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Chapter 1

Present Day

Brielle looked at the man and woman across
the table from her. Treivorth and Ceya, the prince and princess of
another kingdom—the Sama kingdom—sat still wearing neutral
expressions after the brief conversation they had only moments
prior. Her glance became a stare and she continuously found herself
at a loss for words while tears filled her eyes. Anger, sadness and
disgust filled her. She looked to her father and mother, each of
whom wore the same blank expression she had just donned. Her
knights were brimming with anger, each of them awaiting her command
to cut down or forcibly remove the strangers from the premises.
“…Is this really happening?” the young druid queen asked under her
breath.

4 Years Ago

Ciar sighed as he stumbled forward. His
breathing was labored and he could feel his muscles whining to
carry his weight. The qazzam dam leaned against a tree for extra
support and clutched at his forehead. “N-need to r-rest...” he told
himself. He had long since stopped recognizing the woods that he
was in, recognizing which direction would lead him out and back
into civilization. He slid his pack from his back and set it down
before hobbling off the path just a short distance. He gathered a
few sticks and twigs and carried them back to near his things.

As neatly as he could, he built a small pile
with them before digging into his bag once more. The qazzam pulled
out a small vial and looked at it carefully, despite his blurred
vision. He nodded upon deciding it was in fact the vial he was
hoping it was, then threw it into the sticks, breaking it open and
starting a fire for himself. Thinking as quickly as he could, Ciar
realized he should build a circle of rocks around his new source of
warmth, to make sure he didn’t inadvertently cause a forest fire.
Several more long, painful moments passed, resulting in a haphazard
circle of stones around the makeshift fire pit, and the alchemist
nodded in pride at his handiwork. “G-good,” he said to himself as
he put his back against the tree his things were resting beside,
sliding into a seated position on the ground. “I-I’ve got…” he took
a deep breath, “f-fire…” Ciar nodded to himself once more before
closing his eyes and collapsing sideways onto the ground.

***

Brielle hummed as she and Faolan walked
behind their family’s manor. “Oh, it’s so beautiful out!” she said
happily. She clapped her hands together, then sighed. She looked up
at the clear, nearly cloudless sky. Despite the chill of the late
autumn, the sun was bright and gave off a contrasting warm
sensation to the heavy, crisp air. The princess looked down at the
brightly-colored leaves that crunched beneath her boots. “I’m glad
we have today off!” she said as they began traversing an
incline.

Faolan nodded as he stretched and took a deep
breath of the fresh air. "I am too, Brie," the younger druid said
softly. "It's such a beautiful day out..." his voice trailed off as
he found himself needing deeper breaths.

Brielle looked at her brother curiously. She
raised an eyebrow. “Really? You don’t want to spend all your time
with your pretty knight?” she teased.

Faolan flushed a deep red. "I-I don't know
w-what you're talking about,” he said shyly.

“Oh, come on.” Brielle smiled. “You clearly
have a crush.” She poked Faolan’s arm repeatedly while they
walked.

"I do not have a crush on Adelia!" Faolan
protested. "No matter how pretty and smart she is!" He knew his
words were not persuasive, but he felt it was better to deny such
things then to admit them.

The princess chuckled. “Right,” she said
softly. “No feelings there.”

"W-what about you and your crush on Chiron?"
Faolan protested. "A-at least I have a chance with my crush..." he
spoke the last part hoping that it sounded at least a little bit
intimidating or sharp.

Brielle immediately averted her gaze. Her
cheeks became flushed. “Um, I-I don’t have a crush on Chiron,” she
whispered. Her light blue eyes stayed fixed on the colorful,
crunchy leaves that lined their walking trail.

"Look me in the eyes and say it," Faolan
dared her.

“I already won,” she smirked. “Since you
admitted you do have a crush on Adelia.”

"I do not!" Faolan protested. "And so I
couldn't have admitted to it!"

“Enjoy your crush on the cute girl.” Brielle
sighed. “I think I’m getting over the idea of falling in love.” She
frowned and kept her gaze trodden. The sad reality of her life and
the intricate stupidities of politics made some things in per
personal life feel impossible.

"I don't have a crush!"

“At least you have a chance to get married,”
Brielle said softly. She faked a smile. Despite her mood, she did
not want to depress her brother.

"I-if I could find anybody to be with," he
said quietly.

She looked up at her brother. “You? I’m the
crown princess and nobody wants to marry me,” Brielle folded her
arms. She let out a sigh of disappointment, then she looked down at
her boots and the brittle leaves that covered the ground.

"I'm sure there are plenty of people who want
to," Faolan assured her.

Brielle stopped walking. She lifted her gaze,
then she sniffed the air. “D-do you smell that?” she asked
quietly.

"Don't change the-" Faolan stopped as his
nose caught the smell of smoke wafting through the air. He frowned.
"A fire?" he asked.

“In the autumn?” Brielle asked quietly. She
began looking around frantically. “That-that can’t be…” she said
under her breath.

"Especially not on a warm day like today,"
Faolan said quietly. He turned his gaze to Brielle. "Split up and
look?"

“Right. If we don’t find it soon, we’ll go
tell dad,” Brielle said quietly. She nodded, then she took off
running.

Faolan nodded. "Half an hour!" he called out
before taking off running in a different direction than his
sister.

***

Brielle ran toward where she had assumed the
strong smell of smoke originated. She sighed, relieved when the
scent of burning wood and smoke led her to a small campsite. She
stopped, then she sighed, relieved. “…Oh, good,” she panted. She
closed her eyes, then she turned toward the direction she ran from.
“Faolan! Faolan! I found it!” she called out, then she turned
toward the campfire.

The young druid continued searching until he
heard Brielle calling out to him. Faolan sighed in relief and took
off, running to get to his sister's side.

***

Brielle sighed when she saw the man asleep on
the ground. “…Travelers never end up on the domain through the
mountains,” she whispered. She cleared her throat. “Sir, it’s
dangerous to have a campfire going here,” she said firmly. “Would
you please wake up?” she asked as she approached him. When the man
didn’t stir, she passed the fire, then she crouched down beside
him. “Sir, you need to wake up.” She nudged him gently, though he
remained unresponsive. “Um…” she paled. “Oh, by Avani…” she
swallowed audibly, now terrified that the man was dead.

Faolan panted as he slowed to a halt at
Brielle's side. He looked at what appeared to be a rudimentary
campsite, with a man who looked like a wood elf collapsed on the
ground. "W-what happened here?" he asked quietly.

“I-I have no idea,” Brielle whispered. She
gingerly stretched out her arm and she reached out to check for a
heartbeat or breaths. She held her index and middle fingers to his
neck. She waited breathlessly. After what felt like an hour, she
let out relieved sigh. “Oh, good,” she whispered.

Faolan paled. "I-is he...?" he asked as he
watched Brielle feel for the man's pulse.

“No,” Brielle shook her head. “I think he’s
sick.” She knelt beside the man, then she turned him onto his back.
“Oh, he’s sweaty and feverish,” she said sadly.

"So what should we do?" the younger druid
asked as he began to gather up dirt, throwing large handfuls on the
campfire.

“Get dad,” Brielle replied. She began dabbing
the sweat from his forehead with the bottom of her cloak.

Faolan nodded when he tossed a final pile of
dirt on the fire, putting it out. "A-alright," he said before
getting up and turning. He took a deep breath. "I'll be back soon,"
he promised before running away, back toward the manor.

Brielle looked down at the stranger. She
blushed when she took in his features. “Err…” she began dabbing the
sweat away from his face and neck again while she tried pushing the
thoughts about the stranger’s attractiveness out of mind. He is so
handsome. When the thought crossed her mind, she shook her head.
“Stop it, stop it,” she said under her breath. “Um…you’re going to
be alright,” she said softly. “Um...I’m going to get you to a
better place to convalesce.”

***

"This way!" Faolan said, rushing ahead of his
father. "They're over here!"

Tananrei walked slowly, in-step with his
youngest knight, Chiron. “You’re certain that neither of you knows
who this is?” he asked. He folded his arms over his chest and
tilted his head thoughtfully, having already expected his son to
tell him that they really had no idea who the trespasser was.

"We don't!" Faolan said exasperatedly. "I
told you that already..."

“I know, I know.” The large man sighed. “But,
I don’t understand how he got onto our domain, let alone on our
family’s land…” he explained. The large druid was already aware of
the treacherous terrain the mountains offered. Given the location
of their manor in the forest in relation to the mountains it seemed
impossible to him that somebody had unintentionally stumbled onto
the domain.

“It is possible he is simply a wanderer, my
lord,” Chiron suggested.

Tananrei looked at his knight. “…But, they
are rare,” he said quietly. “And normally small groups…” he said
quietly. He wanted to hide his concerns, especially given how close
this person had come to a druid home.

“I suppose we will see soon enough,” Chiron
shrugged his shoulders.

Tananrei nodded once. “Right. You said that
this stranger and your sister are nearby?”

Faolan nodded. "They should be right over
here," he said quietly. "He's really sick..."

“Alright. We’ll get him back to the manor,”
Tananrei said softly.

Brielle looked over her shoulder on occasion,
expecting her brother and their father at any moment. “We’ll get
you a nice, cool bath,” she said softly. She stroked his cheek with
her fingertips. “I’m sure you’ll wake up soon after that.”

Faolan smiled. "There they are!" he said,
yelling as he ran to Brielle's side.

Brielle looked at her brother. “Oh, good,”
she said softly.

Tananrei looked around at the small area
where the trespasser chose to camp. “Hmm. This place is secluded,”
he said quietly.

“If he was just wandering by, that does make
sense,” Chiron said quietly.

“Daddy, he’s sweating and feverish. He hasn’t
regained consciousness,” Brielle explained. She tried to keep her
voice calm and even.

Tananrei looked at the stranger, then at his
daughter. “You want to help him, then?” the large man guessed.

“Of course I do,” Brielle replied.

Tananrei sighed, buckling to his daughter
despite his own concerns and thoughts. “Pick him up, Chiron,” he
said softly.

“Right away, sir,” Chiron answered, quickly.
The blue-haired knight bent down beside the stranger and Brielle.
“Don’t worry, princess. We’ll help you take care of him,” he said
warmly. He scooped up the unconscious man, then he stood.

“We’ll need to find him a room and to watch
him to make certain he doesn’t get worse,” Brielle said as she
stood.

Tananrei picked up the bag, then he
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