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I never intended to bring her here.

She needed to be kept safe; she needed to heal.

I knew the perfect place.

The wagon wheels creaked and groaned as we traveled the icy road south.

With every turn of the wheel, my anger grew.

She was a child, and she had been betrayed by those that should have protected her.

Abandoned by her father,

hated by her people,

and ignored by those that governed.

I was never meant to be her guardian.

Though I suppose it was meant to be,

because by Aléshen tradition,

She was not supposed to exist.
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


IT WASN'T SUPPOSED to be this way—and she was tired of being told it had to be. Alésia was meant to be a source of light and hope—a radiant city built to withstand the ages. 

Now, it lay nearly forgotten—hidden within the folds of space and time. In the shadow of the city, tents and makeshift huts crowded the wide courtyard, packed tightly together. They were filled with exiled Aléshen and others seeking refuge from the dangers beyond its borders.

Kiona sat near the training ring, whetstone in hand, honing her sword with practiced precision. She paused briefly, shifting her weight and adjusting her grip, before she turned the blade to sharpen the opposite edge. The sharp scrape of the stone against the steel blended with the constant hum of the surrounding armories and smithies. It created a steady rhythm she had long since grown accustomed to.

Behind her, soldiers and scouts shouted and laughed as new fighters entered the practice ring. The sharp clash of steel rang out moments later, as blades met in rapid succession as each combatant fought to prove his skill. Around them, their friends called out and placed bets, eager to see who was the best and who would walk away with a few more coins in his pocket. 

Kiona allowed herself a small smile as she wiped the blade clean, carefully removing the oil and fine metal shavings. She heard Vardyll’s voice in her mind: “A well-honed sword meant the difference between life and death, and it was never something to leave to chance.” It was proven wisdom that had saved her life on many occasions. 

When she finished, she rested the flat of the blade against her shoulder and began to pack away her supplies. She paused and lifted her face toward the sky. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the warmth of the sun on her skin. A rare, genuine smile appeared on her face. 

Overhead, clouds drifted lazily across the sky, and a cool breeze rolled down from the mountains. By all accounts, it was a perfect summer day.

Still... it wasn’t supposed to be this way. Something about it felt wrong.

Tucking her long dark hair behind her ear, she opened her eyes and watched a flock of birds sweep gracefully toward the city.

The metallic clatter of steel echoed through the empty Aléshen capital, filling the streets with a haunting reminder of war. As a passing cloud dimmed the sunlight, shadows stretched across the ruined structures, and a chill crept down her spine. 

Alésia, the city of light. 

Once, it had been a gleaming marvel of granite and marble. Towers of white stone rose high above the city, their polished surfaces standing smooth and radiant in the sun. It had been a beacon—unyielding against the darkness that threatened to consume Velendia.  

Now, those towers stood silent. Their brilliance had faded, dulled by time and neglect. 

Within the city, cracks split the walls of the once-proud buildings. Others had partially collapsed, their stones scattered like bones across the ground.

The city felt like a ghost—haunted by memories of both glory and ruin.

Kiona could almost hear it—the echoes of laughter and celebration of ages past lingering beneath the present-day sounds of smithies and simulated battle commands.

Beneath the memories, something lurked—something darker.

The final battle between the Aléshen and the Alkarii lingered in the air, as though the land itself refused to forget. Some said the spirits of fallen soldiers walked the streets at night. Others believed something more sinister had settled over the ruins.

She wondered if those echoes would ever fade... or if the city would remain trapped between what had been and what remained.

“Why the serious face?” 

Kiona turned at the familiar voice, smiling as a large man sat beside her.

“Just thinking,” she replied. 

“Thinking, huh? We both know thinking gets you into trouble,” he chuckled, the sound deep and steady. “What is it this time?” 

He reached for her sword, taking it from her hands and holding it out in front of him as he inspected the blade.  “Are you thinking of running away again?” he added casually. He carefully ran his thumb along the edge of the blade. “Or do you want to punch Gennion in the face?”

“Everyone wants to punch Gennion,” she shook her head, amusement flickering across her face.

“Few ever have.” He handed the sword back to her. “Though he deserves it.”

“Does it pass inspection?” Kiona asked, sliding it into its scabbard.

He gave a small nod. “Barely,” amusement lingered in his voice, and she smiled. “There’s the smile I want to see.” He draped an arm over her shoulders and gave her a brief squeeze.

“I didn’t think you’d be back for a few more days.”

“I returned exactly when I said I would,” he replied with a shrug. “Maybe you’ve lost track of time?”

“Maybe.” The warmth in her voice faded, leaving something quieter in its wake. 

“What’s wrong?” His long braids fell over his shoulder as he turned toward her. 

“It’s nothing,” she replied, shaking her head. He scoffed in return. She glanced at him. “Don’t believe me?”

“Kiona,” he said more gently, “if you want to be believed, you have to believe it yourself.” She let out a slow breath and leaned forward, resting her arms across her knees.

In the practice ring, two fighters locked blades, muscles straining as they tried to overpower one another while the crowd pressed closer to watch. 

“It’s simple out here,” she said after a moment, her voice distant.

“You’re deflecting.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Out here is simple. We know what needs to be done—and we do it.” Her gaze drifted back to the palace. “But in there–”

He followed her gaze to the towering structures of Alésia. Locking his hands around his knees, he chuckled. “You’ve discovered the true terror of these lands.” 

She turned back to him, confused. “What?”

“In there,” he said, a flicker of amusement flashed in his green eyes, “is one enemy even I can’t beat.” 

She raised an eyebrow in mock disbelief. “The mighty Vreis? Defeated by something unseen?” A genuine laugh escaped her—the first in days. 

He leaned in slightly and lowered his voice, “let’s keep that between us.” 

“Your secret is safe with me.”

“Even from Kye?” He asked with a mischievous grin. 

She rolled her eyes and shrugged.

“You might find this surprising, but when we’re together, we don’t talk about you.”

“I would be deeply offended if you did.” Silence settled between them.

“I don’t understand why he stays,” she murmured and looked skyward again.

“My dear girl,” Vreis said as he tucked her hair behind her ear once more, “there are many things you still have to learn—things I can’t teach you. Men behave in curious ways. Then again...” he shrugged. “We understand women just as little as you understand us.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” he said lightly, “enjoy the time you have. As long as you follow your heart, you’ll be alright.” A playful smirk tugged at his lips. “And if you decide that Kye is not the one for you, I’m sure there is a line of suitors waiting to ask for your hand.” 

She rolled her eyes and groaned. “That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny,” he grinned.

“To be told who I can be, and what I can do?” Her voice thickened with emotion. “To have a two-thousand-year prophecy hanging over my head and dictating my life—and having to fight the council at every turn?” She blinked hard, forcing back the tears that burned her eyes. “Where is the humor in that?” 

Silence lingered between them.

“Well...what do you want?” he asked quietly. 

She let out a hollow laugh. “Am I allowed to dream? I’m nothing more than a means to an end. An arrow in the council’s quiver—meant to be loosed at the Alkarii. They don’t care if I survive.”

“The council is full of deranged elves who haven’t set foot outside the valley in over a decade,” Vreis said. “Don’t take what they say to heart.”

“How can I not?” she snapped. “They hold the power. The provinces listen to them. I'm nothing in their eyes!”

He shook his head and took her hands in his. “Your blood is the blood of kings—passed down from High King Ailis himself. Only you can unlock the power of Alésia. The council, for all their debates and decrees, will never be able to achieve what you can.” 

She closed her eyes and turned away. 

“What can I do that hasn’t been done in the past two thousand years?” she asked softly. 

“You tell me,” he replied. 

A tear slipped free and trailed down her cheek. She brushed it away quickly. 

He leaned back on his hands, stretching out his legs. “I seem to remember a little girl living down in the Uskijan Highlands, he said thoughtfully. “Bright sun, endless desert... and nothing ever stopped her from doing exactly what she wanted.” 

A small smile touched her lips. “I had a teacher who encouraged it.”

“What happened to that little girl?” he asked. 

“She grew up,” she said, hugging her knees. “Climbing canyons and racing storms through the desert is different than having to free an entire nation. Gennion makes it clear that I am not welcome here.”

“Gennion can pull his bald head out of his Kizrai’in. He is such a Nekmunnit.”

“Vreis!” she exclaimed, laughter breaking through her frustration. “You shouldn’t say that.”

“What else should I call him? That’s what he is!” He shot back with a grin. He watched the tension ease from her shoulders before he placed his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll let you deal with the politics.”

“I don’t have to—yet.” She took a deep breath and looked to the palace again. “That’s not my world.”

“It may be closer than you think. Elendereth–” 

She stiffened immediately.

“What does he want?” Her tone turned cold, her jaw tightening.

Vreis looked toward the distant Raëkyn arch stretching across the far edge of the valley.

“I don’t know what he wants,” he admitted, “but it couldn’t hurt to listen.”

“I have nothing to say to him.”

“I understand your anger,” Vreis said calmly. “You have every right to feel it. But if you want the people to see what I see—to believe in you—then meet with him. At least hear him out.” 

“He won’t listen to me,” her words were bitter. “He’ll only tell me what I’m supposed to do. Some protocol I haven’t followed, or how I’ve broken some dusty tradition.” She stared at the ground, anger simmering beneath the surface. Her blue eyes began to turn a deep crimson. “He values tradition more than he does me.”

“I won’t force you,” Vreis said. “All I know is he wants to speak with you.”

“It won’t matter whether I go,” she muttered. “He’ll find me eventually.” She exhaled sharply. “He’s the real Nekmunnit.”

Vreis burst out laughing. “Kiona! Language!”

“I learn from the best,” she replied, a hint of brightness returning to her voice. The moment settled into quiet as they both looked toward the palace.

After a time, Vreis pushed himself to his feet and stretched. 

“I think it’s time to teach these new recruits how to defend themselves.”

“I could do that,” she offered quickly. “If you go talk to Elendereth for me.” 

He shook his head.

“Perfect.” She pushed herself up and grabbed her worn leather pack and sword before she watched him walk away. “You’re sure I can’t escape this?” 

He turned back long enough to shrug with a wide smile before continuing toward the training ring.

“Thanks!” she called, scowling slightly as she slung her pack over her shoulder. Turning away, she made her way through the refugee encampment—quietly hoping Elendereth wouldn’t find her. 
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Chapter 2
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HER WISH DIED AS QUICKLY as it had been given life. Kiona reached her hut at the same time Elendereth strolled up to her. His light blue and silver robes were as austere and crisp as the man himself. Sunlight glinted off his blonde hair, and he wore a stern look on his face. She wondered if he ever smiled.

“Kiona, I need to speak with you,” he called.

“What else is new?” she muttered under her breath before turning to him with a fake smile. “What can I do for you today, Elendereth?”

“The council wishes to discuss plans for the future,” he said, standing beside her. 

The news surprised her. “Plans? What plans are they making? We don’t have the forces to take on the Alkarii directly. We don’t even have the resources to care for the people here in the city!”

“The people need a leader,” he replied. “It’s time to make plans and address that problem.”

Kiona took a step back. “Are—are they ready to accept my right to the throne?” She looked at him but could not discern anything in his brown eyes. Either he didn’t know, or he didn’t want to share the information. “If that isn’t the case, why summon me? They have been doing everything without me.”

“Meet me at the palace entrance and I will escort you to the Council Chamber. You might want to clean up a bit first.”

His comment on her appearance made her jaw clench. She wanted to yell in his face—demand he tell her what he knew. But as he turned and walked back the way he had appeared, she stood silent. 

When he turned the corner and moved out of sight, she turned and entered her hut. Setting her sword down, she threw her pack beside it. Falling onto her bed, she fought against the anger she felt.

After everything, he still treated her like a misfit. A rebel who had no idea what was at stake. Still there was something in his tone that unsettled her. It wasn’t urgency she felt, it was something colder and final.

She growled in frustration and stood up. Moving to the vanity, she stared at herself in the mirror. Her blue eyes were half red. A sure sign of her rage. Taking several bracing breaths, she told herself she only had to make it through the meeting with the council. If she could command soldiers during raids against their enemy, she could meet with the pompous governors of Alésia.

Glancing at her sword, a wild thought crossed her mind. “If they want to play games...” she grabbed her sword, her anger hardening into resolve, “then I’ll play their game.”

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

An hour later, dressed in full armor, she made her way through the camp. She passed members of the Shadow Guard as they kept watch over refugees seeking safe haven in Alésia. 

The weight of everything made Kiona’s head ache. She wished she could be free from the responsibility and duty that kept her bound. Lost in thought, she paid little attention to where she walked. The worn dirt path gave way to overgrown ancient walkways—blocks of stone that had formed the main thoroughfare leading to the once magnificent city gates.

Rubble and debris, covered in moss and lichen in various muted shades, littered her path. The stones stood as a stark reminder of Alkarii brutality, and as a memorial to the last defense of the Aléshen capital. She climbed over the massive stones blocking the gates and slipped into what remained of her homeland.

A deafening hush settled in around her. The usual forest sounds ceased as though to pay homage to the Aléshen dead. She cast her eyes upward and saw the inner-city wall looming ahead. Passing under one of the main gates, her path climbed upward into the city.

Kiona made her way through the ruined streets toward the palace at the heart of the city. Despite her fears and doubts, it was the one place she felt she could find solace. The ancient wisdom and magic contained within the palace helped connect her to the role she was destined to play, even though she resented it.

With a steadying breath, she entered the palace via the main doors. A set of arched openings led to an opulent grand hall. The high ceiling and carved walls made it feel more like an open-air portico than the interior of the palace.

Dry leaves had piled up through the centuries as the neglect settled over their ancient home. Seeing the palace in such a state made her heart hurt. But there would be time to reflect on that later.

Elendereth waited for her. His blue robes, embroidered with silver, would have fit in with the ancient days of Alésia. But now they felt out of place, like a shiny coin resting on a muddy road.

She smiled when she saw the surprise on his face as she walked up to him. He had told her to clean up, so that’s what she did. She strolled through the doors, dressed in silver armor with her sword at her side. 

He stared at her, stunned. He didn’t say or do anything for several moments. For a second, she thought she saw a look of delight cross his face. The look confused her. It was not the reaction she had expected.

He quickly recovered his composure. The delight and surprise were replaced with his usual stern demeanor.

Clearing his throat, he said, “Your armor is unnecessary, and the council will not take kindly to you being armed.”

“I don’t know,” she replied coolly. “Vreis taught me to always be prepared when going into battle. It seems like I will be surrounded by enemies soon enough.”

“Enemies or allies?” he asked as he turned and walked away from her. She growled to herself. 

“Better a known enemy than a weak ally.” Her words gave him pause. His shoulders slumped slightly, but he didn’t turn around. 

“The council is waiting.” His tone was sharp. She smiled, knowing her words caused him discomfort. They walked down the south hall and up two flights of stairs. The architecture of the palace never ceased to amaze her. The skilled craftsmen of ancient days had molded the stone and columns as though they were soft clay and not stone cut from the mountain.

Elegant columns, delicate arches, and open sweeping hallways helped the palace live up to its name. Alésia was an ancient word in Arynian for light. 

The Palace of Light. 

Secretly, she hoped to see it return to its former glory. But for now, they walked through centuries of neglect and decay. Spider webs strung between the candelabras. Dirt and grime stained the rugs, the walls streaked with water damage, and the ornate tapestries were little more than shredded fabric.

“When you are before the council, do not speak unless you are spoken to,” Elendereth instructed her. “They have summoned you. Until you are crowned, you must earn their trust and keep the peace.”

“This is not keeping the peace,” she shot back. “If I run to them every time they call, I become a lackey, not a leader.”

“Until you are crowned, they will not recognize your birthright.”

“They wouldn’t recognize my birthright even if they had witnessed my birth!”

He turned on her. “By the gods, Kiona, for once hold your tongue,” his said, his voice sharp. “I don’t like this any better than you.”

“You don’t like what?” she asked.

“They will discuss it with you. My hands are tied.”

“Elendereth!” She pulled his arm to stop him. He glanced to his right, where the large mahogany doors to the Council Chamber stood. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He looked at her. A glimmer of regret appeared in his eyes, but his voice remained flat and unfeeling. “I did not want this. I want you to live your life. But the affairs of the kingdom must be a priority.”

“What have you done?” her anger returned.

“The council has arranged for your marriage to an Eastern Prince.” He turned and opened the large doors to the Council Chamber before she could respond.
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THE GOVERNING BODY of Alésia had gathered in the Council Chamber for nearly two thousand years. It was the only room in the palace that did not show signs of neglect. The room was a large octagon with tall, heavily draped windows. 

Sunlight flooded the room through a large glass dome in the ceiling. At the center of the room, seventeen chairs were arranged around a large U-shaped table. Fifteen of those chairs were currently occupied by the governors of Alésia, representing provinces ranging from the Eastern Isles across the sea to the flying island of Peyoria and the far southern lands.

At the head of the table, two grand chairs stood empty. Wooden chairs gilded with gold, reserved for the king and queen. 

“Elendereth.” A bald man seated to the right of the empty chairs spoke. His voice lacked warmth and dripped with charm. “You’ve finally graced us with your presence.”

Elendereth bowed his head slightly but did not reply.

“Let us get down to the affairs of the kingdom.” The bald man continued, ignoring Kiona as she stood beside Elendereth. Her jaw tightened as anger began to build.

“Lord Gennion,” Elendereth interrupted, “You’ve failed to recognize the princess.”

Gennion, the governor from the Eastern Isles, waved him off with little interest. “Ah, yes, of course—Princess Amélie Kiona, the girl that would be Queen,” The charm in his voice was replaced with disdain, “We will get to her in a moment.”

“I don’t have to take this,” Kiona whispered to Elendereth. He cleared his throat to silence her but said nothing.

“Do you have something to say?” Gennion said to Kiona as he sat forward in his chair and leaned on the table. Elendereth flashed her a look of warning and she looked away. “No?” Gennion waited a moment. “Then let us resume our discussion.”

“This discussion involves her most of all.” A woman on the right—Lady Ashelia, the governor of Peyoria—said. “She should have a say in what is decided.”

“With all due respect, arranged marriages are how things have always been done. They provide Alésia with stability and it is how we have increased our lands throughout the ages,” Gennion replied.

“But does such a contract still hold force?” Another Governor asked.

“Elidoun is right. Alésia is not a mighty power. No strong nation would entertain the thought of an alliance.”

“That concern is moot. We need not look beyond our own provinces for a match. Prince Rynavain of the Eastern Isles has accepted and is already on his way to renew the alliance forged in the past. Alésia will gain troops, treasures, and a formidable fleet of ships—along with dragons at their command. At last, Alésia will finally have the leader it needs.” 

Kiona took a step forward, but Elendereth blocked her with his arm. She caught the brief smug look on Gennion’s face. 

“So that’s it,” she snapped. Elendereth may have blocked her movement, but he couldn’t restrain her tongue. “That’s what all this is about?”

“Kiona!” Elendereth hissed a warning. She glared at him.

“Let her speak,” Gennion said after a tense moment. 

Kiona pushed past Elendereth and approached him. “You dare try to take away my birthright?”

“We are doing no such thing,” he replied in an oily tone.

“No?” She scoffed. “You are willing to marry me off to the first person you can. Give away the throne to someone that does not fight for our kingdom. You risk annihilation at the hands of the Alkarii.”

“We seek stability for this fragile kingdom. A fragility that you are adding to every day with your raids.”

“At least I am doing something. At least the people see action.”

“To what end? By your own words, you relish in the fragility you cause. Your raids accomplish nothing! You waste resources to disrupt supply lines and rescue the pathetic few that get caught.”

“You don’t see what lies beyond our borders!” Kiona slammed her hands down on the table. “You all sit here and judge the people, but when have you lived among them? When have you seen how they are suffering?”

“We want to preserve our way of life.”

“Our way of life only exists within these walls!” She looked at each of the governors in turn. “Can’t you see that?”

“We are the ones who have guided the Aléshen people for two thousand years. What has your house done?” Gennion accused.

Kiona turned back to him. “You would lay the blame of this war at the feet of my house?”

“What good is the royal house when they can’t lead?” He asked.

She took a step forward. “This council forgets the price my house has paid to keep the peace. Amélie herself gave her life to protect this city and her people. Where were you when the Alkarii Horde broke down the outer walls?” she demanded. Every governor averted their eyes when she looked at them.

“Amélie was a fool!” Gennion spat. “To think she could defeat the endless Alkarii army. She bought us time, nothing more.”

“And what have you done with that time?” She accused. “Two thousand years and we are worse off than when the Alkarii first invaded!”

“Do not cast blame on us, princess. You do not belong here.”

A thought illuminated Kiona’s mind, and a sharp breath escaped her—half disbelief, half horror. “You claim I do not belong here, which would mean that you have no intention of restoring the throne.” A murmur ran through the governors. “That’s it. Isn’t it?” She turned back to Gennion. “You want the throne for yourself.” 

He scoffed as the council members erupted in an uproar. “We would never let that happen!”

“How dare you assume such a thing!”

“You’re as mad and paranoid as Gennion was claiming!”

“I’m glad we are learning this now,” Kiona pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head as the governors voiced their disapproval.

Gennion held up his hand and the chatter died. She looked at him as he stood and leaned close to her. Their noses were only an inch apart when he spoke. 

“We want what is best for Alésia. We have sworn to defend it from any threat. Even if that threat comes from the inside,” she held his gaze for several moments. His cold gray eyes calculating the next move—and three beyond that.

“I’ve sworn the same thing.” Her voice turned icy. “Who will be there to stop you when you become the enemy?” A quiet murmur ran through the council as they stood face to face. She watched his right eye begin to twitch—she was getting under his skin, and he didn’t like it. “You betray yourself, Gennion—and you forget something vital.”

He scoffed. “What is that?”

“Alésia chooses its ruler. Not you.”

“Alésia has chosen its rulers for two thousand years. We are those rulers. Even Amélie couldn’t stop that,” his voice dropped to a deadly whisper. “You are obsolete.” Her anger silenced any rebuttal she might have formed. The smirk on his face disgusted her. “Now then,” he proclaimed, “We have a wedding to prepare for. You don’t want to let the people down, do you?” He asked.

He prattled on about duty and honor and how everything would soon be better. The anger continued to build until Kiona slammed her fist on the table.

“I won’t do this. You can’t make me do this.”

“Would you like to repeat that?” Gennion turned to her.

“I refuse to follow you,” she enunciated the words with deliberate precision causing a murmur throughout the council. “There will be no wedding.”

Gennion’s mouth curved into a thin smile. “You hold no power here, princess. You will appear when we summon you.”

“I will not play puppet to you!” 

“Isn’t it better to perform your duty, so Alésia can continue on?” One of the governors asked.

Disbelief flooded her as each governor agreed with the marriage contract. She looked to Elendereth, but he remained stone faced amid the tumultuous opinions.

“Unless you can find a more suitable arrangement, you best get used to the idea of this union,” Gennion’s voice was smooth and certain. “There is nothing you can do to stop it.”

It was clear that nothing she could say or do would change their minds. She had no say. Her mind whirled with a thousand thoughts as she sought a solution.

“If I were already betrothed, your contract would become void,” she said, and the chatter hushed.

“You’ll never find anyone that quickly.” Gennion scoffed at the idea.

“If I do, do you agree to call off the arrangement?” Kiona pressed.

“You ask us to put the fate of Alésia in jeopardy?” Everyone looked at her. “We all know of your past, you cannot expect us to place the responsibility of ruling on someone as—” Gennion paused, a vicious smile curling on his face, “damaged as you. Be grateful we have been able to arrange this match.”

She felt her heart jolt.

Anger coursed through her. Every ounce of her wanted to punch Gennion in the nose, but she forced herself to take a step back, holding his gaze for a moment before she turned on her heel and stormed out. Elendereth caught her arm and gave her a stern look. She returned his look with an icy one of her own before wrenching her arm free. She left the Council Chamber without another word and slammed the door behind her.

Stopping for a moment, she heard the angry shouts at her sudden departure. She didn’t care. Her body shook with rage as tears burned her eyes and snippets of her memories returned. 

Her nightmare returned. She was back in the cold, dark cell. Her stomach turned as the sickening scent of whiskey and licorice came back to her.

Not now! She pounded the stone wall. Pull yourself together! Several deep breaths later, she walked down the hall. Damn you Gennion.
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Chapter 4
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KIONA STEPPED OUT OF the palace into the first edge of twilight. Facing the setting sun, she descended the wide steps to the empty courtyard in front of the palace. The argument with Gennion still burned in her mind. She paced the courtyard until her anger subsided.

Remnants from the final defense of Alésia surrounded her. Rubble and discarded weapons littered the courtyard. She looked back at the palace. Its delicately carved facade reached heavenward, yet it was only a shell of what it once was. Just like her. She sighed in defeat and looked away.

Turning south, she crossed the courtyard, passed the smashed gates, and stepped onto the main road into the city. As the sun sank in the west, she could feel the heat of the day begin its retreat for another night. 

Instead of returning to the refugee camp, she walked along the desolate street toward the northern side of the Crystal Mountains.

She let out a deep sigh and stared at the once magnificent buildings. Gaping holes in the architecture marked scars from the past—evidence of the catapult barrage that laid siege to the city for days. The more she looked, the more she felt the weight of centuries settle in on her shoulders.

Shaking her head, she focused on the road in front of her.

When the golden sky changed to the deepening blue of twilight, she found herself standing before a lush garden teeming with flowers. A waterfall poured into a crystalline pool at the far end. 

Beside the waterfall stood one of the most revered places within the palace complex. A pair of large metal doors stood anchored into the mountainside. The crest of the royal family, a fifteen-point sunburst with a silver violet in the center, stood emblazoned on the doors.

The Halls of Time.

The stone road blended into an ancient overgrown dirt path leading into the garden. Reaching out, her hand brushed against the tall grass and overgrown plants as she passed by. The softness made her smile. Things were simple here.

The ancient path led to a wide circular set of stone stairs in front of the metal doors. Climbing the three steps, she approached the doors with reverence.

Here, beyond the engraved doors, all the kings and queens that came before her lay entombed. From where she stood, a faint glimmer could be seen deep within. Light from the eternal flame of Alésia watched over the kings of old. Protecting them in death as they had protected it throughout their lives.

The last time these doors opened was to lay the last Queen to rest. The queen who prophesied that a future daughter bearing her name would appear—the one who would unite the bloodlines. The heir who would end the Alkarii threat. 

“Amélie, what do I do?” she asked in a whisper. Deeply wishing for advice from the ages but expecting none. Her faith in the ancient ways had left her long ago.

She waited for several minutes. The evening wind whistled as it passed through the doors. Bowing her head one more time out of respect, she turned to leave.

Standing at the entrance to the garden, Vreis waited for her, torch in hand. She recognized the look of concern on his face. 

He knew.

“I thought I would find you here,” he said as she walked up to him.

Kiona scoffed. “Why here?”

“It’s either here, or on top of the bridge of light,” he said, motioning to the bridge high above them that encircled the palace. He put a hand on her shoulder as silence fell between them.

“You know?” she finally asked. He nodded. 

“What did Elendereth say?” he asked. She rolled her eyes and brushed past him with a sigh of disgust. Walking toward the water’s edge, she bent down and picked up a smooth rock.

“He didn’t say anything. He just stood there,” she replied, tossing the rock in the air as she spoke. “The council makes demands on my life, and he just stands there like I don’t matter!” She threw the rock, and it skipped across the surface of the pool. “The council is a joke. They are deep in Gennion’s pocket. Full of good intentions, but no spine to make real change.” Anger seeped into her voice. “I wish I could disband them. I wish I had the power to do what needed to be done.” Her shoulders slumped. When she spoke again, she sounded defeated. “I wish I was what Alésia needed.”

Once again silence fell between them. He put an arm around her shoulders for comfort. She pulled away and crossed her arms defensively.

“What will you do?” he asked.

“What choice is left for me?” She shook her head. “Gennion holds the power.”

He shook his head. “You give him the power.”

She looked at him in disbelief. 

He took a step forward. “He tells you about an arranged marriage. Fine. Let him marry that prince—you don’t have to go through with it.”

“But—”

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.” He paused. “You are the princess. You decide your fate.”

“Then I can leave Alésia and never return?” 

He shrugged. “If you really want to. People might object, and soldiers might be ordered to stop you. But it would still be your choice.” He turned back to her. “However, you can leave, but do you realize how many would follow you?”

“Not enough,” she felt small next to the waterfall. 

Vreis shook his head and she turned back to him. “Use that brain of yours. Gennion issues decrees, and the only reason the people follow them is because you follow him.”

“That’s not true,” she protested. He raised an eyebrow and looked at her. “I mean...” She stopped. 

“Amélie never said the council would save us. She said a daughter of her line would break the Alkarii hold on this land.” 

“The council holds the power—"

“You are the Princess of Alésia,” he cut in. “Royalty runs in your blood—blood you can trace back to the ancient kings. You would surrender that birthright to a pretender clawing for power?”

She had no answer.

“All I am saying is, you control your destiny. Not prophecy. Not fate. And certainly not a council that can’t think beyond its own comfort.” She shook her head but remained silent. Vreis waited for a moment before he added, “Come with me.” He walked away from the lake and toward the road.

When he reached the stone road, he turned and waited for her. With one last forlorn look at the waterfall, she turned and followed him.
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Vreis led her back through the palace complex to the garden directly beneath the two white towers. Jamming his torch in the earth, he sat on the ground and waited. Kiona sat across from him a moment later.

“Why did you bring me here?” She asked.

Vreis looked at the stars overhead. “This world is more than just us. The motion of stars, the push and pull of the ocean, even the steady beat of the earth can be felt all around us.”

“What does that have to do with this?”

He laughed quietly. “You remind me of her.”

“Who?”

“Someone who, like you, felt her life was not her own. When I met her, I was a loyal soldier to the crown. Fate ruled her life, loyalty and duty ruled mine.” He laughed with an air of melancholy. “By the time I realized how foolish it was, I had already lost her.” She waited for him to say more but he remained quiet.

“So why are we out here?” she asked again.

“You’re not as alone as you might think,” he stated. She couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “I saw that,” he said, before smirking at her, making her smile. “Magic flows through Alésia. Every brick, every blade of grass—everything we see, touch, and experience—is surrounded by magic. Queen Amélie gave her life to protect our realm.”

Kiona looked at the ground in front of her. “The world is a mess, why would she pay that price?”

Vreis’ tone turned somber. “All magic has a price. Amélie knew the magic to protect Alésia from its enemies would require the ultimate sacrifice.”

“How can I ever live up to her legend and sacrifice?” Kiona asked. 

“Magic connects us. Everything we can see, feel, and sense is connected.” He took a slow deep breath. “When she spoke of a daughter to come through her line, she knew you would be connected to her. You have greater power than you know.”

“How?”

Vreis dug his hand into the soft dirt beside him. He lifted a handful of dirt into the air and let it slip through his fingers. “Every grain of dirt, every drop of water, and every breath of air is connected through the Ether.”

“How does that connect me to Amélie?” Kiona asked.

“Even those that have passed on before are connected to us. Some people have a more sensitive connection to it which is why they can feel things that happen hundreds of leagues away. We sometimes call it intuition or a sixth sense.”

“When in reality we are sensing it through this Ether?”

Kiona thought for a moment before she asked, “Can the Ether become unbalanced?”

Vreis nodded. “Magic will do whatever it can to restore order,” his voice took a hard edge. “Nature is both delicate and harsh. As Aléshen, we are charged with preserving order. When all other races failed and succumbed to greed or pride, we alone held true. Anything we took, we repaid in full.”

They listened to the sounds around them as the nocturnal sounds came to life around them. Crickets in the grass, owls in the trees, and water cascading down from the mountains behind them.

Kiona let out a deep sigh as she closed her eyes and focused on the sounds around her.

“History will tell us that there are always those that will take without regard for consequence. They abuse the power granted to them and soon, we feel the magical balance slip, causing chaos in its wake.”

“The Alkarii?” He nodded.

“Power comes at a great cost,” Vreis said. “They would claim all magic for themselves.”

“Why?” she asked.

He shrugged in response. “Maybe out of spite, maybe to ensure their dominion. Whatever their end goal may be, it cannot be allowed to continue.”

“What happens if it isn’t corrected?”

“Magic will fade from this world, until we lose it altogether.” 

“Is it even worth it at this point?” She asked, casting her gaze down to the ground between them. “Over the course of two thousand years, what are we even fighting for?”

He reached down and placed his hand, palm down, in the dirt. Green light spiderwebbed out from his hand into the surrounding area. The landscape blurred and faded.

A moment later, Kiona shielded her eyes as sunlight filled the area. The towers and decaying ruins she knew, stood proud and whole. They gleamed under the high sun and birds flew overhead. Banners atop the towers unfurled in the wind. Voices and chatter filled the air and Kiona jumped to her feet.

The area was filled with men and women in elegant clothes, talking and laughing in melodious tones. Gentle music filled the gaps in the many conversations and Kiona stood amazed. She looked over at Vreis, whose hunter green eyes burned golden as he used his magic. 

“What is this?” She asked.

“Welcome to Alésia,” he said with a smile, “Or rather, Alésia as it was over two thousand years ago.” A hush filled the area as the people turned to the large archway at the southern end of the garden.

A woman with dark hair, wearing a slender silver crown entered and the crowd around her bowed respectfully. Kiona felt connected to her even though they had never met. As she walked into the garden, she looked at Kiona and held her gaze for several seconds. A smile crossed her face as she nodded her head in respect.

The scene faded and night surrounded them once more. Kiona gasped for air, unaware she had been holding her breath.

“Who was that?”

“Amélie, our last queen, and your namesake.” He stood up. Shaking the dirt from his pants, he picked up the torch. “She lived her life for duty. Ultimately giving her life for it, but she never surrendered to it,” he said, patting her shoulder once more. “You’re more like her than you realize, and Gennion sees it.” 

“What good is knowing that?”

“He tried to fight Amélie, but she put him in his place. When the moment is right, I know you’ll do the same.” Silence descended between them again.

“What about Elendereth? He just stood there.” She stated. 

“His story is...” he paused, “Complicated.”

“That’s no excuse.”

“Grant him a little grace until he tells you.”

“You want me to pretend that what he is doing is right?” she demanded.

“I want you to be patient.” She tried to turn away, but Vreis stopped her. “We all have a story. The past haunts us all in different ways.” 

His words diffused her anger. She dropped her gaze and stared at the ground as a million thoughts tumbled through her mind.

"It's late," he said. "We should head back to the city." 

She agreed.

As he walked away, she stared at the arch where she had seen the Queen. 

It felt as though the past two thousand years had never happened. That any minute the court and guards would reappear.

She let out a heavy sigh before she turned and followed Vreis.

They walked through the rubble-filled streets, down to the inner wall and through the main gate.

The sky opened before them as the stone road marked their path back to camp.

Reaching the crossroads, Vreis handed her the torch and wished her a good evening before they parted ways. She returned to her hut, and he returned to his post.

Her hut stood next to several others. Nothing special or extravagant, just how she liked it. She secured the torch into the nearby lamp post before opening her door.

The old door creaked open, and she stepped in. Inside the darkened interior, she felt a weight settle on her. The pressure of an impending engagement to the Eastern Prince, the looming battle, and the eventual end to the millennium-long conflict, threatened to crush her.

Her mind remained blank as she removed her armor piece by piece. She soon stood in her plain pants and cotton shirt. Aside from the glyph on her right hand, there was nothing special to mark who she was. As she climbed into bed, she heard the blare of a horn. Running back to the window, she saw people rush past. Swearing under her breath, she pulled her boots on and raced out the door.
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KIONA RAN INTO CAMP only to be blocked by refugees. Pushing past them, she ran to find Vreis. He was easy to spot as he stood three heads taller than everyone else. His massive size made everyone cower in his shadow. But he was much more than a tough scout. 

He stepped up to the challenge of raising Kiona from the age of eight—training her, pushing her to be better than she believed. He was the father she never knew. 

“Kiona!” he called to her as she ran up to him.

“I heard the alarm. What is happening?”

“Vreis!” someone called. They looked over to see their friend Aidan rushing toward them. He was a member of the Northern Vanguard—specialized scout patrols that were responsible for the northern provinces.

“Aidan, what are you doing here?” Vreis turned to him.

He reached them in an agitated state. “It’s Rockwood, the haven north of Alésia...” he stammered, “I don’t know how they found them! But...” As scouts ran past them carrying torches, Kiona could see Aidan’s face. He concealed his fear and panic well, but she could see traces of it in his eyes. 

“Slow down,” he urged. “What happened?”

“It’s fallen to the Alkarii.” Kiona looked at Vreis.

“They can locate havens?” She demanded, looking to Vreis for an answer.

“This is the first I’ve heard of it.” His eyes were dark and focused. He pulled Aidan aside.

“When did this happen?”

“Three days ago. Their patrols roamed the northern plains like before. But this time they scouted up the canyon. We didn’t think anything was wrong until reinforcements arrived and surrounded the northern haven. Then that woman appeared...”

“What woman?” 

“I don’t know. I have never seen her before, and there have been no reports about her.” He shook his head, “All I know is she has to be a powerful sorceress to break through the magic surrounding the haven. There was no escape.”

“How many have fallen?” Kiona asked.

“I-I...” He stammered.

“Aidan! How many were taken?” she demanded.

“Everyone.”

It was a punch to Kiona’s gut. Over two hundred Aléshen were captured by their sworn enemies. Two hundred including...

“Wait!” Kiona turned to him. “Maidalyn and Mairín... were they taken too?”

He nodded. “I think so.”

“You think?” Vreis asked. “We can’t try and rescue anyone if we don’t know what’s happening.”

“Mairín left with the scouts to draw the enemy away.” He shouted back at Vreis. “I circled back around with the few archers we had. When we returned the haven was ransacked! Everyone was gone!”

“They would have been taken to Teimhnean.” Kiona looked at Vreis.

“Shades,” he muttered under his breath. 

“I should have been there, Vreis!” Aidan shouted, “How could I leave Mairín like that? Now she could be gone forever!”

“Let’s not assume the worst. She could still be with the convoy,” Vreis suggested.

“I don’t care where she is! We have to find her!”

“We’ll get her back!” Kiona jumped in. “I promise Aidan, we won’t abandon her or anyone else to the Alkarii or that blasted tower!”

“That’s a large promise Kiona,” Vreis warned, “No one has ever escaped that tower.”

“Nobody has ever escaped that we know of. But also, no one has ever been fool enough to try and break in.”

“If you’re thinking...”

“I am, Vreis. I’m tired of going on the defensive.”

“We don’t have the swords for that kind of siege.”

“Where are the others?” She turned to Aidan.

“There is a convoy en-route to the tower as we speak. They are camped just north of the Raëkyn Arch. Jaris and his scouts are tracking them, but they are too few to engage them in battle.”

“If we can rescue them from the convoy before they enter the tower, we will have a better chance,” Vreis suggested.

Kiona thought for several moments. “We need to take the fight to them. Find whatever scouts we have here in the city. We ride out as soon as we are able.”

“A night raid? We haven't had one of those in ages,” Vreis chuckled. “Too bad there aren’t any Spirit Druids here to help.”

“Why should that matter?” Aidan asked.

“Spirit magic can help us identify allies and enemies in the dark,” Kiona explained, “But we’ll have to do this
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