no good against the dragon,” came the observation of Donal.

Angus nodded his head in agreement before clarifying his own idea on the matter, “I wager they are not for the dragon. Its scales may be impervious, but that is not true for the flesh of the man on its back.”

Donal’s eyebrows shot up at the realization. “Kill the rider, end the resistance,” he whispered, half to himself.

“He’s like got armor now to protect ‘im. Least I would hope he do,” Dahee noted, in half a prayer for Ciran’s well-being. 

The boys continued to chatter until the master at arms came by and pointed to them to scat. Matches were soon to start. The time for talking was at an end and Dahee at least had no interest in staying and finding himself paired with anyone.

Ciran had never been able to turn him into much of a fighter, despite his efforts. Dahee had come to accept that his strength was not to be in his brawn. His bullying and torment within the camp had given him another valuable skill, however.

Dahee was an extraordinary sneak. He had learned the routines and workings of the guard. He knew how to move about unseen. He was fast as a rabbit, and stealthy as a cat, and suddenly this skill became key for his ability to understand what was happening within the camp. 

Dahee moved on from his meeting and jogged off towards the river to start his work detail, hauling water buckets. The news about the bows, and the idea that the men may now be targeting Ciran directly was digging into him as he followed a group of men, heavy laden with a couple full buckets.

After making one of his drops, Dahee found himself falling behind the group as he looked carefully around him. They were passing nearby Officer Jarlath’s tent. At that point, Dahee disappeared. He slipped away sideways between the tents, and he set down his buckets beside an old barrel and quietly walked a ring around the tent. 

The officers' tents all had within them an area for changing; it was separated out from the broader space with additional canvas

Dahee slipped a couple subtle fingers up under the canvas sides of Jarlath’s tent and carefully observed the stitching on the outside and he crouched and crept around the back side of the tent seeking the divider. 

He felt it and moved to what he assumed to be the other side. He then popped up a stake in the corner of the tent and raised it slightly before peeking into the space. It was dark, indicating he had in fact found the dressing section. 

He pulled up the canvas further and, getting down onto his belly, he snaked his way under it and into the space, slipping the canvas back down and pulling in the stake in with him once the canvas was replaced. 

The changing area was dark, but he could see the light from the lanterns on the other side coming through and he could hear their voices. Jarlath was meeting with one of the other high-ranking officers, though he did not know who. He caught them in mid conversation.

“The camp will need to be moved. We cannot maintain our location starved of supplies from the north. If the men get much more hungry, they will revolt,” Jarlath stated dryly.

The man he was speaking with countered, “We could send out larger groups to escort the wagons or go on the offense against him.”

“NO, he is siphoning men,” Jarlath barked. “I have sent trusted scouts to follow some of our parties at a distance, they have returned to report of the defections.”

The other man responded, “Then we need to strengthen the men, and then find a way to meet them en mass and crush them all...” he paused as if considering another option. He proposed his idea, and Dahee could hear the dark glee laced around his words, “or we take him out directly.”

“All our parties have been armed with bows and have been instructed to target him should they face him on the road,” Jarlath responded, sounding frustrated as if the man had discounted his strategic planning. He continued, “If we are fortunate, one will take him out, but there is no guarantee of success.”

The other officer laughed. “I don’t mean shoot him in a confrontation,” he explained before pausing for emphasis. “He seems willing to take in anyone who deserts. We can use his compassion to our advantage.” 

“I think I see where you may be going, but how can we ensure anyone we send to him will follow through?” Jarlath queried.

The other officer just laughed, “Leave that to me.”

With that Dahee heard the man stand and slip out of the tent. His heart raced, “They’re plannin’ to kill ‘im,” he thought in a panic. He returned to the corner where he had slipped in, peaked out and around for any boots in the lane, and then again, he squeezed out of the tent. 

He caught sight of the officer leaving down the lane to the north of the camp. The other officer was the captain of the guard. Dahee had recognized his armor, which the officer had been wearing when he was standing on the stage with Ciran before he was beaten and taken to the wheel.

He decided to take a chance and follow him, wanting to desperately know what he was planning. He picked up his bucket so that if he was seen he might look as though he was working and then he followed after him keeping a cautious distance.

The officer’s tent was along the river on the northern border of the camp. Dahee’s pulse quickened, and he felt his palms begin to sweat as he moved forward. He was now right in the heart of the guards’ tents. 

He decided to leave his buckets on the ground beside one of the tents and then slip off more quickly unburdened. As he moved forward, he could hear men talking, so he crouched down low and tipped his ear in the direction of the captain while keeping his eyes darting all around him.

The captain had seemed to stop and was now speaking with one of his lieutenants. Dahee could not hear his words. He peered after him from behind one of the nearby tents, and he observed the captain lean in close to the lieutenant and whisper something into his ear. 

The lieutenant nodded and then the captain set off back towards his own tent. Dahee was desperate not to miss what the captain was planning, and so with a few long and silent strides he swiftly darted down a row to beat the captain to his tent.

He did not sneak in. Instead, he crept around nearby and watched the lane for what felt like hours waiting to see if anyone would come to the tent. At one point he was nearly caught by one of the guards and held his breath and slipped inside one of the tents, praying that it was empty at that moment. 

It was, and shortly after he was back to watching and waiting, but eventually his patience paid off. His heart dropped as he watched two guards bring a woman over. She was visibly pregnant, and she looked scared. They pushed her into the captain’s tent. 

Dahee made a run for it then, he slipped around the back of the tent, and as he had with Jarlath’s tent he slipped his fingers under the canvas, feeling for the divider of the changing area. When he found it, he looked around, got down onto his stomach, and he silently slipped inside the captain’s tent.

“I am sure there will be no problem.” Dahee heard the captain’s voice. His words smooth and confident. He heard the woman sniffling as though she had been crying. “Ahh, and here he is now!” the captain announced brightly, though Dahee knew his tone was deceptive.

“What is this?” came the question from a man who Dahee assumed had just entered the room. 

“This is a celebration,” The captain explained, “I have selected you for the highest of honors. Your service has been... impeccable.” There was a silence that followed before the captain began again. 

“We have the most important of assignments. You see, this dragon rider has become a problem for us.” Again, there was a pause, “We are not able to get enough back to support our camp, and this endangers the effectiveness of our forces.”

There was still silence after, before again the captain continued, “We have not been successful meeting this foe on the road, but if we can get in close enough, we know we can take him out.”

This did elicit a response from the man, “I don’t understand, you want me to try and get close to him? How?”

“A defection,” he stated, in a matter-of-fact tone before he clarified, “...well, a defection deception.” Dahee could imagine his twisted smile. “You shall offer yourself as an ally and work to get close, once you do you can simply take him out.”

The man jumped in immediately, “But I would surely be killed myself!” 

“Perhaps...” There was an uncomfortably long pause. “I learned that you were expecting a child, it seems congratulations are in order for that as well, though in lean times such as these it is hard to see our families properly provided for.” Another pause filled the air and Dahee could tell there was a clear threat being issued.

“It would truly be a shame should the baby and the mother not make it,” the captain finished. The woman began to cry, and Dahee suddenly felt sick. “The get of a hero though, well, they would truly be well provided for no doubt.”

It was all he could stand hearing. The captain’s plan could work. The threat against this man’s family no doubt would be an effective driver towards such actions. “I need to get to ‘im first!” Dahee thought and he slipped back out of the captain’s tent.

He stalked about nearby awhile longer, in hopes to get a glimpse of the man they would be sending as he left the tent. He came out not too long after. Dahee studied him hard. He was a guard in his mid-twenties with short, cropped light brown hair and hazel-colored eyes. His complexion was light, and his ears drooped a bit near their top making it look as though they stuck out a bit.

He was not especially large or intimidating, in fact he looked quite unimposing, something Dahee assumed was likely to be intentional. The man made a mad dash back to the interior of the camp. The stakes were now raised: he knew he needed to desert. If anyone could sneak past the border guard it would be him, but he did not have long to figure out how he would do it. 
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Taking Arrows
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The sun had risen enough where Ciran felt like he could finally look out ahead of himself instead of just down towards the ground. An expanse of blue stretched out before him, and Ciran drew in a deep breath and marveled at how small it made him feel. Lorcan was flying over Lake Gorm out towards the southeast. 

They had set off from Taughmon that morning, having dropped off Lochlan after their visit to The Light. Ciran had felt contemplative for most of the flight and had been quiet, but as he stared out at the endless blue sky a smile suddenly fell upon him, and he broke his silence. “I’m not sure I believe it my friend,” he called out to the dragon, “am I to truly be a father?” He laughed and patted Lorcan’s neck.

He felt the dragon vibrate underneath him and the vibration met his hands and then moved inside of him. A warm tingling feeling suddenly moved up his arms and then settled into the core of his body. It made him feel warm, and even more alive. Ciran had to work to settle his elation and focus on the task ahead. 

He had only stayed for two days at The Light before setting off again in the middle of the night. He had not been eager to go, and he found that he had to force himself from the old log cottage and back out towards the beach. Lochlan seemed equally reticent
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