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For Kaiden Darcy, duty is everything. As True-named protector, he’s tasked with the safety of his home and Rianthe Royan, the prophesied one designated to save Earth from surrendering to the darkness.

Except Rianthe’s powers are stifled by some unknown cause. She needs help, so she follows a cryptic clue seeking insight. As she struggles to master her magic, the brother she raised from a babe disappears.

Kaiden, realizing the urgency of Rianthe’s quest, leaves his own responsibilities behind to go in search of the boy, unaware that search will bring him face to face with bad blood.

Family blood.

His blood.
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PROLOGUE

The girl walked into the large cave with sure steps but faltered when she saw destruction all around her. Some epic battle must have occurred there. She side-stepped boulders and rocks that were tossed around like playing stones and walked past gaping fissures in the walls to make her way to a circular stone table in the center of the cave. The man who’d told her about this place had said a single person caused this damage. That seemed unlikely. If it were true, magic must have been the ruin of this place. Strong magic, by the damage done.

Marta hadn’t believed him. Still, she’d decided to see for herself. She ran her hands along the flat surface of the rock table. The stone altar, the lone structure that remained unscathed, thrummed as if calling to her. A golden light, the color of her hair, emanated from the altar’s center, so weak it barely illuminated the cavern.

Bumps rippled across Marta’s arms and she pulled her long tresses over her shoulder, pressing them tight to her skin to calm the hairs on the back of her neck. She glanced around the cave and saw nothing, yet the sensation of being watched was overwhelming. Turning back to the light, she bit her lip. She’d never seen light like this. What was it? Could it be magic? Had this light given strength to whoever had destroyed this cave?

Deep longing filled her. She wanted that power. She’d always known her destiny extended beyond the life of a goatherd’s daughter in a small village barely able to sustain itself. That belief had brought her to this cave. At eighteen, her family expected her to do her part, herding goats, cooking, cleaning. Endowed with a natural beauty and lithe form, Marta was not designed for menial labor and never would be.

She rubbed her trim waist and flat stomach. More than ready to step into her future, she reached toward the light.

“I suggest you not do that.”

Marta leaped back. The voice, deep yet obviously female, came from nowhere, and everywhere. Inside her head, echoing off the walls of the cave. She turned in all directions, seeing no one until a shadow separated itself from the wall. A very tall shadow.

Gulping back a cry, she fought back the fear that screamed at her to run as the thing loomed over her. A cowled cape hid everything except golden eyes. Marta peered closer, unable to see any face. Darkness obscured everything except those shining orbs.

“You’re the one with the power,” she said, more to herself than to the apparition in front of her.

The giant floated around her, invading her space. Marta stood still and ramrod straight. She cowered before no one, even if the smell of decay made her want to gag.

“You like the idea of power.”

Marta raised her chin. “I am destined for great things.”

“You have much pride,” the ethereal voice said as the apparition came to a stop in front of Marta.

Marta looked straight into the soulless eyes. “A deserved pride.”

“Hmm. Too much, I think.” The hooded head cocked to one side. “Still, you remind me of someone I once knew. And that pride may be of use.”

“Who are you?”

The shape straightened and grew even taller, if that were possible. “I am Taegar. I am the isa, that which provides clarity to the world and bends it to my righteous path. I am thurisaz, creator of chaos, and tiwaz, ruler of all. I am the Dark circle.”

A druid circle? Marta had heard the rumors. How the druids tried to help mankind when the magic first showed up, inevitably causing the Great Magic War that had almost destroyed Earth. That long-ago battle had led to the mundane, deficient life she’d been forced to live. She’d heard there were once great cities with lights that did not flicker and machines that carried you along so you didn’t have to walk everywhere.

Marta wanted that life. She resented those who’d taken it away before she’d even had a say in the matter.

“Your kind destroyed my destiny,” Marta said, contempt dripping from every word.

Suddenly, she was picked up by nothing but air and thrown across the cave. She thudded against the wall, her head smacking rock. Pain radiated through her body as she crumpled to the floor like a cloth doll.

“Be careful what you say and how you say it, pretty girl.” The voice grew deafening, reverberating off the walls, crashing through Marta’s head like thunder until she covered her ears. “Your words will cause you much pain if you do not censure them.”

When the voice died away, Marta looked up to see that the druid stood beside the altar, looking into the dim light, mumbling to herself.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Marta stood and wiped her hands on her dress, glancing back the way she’d entered.

“Do not try to leave. We are not done with our conversation.” Taegar beckoned. “Come here.”

An invisible force dragged Marta forward. Today had quickly gone from bad to worse. She needed to do something soon or she would not survive this encounter.

At the altar, the force dissipated with such speed that Marta barely stopped herself from falling. She’d about had it with this Taegar, playing with her like she was some toy. She glared at the caped figure. “I think it’s time for me to leave.”

“Not yet. I have a use for you.”

“Well, I don’t—”

Marta’s ability to talk disappeared. She tried to speak, to scream, cough, anything. Nothing came out.

A thin, bony finger reached out and lifted Marta’s chin until no choice remained except to stare into the golden eyes. “You will do as I wish, or you will die.”

For the first time, probably in her whole existence, Marta knew deep, clenching fear. It permeated her, consumed her until her body shook with the need to flee, to run until she was so far away from this place no one could ever find her.

The hand, or whatever it was, lowered, pointing at her chest.

I’m going to die.

“You will not die,” Taegar said.

Marta slumped against the altar.

“Not if you do exactly as I tell you.”

Taegar opened her hand to reveal several small stones. Not ordinary stones. These had symbols on them. They were runes. Marta had seen them once before, when a self-proclaimed shaman tried to convert everyone by making them believe he was magical and able to conjure up a better life. All he’d really wanted was their food, and they’d run him out of town after only a few days.

Turning back to the altar, Taegar reached into the light, whispering words in a language Marta had never heard. At first, nothing happened. The whispering strengthened. The light sputtered as it fought the demands upon it. The ground shook. When everything stopped and the light disappeared, Marta gasped. One second, two seconds, more, then it roared to life, so bright it hurt her eyes.

Golden light shot from Taegar’s hand into Marta’s chest, weak at first, then gaining strength. Taegar’s eyes flashed brighter. Power flowed into Marta. She grew warm, then hot, burning with a magic that screamed through her body, knowing without a doubt she could do anything now. She had the magic. She was supreme. And she would have anyone and anything she desired.

The light shooting into her dimmed, then faded completely as Taegar lowered her arm, releasing the magic back to the weak stream that came from the rock. Marta looked at her hands. A new tattoo marked her palm, an upward pointing arrow with a thorn on its stem. She flexed and straightened her fingers, still tingling from head to toe. She felt the magic humming inside her. She’d never known such power. Her power. The life she deserved lay within her grasp.

Marta held her hand out toward the wall. She visualized a fireball and one shot from her fingertips, making her jump back. The cave wall in front of her exploded in a shower of rock.

Oh, yes, she planned to enjoy this gift a lot. Still, she’d learned the hard way that everything came with a price. Would great power require a great price? She glanced up at the figure who leaned against the altar.

“Yes, pretty girl, there is a price. This power is more than I’ve given anyone, but it will not last forever. There is a task you must do for me. If you accomplish it, I will make your powers permanent.

The light in the center of the altar was now almost invisible. She glanced at the wall, watched the dust settle to show the gaping hole in the rock. She’d done that with a simple thought. Who cared about the task? This reward was worth any price, so Marta turned back to Taegar.

“What do you need me to do?”


DECISIONS


CHAPTER ONE

Too much had changed in a few short years. It seemed unfathomable to Kaiden Darcy. He’d been twelve when Rianthe Royan stumbled into his arms and wormed her way deep under his skin. Then, he’d betrayed her and she’d run. Kaiden didn’t blame her. He might have done the same thing in her boots.

Now she’d come home again, except nothing was the same. Half their home lay in ashed ruins, destroyed by a Dark druid who’d been hunting Rianthe. Kaiden was True-Named thurisaz, protector, yet his magic wasn’t strong enough to save anyone. Torn between his impulse to protect Rianthe and his loyalty to the people who’d taken him in as a babe, it was no wonder he felt so conflicted. Add in the dark dreams he’d been having ever since the injury, and folks barely spoke to him these days.

Kaiden rubbed his shoulder and moved his arm to ease the ever-present ache. Roulf had said the poison would be slow to ebb. The funny little man had entered their lives almost as quickly as their mentor Bhren had left and had been a huge help. Time proved him right once again. More than five weeks had passed and Kaiden still couldn’t fight like normal. Like he needed to.

Blowing out a breath, he watched it mist in the cool air. Patience didn’t come easy for him, especially with his own performance. He was the designated protector of New Hope. He couldn’t do that and keep Rianthe from harm unless he was healed and whole. Right now, even finding her seemed impossible. She’d disappeared yet again, which irked Kaiden to no end as he walked to the new Druid’s Keep, the only two-story structure in New Hope.

He peeked inside.

“She’s not here,” Tevy said as he passed Kaiden in the doorway. Tevy, Rianthe’s twelve-year-old brother, shared the living area with his sister.

“Where is she?”

Tevy laughed. “If you can’t keep up with her, how do you expect me to?”

Kaiden scowled and swiped dark hair away from his face. Rianthe always said their friend Mokie had the magic of stealth, but she must be touched with some of that ability herself. When she wanted to, she disappeared faster than he could pull his sword free of its scabbard.

“Where are your wolves?”

“Gone to hunt.” Tevy’s face clouded over, unusual for the bright, happy youngling that spent much of his time making others smile. Tamping down the boy’s perennial wish to be with the wolves was no easy task, for Rianthe, for him, or for anyone in New Hope. After their parents had been killed, Rianthe had staggered into New Hope with her eight-year-old brother trailing behind and the newborn Tevy in her arms. The entire village had taken on raising the newborn. Kaiden was the same age then as Tevy was now. A lot had happened since then.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at Studies?” Kaiden asked.

Tevy ducked his head.

“Better get over there now.”

“Ahh, do I have to?”

“Yes.” With a chuckle, Kaiden shooed the boy off to learn things. The sound of his own mirth seemed foreign to him these days and fell off too quickly. When had he last felt joy? The remnants of his smile disappeared. It had been a long time.

Shaking his head, Kaiden strode across New Hope’s central commons to the dining house, the longest building in New Hope. Enough of it survived the fires that it was close to complete again. The kitchens sat at the far end. Because of the ovens, it happened to be the warmest place in New Hope, outside of the smithy. Most people spent their spare time there even without the worst of the snows yet upon them. The day’s air had a definite chill to it, though, and the nights were downright cold.

Jonah, Kaiden’s adopted father and the leader of their little village, stepped through as Kaiden reached for the door.

“Good morning, son.” Jonah settled a light hand on Kaiden’s good shoulder, but the vibration still set off a jolt of pain in his healing one.

Jonah frowned. “How’s the injury?”

“Good days and bad.”

“Give it time. It will heal. Didn’t that man you met along the way, Roulf, tell you that?”

“Yes.” Kaiden compressed his lips. He didn’t like talking about his own shortcomings. He should be the strongest one in the village, not the weakest, or close to it.

“Raisa’s been working with you?”

“Yes.” Few could call upon the awen since the Great Magic War, and most of them lived in New Hope thanks to the druid Bhren, who’d gathered them there. New Hope was wunjo, filled with sympathetic people who only wanted to live in harmony with Earth. They’d been on the edge of success, too, until the village had been decimated by Deakon, Taegar’s acolyte. The loss of Bhren in the fires had been a great blow to New Hope and to the future of Earth and humankind. He’d been the last of the Guardian druids and they tried hard to continue his fight. If they failed, there was no hope.

Soon, that battle would resume. Taegar, the Dark druid who’d almost destroyed them once already, had part of the talisman meant to bind Earth’s awen to her for all time. Not the entire talisman, though. Rianthe held the runes that completed the set. Taegar would come for them. Everyone knew it. All dreaded it. At the moment, they were busy nursing their wounds.

Raisa, who’d raised Kaiden as her own son, possessed healing magic. That was her special talent. Even suppressed, as all their talents seemed to be since Earth’s magic vanished, she could help.

“She’s been trying to help,” Kaiden told Jonah. “I’m not the best patient.” Daily, she’d chased him down daily to sit with her so she could work to heal his wound more quickly. She’d admonished him to stay off the training fields, something that would never happen. “I wish my shoulder would heal faster.” Time to change the subject. “Is Rianthe in there?” He pointed behind Jonah to the dining house.

Jonah shook his head. “I haven’t seen her yet this morning.”

Kaiden sighed, his frustration growing. “If you see her, please tell her I’m looking for her.” Not that it would do any good. Rianthe avoided him whenever possible. They’d come a long way from the days when he’d been her closest confidant, from the nights when he’d held her to keep her safe. A long way.

Shaking his head, Kaiden realized he knew where she’d gone. He strode out of the main village. He passed the growing fields, now mostly fallowed for the winter. Further, he passed the Hallows, the remembrance fields where they’d held the kenaz, or death rites, too many times. Kaiden stopped for a moment as he always did, paying homage to those who’d given their lives to protect New Hope. So many stone markers. So much loss.

Relief flooded Kaiden when he found Rianthe at the place where he should have first looked, near where they’d spent many days making plans back before the world turned dark. Except she wasn’t up on their plateau. She sat below it, at the lakeshore, staring out at the water. He frowned, unable to fathom her mood. He wanted to shake her for making him worry. He was her protector. He should remind her to respect that and to let him know when she left the village. Instead, he did what he always did these days. He remained back, away but close, ready but quiet, giving her the time she needed to think.

~~~

Rianthe Royan stared at the rocky promontory she knew better than any other place. Usually, it was an easy climb to the top of the craggy bluff. The early snowfall had melted, yet she could not scale it, weighed down by the memories of a life she’d give almost anything to have again. Tainted memories now.

Turning her back on the rocks, she pulled her cloak tightly around her and settled against a pine tree in a grassy patch near the picturesque lake. Its waters always soothed her disquiet. Waters that should have been replenished by now, yet the lake seemed smaller than ever. Even the storms pelting the Rushmore Woods this fall had not raised the levels.

Lakes, trees, plants, everything seemed smaller, as if the world had closed in around them.

New Hope, her home, had survived harsh winters and arid summers before. This fall, since the burning, every negative nuance was worse. Now, dropping temperatures and ominous clouds forecast more snow.

They must survive it all. They had to.

Rianthe pulled her gloves off and glimpsed the signet ring on her forefinger. It still surprised her, seeing it there. The ring, one Bhren wore, had formed itself to the perfect size for her finger when he’d passed it to her.

She ran her hands over her hair. She’d kept it shorn for five years and had only stopped cutting it once she’d returned home. It was as long as her hand-length now, but a long way from the thick, dark lengths she’d spent so much time braiding as a child. Pushing her sleeve up, she smiled at the pictures of the Rushmore Woods that coiled around her arm. She’d added the tattoos to remind her of home during those years she’d been away.

Careful not to dig too deep, Rianthe parted the blades of grass in front of her. Brown lay beneath the reddish-green tips. Was this the normal color for this time of year or another change, another death blow to their environment? She should have paid more attention to Uja’s musings about soil and growth. Thoughts of Uja brought a piercing stab to her heart that still caught her off guard. When would she get used to her brother not being there to hug, to hold, to talk to?

Never.

Even gone, Uja helped them. His plan to start a second growing field further away had given them produce enough to sustain them while they regrouped. Still, not much remained, even with the bleak meals they’d eaten these past few weeks. New growth had recently been coaxed from seedlings in the warm, smudge pot stink of the growing hut. Hopefully, that, along with some hunting to nourish their need for protein, would get them through the winter.

Rianthe combed the grass, reveling in the freedom of not wearing gloves for once.

A new unease filled her of late. The sourness in the soil had not dissipated, but only she seemed to notice. It worried her. They stood on the precipice of danger. Taegar had been too quiet lately, waiting for who knew what. Her fury would return. Rianthe sensed it deep in her soul.

A pine cone smacked to the ground beside her, breaking in half as it hit, another portent of winter. Rianthe picked it up, surprised it was so dry after the recent storms. She glanced up at the tree. Did she see a hint of brown in the evergreen? Perusing the trees surrounding the lake, many had brown patches. Most were at the top while some rusted the middle. She didn’t remember seeing this before, at least not to this degree. The early morning sun hung misty and shadowed in the sky, dimmer than she’d expect, even for this time of year.

A sorrowful sigh floated on the breeze, signaling more change in the offing. Earth needed her. She was sowilo, the prophesied one expected to free Earth’s magic and bring a better life to everyone. She’d been told this was her destiny so many times over the past few months it had become imprinted in her mind like the forest tattoo down her arm. Yet nothing from the past few years had helped her to understand her role in this life-and-death saga. If Earth possessed enough sentience to release power to heal itself as it had done before the Great Magic War, why didn’t it give her a clearer sign of the way to help bring that magic back?

Even if Earth summoned her, she doubted she could answer the call. Rianthe tossed the pine cone to the ground beside her and watched it shatter into bits and pieces. She felt just as splintered. She didn’t have the power everyone thought she should have. If she did, where was it hiding? She hadn’t managed to save New Hope. So many had perished, including Uja, who’d given his life defending their home. He’d picked up a sword when all he really wanted to do was to make things grow. How could she help Earth when they needed her help right there in New Hope? They’d survived thus far, but winter was upon them and their struggles were just beginning. Everything inside her screamed this fight wasn’t even close to finished.

She pulled the new leather pouch from around her neck. The day her father had given her the original bag was rooted deep in her memory. Both her parents had died that day. Rianthe had been left with two brothers to keep safe, one of which her mother had birthed only moments before her death.

Lighter now, the bag held only three runes. The remainder had been stolen and were most likely in the clutches of the golden-eyed Taegar. No rumblings had emanated from that one for a while. It worried Rianthe. What new torture did her nemesis plan for her? No. Not just her nemesis. Earth, and everyone who lived there was in danger of losing everything if Taegar could not be stopped and the magic brought back to its full, healing capability.

Rianthe shook the runes out into her hand. She’d been taught that an incomplete rune set was useless in foretelling.

The theory seemed worth testing and, one way or the other, she needed to know. Rianthe held the runes tight, chanting the words she knew so well. She turned her hand over, holding it a palm’s breadth above the grass. If she held them and touched the soil, it might give her a clearer view. All she needed to do was reach down and touch Earth…

Her hand shook and she clutched it to her chest. She was not ready for that pain again. She’d been yanked into the ehwaz, the void between life and the dream world, too many times. Each instance, whether it be with Taegar or Earth, had almost killed her.

Someday, she might have no choice. Not this day.

Today, she had a village to see to. Bhren… Another stab of painful memory caught her unaware. The last of the Guardian druids had perished. Rianthe gazed at the ring again. The ring he’d given her on his deathbed. How he’d selected her, a twenty-three-year-old too full of fire and vinegar to settle down, was unfathomable. Yet he’d identified her as his successor in this village, where she’d lived in for most of her growing years.

Her life had seen so many changes. This lake would never again be the peaceful sanctuary of her youth. It was rare she even got a moment alone unless she was in the dratted tower Bhren had ordered rebuilt in the exact same spot as the original. Rianthe shook her head. That tower set her above everyone else and reminded her daily of her designation as the prophesied one. The one who would save them all. Except she hadn’t been able to do one single thing to make their lives better so far.

What had Bhren seen that made him believe in her when she didn’t even believe in herself? He’d been there when the magic was first revealed. Earth, fighting death from humankind’s overuse of its resources, released magic to heal itself. Stories passed down through the years told how humanity tried to harness a power that enhanced the abilities of some but not others. Selfishness had caused a split in the druid circle formed to help man’s evolution into this new way of living. The Guardian druids had wanted to help Earth and humankind live in harmony. Taegar had wanted to use the magic for her own selfish reasons. Then, and now. She’d defected to start the Dark circle, and now, she was the only druid left from the original group. None who remained could best her.

Except everyone thought Rianthe had that ability. Rianthe did not trust their belief. She didn’t want to be the hope of the future. She just wanted to be left alone.

But she was not alone, this day or any other, despite her attempts to sneak away. He’d found her.

“Join me,” she said quietly, knowing without having to turn around that he waited behind the nearby trees.

Dark-haired Kaiden, the boy-turned-man who used to be her best friend. Only one year older than her, his green eyes held a wealth of sorrow. A sorrow he worked very hard to hide. As his True-Naming had proclaimed, he’d become thurisaz. Protector of New Hope. And of her. He took that vocation very seriously, which meant he was rarely far from her side.

That constant presence had once been her deepest desire. Now, like the specs of pine cone remnants in her hand, little remained of what they’d been. And there was much to do before happier times could return or they could focus on each other.

Kaiden held his hand out, his tan much more pronounced than hers. In the few weeks since they’d come home, he’d worked tirelessly to help New Hope rebuild from the fire that had almost destroyed it. He put in longer hours than anyone else. Building, digging, whatever the need. Even with his injury, he pushed himself.

She reached up, the runes still cradled in her hand.

Kaiden grasped her hand. Skin-to-skin, with the runes between them, the strangest sensation spread through Rianthe. A warmth crept up her arm, a swirling blend of their energies that created something she didn’t understand.

Kaiden’s wide eyes matched hers.

Everything else faded. No cold breeze ruffled her short hair. No ripple lapped at the edge of the water. Nothing. There was only herself and Kaiden, connected at a deeper level than ever before. Gentle heat spread throughout her body, settling like a peaceful cocoon around her heart.

She saw Kaiden. Really saw him. Like the grains of sand in the dirt when she focused on the visions, she got a glimpse of the emotions he held at bay. The wonder at his own destiny, the confusion over where he’d come from, the overwhelming fear of something happening to…her. Love. He loved—

Kaiden tore his hand from hers. “What the heck was that?” he asked, rubbing his hands together.

Rianthe didn’t hear him at first, too awash in lingering emotions. She didn’t move, didn’t even blink, afraid it would all fade away. Kaiden, the man who hid everything, for whom duty overshadowed all else, was a wellspring of feelings. Awed at the privilege and power of this moment, she had trouble righting her world enough to even recognize he’d asked her a question.

“I—I don’t know what that was,” she answered him. “You felt that, right?”

“You mean seeing into that jumble of a brain you call a mind?” He tried to joke, but couldn’t quite hide the same fear-tinged awe she felt.

Rianthe opened her hands, staring at the runes.

“Do you think they caused”—Kaiden gestured between them—“whatever this was?”

He rubbed his hands again, quick and hard, like trying to brush off something distasteful. Rianthe swallowed, trying to hide the hurt his reaction caused. For her, the sensations had not fully ebbed. She’d felt an infusion of, well, everything. She’d seen Kaiden, seen through him to his emotions, his strength, into his core. Even beyond, to Earth, to humanity. It was as if she’d gotten a glimpse into something larger than the world they lived in.

Something else hung in that space, too. A darkness, a thread of discontent in Kaiden, and an ache coming from somewhere deep within him that she’d not been able to see. Rianthe focused, trying to find the source of that elusive pain, but the last vestiges of their shared connection dissipated.

Surprised that it left such an empty chasm inside her, she reached out. She wanted so badly to reestablish the connection, but she didn’t know how to build the bridge.

Kaiden took a step back, making it impossible for her to touch him. Rianthe squeezed her eyes shut against another sting of pain. He didn’t want to touch her, or to know her in the way they’d just been privileged to share. This hurt on such a deep level it shocked her. They’d been close all those years ago. Maybe… Maybe too much had happened for them to go back.

She missed that more than she thought she could bear.

“You always have your gloves on.” Kaiden’s bemusement showed in the quiet tone of his voice. He leaned down, picked her gloves off the ground and handed them to her.

Rianthe opened her eyes. He was right. Ever since she’d been yanked into the ehwaz when she connected with Earth through contact with its soil, bringing visions with real-life consequences, Rianthe had worn gloves. She put the runes back inside the new bag her sister-in-law, Fraka, had made for her, then took her gloves. She was grateful for them, yet frustrated that she must wear them all the time. Would she now go through this with everyone and never be allowed contact with anything? Would Earth require that sacrifice, to never touch or be touched?

There was too much they didn’t know about Earth’s magic and how it worked. It had somehow been suppressed or all but destroyed in the Great Magic War. Bhren, who’d taught both Kaiden and herself, had died before finishing their instruction. Now, they floundered around like fledgling birds learning to fly.

“I wish Bhren were here,” Kaiden said, as if reading her mind.

“Do you really think he’d give us answers?” The old druid had shown more interest in adding to the puzzle than in solving it.

Kaiden’s laugh was more of a sharp bark. He nodded, but Rianthe knew he’d never completely agree with her. He’d been closer to Bhren than anyone. Bhren had saved him as an infant and Kaiden had spent his life showing the druid his gratitude.

“Do you… Do you worry about Taegar? Things have been quiet. I can’t believe she would give up.” Rianthe squeezed the gloves in her hand, wringing them tight.

“I worry.”

Of course. Kaiden worried about everything.

“She isn’t gone,” he said.

“Agreed.”

“So we must be vigilant.”

Rianthe sighed. “Just once, it would be nice to let down our guard. To be here, now, content.” She yearned for peace, not just with each other, but with the life and land around them. They fought so hard for every scrap of existence they had. When would they be able to rest?

Kaiden stared out over the lake, keeping his thoughts to himself. He’d always done that. Nowadays, that annoying habit seemed worse than ever. With every silence, a wedge drove deeper into their relationship and he pulled farther away.

“We’d better get back.” He turned to her and held out a hand to indicate she should go first. This Kaiden, she was familiar with. Stoic, focused on duty, rarely smiling.

Rianthe missed the rare Kaiden she’d just glimpsed. Somehow, someday, she wanted to bring out that side of him. To help the world see what she knew, that love and laughter lived inside him, along with everything good in this world.

For now, finding food and building more shelters to house the almost one hundred people who’d survived the fires was their priority. The monotony of their changed lives nagged at Rianthe. Today would be exactly like yesterday and tomorrow. At times, she balked at the never-ending chores of day-to-day survival. That was usually when she remembered how desperately dangerous the past few weeks had been, and that the danger would return. This was a brief respite in the struggle to free the magic to improve Earth and help humanity.

Somehow thrust to the forefront of the battle, she did not look forward to the next volley. So for now, to focus on food and shelter was enough. Tomorrow might be another story, but she’d figure that out then.

She turned to follow Kaiden, her hand brushing up against the tree as she passed. Rianthe gasped at the sudden flash of burning pain that filled her.

Kaiden was beside her in
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