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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Eljin, are you ever going to learn how to put books back properly? You’ve been working here at the university library longer than I have, and I swear you haven’t figured out the difference between historical treatises and famous plays. Not to mention, you refuse to alphabetize by last name.” Kennara grabbed books off the shelf, carefully using her cane to balance as she stood on the tiptoes of her left foot.

      “I know how much you love redoing my hard work. If I did it perfectly, what would you do all day? Sit around looking like the Queen of the Library on your throne, that’s what. And I know you would rather be shelving books.” Eljin’s dark eyes glistened as he smiled at Kennara. His smile always melted away her ire.

      It’s like he tries to get under my skin, and then smiles, just to see what he can get away with, Kennara thought as she limped across the room, roaming from shelf to shelf to put the books in the correct spot, not wherever Eljin felt the right spot was for the day. She sighed. Her right leg was dragging, which meant she was going to need help meeting up with her twin sister, Kellesha. She hated when her cane wasn’t enough to get her around. It meant having someone push her in her chair at least for the next day or so.

      “Looks like you’re going to have to skip training today. Your right leg is already dragging,” Eljin said.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” she said, sitting down with a huff.

      All Kennara wanted was to find a healer so she never had to use a cane or chair ever again. Her sister thought she was irrational for wanting such a change, but her sister didn’t live with her ailment and the fear that came along with it.

      Having escaped the Quickening when it went through their hometown, she and her sister were hiding from the king and his men because they still possessed their magic. Kennara’s biggest fear was that she would be the reason the king’s enforcers caught her sister because she couldn’t move fast enough unless she was strapped to a horse—then, she flew like the wind.

      Kennara shook her head to clear the fear. The fear was constant, but it normally lived in the back of her mind. That’s where she preferred it; when it came to the forefront, it could be overwhelming.

      “Come on, Kenna, let’s get you in your chair. I’ll take you over to where Kellesha and Cas are training. We can watch them beat up on each other before you head home.”

      “Thanks, Eljin, I can walk.” She stubbornly pushed herself out of the chair and grabbed her cane. Kennara knew she was letting pride rule her actions. She even knew walking down to the practice yard meant depending on others to wheel her around even longer than she wanted. It didn’t matter though; it felt necessary to prove she could walk across town on her own. Even though the thud of her cane followed by the sound of her leg dragging indicated a different reality. Kennara bit her lip as her eyes filled with water. She wiped away the tears with her left hand as she continued to hobble out of the library.

      “Kenna, stop. You’re causing yourself more pain than necessary. Let me help you. Please.” The catch in his voice as he said those last words had Kennara stopping mid-step, or mid-drag, if she was being accurate.

      She turned to him. His brown eyes were pleading with her to be reasonable, to accept his help. When he looked at her like that, she didn’t know how to say no. Plus, sweat was already dripping down her back and forehead after her bout of defiance. She blew a strand of her strawberry-blonde hair out of her eyes. “Fine, I will allow you to help me today. If it will make you feel better.”

      Her sea-green eyes met his brown ones. She looked away as a smile lit his face. “It will, Kenna, it honestly will. Now, your chariot awaits.” Eljin gestured to her wheeled chair with a grand bow.

      A giggle escaped despite herself as Kennara watched his antics. Putting on a stern face as she sat, she said, “Let’s go. You know how Kellesha gets when I’m late.”
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        * * *

      

      With Eljin pushing her down the streets of Wreswell, it felt like mere moments before they were at the practice fields. It would have taken her three times as long to walk the distance, causing her sister to worry, halt practice, and come looking for her. Kennara would never admit it, but she was thankful for Eljin’s pleading eyes insisting on her using her chair.

      Kennara watched Casaworon and her sister finish their weapons’ training. Kellesha swung her practice sword at Cas, the muscles in her arms and shoulders rippling as she moved from one pattern to the next in quick succession, causing the hulking Cas to retreat. Kellesha’s auburn braid whipped around as she spun, sweeping her leg out and taking Cas to the ground. Kennara clapped as her sister stood over their friend grinning from ear to ear.

      Her sister looked like a warrior in that moment, with her hair braided in the style of the northern tribes, her muscles defined under a sheen of sweat, and her foe lying before her vanquished on the ground. Kennara sighed, she would never be a warrior like her sister, no matter how good she was with a bow and arrow or how well she could ride a horse. She would always be the person everyone needed to protect, whether she liked it or not. At least, that’s how she constantly felt that way. Her sister took steps to protect her, something about a promise to their mother five years ago when they escaped the Quickening. They were only thirteen years old at the time. Somehow they made it out of town and hid among a group of travelers on a pilgrimage to Dradon. The holy site was a day’s walk from the university town of Wreswell. Their companion suggested they stay in Wreswell because of the university. Her sister fought her at first, wanting to go somewhere more isolated, but their companiion had prevailed, arguing the constant change of town occupants was a boon. No one would have the desire to get to know them because everyone would assume they wouldn’t be around for long. That was, until Eljin and his friend, Casaworon, insisted on befriending them. Those two had weaseled their way into the twins’ life despite their resistance.

      Kennara blinked and saw the sparring had stopped. Cas stepped to the side, grabbing a towel to wipe the sweat from his eyes. Kellesha stood next to him, at least a head shorter and swiped the towel from him. Kennara watched as Cas just shrugged, causing his muscles to dance down his back. She swore Cas’s muscles had muscles. He ran his hand through his shoulder-length dark hair before turning to where she sat with Eljin.

      “I see you’ve decided to skip out on training again,” Cas said as he walked over.

      “You know me, anything to get out of working out.” Kennara tried to make a joke of it, but she didn’t think she had fooled anyone, especially Cas.

      “You could still work with your bow and arrow,” her sister said, rubbing Kennara’s shoulder the same way her mother did whenever she was feeling down on herself.

      “What do you mean, Kelle? How can I practice archery?” she asked, curious and somewhat hopeful.

      “Well Kenna, you need to be able to shoot even when your leg is acting up. You can learn how to balance and build strength not only in your core but also in your left leg,” Kellesha suggested.

      “That’s a great idea,” Eljin said. “I can help you while Cas and Kellesha spar.”

      “Do you really think it’s possible?” she asked, sitting taller in her chair.

      “Of course. Where’s your bow? We’ll start today.” Eljin winked at Kellesha and took off to grab her bow and quiver.
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      “There’s my favorite couple,” Quade said as he pushed his wares to the daily market.

      Kennara looked over at Eljin, eyebrow raised. “How many times do we have to tell you, old friend? We are not a couple. I’m more likely to run off with you than I am this fool here.” She gestured to Eljin, who managed to take over Quade’s burden. Eljin insisted they walk by Quade on the way to the library every morning so he could help the old man truck his produce to the market. Kennara thought it was very sweet of Elgin. Not that she would ever tell him.

      “It isn’t true love between us, Kennara, just your love of my moonberries, especially my moonberry tarts,” Quade teased.

      “I do love your moonberry tarts—you wouldn’t happen to have an extra one, or maybe even two, with you this morning?” Kennara made a show of glancing into the cart Eljin was pushing.

      Quade paused, stroking his gray beard as if he was deep in thought. Kennara knew better: this was part of the game they played most mornings on the way to the market. She saw the twinkle in Quade’s wizened eyes right before he pulled out two tarts from his knapsack. Kennara clapped her hands with joy as they continued to the market.

      “I couldn’t let my two helpers go hungry, especially when my moonberry harvest is plentiful this year.”

      “Thank you, Quade, but you know it’s not necessary to feed us,” Eljin said.

      “Speak for yourself.” Kennara jabbed her friend with her elbow. “ I happen to need these tarts. Without them, I wouldn’t be able to focus all day, just thinking about the sweet and tart berries sitting in the flakey, buttery perfection of crust.” Kennara’s mouth salivated just thinking about it. “If I didn’t have one, the thought of it would be a constant distraction.”

      The three of them arrived at the market. Eljin and Kennara unpacked Quade’s cart, arranging the fresh fruits and vegetables in an inviting array of colors. On the other side of the booth, Quade displayed his baked goods. He had an assortment of delicious sweet tarts as well as scrumptious savory hand pies.

      “Thank you so much for all your help. It makes my mornings so much easier. These old bones would have had to retire if it weren’t for your help.” Quade lowered himself into the rocking chair he kept at his booth.

      He would be at the market until the end of the day unless he sold out of his wares. On those days he left early, sometimes straight for home, other times he came to the library and told stories of the old king while Eljin and Kennara worked. Those were her favorite days, however Eljin was always irritable, and he never told her why. Kennara hoped Quade would stop by today; it had been forever since he had come around to talk of the past.

      The old king sounded so much better than his brother, the current king. King Hedrek never hunted down women with magic and stripped them of their powers; instead, he had given every womn the choice to decide what happened to their magic. If King Hedrek was still on the throne instead of his younger brother, Sheamus, Kennara and her sister wouldn’t be in hiding.

      “I hope we see you later today.” Kennara took her tart from Quade.

      With a quick wave goodbye, she and Eljin made their way to the library for another day of work.
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        * * *

      

      The head librarian put Kennara and Eljin at the front of the library. It was Kennara’s least favorite place to work because it involved interacting with the public. She would rather shelve books in the back or have a new research task than sit all day in the front of the library, answering questions from the public, and directing them to different parts of the library to find what they were looking for, but never actually touching the books. She couldn’t slip away and read anything when she was assigned here.

      Eljin’s company helped. He loved it up in the front. Kennara watched him interact with everyone who came in. He was so easygoing and natural with the patrons. He would smile at them, and they would leave happy, even if they left without the information they wanted.

      “Quade!” Kennara exclaimed, happy for anything that interrupted her day. Even watching Eljin charm everyone in town bored her after a while. “Are you here to tell us stories?”

      “Unfortunately, no. I’ve come to warn you.” Quade’s eyes darted around the foyer of the library.

      Kennara felt her heart drop into her stomach. Today. It was happening today. She started throwing everything of hers into a bag, not waiting for Quade to continue.

      Quade ran his hand through his graying hair, and his eyes filled with concern as he watched her pack. She didn’t know how he knew—Kennara and her sister never used their magic—but Quade’s demeanor conveyed his knowledge. Just him being here to warn her meant he knew. And knowing that put him in danger.

      “The king’s men. They’re on their way. A scout arrived not that long ago. Viggo and Maeryn are about a day behind. You must leave now. There’s no time to delay.”

      “I know, Quade. Can’t you see I’m hurrying?” Throwing her bag over her shoulder she grabbed her cane, ready to warn Kellesha of the impending danger.

      “You are. But he’s not.” Quade gestured towards Eljin, who was standing there as if he had seen a ghost.

      She looked back at Quade and then Eljin, confused. Why did Eljin need to run? He’d been here forever, as far as she knew. What did the king’s arrival have to do with him?

      Kennara placed her hand on his shoulder. “Eljin?”

      He shook his head. “Fine, I’ll go. I would rather stay here and fight, but . . .” Eljin looked at Quade and then Kennara. “It seems now is not the time to stand my ground.”

      “You’ll come with us, won’t you, Quade? I don’t know if you’ll be safe here,” Kennara asked.

      “I’ll be fine, Kennara. Just keep Eljin here safe; he won’t admit it, but he needs you.” With that mysterious statement, Quade left the library.

      Kennara had thought the warning was only for her and her sister, but after the last sentence, she was confused. She glanced over at Eljin, wondering who he was that he needed her help, and not the other way around.

      “Let’s go, Kenna. We need to tell Kellesha and Cas it’s time for us to leave.” Eljin grabbed her hand and pulled her across the room.

      “I know, Eljin! I’m walking as fast as I can. Dragging me along isn’t going to help us get there any quicker.”

      “I’m sorry, Kenna; I just want to get to them before the scout starts asking around.”

      “Who are you? And why are you running from the king?”
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      “Come on, Gallagher. We have to hurry if we’re going to stop them,” Abria said, sword in one hand, dagger in the other. She was ready for the inevitable. Too many women were sedated, waiting, to have their powers ripped from their bodies and stored in a talisman, a talisman that the law said could only be used by men. It had happened to her and her entire village five years ago when King Sheamus had taken the throne after murdering his older brother, Hedrek, and his nephews. Some people insisted that Prince Bryok lived and would one day save the kingdom from Sheamus, but Abria was not about to wait for a man that may or may not be alive to save the kingdom. So she traveled around the country, stopping the Quickening from happening anywhere she could.

      Abria had believed winning these fights would be easy. How could she be overpowered by men, soldiers lacking in magic, when she was fighting to free a village full of women with elemental magic? It was never as easy as she thought it would be. First, many of the soldiers had talismans but no idea how to harness its power. Due to their inability to control the magic, the soldiers caused so much damage that it was hard to attack them without risking the very people she was trying to save.

      Second, some women wanted the Quickening. They didn’t care about all the women who didn’t and would even use their powers to ensure that it happened. Abria didn’t understand it, couldn’t understand it, why women would willingly gave up their magic so that men could protect them. While she didn’t understand that thinking at all, she really didn’t understand why those women thought it was right to force the women who wanted to keep their powers to give them up. Why didn’t they want women to have a choice on what to do with their magic?

      It was one of those women that held Abria down while the traitor king’s servant stole her magic. Abria was still haunted by nightmares, her screams for mercy echoing in her head as her life was stolen.

      The third and final reason it was difficult is that the unwilling women were drugged, sedating them so they could not draw upon their magic. Whatever was used acted like a dampener of sorts

      “What’s our plan this time, Abria? Please tell me it’s something different from all the other times. Storming in screaming with weapons drawn is so risky. One of us is going to get hurt, and you’re so reckless it’s probably going to be you.” Gallagher grabbed his bow.

      “Do you have a better plan? Cause I don’t. I would love one, but if we wait to come up with one, it’ll be too late.”

      “Dear gods, please let this end well,” Gallagher prayed before notching an arrow in his bow. “I’ll take out as many as I can. Can you try to get at least some of the women to safety before . . .”

      “Fine, Gallagher, I’ll try,” Abria said before disappearing around the building. She stuck to the shadows as she moved, weapons at the ready in case she came across a guard unexpectedly. She heard the whiz of the wind as an arrow went by her, followed by the thud of it hitting the center mass of a body. One down, who knows how many more to go? I really should start planning these things better, Abria thought.

      She heard another body go down as she arrived at the end of the line.

      “Damn!” She muttered under her breath.

      The king’s men must have been told to prepare for her: for the first time, the women were tied together with rope. This was an unwelcome development that added time she didn’t have to the rescue.

      Thud—this time followed by a scream. There went their cover. She had planned on trying her hand at subtle, but that was out the window now. Abria charged forward, her battle cry echoing off the buildings. She was looking to fight anyone guarding the women.

      What she saw instead was a young soldier cutting the women loose and shooing them away into the woods. What in the gods’ names was happening here? The young soldier looked up and shouted something at her, but it was too late. She felt a blade slice into her leg, followed by a body falling on top of her.

      “You couldn’t have shot him a moment sooner,” she groaned as the waves of pain caused her to lose consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Abria awoke to a burning sensation that lanced through her leg like a fiery brand. She tried to escape the tortuous feeling but found she could not move. She opened her eyes to see a young woman hovering over her leg. The woman’s straight black hair was pushed to the side and hanging over one shoulder. The young woman looked over to see Abria staring at her.

      “Well, it’s unfortunate that you woke up. Healing of this sort is much easier to do when the patient is unconscious. They move less.” The woman’s deep brown eyes belied a kindness that her tone did not. “Zayden, I’m going to need you to hold her down. I can’t have her jerking away as I close the wound.”

      The young soldier that had distracted Abria earlier approached. On closer inspection, it was clear he was not a soldier at all. His uniform was ill-fitting, too narrow across the shoulders; his pants were baggy and almost dragged on the ground. King Sheamus would never allow one of his men to walk around looking so sloppy. Abria wondered who he had stolen the uniform from, and why he was releasing women. Gallagher was the only man she had ever been able to convince to help her, and sometimes he seemed to do it just because he was bored.

      “This is going to hurt,” the woman said.

      Abria looked down expecting to see something in her hands, like a needle and thread or a hot poker to cauterize the wound. But there was nothing: her hands were empty. The woman closed her eyes and pain ripped through Abria’s leg. It was all she could do not to scream, but as she watched the woman and her leg, she saw her body knit itself back together until all that was left was a minor scar. She had never seen a true healer at work. Having experienced it for the first time, she could not understand why the king would take away such magic. This was so much better than the lengthy process the body normally took to heal.

      “Your leg may look fine, but it will take a few days to regain strength. Although that’s not really the right word.” The woman grabbed a wet towel and wiped her hands. “My work is fragile for a few days; put too much strain on it, you’ll rip it open. If it rips open, you will most likely die of blood loss. So don’t let that happen. I don’t like wasting my time.”

      “Of course,” Abria said.

      “When was the last time you listened to a healer? Never, that’s when,” Gallagher interjected.

      “Shut up, Gallagher. I’ll be careful.” Abria turned to look back at the woman. “Who are you and how did you . . . ?”
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      “I could ask you the same thing.” Eljin grabbed Kennara’s right hand. She watched as he wrapped it around his waist and then snaked his arm around hers becoming her crutch. “Now’s not the time to be sharing secrets. Lean on me so we can get to Cas and Kellesha.”

      “Fine, but don’t think this conversation is over.” Kennara didn’t like it when people kept secrets from her. Was that hypocritical of her? Maybe a little, but Eljin’s secret could put her and her sister in danger. That was unacceptable.

      “You’re right, this conversation isn’t over. But we have bigger things to worry about right now. We’ll hash everything out later when we have a second to breathe.”

      Kennara’s feet barely touched the ground as Eljin lifted her the entire walk to where Kellesha and Cas trained. In moments, she was standing outside the practice fields like she did every day. She watched them spar. It was surreal. She had stood here every day watching them, today felt the same, but it was the last time she would ever be here, in this spot, doing something she had done for so long.

      She waved to get her sister’s attention.

      “Kenna, Eljin, what are you doing here so early?” Kellesha ran over to the gate.

      “They’re coming.” That was all Kennara had to say. Her sister’s blue eyes widened her and sweat beaded on her forehead. That’s when the wind picked up, leaves and dust swirled around their feet. “Kellesha, you have to stay calm.” Kennara glanced pointedly at the leaves.

      Kellesha looked down and took a deep breath. The breeze settled, and the leaves fell to the ground.

      “We have to go now. How’s your leg?” Her sister looked her up and down, taking in the fact that all her weight was on her left leg. “Never mind, I can see how it is. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard, like always.”

      “I haven’t been pushing myself. I’ve been working and training like you suggested. Stop treating me like I can’t take care of myself. After all, I’m the one who’s lived like this my entire life.”

      “I know, Kenna.” Kellesha wiped the sweat from her forehead. “I’m just concerned now about leaving. You haven’t rested your leg, and we can’t stay here any longer or we’ll be caught.”

      “I appreciate you pointing out my flaws. Maybe you should leave without me. That way, at least one of us will be safe.” Kennara crossed her arms and turned away from her sister. This wasn’t the first time they’d had this fight, and it would not be the last. Kennara was sick of her sister constantly telling her she did things wrong. Especially when Kellesha didn’t have to live with a body she couldn’t trust to do what she wanted . . . or needed it to.

      “I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it, Kenna.” Eljin put his arm around her shoulders. She looked at him. He smiled at her with the one smile that always made her forget herself for just a moment.

      “I’m sorry, Kelle, I’m just worried I’m going to hold you back. I don’t want to be the reason you get caught. It’s on my mind every single day.” She turned back to her sister, grabbing her hand.

      “We don’t have time for this. We have to go now.” Kellesha withdrew her hand as she went about packing up her belongings at the practice field.

      Kennara sighed. It was always like this when she mentioned her feelings, her fears. Whenever she opened up, Kellesha walked away and ignored her. Kennara watched her sister throw things into her bag.

      “Eljin, can you take me back to my house? I need to pack my stuff. And yes, I’m actually asking for help to get around.”

      Eljin stood there; Kennara followed his gaze and watched as Cas stepped up next to Kellesha, nudged her, then tossed his things into his bag.

      “Eljin, I can pack our bags. You help Kennara,” Cas said.

      “Are you sure?” Eljin asked.

      “Of course, I’m capable of packing a couple of bags. This isn’t the first time we’ve had to leave in a hurry.”

      Kennara took in their quick conversation, and it raised more questions in her head. It definitely didn’t provide any answers. It was strange for her to think of Eljin and Cas being on the run as well. She was used to looking around corners and into the shadows scared; she never thought men lived that way.

      “Are you ready?” she asked Eljin.

      “Yes, we’ll meet you on the south side of town.” He threw a bag of coins to Cas. “See if you can get some horses for the journey. For now, let’s join those on their pilgrimage. And when we can we’ll break off from them.”

      “You don’t have to come with us,” Kellesha said, her eyes betraying just how confused she had been over the past few moments.

      Cas grabbed his bag. “It’s not safe for you to know why, but we have to leave if the king’s men are coming. We might as well stay together.” He handed Kellesha her staff. “Let’s find some horses. We’ll travel faster.”

      Kennara turned away from her sister and Cas. She knew Kellesha enjoyed having a plan, but more than that, she liked being in charge of the plan. Kennara wasn’t sure if her sister was going to accept the help Eljin and Cas were offering, but Kennara was. She hoped having assistance on this journey would help Kellesha. Right now, she knew her sister was a bundle of nerves.

      Eljin and Kennara waved as they made their way back to her home. It wasn’t a large home but a cottage not too far from the library and the market. Eljin insisted they keep a leisurely pace as they walked from stall to stall. She tried to stroll and look at some of the wares, unsuccessful until she saw a navy-blue cloak. Kennara didn’t recognize the merchant, but her clothing was like nothing she had ever seen before. The wools were fluid and luxurious to the touch.

      “You like it?” the woman running the shop asked Kennara.

      “I do. The fabric is so . . .”

      “It’s yours, then.” The woman pushed the navy cloak and a second forest-green one into Kennara’s arms.

      “I can’t; I don’t have anything for you.”

      “Take them. They’re for you and your sister.”

      “How do you know I have a sister?” she asked, looking up from the fabric piled in her arms. She turned in a circle. The shopkeeper was gone.
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      “Come on, Eljin, we don’t have much time.” Kennara was grabbing everything she could get her hands on and shoving it into her leather bag.

      Eljin grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her towards him. “I know we’re in a hurry, but if we take a moment to pack thoughtfully, we’ll be better prepared. We’ll have a better chance of actually escaping.”

      Kennara stared at him, annoyed he was preventing her from packing. However, she was still able to acknowledge he was right. She looked around the home she had shared with her sister for the past five years. Instead of grabbing everything in sight, Kennara planned.

      “Grab as much food as you can. I’ll pack some clothes for Kellesha and me.” Kennara limped into her room. She gathered a couple of chemises, her two favorite wool dresses, and a pair of leather leggings. She picked clothes for her sister as well, more leggings, fewer dresses, but enough that they wouldn’t have to wear the same thing every day.

      When she left the room, Eljin was waiting with a bag full of food over his shoulder. Kennara threw the green cloak the shopkeeper gave her over her shoulder. She made eye contact with Eljin and her lips trembled as she offered him a smile.

      “Let’s go. It’s time to leave.” Eljin held the door open for her. She walked through, using Kellesha’s extra staff to take the pressure off her leg.

      The two of them walked through town like there was no rush, pretending everything was normal and they weren’t running for their lives. That is, until they saw old man Quade. He looked at them, and then past them, and his eyes went wide. Kennara glanced back to see the black-and-silver livery of the king’s men behind them. She felt Eljin grab her clammy hand, and her heart raced at just the thought of being this close to someone they had been hiding from for so long.

      “Go, get your sister and Cas, and get out of here as fast as you can,” Quade whispered as he passed, his smile never leaving his face. “My good men, what brings you to our humble town?”

      Eljin’s arm wrapped around her like before. She used his strength to carry her to the stables as fast as they could go without raising suspicion. Kellesha was leading out a beautiful chestnut mare right as she and Eljin arrived at the stables. Cas followed her out with a dappled gray already loaded down with bags.

      “Kennara, the chestnut is for you. Let me help you on and strap your leg in.” Kellesha meant well, even when it made Kennara feel helpless.

      “Won’t it look suspicious if I’m the only one riding a horse? I think it would be better if we all walked out of town,” Kennara said as she threw her bag on the chestnut.

      “Let’s talk about this, I really think . . .,” her sister started, but Kennara held up her hand to stop her.

      “I want us to get out of town. That’s not going to happen if you treat me like, well how you always treat me. I am able to make decisions that can help us escape.”

      “Kennara, I’m just thinking of you.”

      Instead of continuing to argue, Kennara walked away. She was tired of having this conversation. Especially since the outcome never changed. She petted the chestnut, and the horse nuzzled her back. Eljin came up behind her, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “She likes you,” he said.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Whiskey, and this girl is Shadow,” Eljin said, pointing to the gray. “I think your plan to walk out of town is smart. I’m here to help in any way you want me to.”

      Kennara wiped her hair out of her eyes and looked at the man who had just said the words she wanted to hear from her sister. “What would help me right now is if you can give this cloak to Kellesha. I need a moment before we head out.” She handed the blue material to Eljin.

      She continued to strap down the bags on Whiskey, taking time to pull the ties tight ensuring everything was secure. Sweat dripped down her forehead as she finished packing. As a reward, she fed Whiskey a carrot, patting the gorgeous equine as she did so. The nuzzle Whiskey gave her made Kennara feel appreciated. The horse whinnied as she led her over to the others.

      “Ready to go?” Kellesha asked. She took the blue cloak Eljin had given her and put it on before grabbing her staff.

      The four of them made their way towards the edge of town, passing everything that had become familiar to her over the past five years. It was unreal to think that she might never see any of Wreswell again, especially the library where she had found sanctuary since escaping all those years ago. And here they were, on the run again. Kennara wondered if she would be running for the rest of her life.

      “Halt!” A man in the king’s livery stepped out in front of them.

      Kennara’s good leg almost gave out on her as her heart dropped to her stomach. She looked around wildly; there was a scryer standing just off the side of the road. There was no way she and her sister would make it this time. Scryers used an opalescent stone that glowed red whenever someone with magic was close. It was going to glow as soon as it was near her and Kellesha. Kennara glanced over at her sister, panic in her eyes. Kellesha’s knuckles were white, gripping the staff she held. Kennara shook her head no, her eyes pleading for her sister not to do anything rash.

      “By the king’s orders, our scryer must search everyone leaving town,” the man announced.

      Kennara held her breath as the cloaked scryer approached, the fear-inducing stone part of this elaborate scepter was already pointed in their direction. All of Kennara’s concerns about leaving town seemed like nothing now that it would take a miracle for them not to be caught.
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      “You don’t seem the type to waste time asking questions you already know the answer to.” The woman tossed her long black braid over her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.” Abria watched as the woman that healed her leg moved about the room, packing all of her things into a small bag.

      “Asking how I did what I did—you know how I healed your leg. Why bother asking something you already know the answer to?” the healer repeated, buckling her bag closed.

      “I don’t know who you are, and I can only guess as to what you are, or what skills you possess.” Abria rubbed her leg. It was almost unnerving to look at her healed leg; there was only a small white line where the soldier’s blade had inflicted its damage. She knew the woman in front of her was a healer who still possessed her magic. And her magic was the element of heart.

      “I’m not going to tell you anything about me until I know it’s safe to do so. You get to answer my questions first. Starting with who in the name of Ened are you and why are you here threatening my safety? I can’t believe Zayden dragged you inside.” The woman shifted from glaring at Abria to glaring at the young man sitting in the corner.

      “I don’t mean you any harm at all. My name is Abria, and I’m here to stop the king and his atrocious Quickenings.” She pushed herself up to stand, but sat back down as pain shot through her injured leg.

      “I told you to take it slow. It may look completely healed, but it takes a few days for the body to cooperate completely with the, shall we say, assisted healing process,” she said. “And going up against the king? You’re a danger to yourself, me, and anyone who decides to help you out.”

      “We should leave. I don’t want to cause you any trouble. People need healers. I would never intentionally put you, or any healer, at risk of being discovered.”

      The healer sighed and sat on a stool next to a heavy wooden table in what appeared to be a kitchen. She brushed a few loose strands of her hair away from her dark brown eyes and looked at Abria from beneath hooded lids. Abria could tell that the healer was deciding whether or not to trust her. She hoped the skilled woman would and maybe even . . .

      “I’m Reilynne.” She brushed her hands down the front of the apron covering her long maroon dress. “I’m lucky that my special skill is one the people need. The folks here hide me whenever the king’s men come around.”

      “Special skill,” Abria scoffed. “You mean m⁠—”

      “Shut your mouth. Someone might hear you. You’re determined to get me caught,” Reilynne said.

      Gallagher walked across the room, nonchalantly pouring a glass of water from a jug on the table. “Abria is like that, constantly speaking without thinking. Who am I kidding? She acts without thinking too. And has the audacity to say she has a plan.” He winked at Reilynne. Gallagher had a way with people. It always surprised Abria how quickly they warmed up to him.

      Abria took Gallagher’s comments in stride. She could be mad at him, but he was right about her. She had always leapt before looking, and so far in life, it had served her well. Even if her closest friend didn’t always agree with her.

      “Just because you’re more methodical than me doesn’t mean my methods are wrong. They’re different and they’re mine.” She glared at Gallagher. “In fact, I think Reilynne and Zayden should join us. It would be nice to have a healer on our team,” She turned towards Reilynne. “You could be part of stopping the king’s atrocities.”

      “What makes you think I want my life to be any different? I have a good life here.” Reilynne stood. She scurried around the kitchen, organizing the already organized room.

      “A good life? You’re in hiding, relying on the kindness of others to keep you safe. Or worse, relying on the fact others need you to keep you safe. One bad healing and they would hand you over to the authorities. How is that a good life?”

      Reilynne dropped a teacup, the clattering sound illustrating the effect of Abria’s words. She could see the woman’s hands tremble, but wasn’t sure if it was in anger or fear. Either way it seemed she had hit a sore spot. It made sense. Abria couldn’t imagine how frightening it would be to rely on others to maintain a secret so integral to one’s existence. She would never want to live that way. It was better to risk her life, risk getting caught, than depend on others to keep her safe, but she had already lost her magic. There wasn’t much more she could lose. Reilynne had so much to lose. When a person still had the magic she was born with, it defined who she was and what she did with her life.

      “You know nothing of my life. How dare you come in here and question how I live it.”

      Abria watched as Reilynne banged around the kitchen, finishing her outraged statement by throwing a towel across the table.

      “I should say I’m sorry, but it would be a lie. I know not everyone can do what I’m doing. But I lost everything because of the king. My element was earth, and they held me down as it was ripped out of my body. This happened after I watched them do the same thing to my mother. Her identity was so tied to her magic she couldn’t handle not having it. The bakery we owned started to fail because my mother didn’t believe in herself without her magic. Before long, no one was coming to the bakery, and my mother never left her room until she died.” This time, when Abria stood, her leg supported her. She paced as memories of the past filled her mind. Emotions swirled within her. “Gallagher, we need to leave. I don’t want to impose on Reilynne and Zayden any longer.”

      Zayden stood, for the first time since Reilynne finished the healing process. Abria watched as he approached Reilynne. The two of them spoke in hushed tones, gesticulating wildly throughout the conversation. It actually looked more like an argument.

      “Fine.” Reilynne smacked the table. “We’ll do it your way.” Reilynne sighed before turning toward the door where Abria stood. “Abria. Wait.”
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      The scryer approached their little traveling group with the scepter pointed directly at the twins. Kennara grabbed Eljin’s hand, the telltale sign of her panic clear in the viselike grip. He didn’t let go or wince as they continued to walk. The woman stopped them, passing the scepter in front of each of them. The stone never changed color, it never turned red, nothing happened.

      Kennara looked over at Kellesha to see color return to her sister’s knuckles as her grip loosened around her staff. Kennara let out the breath she was holding. For some reason, the stone hadn’t picked up their magic. It made no sense, but Kennara was not one to question their luck.

      “What was that about?” Eljin asked, glancing down at his hand, which was still entwined with hers.

      Kennara dropped his hand as if it had burned her. “Now is not the time. We need to keep moving,” She uttered through clenched teeth.  But once we are clear of Wreswell, the four of us need to sit down and talk. There are things you don’t know about my sister and me, and things I don’t know about you and Cas. I would rather each of us know exactly what we are getting into by traveling together before we are on the road too long to change our minds.”

      Eljin nodded slowly. Kennara couldn’t tell what was going on in his mind, but he didn’t seem to be opposed to her suggestion.

      “Tonight, when we are clear of Wreswell,” he said, leaving her by herself as they walked the rest of the way out of town.

      As they walked, the stone buildings of the town became interspersed with trees. First, it was trees with giant leaves that changed colors with the seasons that appeared to be planted by the building owners. Then, as they continued on their journey, trees soon outnumbered the houses. And the variety of trees grew—they were still the gorgeous giant leaves, but near them were copses of trees with white bark and small green flowers that turned gold in the fall. And last, there were the enormous pine trees that seemed to have existed for hundreds of years as they towered over everything, maintaining their deep green year-round. The way the light trickled through the breaks in the foliage changed as they continued on their journey. Every now and then, a critter would dart across the road, startling Kennara. She wondered where the creatures were going, and suddenly, she heard it. The musical sounds of rushing water.

      Thirst overcame her at the thought of cold water from a stream. Hours had passed since they had left the city walls, and Kennara was tired, her leg was tired, and the staff had become more of a hindrance than a help because it was so heavy after carrying it for hours. It wasn’t even a weapon she could use if their group had to fight. She wondered if it was possible to use her bow as a cane instead of the staff.

      “Let’s take a break. Fill up our water pouches. Sit for a little bit.” She headed towards the sound of the water without a glance back. Kennara knew if she stopped on the road, her sister would debate whether it was wise to do so. She also knew her sister would never let her walk into the woods alone if Kellesha thought there could be danger.

      “Kenna, wait for me,” Eljin hollered after her.

      She stopped at the sound of his voice. Unfortunately, all her weight was on her bad leg, and it gave out as pain shot from her ankle to her hip. She gasped, as she braced herself for a sudden impact with the dirt. However, the impact never came. Instead, she felt an arm wrap around her waist. She came into contact with the length of Eljin’s body instead of the ground. They stood there for a moment, barely breathing. At least, she was barely breathing.

      “Um, thank you,” Kennara said. She awkwardly patted Eljin’s shoulder before carefully taking a step back. The pain was still present, but she managed to stay on her feet this time.

      “Are you okay?” Concern filled Eljin’s eyes. It was hard for her to ignore, even if she wasn’t sure he was worried or if it was actually pity she saw and not concern. She didn’t want
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