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Note from the Author 

In an attempt to accurately recount these tales as told to me by Alora and her friends, I have included many details, such as people who, while their roles may seem minor in the overall scope of the story, deserve to be recognized by name. As I know this can make the book confusing, I’ve included a Glossary of Characters at the end of the book to help jog your memory. I hope you enjoy this account as much as I did when I heard it the first time. If you have any thoughts or questions, feel free to contact me on the website. I make every attempt to send a prompt personal response. 
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~ Glossary ~

Graceful water, flow and course

Gentle, placid stream

Dammed and stilted, builds the force

Calm, though it may seem

Dripping, trickling through the flaw

More erodes, the rift

Churning floods escape the maw

Holds no more, the gift

~1~

A flurry of vivid memories swirled in Alora’s head and her stomach clenched with terror. Struggling to protect Kaevin from her dark feelings, she bit her lip, strengthening the inner wall, which held her emotions inside. Where they belonged.

It’s all over. Don’t think about it.

She concentrated on the motion of the sheer curtains, waffling in the gentle breeze that blew through the windows and smelled of newly cut wood. Kaevin and Jireo had risen hours earlier, splitting logs while the air was cool, already restocking the woodpile in preparation for the long Montana winter, though it was only the first of June.

Freshly showered, Kaevin’s brown hair hung in damp waves on his broad shoulders. Saturday morning cartoons blared on the television while he lounged beside her on the couch. But neither one was watching Bugs Bunny’s antics.

She let Kaevin turn her left arm over to expose the soft underside, his finger tracing a gentle path around the dimpled edge of the grafted skin. The specialist had pronounced the skin grafts completely healed, with no further chance of infection. True, the burns were covered, and the scars weren’t painful. But as the remembered horror of their torture at Vindrake’s hand swept through her mind yet again, she knew with certainty a part of her had not healed. Perhaps it never would.

At Kaevin’s feathery touch on her skin she shivered, and he pulled away, his brows furrowed.

“I’m sorry, Alora. Did I hurt you?”

“No, it doesn’t hurt at all. It just tickled a little bit.”

“You’re sure? You know I never wish you to experience pain again. Not if I can prevent it.” His fingers probed tentatively. “The color is almost normal, but I fear it will always show. The scarring...” His voice cracked as he looked away, but his hand covered her arm, like he was attempting to hide the past.

Swallowing a sigh, Alora mentally pulled at the edges of her tattered emotional shield. Kaevin’s concern was sweet and touching, but his guilt was overwhelming. Since discovering her gift of empathy, Alora had worked hard to control her power. But as Kaevin’s soulmate, her close connection to him made her particularly vulnerable to his feelings. And keeping their emotions separate was a constant struggle.

I don’t know why they call this empathy a “gift.” It’s more like a burden. I’ve got to find some way to make him stop feeling remorse. I can’t stand it.

“Kaevin, don’t.”

His hand flinched back. “I hurt you?”

“My arms don’t hurt any more, but your guilt is killing me.”

His face paled. “I’m sorry.”

“No, that’s worse! Now you’re feeling guilty for feeling guilty. You know I have a hard time blocking you.” Alora rubbed her aching temples. “I always heard boys weren’t supposed to be as emotional as girls, but that’s just a flat-out lie.”

“I can’t help what I feel.”

Frustration swirled in with his guilt, barraging her feeble emotive guard, like a hurricane beating against a tarp.

“I hated being so helpless... not being able to protect you. It was my right to fight and die for you, but Vindrake stripped it away.”

“Kaevin...” She tried to think of something comforting to say, but nothing came to mind.

“He tortured you, knowing I shared your pain. He humiliated me as he burned you,” Kaevin continued, his voice dropping to a whisper. “What kind of man would do that to his own daughter? He has no honor.”

“Of course he has no honor, but what’s done is done. We can’t do anything about what happened.”

“One thing remains within my grasp—to kill him. It’s the only way I can truly protect you. I will do everything in my power to ensure Vindrake never has such an opportunity again. To destroy that monster is my only recourse. My only choice.”

With his determined words came another torrent of distress and fury. Alora remembered her grandmother’s most recent advice. Perhaps it would be easier to overwhelm one feeling with another than to simply wall out an emotion.

“Kaevin, will you kiss me?”

“Kiss you?”

A warm feeling swirled in her belly as his brows lifted, widening the deep emerald pools of his eyes. How she longed to swim in their depths! She swallowed hard, managing to answer with a nod.

“Why do you ask? Is your head hurting? The soulmate bond?” Again his brows knit with concern.

“Wow... you sure know how to make a girl feel special. You only want to kiss me if absolutely necessary?” she teased. “Only if my head is hurting and the soulmate bond is depleted?”

“No, not at all.” As his eyes crinkled in the corners, he displayed even white teeth in a cheeky grin. “I’m happy to oblige, any time you like.”

He glanced over his shoulder toward the kitchen where Uncle Charles was puttering about. Although her uncle no longer complained when Alora and Kaevin kissed, the couple tried to avoid doing it in his presence. Even without her gift of empathy, Alora knew it made him uncomfortable. Anyone could tell by the constipated grimace on his face.

Kaevin turned toward her, lifting his hands to cup her face in his palms. The kiss was sweet and lingering, tasting of mint. He loved toothpaste, declaring it one of the best inventions in Montana, and would brush his teeth ten times a day if he had the opportunity.

With the touch of his lips he sent a surge of love. Not a shallow magnetic attraction, but a deep, self-sacrificing devotion. She opened her shield and drank it in, relishing the waves of velvety affection. This part of having a soulmate was pretty awesome. On the other hand, the part where you die after a few days without contact and one can’t live if the other dies... that wasn’t quite so great.

The frustration and guilt didn’t disappear as much as cower inside, a hidden gremlin, poised to jump out again at the first opportunity. She would have to stay on guard.

“Hmmm,” she murmured as he withdrew his lips. “It seems kissing cures a lot of ills.”

“Even better than your magick circles,” he remarked, one side of his mouth quirking up in a crooked smile. “And a great deal more enjoyable.”

“Those pills are called ibuprofen, and you know it. Why do you insist on using the wrong words for things?”

“Because i-bu-pro-fen, is a nonsensical word. It has no meaning. Magick circle is better.”

“Still, you ought to learn our words.”

“Yes, you should.” Jireo’s muffled voice came from behind the couch, startling Alora so that she cried out. He continued, “Like me, Kaevin must practice new words forthwith.”

“Cripes!” Alora crawled up on her knees to peer over the back of the couch, where Kaevin’s meddling best friend lay on his back, his sandy-blond head pillowed on his clasped hands and a smug expression on his face. “Jireo, what are you doing down there, you little sneak?”

Beside her, Kaevin looked down at Jireo and chuckled, not the least bit embarrassed to discover their meeting hadn’t been private.

“I was here before you came in the room. It’s not my fault you failed in your reconnaissance,” Jireo said. “It was you who disturbed my nap with your cloying prolix and gauche kissing. I shouldn’t be surprised, as you are known osculators.”

“What’s an osculator?” Alora demanded.

“One who kisses,” Jireo replied, waggling his eyebrows.

“Cloying? Gauche? Where are you getting these words from, Jireo?”

“From Wesley. He has been teaching a new word each day, while we practice our archery together.”

Alora made a mental note to give Wesley a piece of her mind. Jireo seemed to gain immense satisfaction from annoying her at every opportunity with an endless personal arsenal. Now Wesley had managed to add even more ammunition to his stash.

“Yes,” Kaevin added. “Wesley reads the words from his magick talker.”

“Kaevin, you know it’s called a cell phone.” Alora frowned, but his answering grin was unrepentant. “I bet Wesley’s using some kind of learn-a-new-word app on his phone.”

“Alora, you are quite perspicacious,” Jireo replied, pinching his nose closed.

“I have antiperspirant on,” she objected.

Jireo sputtered laughter. “That word means wise. And you should make up your mind, Alora... you become enraged whether we speak as simpletons or with sesquipedalian elocution.”

With Kaevin’s infectious laugh, Alora felt her anger evaporate.

“How long did you practice these phrases, Jireo?” asked Kaevin.

“Only four fingers or so,” he explained, using their time measure for an hour. “But the return was well worth the effort. Your soulmate is so easy to tease. It’s almost as enjoyable as tormenting Arista.”

“I feel sorry for your sister. Growing up with you must’ve been like torture.” Alora spouted, thought she had to stifle a grin, unable to combat the cheerful vibes in the room.

The delicious smell of fresh baked cinnamon rolls wafted into the room, eliciting a growl in her stomach, as Uncle Charles leaned into the room. “Where’s Markaeus?”

“I don’t know,” Alora answered. “He’s usually dancing by the oven door on Saturday mornings. Cinnamon rolls are his favorite.”

“Ha!” Charles laughed. “Everything sweet is his favorite. That kid would probably eat a horse if you put frosting on it.”

It was true. Since Uncle Charles had brought the nine-year-old to Montana, he’d eaten everything in sight, but he had a penchant for sweets. He adjusted well to his new environment, although he was riddled with guilt. Having seen his brother die in battle following their desperate escape from Water Clan and knowing his grandfather was still suffering under Vindrake’s bloodhound control, Markaeus felt he didn’t deserve happiness.

Around Uncle Charles or the boys, Markaeus always put up a tough exterior, but he often let his barrier slip when he was with Alora. Gradually sharing his sad life’s story—growing up with only his grandfather to care for him—he seemed hungry for a mother’s love. Many a night Alora had held the gangly boy in her lap, rocking and soothing him to sleep.

But his antics during the day drove her crazy. “Your name is Trouble with a capital T,” she told him, almost daily. Yet he tried his best to please, especially seeking Uncle Charles’ approval. He even asked to have his hair cut short, like her uncle’s, and he looked cute with the stylish cut. So cute, it was hard to be mad at him, no matter what he did.

“I’ll retrieve him,” Kaevin offered, stretching his long muscular arms over his head as he rose from the couch. “He’s probably still asleep. He stayed up late last night watching a story on the magick box.”

As Alora opened her mouth to protest, he winked. “I know... it’s a TV.”

He disappeared down the hallway as Jireo stood, sauntering around the couch to offer his hand to Alora. “Forgive me for teasing you?”

“You’re forgiven,” she said, allowing him to pull her to her feet. But as he made to withdraw his hand, she clamped her fingers tight, and gave him a glee-filled promise. “But I won’t forget. We have a saying around here... about payback.”

“You must be nice to me, or there might not be any more secret archery and knife-fighting lessons,” he quipped, apparently undeterred by her threat.

“Quiet!” Alora checked the hallway to be certain Kaevin hadn’t overheard. “I wouldn’t need secret lessons if Kaevin would listen to reason. How is it you see the value in me learning how to use weapons, and he doesn’t?” After enduring intense torture at her father’s hand, Alora was determined never to be helpless again. “Doesn’t he realize I can’t always depend on my gift to save me? Of all people, it seems like Kaevin would be on my side.”

Before Jireo could respond, Kaevin trotted back. “Markaeus isn’t in his room. I’ve looked everywhere—in all his favorite hiding places—and no trace of him.”

“That little trickster,” Alora huffed. “He loves making me do this. But I can’t believe he’d delay eating breakfast to play his little game.” Acting on automatic pilot, Alora called on the transport power of her wander-jewel to bring her delinquent sort-of-foster-brother to her.

Nothing happened.

“What the heck?” she mumbled. Scrunching her face in concentration, she tried again. No Markaeus.

“Alora?” Kaevin moved to take her hand, his concern outlined by the furrows on his brow. “Is your gift depleted? Do you feel weak?”

“I don’t know. Let me try sending one of you somewhere.” What could this mean? Is my gift losing its power? Some of the Stone Clan council objected to their prolonged stay in Montana, suggesting her powers might wane in another realm.

Jireo took a step back. “No thank you. I haven’t forgotten my landing the last time you sent me away from you.”

It was true Jireo had been limping after Alora had transported him away during a battle at Laegenshire several months prior, but his reaction still stung her pride. “I’ve improved a lot since then.”

“We can easily test your gift,” said Kaevin, stepping to the kitchen door. “Alora, transport me to you.”

In a blink he stood beside her. Only then did a cold dread settle in her stomach. Again, she attempted to fetch Markaeus, as she had done every time before when Markaeus had proven his hiding skills. “Does this mean Markaeus is dead?”

“Dead?” Uncle Charles’ voice startled her. “What are you talking about?”

“We can’t find Markaeus, and Alora can’t transport him here,” Kaevin explained.

“Oh.” Charles’ bent brows relaxed. “He’s probably found an old chain in the barn and tied it around his waist. The only thing that boy likes more than eating is winning.”

“Fine. If he won’t come to me, I’ll go to him. That little squirt can’t hide from me. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

Just as she transported to Markaeus, she heard Kaevin’s frantic words, “Alora! Wait!”

If only his warning had come a moment earlier.

**************

Kaevin paced in front of the couch where Uncle Charles slumped, seemingly relaxed and unworried. But something made Kaevin’s heart race, some unrelenting voice in the back of his mind that seemed to chant, “Danger!” It must be my imagination. Alora is fine.

Jireo had rushed outside to check the barn since that seemed to be Markaeus’ most likely hiding place.

“Why does she act without thinking?” Kaevin complained. “I asked her never to transport without me.”

“She got that from her Aunt Lena, not from me,” Charles replied with a wry grin. “She’s bound to come right back with Markaeus. Even if he were in the middle of the lake, Alora could bring them both directly back. She never messes up on that type of transport now.”

“How long has it been?” Kaevin gritted his teeth in frustration. “We’ve got to do something.”

“It’s only been about two minutes,” Uncle Charles answered, checking his wrist jewelry, a device he called a watch. It seemed a silly name to Kaevin, as the object had no power to see or observe, but he kept his opinion to himself.

The back door slammed open and Kaevin started, surprised to find Jireo had already returned, bending over and panting for breath. He must have run all the way there and back.

“Did you find them?” Kaevin asked, already knowing the answer, since Jireo had come back alone.

Jireo straightened, shaking his head with a strange wide-eyed look on his face.

“There’s nothing we can do but wait,” Uncle Charles said, although he stood up and began to pace. “We don’t have any reason to think she ran into any kind of trouble... other than dealing with a stubborn boy who can’t stand losing a game.”

Jireo shuffled to Kaevin’s side, still laboring to breathe. “We have reason to fear now. I didn’t even reach the barn before I sensed it.” He grasped Kaevin’s arm, his jaw tight as he spoke in a strained voice. “Kaevin, your life is in danger.”

Kaevin gulped a painful lump of air, blood pounding in his ears. Because he and Jireo had performed a defender bond ritual as children, not realizing the permanent repercussions, both could sense when the other faced imminent danger and were compelled to defend each other at all costs. A threat to Kaevin’s life could only mean one thing—Alora must be in peril.

And he was powerless to help her unless she transported him to her or transported herself back. Please, Alora. Why are you delaying? We talked about this.

“Markaeus can’t have gone far,” Charles remarked. “I don’t understand how they could be in danger.”

“I can’t explain it, but I know it to be true,” Jireo answered, tightening his grip almost to the point of pain. “And if she happens to transport Kaevin, I won’t allow him to go without me.”

The blood appeared to drain from Charles’ face as he looked upward. “It’s happening again. Dear Lord, I thought she was safe here.” He ran his fingers through his close-cropped hair, still thick, though time had woven much silver into the dark brown strands. “I know I can’t go with you and overload Alora’s transport. She has to bring all of you back. I’m trusting you with her life, Kaevin.”

“I’ll save her... if she’ll only give me the opportunity.” He failed to hide the exasperation in his voice.

“I’ll do what I can for you,” said Charles, disappearing down the hallway.

“If I find her alive, I’m never letting go of her hand again, as long as we live,” Kaevin declared.

Jireo squeezed his arm. “Kaevin, you have your transport weapons at the ready.”

“I always carry these,” said Kaevin, indicating four sheathed ceramic blades in his pockets.

“I’m prepared, as well.” Jireo displayed two similar knives, linking elbows with Kaevin to be certain he would transport along with him if Alora used her gift.

“Take these with you.” Charles clomped back into the room. In his hands he carried two leather belts, each of which held two scabbards with knives. Kaevin recognized the special blades by their bright blue corded handles. The weapon belts were soon tied about their hips.

“Thank you, Charles.” Jireo patted his belt and sent an encouraging smile toward the man who no longer bothered to hide his anxiety.

“I know you haven’t practiced with them much,” said Charles, “but these new titanium knives with the tungsten carbide edges ought to be more effective in fighting, especially if you have to throw them.”

Kaevin craned his chin down, studying the weapons hanging from his belt. “It’s still difficult to believe that one can transport with a metal blade, though I’ve seen it happen with my own eyes. I’m grateful to have these weapons made of transport metal.”

“Unfortunately, we’re forever indebted to Steven for the discovery.” Charles’ lips pursed like he’d bitten into sour fruit.

Kaevin understood Charles’ reticence in dealing with Wesley’s older brother, for he was excitable and unpredictable. But as he also seemed to be gifted with wisdom, Kaevin had resigned to Steven’s interference. Fortunately for now, the curious young man had returned to some place named Australia, where he was busy acquiring further wisdom. In a battle, Kaevin much preferred Wesley and his father Brian Franks, both of whom were proven assets.

Charles shook his head. “It’s unfortunate, because Steven’s insisting he be allowed to visit Laegenshire in payment of that debt.”

“I would agree—that doesn’t seem wise...” Kaevin began. But a fierce terror gripped his chest, and his knees went weak, with only Jireo’s tight grasp on his arm keeping him afoot. His words came out in breathy gasps.

“It’s Alora. She’s really frightened of something... or someone.”

~2~

Alora blinked, trying to make sense of her surroundings. She was inside a hut the size of her bedroom, with straw-colored walls of rough texture and a dirt floor. One open window provided the only light in the dark and dingy hut—a single room as far as she could tell. The warm, humid breeze was shocking compared to the cool Montana air she’d just left. Sparsely furnished, the room contained three stools, a wooden table and, in the corner, a chamber pot, which reeked as if it hadn’t been emptied in a while. 

As her eyes adjusted she spotted Markaeus, kneeling on the floor, tugging on the arm of a rather feeble-looking man with wispy gray hair, who lay on a sleeping platform built against the wall, covered in a blanket despite the oppressive heat.

She’d expected to find Markaeus in the barn or maybe in the basement or even a closet. The brat had figured out he could take a wire coat hanger apart, twisting it around his waist to prevent Alora from transporting him. At least once a day, he would hide from them, and considered it a victory if she had to transport to find him.

At Kaevin’s insistence, she had taken him on every transport to appease his overprotectiveness. She’d heard his warning growl when she left and could imagine how furious he’d be when she returned. I’d better get Markaeus and get back quickly from wherever we are.

“Alora, help me! I can’t make him come with me!”

“Markaeus, who is this? And where are we?”

“This is Grandfather. Please make him come. I don’t want to leave him here, but he won’t come.”

The old man shook his head with tears in his eyes. “I told you I can’t go, Markaeus. It’s no use. You mustn’t be here. Alora mustn’t be here.” His voice sounded as desperate as he looked.

“Your grandfather? Are we in Portshire?” Alora felt ice slide down her spine, and her entire body began to shiver. There was so much fear in the room she couldn’t sense whose was whose.

“Yes, we’re in Portshire, in my old house. Can you just transport us, Alora? Even if he doesn’t give permission? I know he wants to escape, but he can’t agree... because of Vindrake’s bloodbond. He can’t say he wants to go.” With his grandfather’s arm in one hand he reached toward Alora with the other.

Alora knew the power of Vindrake’s bloodbond. Markaeus was right—his grandfather couldn’t ask to escape while under her father’s oppressive control. She started to comply with Markaeus’ request, when a chilling thought occurred. “Markaeus, how did you get here?” Lowering her voice, she glanced over her shoulder toward the single wooden door, expecting her father or his clansmen to burst through at any moment. She crossed her arms in a vain attempt to stop her hands from shaking.

“Through that portal.” Markaeus pointed to his left, but all Alora saw was the wooden table tucked against the wall. “It was in my room when I woke up this morning, so I know God put it there for me to find.”

Her mouth went dry. Another portal, and this one went straight to her home in Montana! She knew it could only be closed against Vindrake if a gressor like Markaeus shut it on this end. “Markaeus... quick... seal that portal so Vindrake can’t use it. Then I’ll take all of us back to Montana. Hurry!”

Markaeus jumped to his feet and moved to a spot two feet in front of the table, where he began moving his hands about in the air.

Should I bring Kaevin here? What if he’s touching someone and they come with him? Would I be able to transport all of us back, along with Markaeus’ grandfather?

She turned her attention to the man with a timeworn face who struggled to push himself up in the bed, and she wracked her brain, trying to remember his name.

“Faestus? Is that right?”

The old man nodded, blinking hard as more tears slid down his cheeks. “You shouldn’t be here,” he rasped.

“Here, let me help you.” Alora put one hand behind his back to support him while he sat up, and his wiry hand clasped her other wrist with surprising strength. As he swung his legs down from the sleeping platform, a loud clatter vibrated in the room, a long heavy chain spilling out from under the covers and rattling across the edge of the wooden platform. Alora could only watch with an open mouth, mesmerized by the seemingly endless links clanking noisily into a messy pile on the floor. When the chain stopped falling, she saw one end was attached to a cuff around a skinny ankle—abraded and bleeding. How long has he been chained in this room?

“I’m so sorry,” Faestus whispered, his chin trembling as more tears poured from his eyes. “I had no choice.”

“It’s okay,” Alora said. “I’ll take Markaeus back and maybe we can figure out a way to rescue you.”

But the old man shook his head, gulping the sobs erupting from his mouth. “No, no, no, no...”

Markaeus appeared at her elbow and grabbed her arm, not realizing or not accepting the import of the chain on his grandfather’s bare and battered foot. “Transport us, Alora. I closed the portal so Vindrake can’t use it. Transport us now.”

Alora decided it would be better to explain everything to Markaeus after they were safe in Montana. She attempted to step away from Faestus, but his hand still clutched her wrist with an iron grip. Shaking her arm, she shouted, “Let me go!”

“I’m so sorry,” he repeated, his preternatural grip unwavering. “I’m so sorry.”

Alora’s heart battered against the inside of her ribs, her breaths coming in rapid succession and her vision blurring. Though she jerked and tugged, she still couldn’t free her wrist and transport to safety.

“Hurry, Alora! Someone could be coming,” Markaeus urged.

I haven’t got a choice. I’ll have to transport Kaevin here.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she reached out to her soulmate in her mind. With minimal effort, she used her bearer gift to bring him to the dingy room.

She heard his voice before she saw him... and felt his fury.

“Alora, where are we?”

When she opened her eyes, both Kaevin and Jireo stood before her. One glance at her soulmate’s downturned lips and clenched jaw told her she wouldn’t enjoy the conversation if they escaped with their lives. But I’d still prefer to live.

“We’re at my house in Portshire,” Markaeus exclaimed. “That’s my grandfather, and Alora needs to hurry and transport all of us back, even though Grandfather can’t tell us he wants to go. I know he wants to escape. I promise he does. Please hurry, Alora.”

She peeled her tongue from the roof of her cottony mouth. “I can’t transport.” Jerking her wrist, she lifted a helpless gaze to her soulmate.

Kaevin’s eyes tracked from her pleading face, to her ensnared arm, to Faestus—sobbing in earnest—and down to his chained ankle. She saw Kaevin’s mouth drop open as realization set in.

“Brightness!” he cursed. But then his brows lifted. “Markaeus is a gressor, is he not? Let him release the chain.”

“He cannot!” Faestus answered, between shuddering breaths. “Vindrake fastened the chain without a lock, for I too am a gressor.”

“Then let her go,” yelled Kaevin. “Let us take your grandson to safety.”

Faestus stared at his gripping hand as if it were a foreign object, though it clenched her wrist so tightly it hurt. “It is not my doing. Vindrake wills me to detain Alora for him. Not me alone... everyone in Water Clan is so compelled.”

Standing near the wooden door, Jireo waved his hand, hissing, “Someone’s coming!”

Frantic, Alora renewed her efforts, straining against Faestus’ petrified grip. Even when Kaevin added his strength, clasping both their arms to wrench them apart, she couldn’t escape from his grasp. She sank to the floor at his feet, weighed down by the ice-cold stone in her belly. I can’t be captured by my father again. I can’t do it. Please God, help me.

As Kaevin’s eyes met hers, she knew his anger was gone. And in its place was fear.

**************

Piercing the silent shroud, the noise of the approaching clansmen filtered through the wooden door. In her fright and panic, Alora struggled to control her empathy. Kaevin’s emotions, in contrast, transformed from fear to liquid excitement the moment Jireo warned of the approaching guards.

I can’t believe how much he loves to fight.

With a ceramic blade in one hand and one of the new titanium knives in the other, Kaevin shifted slightly to the left, shielding her view of the door. 

“Markaeus,” Kaevin whispered, scanning the room. “Hide under the table.” 

The boy scooted under the nearby table, quick and quiet as a mouse. With blood pulsing in her left hand, squeezed like a vise in Faestus’ grip, Alora curled into a ball at the old man’s feet, attempting to make herself small and unnoticeable.

As voices and raucous laughter filtered through the door, Jireo held up three fingers, and Kaevin nodded. Two men and one female spoke outside the hut, their casual conversation indicating they had no idea anyone but Faestus was inside. Jireo slipped alongside the wall to stand behind the door. Tension vibrated on her skin like a plucked string on a guitar.

What if Kaevin feels my terror, and it screws up his focus?

Alora tamped back her fear, tying it up with a mental rope. Calm settled over her like a smothering blanket, but a headache amped up in the back of her head.

The door flew open, sunlight painting a long bright rectangle on the packed dirt floor.

“Nothing but bread tonight.” The first man tromped into the room, and Alora resisted the urge to peer around Kaevin to see him. He rambled on, with a gravelly voice that sounded like he’d smoked for fifty years. “It stinks in here, Faestus. That chamber pot needs dumping...” The voice trailed off.

Kaevin tensed. He’d been spotted.

“Who’re you?” the guard growled.

With his hands tucked behind his back to conceal the knives, Kaevin remained still and silent as a statue, except for the twitching of his fingers on the blade handles. 

Alora wondered what the Water Clansman thought. He’d probably never seen anyone wearing jeans and a t-shirt before. Hopefully it made Kaevin look less gifted and dangerous than he truly was.

Someone else shuffled inside. “Gastaene, stop wasting your time chatting with him. He isn’t worth your sympathies.”

“We have an intruder.” Gastaene roared, “You! Answer my question, or meet my blade with your neck! Who are you?”

“Yaerga,” the woman called out. “We have an intruder.”

“An intruder?” said the third voice from the direction of the doorway. “Do you need my help?”

“Hie! Stay back, Yaerga!” yelled the woman. “There’s another one behind the door. Go report to Master Vindrake. Tell him we’ve found two intruders in Faestus’ hut.”

Gastaene rasped. “Move over there. Away from Faestus. Were you trying to break his chain?”

When Kaevin moves, I’ll be exposed. Can I transport the guards to disarm them? Or are they belted in iron?

Gastaene let out a gruff shout, and Alora flinched, biting her tongue. The pain and the metallic taste of blood helped her focus her attention on the confrontation and ignore her emotions.

With a step to the side, Kaevin turned his body. A sword sliced past him, and red bloomed on his t-shirt. As Kaevin slashed down with his knife, Alora fixated on Gastaene’s black-bearded face and attempted to transport him across the room. But the enraged man continued to battle Kaevin, unfazed by her efforts. Kaevin’s knife connected, cutting a deep gash in Gastaene’s arm as he spun away. With a grunt of pain, the guard transferred the sword to his other hand, swirling to face Kaevin, his massive back blocking her view of her soulmate.

A shriek of rage drew Alora’s attention as the huge female guard grabbed the blue-corded hilt of a knife that had appeared in her chest near her shoulder. Without even wincing, the Amazon-like woman withdrew the blade, her hand blurring as she hurled the bloody knife at Jireo. Missing by millimeters when he bobbed to the side, the blade flew past him, slamming into the wall and bouncing to the floor. 

Sporting a sleeveless garment that exposed her sinewy, well-muscled arms, the guard woman stalked closer. Jireo danced from foot to foot while she loomed toward him, rivulets of blood dripping from a large gash on his arm. Up against the wall, he had no room to maneuver, and her sword had a longer reach than his knife. His eyes connected with Alora’s, and he lifted his chin, giving her permission to act. She blessed the time they’d spent practicing this maneuver.

In a flash, Jireo was standing in front of Alora. Turning on his heel, he rushed behind the guard while she was still staring at the empty wall in confusion.

But Kaevin’s yelp of pain distracted her from Jireo’s battle. The hackles rose on the back of her neck when Gastaene’s coarse laugh rang out, gleeful at carving her soulmate with his sword.

Blood oozed between Kaevin’s fingers as he clutched his side. As the guard made a leering advance, Kaevin stumbled back toward Alora. Shrinking. Arms wrapped protectively around his body. Chin down. Knees wobbling.

Alora felt Kaevin’s intense pain, but if he was afraid, he hid it well.

With his lips stretched wide in a snaggletoothed grin, Gastaene hefted his sword above his head, ready for the killing blow. “Nowhere to run,” he snarled.

In desperation, Alora prepared to transport Kaevin out of the way—somewhere—anywhere away from the murderous guard. But something tackled her from the side, knocking her over against the sleeping platform, her shoulder twisting as Faestus’ grasp remained firm on her wrist.

Jireo! Why did you do that?

She craned her neck, mesmerized by the guard’s sword, which gleamed as he held it in the sunlight. The flashing blade began its decent. Alora screamed. Kaevin spun, his foot connecting with guard’s knee. A crack sounded. The guard shrieked, tumbling to the floor. Following him down, Kaevin’s knife slid across the guard’s throat. Thrashing and gurgling, Gastaene’s life left his body, a scene that didn’t sit well with Alora’s stomach.

Turning her head, she threw up on the floor. Whether from fear or horror, she didn’t know, but she was glad she hadn’t already eaten Uncle Charles’ cinnamon rolls.

“Ughh!” Jireo scrambled away from her, leaving his bloody imprint on her shirt.

Kaevin wiped his knife on his jeans and sheathed it before offering Alora a hand to help her stand. Wiping her mouth on her sleeve, mortified at her weak stomach, she refused to look him in the eye. But strong hands slid around her waist, lifting her to her feet and into his strong embrace, his blood soaking into her new pink sweater. She stayed there, safe in the circle of his arms until her body stopped trembling. Still, the nausea remained. In fact, it grew even stronger. I’ve got to get a handle on my emotions. They’re crippling me.

“We must escape now,” said Jireo. “The other guard left to call Vindrake.”

“Maybe you should take Markaeus and run,” Alora panted, lifting her wrist and flexing her fingers, trying to get blood to flow past Faestus’ painful grip.

“I can’t,” Jireo declared, laying a meaningful hand on Kaevin’s shoulder. “You know I can’t leave.”

“I don’t believe the grip will release as long as I live,” Faestus stated, his voice dripping with significance.

Kaevin nodded, pressing his lips together until they blanched. Tilting his head toward Markaeus as he climbed out from under the table, Kaevin whispered, “We can’t do it, Faestus. Markaeus would never forgive us.”

“I serve my Lord and Master Vindrake.” Faestus mumbled the bloodbond mantra with a trembling chin. Looking up through damp lashes, he added, “I love my grandson more than my life.”

“Wait,” said Jireo, holding up one finger in a pause sign. He tapped it on his forehead and smiled. Climbing onto the sleeping platform, he knelt behind Faestus. His arm snaked around the old man’s neck and squeezed. Faestus’ eyes bulged and his face turned red.

“No!” Markaeus screamed. “Stop! No!”

Kaevin grabbed the boy, who fought to escape him, kicking and screaming.

“Calm down, Markaeus. We must escape. There’s no other way.”

As Faestus’ eyes blinked closed, his grip fell from Alora’s wrist, stinging blood rushing into her fingers. Again, she turned her head to vomit, but this time she only had dry heaves.

“Hello, Alora.”

Her father’s deep voice, coated in thick, velvety evil, slid into Alora’s consciousness like a searing razor, red-hot pain shooting throughout her body. She didn’t have to look to know he was standing in the doorway with a Satanic smile on his face.

“Alora,” Kaevin murmured, reaching for her while holding the still-protesting Markaeus with one arm.

Memories. Terror. Hopelessness.

Swimming through the fog in her brain, thick as mud, Alora tried to find a way to shore. She felt a pressure on her arm and attempted to shake it off.

“Alora...” In her ear, Kaevin’s voice parted the dark clouds in her mind. “Take us home.”

Home. Yes.

She transported.

It worked.

“Thank God, you’re back!” Uncle Charles wrapped his long lanky arms around them, squeezing them together until she could hardly breathe. But even when he let go, her lungs constricted and her head pounded in a familiar ache.

There was no air in the room. 

Slumping into a lump on the floor, Markaeus sobbed. “Grandfather... Grandfather...”

But Alora could only cling to Kaevin, while the room spun in circles.

Abruptly, he gripped her arm tight, pushing her back and yelling at her with wide eyes, while clutching his forehead with the other hand.

Shaking her throbbing head to clear it, she tried to make sense of his words. Something about finding Jireo.

Is he hiding? Stupid time to play hide and seek. Too tired to transport him. But that’s what Kaevin wants.

She slumped to her knees, pulling Kaevin down with her.

So weak. Need power to move Jireo.

A small power pool presented itself. Would it be enough?

Reaching out to call Jireo to her, she tapped the tiny source. Deep green eyes, framed by sandy-blond hair, stared up from a prone position on the floor. Is he really here or do I see him in my mind?

The room darkened. Narrowed. The wood floor rushed to crash into her face.

~3~

“Alora, I know you’re awake. Open your eyes.”

Warm lips touched hers, a gentle caress. Something soft cushioned the side of her face, and she recognized the sweet scent of fabric softener on her freshly-washed pillowcase. Blinking her scratchy eyes, she squinted into the depths of Kaevin’s emerald green lakes, a few inches away.

“Hi,” she croaked from her parched mouth, hoping he was far enough away not to notice if her breath was bad.

Flashing a crooked smile embellished with a carved dimple, he straightened, tucking his wavy brown locks behind an ear. “You’ve been asleep for a while. Jireo said I woke up after a finger or two.”

Still groggy, she wondered at the meaning of his statement and his shirtless state, though she enjoyed the view of his smooth muscular chest. Then something caught her eye. A bandage across his stomach. What happened?

Everything came back to her at once. The events of the morning. The guards. The battle. Her father. Pervasive evil.

With blood pounding in her ears, no more words penetrated her hearing. Kaevin’s hand squeezed hers. His mouth moved as he yelled something. Her uncle burst into the room. More yelling.

Kaevin dropped to his knees beside the bed, still holding her hand. Her eyelids closed, trying to shut out the violent images in her brain. A distant voice echoed in her head. Kaevin. She tried to focus on his words.

“Alora. Draw your power from water,” he croaked.

Something cold pressed into her palm. Stinging. Ice.

“Remember what your grandmother said: Push the fear down. Think of those you love.”

“No,” she panted. “Leave me alone.”

“Please, Alora. You’re hurting me.”

Kaevin. I can’t hurt Kaevin. Clamping her fingers around the cube, she centered her thoughts on the freezing sensation. Bit by bit, her terror crawled back into its shell, leaving a slimy trail of pain behind.

Something jarred the bed, and the pressure of sharp claws slid across Alora’s arm. Fur in her nose. Panting. A bark. A wet tongue assaulted her face.

“Bozeman, get off me!” Alora complained, shoving her elbow at the golden retriever who’d invaded her space. Her protest was met with another lick, this one in her open mouth.

“Yuck!” She spit as she laughed out loud. Still gripping the ice in her hand, she pushed into a sitting position to escape the dog’s loving attack.

“I believe I’ll make you brush your teeth before I kiss you again,” said Kaevin, peering up from the spot where he’d collapsed on the floor, leaning against the bed for support. His expression revealed his relief that another crisis had been averted.

A thought flashed into her head. “What happened to Jireo?” she whispered, cringing as she waited for the answer.

“He’s well.” Kaevin looked around as if his best friend might be in the room somewhere. “You transported him just before you passed out... before we passed out.”

“What happened?” Uncle Charles strode into the room, raking his fingers through his hair. He clapped his hands together once, ordering Bozeman off the bed. The dog complied, with his tail between his legs.

“I don’t understand why this happened,” Alora said. “I know how to draw my power from stone or water or forest. Why do I keep drawing from the soulmate bond? And why do I always lose control of my emotions?”

“Are you nuts?” Another voice invaded. Gruff and grumpy.

Dr. Sanders. He’s just like Laethan. I wonder if all doctors are grouchy.

“Have you forgotten that her father tortured her just a few months ago? Burned her over and over again?” Doc shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest, looking down his nose. “This is a classic case of PTSD. What she needs is counseling. Cognitive therapy.”

At his mention of her father, Alora clamped tighter on the ice, staving off another wave of panic.

“What is this peety essty?” asked Kaevin.

“Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.” Doc explained, “It’s when a person re-experiences the same symptoms or emotions of a traumatic event long after it happened. Could be bad dreams or anxiety or panic. It happens to many people who go through trauma. I’d say having your father tie you up and torture you would qualify. And didn’t Jireo tell us they just saw that maniac again?”

Picturing a rope wrapped around her emotions multiple times, Alora ground out between clenched teeth, “Why do I have it? Why me and not Kaevin?” Feeling cool air on her cheeks, she was embarrassed to find she was crying, and moved the ice to clasp it between both hands.

Kaevin pulled himself to his feet and sat on the edge of the bed. His hands reached out and cupped both of hers. “I believe I might have it, as well. I have nightmares...” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, and his voice dropped. “Almost every night.”

Alora’s throat constricted. “That could be from me. I’m not good at controlling my empathy at night.”

“I thought you’d pretty much gotten a tight hold on that weird gift.” Uncle Charles’ face crunched in a disgruntled frown. “I don’t get it. Raelene said you probably had this emotion thing for years. Why, all of a sudden, is it out of control?”

“Grandmother told me my empathy gift must have grown stronger after the soulmate bond formed.”

“I’m telling you, it’s PTSD,” Doc interrupted.

“If it’s PTSD, does that mean I’m especially weak? Not everyone gets it, right?” asked Alora, sliding the ice back to one hand so she could rub an achy spot on her forehead.

“Weakness has nothing to do with it, Alora. Strong people get it all the time.” Doc spoke with enough conviction to assuage her doubts.

“No one would ever accuse you of weakness,” said Uncle Charles. “Not after what you and Kaevin went through.”

Kaevin climbed to his wobbly feet. “It would be excellent, however, if you could master the art of drawing your power from a source other than the soulmate bond when you’re utilizing your empathy gift.”

“I’ll pay for counseling if that’s what they need,” Charles declared. “Can you set it up, Doc?”

“I can imagine it now,” said Alora, with a bitter smile, altering her voice to a squeaky drone. “‘Just lay back on the couch and tell me what happened, Alora...’ ‘Well, it all started when my evil father captured Kaevin and me in another world, chained us to a wooden platform, and burned me with a hot iron to force us to take his oath of fealty. We would’ve gotten away if I’d been able to transport us out of there after closing the portal...’”

Doc covered his face with his hands, groaning through his fingers. “Maybe a counselor isn’t such a good idea. I can barely handle the truth myself. I might be able to study up on PTSD and figure something out...”

Kaevin cleared his throat. “I don’t want to offend anyone, but Alora and I need to... uhmm... I mean... my head is hurting and I think hers is as well...”

“I’m outta here,” said Uncle Charles, his cheeks turning blotchy red.

“Me too.”

Doc slid out the door behind Charles, leaving the door open. That was fine. They didn’t need total privacy to kiss, but it was less awkward if people weren’t watching.

Kaevin rattled the cup of ice on the bedside table, “Do you need another piece?”

“This one is pretty melted, but I think I’m okay.”

Bracing with one hand, he leaned to kiss her. She was accustomed to the tingle, now recognizing the feeling of their soulmate bond replenishing. The tingle was quite pleasant, though the necessity of the contact reduced the romantic aspect a bit. He kept his lips pressed to hers for several minutes, not that she was complaining. When he ended the kiss, his fingers traced a tickly path along her jaw before withdrawing.

“I love you, Alora.”

Okay, that’s still romantic.

Her gaze dropped down to two large pieces of gauze taped across his stomach and on his side. “That awful warrior stabbed you with the sword.” She’d seen it happen and wondered how he was still alive.

“Scratches. Barely through the skin. You know I’m gifted in dexterity and weapons.”

“Yeah, but not humility, right?”

“I would be completely humble if I weren’t the best,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

She touched the gauze, feeling his answering stab of pain. It’s worse than he said.

“They both had swords, and you both had only knives. And I assume those guards were also gifted, right?”

His shoulders shrugged. “We were more gifted. I’ve got enhancement from my soulmate bond with you and from the defender bond with Jireo.”

Her stomach turned a flip-flop as she replayed the fight in her mind, but she kept her emotional response at bay. “What happened at the end? I thought you were injured. I thought he was going to kill you.”

“Ha!” said Jireo, sauntering into the room, his own bandage peeking from the sleeve of his t-shirt. “And were it not for me, you would’ve prevented his plan from being successful.”

“Whose plan?”

“Obviously, Kaevin was attempting to convince him he was too injured to fight, but of course, I knew better. A couple of slashes to the gut and one to the thigh would never be enough to—“

“A slash to the thigh?” She turned to Kaevin and pinned him with her most accusative stare. “You didn’t tell me about that.”

“The small cuts weren’t life threatening,” Kaevin argued.

“It’s all my fault. Everything.”

“It’s not all your fault. But I would like to discuss something...” His brows created a deep furrow on his forehead.

Oh no... here it comes.

“I told you never to transport without me.”

“You don’t get to tell me what to do.” Something about his authoritative tone didn’t sit right with Alora, no matter how reasonable his argument. The fact that Kaevin was eighteen while she was still only sixteen was a constant source of conflict, though she suspected he would’ve been just as bossy if she’d been a year older than him. In truth, after all she’d been through in the past six months, she’d matured way beyond most sixteen-year-olds.

Uncle Charles recognizes my maturity. Why can’t Kaevin see it?

“We had a mutual agreement that I wouldn’t transport without you, but that shouldn’t include when I transport inside or around the ranch house.”

“You went to Tenavae,” Kaevin said, with an angry flail of his arms. “To Portshire!”

“How was I supposed to know Markaeus found a brand new portal that went to his grandfather’s hut?”

“Exactly! You didn’t know where you were going, so you shouldn’t have gone without me.”

Alora took a deep breath and held it, in a vain attempt to keep her temper at bay. “Fine! I’ll never go anywhere without your permission again.” She flounced out of bed and marched across the room, throwing over her back, “Do you mind if I go to the restroom now? Or do I need a hall pass?”

His eyes narrowed. “Alora, this is the behavior of a child.”

Halting in midstride, she caught herself before she stomped her foot. Instead she turned back, speaking with slow, even tones, painted with disdain. “I. Am. Not. A. Child.”

“Then don’t act as if you are.” His jaw jutted forward as his arms folded across his chest.

Jireo stepped forward, grasping both of Kaevin’s forearms, and speaking in a funny, pinched tone. “Kaevin, as your defender bond brother, I must tell you... your present line of conversation puts your life at risk.” He burst into laughter, falling on the vacated bed.

Alora grasped at her self-righteous anger, but felt it slipping through her grip, especially when Kaevin mouthed, “Sorry,” and dropped his eyes, stuffing his hands in his pockets and sending out a wave of remorse.

Jireo caught his breath. “Alora, I should remind you that killing Kaevin might be satisfying...” He gave an emphatic wink. “But it would also be hazardous to your health.”

**************

“I’m an emotional wreck, Beth.” Alora collapsed in a chair, happy for a moment alone with her best friend. “I don’t know why I can’t keep my gift under control. I seem to be getting worse instead of better. Grandmother’s about ready to give up on me.”

“Did she really say that?” asked Beth, her brown eyes as round as saucers.

“She doesn’t even know about my latest failure. She’s on an expedition with Bardamen. They’re going back to some kind of library full of scrolls and parchments, called the Craedenza. It’s supposed to have all of their history and writings, plus a bunch of scholars who understand it all.”

Beth yawned, circling her eyes to the ceiling. “That sounds fascinating. Sorry I wasn’t invited.”

Alora chuckled. “Right. Me too. But I hope she figures out how to help me with this empathy problem.”

“All you really need is warm chocolate chip cookies. They cure everything.” Beth checked the time on her cell phone. “They’ll be done in eight minutes. And I’m sure the guys will help us eat them when they come in from target practice.”

With a groan, Alora pushed to her feet, moving to stare out the window. “I should be out there learning to shoot instead of inside, baking cookies.”

“What are you talking about? Since when are you interested in shooting a bow and arrow?”

“Since my fun ‘Spring Break Adventure,’ that’s when.” Alora had adopted Beth’s sarcastic term for the harrowing experience with her father. Injecting a little humor seemed to make it easier to talk about. “You don’t know... I can’t explain how awful it felt to be absolutely helpless. I never ever want to be that way again. I want to learn self-defense. I want to learn how to fight with a knife. How to help in close combat. Archery. I want to learn everything I can.”

“Hmmm...” Beth lifted one eyebrow with the same expression she wore when Alora teasingly suggested studying was more fun than riding a horse. “And what does Kaevin think about that idea?”

“What difference does it make if Kaevin approves? He’s not my father—he doesn’t control my life.”

“Not in favor, huh?” Beth chuckled.

Alora couldn’t help laughing. “No, he doesn’t approve, but I’m learning anyway. I don’t need his permission.”

“What’re you doing? Watching YouTube videos?”

“No, I’m... promise you won’t tell?”

Beth leaned in close, her shoulders scrunched with excitement. “On my honor as your best friend. You know I love secrets.”

“Jireo’s teaching me on the sly.”

“You’re kidding me. How did you convince him to do that? And how on earth are you keeping that from Kaevin?”

“It wasn’t hard to convince Jireo that anything I learned about weapons and fighting would make me more of an asset... or maybe less of a detriment. I cheated a little, since I kind of baited his defender bond with Kaevin.”

“You mean, since he’s compelled to defend Kaevin, he’s sort of forced to agree with anything that would make him safer?”

“It seems to work that way.” Alora glanced outside to be sure all the guys were in sight. Markaeus was taking aim at the target with Jireo standing behind him, guiding his hands to draw back the bow. I guess he’s finally forgiven Jireo for choking his grandfather into passing out. She flashed a rueful grin Beth’s direction. “I just pointed out how dangerous it was for Kaevin that I didn’t know how to fight. That seemed to convince Jireo to train me, even if he had to go behind his best friend’s back to do it.”

“But how did you get away with it? Kaevin’s with you practically all the time, right?”

“Yes! Good gracious, he’s like a shadow. I’m surprised he’s out there right now. Ordinarily he wouldn’t think it was safe for me to sit on the couch by myself. The only time he leaves me alone is at night. So Jireo and I have been sneaking off to the stables to practice after he goes to bed.”

“And is fighting the only thing you and Jireo are practicing at night?” Beth gave an exaggerated wink. “After all, he’s pretty hot.”

“Ewww! He’s like my brother!”

Beth laughed. “I’m just kidding. I know you wouldn’t cheat on Kaevin, but that doesn’t mean he won’t be mad as a hornet when he finds out what you’re doing behind his back.”

“I’m hoping he’ll be happy when he sees how much I’ve learned. Jireo taught me how to hold a knife, and we’ve been practicing some self-defense. We also practiced a move where someone is attacking him and I transport him at the last second. That one already came in handy.”

“Wow... you must have spent a lot of time together. I really do think Kaevin’s going to be ticked off though,” Beth warned.

“Sounds to me like you might be jealous of Jireo,” said Alora, only half-teasing.

“About that... I like Jireo a lot—as a friend—but lately I’ve kind of started to like Daegreth.” Two rosy patches bloomed on Beth’s cheeks.

“Daegreth?” Alora looked back through the window. Daegreth stood slightly apart from the other guys, as if he was afraid to intrude. Though he hadn’t been responsible for his actions while under Vindrake’s bloodbond control in Tenavae, he still acted awkward and guilty.

Like all men in Kaevin’s country, Daegreth wore his brown hair long, down to his shoulders. But those shoulders looked like a bodybuilder’s, making Kaevin’s and Jireo’s impressive muscles look minuscule in comparison. In truth, all the guys had impressive muscles, even Wesley, who’d taken up weight-lifting as a hobby with Daegreth.

Alora had seen Daegreth’s gift of strength at work when the bloodbond had taken over and commanded Daegreth’s body to attack, flinging full grown men about as if they weighed nothing. Full of remorse in the aftermath, his brown eyes—indicating his rare Sun Clan heritage—were tortured with self-condemnation and remorse. And yet, without Vindrake’s control, he was one of the most sweet and gentle guys Alora had ever met.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Daegreth before now?” Alora asked, ashamed she’d spent so little time with her best friend lately. I should have known she liked Daegreth. I bet they look cute together, with Daegreth being so big and tall, and Beth being so petite. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever even seen them standing next to each other.

“Actually, I don’t want anyone to know... especially Wesley.”

“So no one knows?” No wonder. I bet her mom wouldn’t be in favor. He’s not only dangerous, but also about four years older.

Beth’s shoulders rose and fell as if she couldn’t explain, but Alora could feel her impatience. “It just feels awkward, with the whole weird genetic relation thing. I mean, Wesley’s family is still trying to adjust, and Daegreth is always worried his bloodbond will somehow come back. Even though we all told him it’s impossible for Vindrake to come back here, now that Markaeus sealed the only portal between the two realms.”

“Uhmm... about that portal thing...” Schooling her nerves, Alora turned to face Beth. “Doc didn’t tell you guys what happened yesterday morning, did he?”

“No. What happened?”

“Somehow or another, a brand new portal appeared. This one goes from Markaeus’ bedroom to his grandfather’s hut in Portshire.”

“Portshire?” The blood seemed to drain from Beth’s face. “Isn’t that where Vindrake lives?”

“Yes, but don’t worry. Markaeus sealed it before I transported all of us back here.”

“I don’t understand. How could there be a new portal? Has Vindrake figured out a way to make portals?”

“No one has any idea how a brand new portal just showed up overnight, so we’re supposed to have a big meeting with the whole council to figure out what to do about it.”

“Daegreth’ll be so upset. He’ll probably want to chain himself back up again.”

“That’s kind of what everyone thought he should do.” Alora couldn’t look her friend in the eye. “It might be for the best, until we get this figured out.”

“No!”

Beth’s loud stomp made Alora jump.

“Daegreth’s suffered enough for something that isn’t his fault. I’m not letting anyone tell him about this new portal. Just figure it out and fix it before Vindrake finds a way to come back over here and screw with Daegreth’s head again.”

“Look, Beth... I agree with you, but it isn’t up to me. I’m sure the adults are going to tell Daegreth. If Vindrake has figured out how to make a new portal and he shows up here, we all know what’ll happen. It’s not Daegreth’s fault he has Vindrake’s bloodbond, but he can’t control himself if Vindrake is in the realm. Think how upset Daegreth would be if the bloodbond came back and he hurt someone.” Or killed someone.

“It’s not fair,” Beth muttered, clenching her fists at her side.

“I know it’s not.” Alora tried to think of something encouraging to say, but nothing came to mind. She took a step toward Beth, reaching out an arm toward her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Her usually affectionate friend stiffened. “Don’t you get it? Daegreth would sacrifice himself for you. For me. For any of us. He’s better than all the rest of us put together, and yet he’s the one who always gets the raw end of the deal.”

“Well at least he has you. That has to make him feel better.”

Staring out the window as a single tear tracked down her cheek, Beth replied in a wooden tone, “He doesn’t have me. He refuses. He says I can’t like him because he’s not good enough for me—not safe.”

Alora rubbed her eyes, stalling as she struggled for words. “Beth... I want to be there for you... like you always are for me. Just tell me what you want me to say.”

“I want you to tell me you’ll fix this. I don’t care how you do it—just fix it so it’ll never happen again.” Her sad brown eyes closed, damp lashes lying on her cheeks.

“Okay, I promise.”

Beth looked up and gave her a wobbly smile. “I know you can’t really keep that promise, but I love you for saying it.”

“No, it’s true. Graely’s determined to find a way to make sure there’re no portals between these two realms, even if we have to kill my father to do it. We have to. Not just for Daegreth’s sake, but for all of us.”

Only when Beth threw her arms around Alora did she feel the depths of her emotion. Wow, she’s really worried about him. Relieved, Alora returned the heartfelt hug.

“Okay, but be careful,” said Beth. “I don’t want to lose my best friend, either.”

A shiver rippled down Alora’s spine as the foreboding words conjured a few vivid memories, but she quickly pushed her fear back. “You know, I have another idea. The council is already talking about sending us on a quest of sorts this summer—to Serenshire. They’re hoping we can find a way to take the soulmate bond off, although Kaevin and I aren’t in agreement. But I was thinking... if there’s a way to get rid of the soulmate bond, maybe there’s a way to get rid of Vindrake’s bloodbond, too.”

“Do you really think so?”

Alora hesitated, not wanting to get Beth’s hopes up. “It can’t hurt to look.”

The timer dinged in the kitchen, and Alora followed Beth in, stooping to peer into the oven. “They look just right to me—a little bit gooey,” said Alora.

“We’ll do this batch gooey for you and the next one a little bit crisper for me.”

“Since when do you like crispy cookies? You’ve always liked ‘em soft.”

Beth shrugged and mumbled something about changing her mind as she handed Alora a hot pad, along with a healthy dose of embarrassment.

“Good grief, Charlie Brown! It’s not you who likes ‘em crispy, is it? It’s Daegreth.”

“I refuse to dignify that question with an answer.”

Chuckling, Alora opened the oven door and reached to grab the cookies from the center rack. But the cookie sheet slid backwards, and she had to reach farther in to grab the corner.

Then it happened.

Her bare skin touched the upper oven rack. White hot pain shot through her arm. 

Alora screamed.

She was back in her father’s lair, wrists and ankles chained to a platform. Weakened, but not enough to escape through death, Kaevin lay chained beside her, sharing every moment of torture, feeling her pain in every nerve fiber. A smoking iron floated in the air above her face before plunging to sear her arm. Pain. Agony. Both arms felt as if they’d been filleted. Again. And again. An evil taste flowed in the back of her throat, stimulating her gag reflex and tossing her stomach about like a hurricane. Her ears rang with the assault of an eerie disembodied wail. 

I can’t take any more. Please, God. Please.

The pain was gone.

Nothingness.
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A loud gurgle erupted from Arista’s stomach, reminding her that breakfast was long overdue.

“No time for that,” she scolded, fighting against her tangled mass of blond hair while setting a quiver of arrows over her shoulder. Quickly twisting the unruly tresses into a messy braid, she vowed to rise early the next day, with enough time to wash and comb her hair, forcing it into submission. But for now, she barely had time to make her escape before her parents returned for midday meal.

Her father had promised her one more opportunity to prove her hunting and trapping skills sufficient to provide meat for the family in her brother’s absence. If they discovered she’d overslept, yet again, she knew what her punishment would be. Helping with the household chores. All of which she despised with every bone in her body.

She always preferred to be outdoors, whether she faced the biting cold of winter or the sweltering heat of summer. It was a waste of time for her to learn inside tasks, anyway. She was gifted in weapons, and her gift would be wasted in any future path save that of a warrior.

Lifting a corner of greased parchment to peer out the window, Arista groaned as she confirmed the sun’s position, high in the sky. It’s really not my fault I’m late. I hardly slept at all last night.

In fact, she’d hardly slept in several moons. She tried to tell herself her restlessness was due to the fact she missed her brother. Jireo had remained in Montana since Alora and Kaevin’s narrow escape from Vindrake’s clutches. The council had determined the soulmate couple must be kept out of Vindrake’s reach until Alora was completely healed. And since Jireo and Kaevin had discovered that a defender-bond oath, spoken as children, had indeed been effectual, her brother also gained permission to remain in the other realm.

Bright! Why didn’t I think of something like that? I’m stuck here with Mother and Father, while the others have all the fun.

But Jireo’s absence wasn’t the reason for her insomnia. She knew the true cause. Her gaze flitted to the sleeping platform, suddenly afraid her treasure might be discovered—that the hiding place wasn’t secure. As she’d done every morning since bringing the scroll to her home, Arista checked her bedding, assuring all the corners were tucked in, neat and tidy, so no one would be tempted to probe beneath the straw mattress and find the loose board over the secret cavity housing the pilfered scroll. The extra security measures were unwarranted in light of her ability to hide any item with her gresses gift. None could discover the scroll unless he or she likewise possessed the gift, a rarity in Tenavae. Yet she still obsessed, worrying over the scroll.

How many times had she taken the parchment out and gazed on the beautiful, ornate lettering? Traced the swoops and curves of ink across the page with her fingertips, as if she could read the strange words by feel, revealing its mysteries? Without gifting in language, she could never read the scroll. But she’d postponed showing her treasure to the leaders of Stone Clan who, knowing it came from Vindrake’s personal chest, would believe it to be evil and destroy it without hesitation.

Satisfied with the scroll’s safety, Arista turned to go. But something by the window drew her attention.

That looks like... “A portal?”

Arista closed her eyes tight and opened them again. But the portal was still there, right where it hadn’t been only a few breaths earlier.

“Where did you come from?” she mumbled.

Taking a few hesitant steps, she reached out to touch the door, which appeared to hover a few hands above the floor. The wood felt solid to her fingers, as she knew it would. Her hand closed around the simple wooden handle, and the door swung soundlessly open, revealing a wide hallway.

“I wonder where it goes?”

A shiver of remembered terror rippled down her back. The last time she’d gone through a portal into the heart of Vindrake’s lair—intending to seal the portal and transport to safety—the results had been disastrous, despite the careful planning of the entire council. She wasn’t about to investigate this portal on her own.

She let out a sigh, unstrapping her quiver and stacking it in the corner with her bow. So much for a quick hunting trip. But surely finding the portal will distract Father, and he’ll forget I was supposed to provide meat for dinner tonight.

Picturing the astonishment on the faces of the Stone Clan leaders when she revealed the existence of the new portal, her annoyance disappeared. In fact, she fairly danced out of her home, impatient to speak with Graely, who would probably wish her to make a formal announcement to the entire council. He’d done the same with Kaevin when he first discovered Alora’s existence.

Isn’t this portal just as important? Finally, I’ll receive the recognition I deserve. Morvaen will allow me to begin my formal training as a warrior now, rather than forcing me to wait until I have the required seventeen years.

The soft leather of her shoes crunched on the gravel as she hurried down the path toward the center of town where Darielle’s home was located. Arista’s family resided inside the walls of Laegenshire, trading space for greater security. Larger farms dotted the nearby countryside, providing the majority of grain for the citizens, while townsfolk only had room to grow a few vegetables. She didn’t mind the diminutive size of their garden, since she hated weeding almost as much as she hated cooking and cleaning.

“Where are you off to in such a hurry?” called a deep voice, edged with a tinkle of merriment, as if he were about to tell the funniest of witticisms. She knew the owner of the voice well, without setting eyes on him. After all, their first meeting had been in total darkness, hiding in Vindrake’s lair. “Looks like you forgot to comb your hair.”

As the brawny man fell in stride beside her, Arista schooled her features to appear more stern than she felt, always striving to keep the upper hand. “I’ve more important things to do than mess with my hair, Alleraen. I’m going to see someone on the clan council.”

“The council? Before noon-day meal?” His bushy brows arched high over his clear blue eyes.

Only a few moons ago, that azure color would have struck fear in her heart, a sure sign of a Water Clansman, controlled by Vindrake’s bloodbond. But the owner of these blue eyes was no more evil than she was. As Vindrake’s brother, Alleraen shared his blood, but not his bloodbond, a refusal that had earned Alleraen years of captivity in a cavern dungeon.

Suppressing a smile at his obvious curiosity, Arista shrugged, not volunteering any more information.

“I suppose you’re looking for Darielle, right? You must need to contact your brother.” One hand stroked his curly auburn beard as he puzzled out her quest.

“No,” she replied, although a portion of his supposition was true. She was, indeed, planning to contact Jireo through Darielle, but her primary goal was to make her announcement to the council.

His probing gaze bored a hole in the side of her head. “No?”

“You don’t have to go with me.” She flashed a sweet smile. “I’m perfectly capable of finding the council on my own.”

“Truthfully, I’m also going to the council. I’ve been summoned to speak with them about—”

He stopped, clamping his lips shut, his cheeks turning a ruddy color to match his hair.

“About what?” Arista demanded.

“I mustn’t say.”

Even behind his beard, she could see his lips pressed together in a tight white line.

“What happened? Is it Water Clan? Are they attacking?”

She quickened her step, stumbling in her haste.

Alleraen put out a hand to steady her, but she brushed it off, tromping onward at a faster pace.

“I don’t need your help, but I need to know if Vindrake’s men are coming. That could be why the portal appeared.”

A hand gripped her shoulder, spinning her to a stop.

“Portal? What portal?”

“The one that materialized in my sleeping room this morning.” She twisted out of his grasp. “And stop grabbing me.”

“Where does the portal go?”

“Do you think me fool enough to explore the portal without consulting the council? Of course I don’t know the location of the other end.”

“And you left your parents alone to guard the portal? With no warrior to aid them?”

“My parents aren’t home.”

His eyes bulged. “You left the new portal unguarded?”

“I had no choice,” she spat back, hating the way Alleraen always made her feel like a child though she had almost seventeen years. “I had an obligation to report the portal to Graely and the council.”

Alleraen waved a silencing hand before her face. “Where is the portal? Where exactly in your sleeping room?” Pivoting, he stared back down the curving path as if attempting to see her home, though it was blocked from view. “It’s right in front of the window, but you can’t find it without me.”

He ignored her argument, issuing orders as if he had authority over her. “Make your report to the council. They’ve gathered in the hall for a special meeting. Tell them I cannot attend.” Alleraen took off in a trot down the trail, his ever-present sword dancing in its scabbard.

“Where are you going?”

He called over his shoulder, “Tell Graely I’m guarding your home. No Water Clansman will escape this portal alive, be he Vindrake’s elite guard or Vindrake himself.”

Her former excitement at announcing the new portal’s existence disappeared. She spat on the path, grinding the foaming spittle into the dirt with the toe of her boot.

Great! Alleraen will probably get to kill Vindrake, while I’m still delivering a message to the council and they’re debating what action to take.

She trudged a few reluctant steps.

Unless I alert the council and rush back to the portal before Vindrake’s men arrive. Surely Morvaen won’t forbid me from defending my own home?

Suddenly eager, she ran—feet pounding, blond plait bouncing, and lungs burning—as fast as her legs would carry her.

**************

By the time Arista arrived on the front porch of the town hall, she had the wording all worked out in her mind. The council meeting must’ve gone long, for the guard had fallen asleep, slumped against the door, drool dripping from his slack mouth.

I’ll wager he imbibed too much last night. No warrior in his right mind would risk Morvaen’s ire by falling asleep on post. She imagined the rage on the face of Stone Clan’s hulking weapons master had he spotted the slumbering guard.

She recognized the guard’s face. Jireo had introduced her to this boy, once. What was his name? I remember—Harfayer. He was young, having only a few more years than her brother of eighteen. His youth and inexperience were the reason he’d drawn guard duty at midday, when an attack was least likely to occur. Lack of years, however, was no excuse for dereliction of duty, and she knew how to take advantage of his blunder.

Tiptoeing up the wooden steps, she withdrew a razor-sharp blade from the sheath on her belt, slicing off a chunk of his straight black hair. Still he slept, a soft snore emerging from his parted lips. She landed a swift kick to the young man’s thigh.

He awoke with a start, leaping to his feet and drawing his sword in a fluid stroke, then pointed the blade at her heart.

“Stay back!”

Though Harfayer had two hands of height advantage, Arista lifted her chin in disdain. “I don’t believe Morvaen would be pleased to discover you were napping so soundly that an enemy could have slit your throat.”

She waved the lock of black hair before his eyes, pleased to see the color drain from his face.

“Are...” He gulped. “Are you going to tell him?”

“I haven’t decided.” She let her lips curl into a soft smile. “But I’d be inclined to keep our little secret if you let me in to see the council.”

“I can’t.” Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead, but his sword hand never faltered. “I was told to allow no one but Alleraen through this door.”

“Alleraen isn’t coming. I bear a message from him for the council.”

His chest expanded with a huge breath. As he expelled the air, he dropped the sword to his side. “Very well. You may enter.”

Grinning, Arista reached for the handle, but Harfayer wedged his boot against the door, presenting his empty palm. “First... I’ll take that hair.”

She looked up, noting he was rather attractive when he smiled... even with a chunk of hair missing on his forehead. With a wink, she passed the lock to his waiting hand and yanked the door open, wincing as the hinges screeched their protest.

Despite her noisy entrance, not a single eye turned her direction. All were intent on the angry speaker who held the floor—Laethan, Stone Clan’s healer. It was no wonder the council listened in shock, for though he was known for being perpetually grumpy, he seldom lost his temper. But now he spoke in animated fury, his hands flailing as he spat out his words. Frozen in place, Arista felt an overwhelming sense of despair. Something terrible has happened.

“And did I not say Alora needed to be here, under my care, after enduring torture by her father’s hand? Did I not tell you some injuries cannot be detected by the eye? And yet you insisted, against my advice, she would receive better care in the hands of the healer in the other realm?”

Laethan fell silent, as did everyone else in the room. No one seemed to breathe. Arista could hear the thump of her heart.

“You were right,” said Graely, the Stone Clan leader, in a voice as small as a child’s.

Arista couldn’t help herself. “Is she dead? Are Kaevin and Alora dead?”

Seven pairs of eyes turned her direction.

“No child, Alora and Kaevin are not dead.” Laethan gave a sideways glance to Graely and added, “Not yet.”

“But what happened?” she asked.

Graely stood, addressing her with his customary air of command. “Why have you come, Arista?”

“And how did you get past my guard?” Morvaen took up his usual pacing, clomping across the room on massive legs whose muscles struggled to burst through his leather pants.

Laethan dropped bonelessly into a chair.

Remembering her agenda, Arista delivered her rehearsed speech with exuberance. “I’m here to inform you that Alleraen cannot come and speak with the council. For he alone is guarding the portal, which appeared in my sleeping room this morning.” She paused for dramatic effect. The incredulous gasps were music to her ears. “Of course I shall return at once to help protect my home from Vindrake’s impending attack, as would any faithful Stone Clan warrior.”

Confusion reigned as the entire council spoke at once, peppering her with too many questions, until Graely clapped his hands, calling for attention.

“Chaleah? What is your assessment?”

Under Chaleah’s discerning gaze, Arista squirmed. She’d forgotten her words would be tested by Stone Clan’s judge.

The willowy Chaleah rose from her chair, her dark auburn hair tucked into a tidy braid that fell past her waist. “Arista speaks both truth and untruth. This very morning she has seen a portal in her home, but she does not necessarily expect Vindrake’s men to attack through the portal. Am I correct, Arista?”

It was a rhetorical question, since Chaleah’s gift not only gave her the unfailing ability to detect truth and lies, but also prevented her from speaking falsehood. Consequently, Chaleah, like most with the gift of judging, had few friends who could tolerate her honesty.

Arista felt compelled to argue her point, defending the fact she hadn’t truly spoken a lie. “I’m intelligent enough not to venture through the portal alone, so I can’t be certain where it leads. While I don’t know without doubt Vindrake will attack through the portal, I think it’s probable.”

“Another new portal,” mused Nordamen. Usually, the slim shaman would have been accompanied by his son, Bardamen, who was poised to take his father’s position on the council that year. The son’s broad muscular frame made him look as if he were related to the weapons master rather than the shaman.

Nordamen moved to stand beside Graely, placing a hand on his shoulder. “This can’t be coincidence. Vindrake must have discovered a way to create a portal.”

Crossing his massive arms over his chest, Morvaen declared, “That’s impossible. The scribes of the Craedenza have always taught us only God can create a portal.”

“The wisdom of the Craedenza is drawn from the depths of our collected knowledge and writings, as our people recorded everything observed in our history,” said Nordamen. “But the lack of prior observation does not make a thing false any more than the written history makes it true. We must always allow for our own error.”

Graely added his consensus. “How well we know this. Only a few moons ago, we held the firm belief that no soulmate bond could form before the age of majority. And we had no notion of the existence of the Montana realm.”

“Enough talk!” Morvaen thundered. “We must act at once to secure the portal. Alleraen can’t be expected to defend Laegenshire alone.”

“I’ll return to my home at once, on your command, Morvaen.” Arista’s heart swelled with pride. Finally, she was a commissioned warrior.

“Arista, I’m afraid we have other tasks for you,” said Graely.

With her temper barely held in check, she forced her words though clenched teeth. “What task could be more important than protecting Laegenshire’s citizens from Water Clan?”

“As this may not be the only new portal, we need you to conduct a thorough search of the entirety of Laegenshire... everything within the walls.”

“All of Laegenshire? I would be gray and feeble before I could search every handspan within the walls of Laegenshire.”

Arista’s gaze moved from face to face, searching for sympathy from some of the council members... from any of them. But one by one, they dropped their eyes, and no one spoke in support. This stupid portal! I thought I would finally get to be a warrior. Instead, I’m to be a wolf following a scent.

“I’m afraid the appearance of yet another new portal confirms our fears,” Darielle commented. “We’re all in grave danger, both in Tenavae and in the other realm. Should I pass on this news to Jireo in Montana?”

“Another new portal?” asked Arista. “Where’s the other one? Who found it?” She grasped at a tiny thread of hope. If someone else had located a portal, she must not be the only Stone Clansman with the gift of gresses. Perhaps she could have this other gressor assigned to search for portals, leaving her free to join the warriors preparing for Vindrake’s attack.

Before anyone could answer, the door crashed open. In the doorway stood a tall woman with curly black hair. Her eyes, though the typical dark green of Stone Clan, were somehow brighter,sparkling as faceted stones, set in smooth dusky skin. She stood at least a hand taller than everyone else in the room, save Morvaen, to whom she marched, standing nose to nose.

“Weapons Master... I’ve accessed the strength of our forces residing within Laegenshire’s walls. Many have returned to their homes to work the fields, and we would be sorely deficit in defense were Water Clan to attack this night.”

“What is your recommendation, Thalaena?”

Arista observed the exchange with fascination. Everyone knew Thalaena was the likely candidate to be Stone Clan’s next weapons master when she acquired thirty years, just over a year from now. Rather than weapons and strength, like Morvaen, Thalaena was gifted in weapons and agility—the same major gifts Arista possessed. She was everything Arista wanted to be.

Thalaena’s so incredible! Perhaps she’ll be ready to pass the council position to me in thirteen years, when I have thirty.

“We should call in our first level warriors and set the second level warriors on alert should the bells be rung.”

“Graely?” Morvaen gave the Stone Clan leader an opportunity to offer his opinion, though Arista knew Graely trusted his weapons master to decide. The clever move allowed the two to grow accustomed to working together.

“Thank you, Thalaena. Please carry out your plan at once,” said Graely. “We have discovered yet another portal... this one within our very walls, so time is of the essence. Only those in this room are privy to that knowledge. I trust you understand the need for discretion.”

Her chin jutted out, emphasizing her terse reply. “If Stone Clan’s secrets are revealed, they won’t come from my lips.”

Thalaena’s gaze shifted to Arista and back so quickly, Arista thought she might have imagined it. Her ire rose at the veiled accusation.

She opened her mouth to object, but Nordamen’s soothing voice interjected, “I believe we are all suffering from short tempers... no doubt due to the news of this unwelcome portal in Laegenshire, in addition to Darielle’s distressing conversation with Jireo.”

“What distressing conversation?” Arista moved to face Darielle, her throat constricting as the chief of farsight regarded her with sadness in her eyes.

“Markaeus awoke yesterday to find a portal in his sleeping room, much as you did today. However, he made the mistake of exploring the portal on his own.”

“No!” Arista gasped.

“The immediate crisis is over,” Darielle hastened to explain. “The portal, which led to a hut housing Markaeus’ grandfather, has been sealed. And Alora managed to transport Markaeus, Kaevin, and Jireo to safety, though not without injuries.”

“So we’re even more certain that Vindrake is responsible for these new portals, are we not?”

Arista directed her question to Nordamen, but it was Chaleah who answered. “Some believe as you speak, but others are not convinced Vindrake has acquired such a power.” She paused, her brows furrowed. “However Darielle hasn’t disclosed all of her conversation with Jireo.”

Darielle lowered her gaze, as she fidgeted with an azure blue stone, hanging from a leather string about her neck.

Something cold settled in the pit of Arista’s gut. “What else did my brother say?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. But it was loud enough to be heard, because the room had fallen silent.

“Alora has fallen unconscious, without obvious cause. The healer from Montana is confident she will wake soon, however...”

Arista waited, holding her breath.

“The defender bond increases its warning with each passing moment. Jireo believes Alora will not survive the seven-day unless something changes.”

She didn’t have to look at Graely to know he, like the other council members, was struggling to control his emotions. Darielle’s unspoken words hung in the air.

If Alora dies, Kaevin dies with her. And I will never see my brother Jireo again.

Laethan didn’t reinstate his angry rant. Rather, he remained slumped in his chair with his eyes closed, rubbing his temples as if he could push the depressing thoughts from his mind.

Arista saw but two choices: to wallow in an anxious, muddy mire or to do something. Her muscles pulsed with tension as her fingers slid to the hilt of her sword, itching to fight. She’d already made her decision.
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Markaeus awoke with a start, thinking he was back in Tenavae. But the white walls reminded him he was at the healing house in Montana, a place they called hospital. He squirmed, attempting to get comfortable in the padded chair on which he’d fallen asleep. Only sheer exhaustion had forced his eyes to close after keeping watch in Alora’s room all night. It certainly wasn’t that he didn’t care that Alora lay, motionless on the bed, with strange clear ropes attached to her arms. On the contrary, he cared a great deal. She was no closer to waking than when she collapsed at Beth’s home.

And it’s all my fault.

Early in the morning, Markaeus had overheard Jireo’s private conversation with Stone Clan’s chief of farsight, Darielle. Jireo explained how Alora had followed Markaeus to Portshire and then passed out after transporting all of them back to Montana. And how the following day she’d passed out again after burning herself, and had yet to wake up.

Markaeus knew what Jireo was thinking, though he never made a direct accusation—Alora would be perfectly fine if she hadn’t encountered her father in Portshire, which only happened because she’d had to rescue Markaeus.

So Markaeus would be responsible for Alora’s death, and with it, Kaevin’s death as well. He would lose his family again. And everyone would hate him.

They should. I hate myself.

Kaevin and Jireo had spent the night, as well, and Markaeus could hear them speaking quietly. But other voices joined in—Beth, Wesley, and Daegreth—who must’ve arrived while he was sleeping

Shifting slightly to relieve his cramped neck, stiff from the awkward sleeping position, Markaeus kept his eyes closed, maintaining a pretense of sleep. A soft feminine voice came from his right. Beth.

“So Jireo... Since you were having a weird one-way conversation with yourself and ignoring all of us, we’re guessing you just heard from Darielle again. Good news, I hope.”

Jireo’s voice sounded like someone was squeezing his neck. “Darielle contacted me with a warning. It seems my sister has spotted another portal. This one was inside her sleeping room in Laegenshire.”

“Oh no!” Beth cried. “Does this one go to Vindrake, too? To Markaeus’ grandfather?”

“No one has explored this new portal,” Jireo explained. “But Morvaen has set guards at the entrance, assuming Vindrake will send Water Clan warriors to invade.”

“This confirms my fears. I’m now a danger to all, just as I warned you.” Daegreth’s voice was easy for Markaeus to recognize—not only was it deep, but he always sounded serious, like Uncle Charles, even though he had only one more year than Kaevin. “If Vindrake has created two portals, there is nothing to stop him from forming another. Nothing to prevent him from entering this realm. And we all know what will happen.”

“Hey, you’re all missing something...” Wesley paused, and Markaeus knew he had their undivided attention. “Both portals were formed where a gressor was. Right? One went to Markaeus. The other went to Arista. In fact, the one Markaeus found went from his room to his grandfather, who’s also a gressor.”

Beth lowered her voice to a whisper. “Then I guess it’s too bad Markaeus is here. At least if he were still in Tenavae, Vindrake wouldn’t be able to build a portal to Montana.”

“Once Alora awakens, that will no longer be an issue,” Kaevin declared. “We will return to Laegenshire at once, and bring Markaeus with us.”

“Then, you’ll be safe again, Daegreth. See? There’s nothing to worry about,” said Beth.

“When you go back to Laegenshire for good, I’m going with you,” Wesley announced. “At least, I’m hoping my parents will let me. I’m not worried about Dad, but Mom’s another story.”

“What about high school?” asked Beth. “It’s your senior year.”

“I’ve thought about it a lot. I’m getting my GED this summer, to make Mom happy. And then I’m going to Tenavae, and I’m going to stay until I figure out how to take Vindrake’s bloodbond off of Daegreth. Mom ought to like that idea, as long as I can convince her it’s not too dangerous.

“There’s no need for you to sacrifice your future for me,” Daegreth asserted.

“We’re family, so it’s not a sacrifice.”

“That’s not—” Daegreth began, but Beth cut his protest short.

“Chill out, Daegreth. If I know Wesley, he’s probably using you as an excuse to go back to Tenavae. Tell him the truth, Wesley.”

“Ha! I refuse to answer that question on the grounds I might incriminate myself.”

“What is this word—incriminate?” asked Jireo. “Is this one of your special daily words?”

“No, it’s just Wesley’s way of getting out of answering my question.” Beth laughed, and a chair scraped on the floor. “Come on, guys. Time to go. I told Mom I’d be back by two.”

“Right. Come on, Daegreth,” said Wesley.

“Are you coming back later tonight?” asked Kaevin.

“Absolutely,” said Beth. “You’ve got Alora’s cell. Just call me when she wakes up.”

“If she wakes up,” Kaevin corrected.

“When she wakes up.” Beth’s firm tone didn’t allow for argument.

The room grew so quiet, Markaeus opened his eyes a crack to see if he was alone. But Kaevin and Jireo were still there. Standing near the bed, facing one another, and Jireo looked like he was close to tears.

“There is something I should tell you, Kaevin. My defender bond is warning me...” His voice cracked. “I’m so sorry.”

“No...” came Kaevin’s hoarse reply. Shaking his head, he backed away. “No, it can’t be Alora. It must be something else. Our lives would be in danger if Vindrake built another portal. Perhaps you can sense it.”

“It’s possible, but I don’t believe I would sense danger from another realm. I had no sense of warning when Markaeus found the first portal,” Jireo reasoned. “Not until after Alora had been in Portshire for a while.”

The hope died in Kaevin’s eyes. He moved to Alora’s bedside, bending to place a kiss on her unresponsive lips and lingering for a few breaths. Lifting his sad gaze to Jireo, he asked, “Did that make any difference? Perhaps the soulmate bond...”

“I’m sorry, but the answer is no. Believe me, I want it to be something else. It started in the same breath as Alora’s episode yesterday. I waited to tell you because I was uncertain.” Dropping his eyes, Jireo pushed his fingers through his wavy blond hair. “Merely a nagging feeling at first, but it grows steadily, by the hand. Already, I’m compelled to stay at your side.”

“Did you warn Darielle?” Squeezing his lips together, Kaevin’s nostrils flared. “Does my father know?”

“Yes, Darielle spoke to your father and the rest of the council. I had hopes that Nordamen could be of aid. Only Laethan seemed convinced he could help her.”

Jireo raised his hand before Kaevin could interrupt. “And no, Laethan swears he must be in the same realm with her to render aid.”

“I simply don’t understand what happened to her. Why she can’t awaken. Did Laethan explain?”

“No, but I’ve given it much thought. The first time it happened immediately after she saw her father. Is that accurate?”

Kaevin nodded, but his expression was sour, as if the memory had a bad taste.

“I believe Vindrake may have cast an evil spell that is slowly draining her life force away.”

“Why would he aim at her and not at me? I was in the forefront.”

“As father and daughter, they share the same blood. He might have used his blood in the making.”

The muscles on Kaevin’s jaw clenched. “Then, I should go through the portal myself. Perhaps if I kill Vindrake, the dark magick will be broken.”

“That also seems a sure way to die. But, I swear to you, brother...” Jireo clasped his hands on Kaevin’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “If it comes to that... if I feel your remaining time is but a day, I’ll go with you to fight Vindrake. Better to die with honor. I’d be compelled to accompany you, regardless.”

Kaevin inclined his head slightly as his gaze came to rest on Markaeus. Sucking in a startled breath, Markaeus snapped his eyes shut and made a soft snoring sound.

“You may as well admit you’re awake, Markaeus. I know you were listening.” Kaevin sighed. “When Alora and I are gone, you and Uncle Charles will have only each other. You must be strong for him.”

As he opened his eyes, Kaevin and Jireo wobbled in his vision, through puddled tears. He sat up, wiping his tears on his sleeves, his face heating in mortification.

“It’s my fault. I’m to blame for everything that’s happened.”

“No one blames you for this, Markaeus.” Kaevin knelt on the floor in front of his chair. He sounded sincere, but Markaeus didn’t feel any better. Avoiding Kaevin’s penetrating gaze, Markaeus turned his face toward the window.

That’s when he saw it.

A portal.

And Markaeus knew in that moment exactly what he needed to do. He would return to Portshire, seal this new portal, and remain in Tenavae, thus protecting his friends. As Jireo said, Vindrake wouldn’t be able to create a new portal to Montana if he wasn’t present. And if God showed His favor, he might find a way to kill Vindrake, as well. He had to move quickly.

Trying not to cry, he threw his arms around Kaevin.

“I’ll miss you so much,” he mumbled, wondering if he would ever know whether Kaevin and Alora survived.

Kaevin squeezed him in a tight hug. “Hey. I’m not dead, yet. I will fight to the end. Even when everything appears as bleak as a dim wintery day, the sun is still there. Simply because we don’t see it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

Palming two ceramic knives from Kaevin’s pocket, Markaeus choked back a sob. “Farewell, Kaevin. Farewell, Jireo.”

Jireo’s confused face mirrored Kaevin’s. “Why me?”

Markaeus backed toward the portal. With one last look at his friends, he stepped inside and closed the door before his courage was lost. Hurrying through the winding portal, he breathed a prayer.

“Please. Before I die... help me make up for what I did.”

**************

“There are too many people in this corner. I can’t even breathe.” Alleraen shifted, bumping warriors on all sides, perhaps more roughly than necessary.

One of them shoved him back, hard enough to knock him off balance. “Morvaen ordered us to be here, and here we will stay.”

Welcoming the challenge as a respite from the boredom of watching the empty space in front of the window waiting for an open doorway to appear in midair, Alleraen crossed his arms, flexed his bulging muscles, and turned to give his most intimidating glare to Thalaena. Of course, the fierce warrior was not cowed in the least by his display, wriggling her fingers in the air before bringing them to rest on the hilt of her blade.

Arista had been there earlier, opening the portal and stepping inside to determine the best vantage point for observing the entrance without being visible to anyone who might venture out of the portal. Then she’d left, albeit with loud protesting, to search for other portals within the walls of Laegenshire, leaving a large group of warriors to guard the portal in her room. Most were waiting in the gathering room, with more outside the residence. But a small elite force was assigned to keep guard from within the sleeping quarters.

So the group of six pressed together in one corner, ready to pounce on any Water Clansman who stepped foot from the portal. And while they waited, the air grew warmer, the sweltering sun shining through the window.

A bead of sweat trickled from Alleraen’s forehead down to his chin, dripping onto his shirt to broaden the darkening wet patch on his chest. He could easily ignore the ever-increasing stench of body odor from the closely packed crew, but after standing still for several hands, he became drowsy, almost to the point of nodding off. A bit of verbal sparring with Thalaena was just what he needed to pass the time.

He bit back a smile, but only barely. Thalaena was tall, with well-defined muscles. Her agility gifting was exceptional, and she moved with incredible grace. Watching her spar was much like enjoying the movements of a talented dancer, though Alleraen could certainly beat her in a head-to-head match. Still, she would make a great weapons master, and he would obey her when she took that position, out of honest respect. That didn’t mean, however, that he couldn’t enjoy provoking her while she was still second in command. Especially since he wasn’t truly a Stone Clan citizen. Not yet. He’d declared his allegiance, as required by law, but he had yet to complete the year of service required to be a citizen.

“What? No sarcastic retort? So unlike you, Alleraen. Are you feeling ill? Perhaps you should go home and lie down to rest. Leave this strenuous duty to the younger warriors.”

“Are the younger warriors so daunted by my presence you must cajole me into leaving? Or perhaps you fear these infants will display their immaturity and lack of experience, retreating at the first sign of Vindrake’s assault?”

“I only fear an aged weapon has become so brittle it will break.” Her lip curled slightly on one corner.

“Do you not know iron becomes harder when thrust repeatedly into the fire? Trust me, Thalaena, my constant torture at my brother’s hand has tempered a sword that cannot be broken.”

“I can’t trust a weapon I’ve yet to wield, no matter how exaggerated its reputation. I’ve not seen it in action beyond the practice field.”

“Then you are indeed in for a treat, fair maiden.”

As he hoped, her cheeks turned a delightful shade of rosy pink, and she huffed a few times amid chortles of laughter from their companions. She was indeed both a maiden and fair, but the term irked her to the point her knuckles turned white as they gripped her sword handle.

He hoped to one day spur enough anger to make her draw a weapon. How he would love to fight her, especially knowing she had the gifting and skill to present a true challenge. He would relish the opportunity, though she might draw his blood. The sting would only make him feel alive, a sensation he’d longed for while held those many years in his brother’s dungeon.

“Enough!” she sputtered in a harsh whisper. “How will we surprise the invaders when you have alerted them to our presence with your idle chatter?”

With a heavy sigh, Alleraen resigned himself to a long and tedious wait. He tried to imagine his brother’s strategy. Why wait? Especially after creating a portal, certain to be discovered, within the residence of a gressor? Why not attack immediately? Perhaps Drakeon—his brother’s given name—desired his enemy to gather around the portal. Could he possibly send a weapon through the portal to destroy a large enemy force? Alleraen shivered at the thought. Perhaps his brother would send a ravenous wendt through the portal. If such a vile monster emerged, the Stone Clan warriors were as lambs waiting to be slaughtered.

In that moment, he recognized the error of their plan. Why were they waiting for Water Clan to attack in Laegenshire? Stone Clan must take the battle to Portshire. It was the only way to assure the safety of Laegenshire’s innocent citizens.

He started to share his idea, but the words died on his lips at the sight of a knife, floating in the air in the grasp of a disembodied hand near the portal location.

It’s too late.
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Standing stark still, Alleraen kept his eyes on the knife, just over an arm’s length away. He lifted his sword. Timing was critical. He had to wait for more of the warrior’s body to be exposed before striking.

Thalaena moved, her body a blur. Leaping, she grabbed the wrist and twisted. The warrior screamed in pain as she jerked him out of the portal, bending him to the floor.

I suppose that works, if one doesn’t have the patience to wait for the intruder to emerge. He grinned, impressed with her initiative.

Tensing, Alleraen kept his eyes on the portal, waiting for the next warrior to emerge.

None came.

Was there only a single Water Clan warrior? Had the first warrior’s cry alerted the others to the danger?

Thalaena’s surprised exclamation drew his attention. “Markaeus? What are you doing here?”

Sure enough, the struggling warrior she’d captured was merely the boy, Markaeus.

“I’ve come to seal the portal.” Markaeus shook free from her grasp, rubbing his elbow as he backed away, his expression as ferocious as a wendt. “And I’ll kill Vindrake, as well. And you can’t stop me.”

Alleraen chuckled, an action that seemed to further infuriate Markaeus, who pivoted to glare at him.

“You think I’m too small to kill him? I can do it. I know how to slip inside his lair. You’ll see.”

“No, Markaeus. I certainly believe you’re capable. But you won’t find my brother here in Laegenshire. At least, not at the moment.”

“How did you come to be inside the portal?” asked Thalaena.

“Laegenshire? We’re in Laegenshire?” Markaeus spun in a circle, inspecting his surroundings. A joyous grin, sporting a missing tooth, broke out on his face, and he danced from foot to foot. “Do you know what this means? I didn’t kill Alora and Kaevin!”

What?

“Come!” Markaeus shouted over the voices of the confused Stone Clan warriors. “We can fetch her to Laethan. Hurry, Alleraen, follow me!”

Markaeus disappeared.

Alleraen stared, unblinking, at the spot where he’d been, as did Thalaena and the other warriors in the room, while their conversation died off.

“What shall we do, now?” asked one of the Stone Clansmen.

A head materialized in the spot where Markaeus had vanished. “What are you waiting for?” His slim arm snaked out, a beckoning hand stretched toward Alleraen.

Though he didn’t fully understand, Alleraen grabbed Markaeus’ fingers, his large hand enveloping the boy’s small one. At the last moment he paused, glancing toward Thalaena. He raised his brows in question, and she nodded, her smile affirming his decision to ask permission, though he would have ignored her had she not given it. She didn’t need to know that.

Alleraen stepped into the portal and the room was gone.

**************

“I’m telling you, Alora didn’t simply remember the pain—she felt it. She actually felt it. I know, because I felt it, as well.” Kaevin’s voice invaded Alora’s peaceful sleep. She pushed it away, seeking the blissful sanctuary again. The other voices faded in and out.

“No.” Kaevin’s voice was insistent. “You may call it what you will, but I’m telling you her pain was excruciating. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find her arms blistered and oozing as before. Believe me, the pain was real, and it was much worse than the small burn on her forearm.”

This time Dr. Sanders’ voice penetrated her consciousness, his words fading in and out. “PTSD can... not physiological pain... unless... phantom pain... not truly dangerous.”

“You weren’t there.” Beth was speaking this time. “I agree with Kaevin—her pain was real. She screamed—a real blood-curdler—for about fifteen straight seconds.”

“And Kaevin did the same,” Wesley added. “He scared Markaeus to death.”

“I wasn’t scared,” Markaeus protested in a pouty tone, probably pushing his lower lip out about a foot.

“She didn’t stop screaming until her eyes closed and she passed out,” said Beth.

Alora struggled to open her super-glued eyelids, but they wouldn’t budge.

“I’m certain these issues are all related to her enhanced empathy gifting,” said another familiar voice she couldn’t quite place in her fuzzy mind. “It’s a rare gift and we know so little of it. That’s why Raelene and Bardamen have already set out for Glaenshire to seek more answers at the Craedenza.”

“None of that explains why she can’t wake up. And by the way, Doc, a coma seems pretty serious to me. So maybe this isn’t really PTSD.”

Uncle Charles. He sounds upset. I need to let him know I’m okay.

“As I said before, it’s not a coma,” Dr. Sanders said. “It’s simply a prolonged unconsciousness. Coma is a much deeper state.”

Uncle Charles huffed, and Alora imagined him rolling his eyes.

“You may as well accept it, Doc. In this realm, some things are beyond your knowledge as a physician. Like Jireo said—”

“I know what Jireo said. But just because he got a weird feeling that Alora would die, doesn’t mean I believe it. She would’ve woken up, eventually. You see, with PTSD—”

“Can we not allow Laethan the opportunity to attempt a healing?”

That’s Graely’s voice, for sure. How did they get here? Did I transport a bunch of people in my sleep?

“I’d like to go on the record as saying it was a mistake to bring her here,” Doc Sanders proclaimed. “I should never have let you take her out of the hospital.”

“But you said yourself you had no idea why she was unconscious. Whatever you put in that IV did nothing,” Beth argued.

“That doesn’t mean I approve of you taking her to some medieval witch doctor,” barked Doc.

“You must let Laethan fix her. You have to,” Markaeus cried. “Please—”

“Enough! Out of my healing house! Leave me to my patient and go waggle your tongues about in some other place.”

That’s Laethan. Who else sounds that grouchy? Well, besides Doc?

“Any who remain here beyond the next breath will be chained to a bed and treated with a double dose of leeches.”

Cries and scuffling of shoes on the wooden floor marked the abrupt departure of the crowd. Greatly fearing the leech treatment, Alora struggled to open her eyes, desperate to leave with the others.

“You’ll let me stay with her, won’t you?” Kaevin’s anxiety made her heart beat even faster.

“You may remain, if you follow my direction.”

“I believe she’s waking up.” Kaevin’s voice shook as gentle fingers caressed her cheek.

“I hope not,” said Laethan. “I find unconscious patients much easier to leech. Perhaps I should attach my hungry friends quickly, before she awakens.”

“No...” Barely a whisper, Alora breathed the word, praying someone would hear. “No leeches.”

Kaevin’s lips touched hers, warm and tender. “Don’t listen to him, Alora. He’s only teasing you.”

“Lower your voice, please. I’ll not have you undermining my authority with such nonsense. I never tease.”

Finally, her eyelids came unglued, cracking open just enough to see a tiny sliver of light.

A wide smile lit Kaevin’s face, but there were deep shadows under his eyes. “I feared you’d never come back to me. You’ve been asleep for a long time.”

Alora’s stomach growled in confirmation. Forcing her eyes open wider, she saw Laethan scowling at her. She reached out, trying to sense his emotion. Was it anger? Impatience? Something else? His mind was a blank slate—nothing.

His lips stretched in something almost like a smile, not quite eliminating his grumpy countenance.

“That won’t work with me, my dear. And now that you’re in my healing house, you’ll follow my orders in everything you do, especially concerning the use of your empathy.”

Wait... I’m in Laegenshire? Her eyes focused on the rustic stacked stone walls and panned the room, sweeping across the orderly rows of beds, a few of which were occupied with other patients.

“It’s amazing,” Kaevin remarked. “She hasn’t been here more than three or four fingers. How did you wake her?”

“You’ll understand, Kaevin. All in good time.”

“How did I get here?” she rasped.

Ignoring her question, Laethan reached for a mug of water and held it to her mouth. With Kaevin supporting her, she sat up enough to take a few soothing sips. She fell back onto the bed, still weak, but more alert by the second.

“Do you remember what happened?” Kaevin asked her.

“Not really... I remember we were making chocolate chip cookies.”

“Do you remember getting this burn?” Stretching her arm out, he pointed to the back of her forearm where an angry red welt had taken up residence.

She tentatively probed the blistered skin with one finger, expecting it to be sensitive. “I don’t remember how this happened, but it feels numb when I touch it. It doesn’t hurt at all.” She pressed a little harder.

“Yes, Alora. It hurts,” said Laethan. The words had no sooner left his lips than a throb erupted from the burned skin.

“Ow! It does hurt. No, it stopped again. Weird... I guess I’m controlling the pain.”

“No, you aren’t,” Laethan replied. “I am.”
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“You’re controlling my pain?” asked Alora. “How? Is it some kind of healer magick?”

Laethan sank onto an adjacent bed, his eyes looking up to the ceiling as if the answer were etched in the wood planks. “It is my gift.”

When she glanced at Kaevin, he offered only a shrug.

“Because you’re a healer?” Feeling lightheaded, Alora struggled to sit up, letting her legs hang from the side of the bed. She patted the lumpy mattress in invitation, and Kaevin sat down supporting her with an arm around her shoulder.

A long, heavy sigh preceded Laethan’s response. “I possess the same gift as yours, Alora. I’m gifted in empathy.”

“I don’t understand.” Kaevin frowned at the healer. “If you have the gift of empathy, why weren’t you the one training Alora? Raelene said the gift is rare, and no one else in Laegenshire possessed it. She traveled to Rivershire to interview someone gifted in empathy.”

“Had I known Raelene would be given such inept advice, I would have confessed. And I suppose now my secret will be exposed, at any rate.”

“But why keep your gift a secret?” asked Alora. “Is it because you’re a man and ashamed of your feelings?”

For once, Laethan seemed quite speechless, staring at her with his mouth agape, as if she’d asked him if he liked the smell of stinky socks. He blinked a few times and lifted his eyebrows. “Why would I be ashamed of my emotions simply because I’m male?”

“I don’t know,” Alora admitted. “It sounds silly when you ask, but I think a lot of guys in my realm try to hide most of their feelings. So why hide your gift?”

Laethan’s customary scowl returned. “Being a healer is my life. I’ve worked hard to hone my skills.”

“So your healing gift is more valuable than your empathy gift?” asked Alora. 

Laethan appeared upset by her question. “Have you taught her nothing, Kaevin?” 

“There’s no such thing as a healing gift, Alora. Remember? We talked about all the major gifts,” said Kaevin.

“I know,” she recited, ticking them off on her fingers. “Agility, bearer, discernment, farsight, judging, language, shaman, strength, weapons, and wisdom. But you told me there were a ton of minor gifts, like empathy, and a bunch were obscure. I just assumed healing was one of those rare minor gifts.”

Laethan scanned the room, his gaze resting for a moment on three occupied beds on the far side of the room. Evidently assured no one could eavesdrop, he pursed his lips and continued his explanation. “Healing is an occupation, not a gift. Most healers are gifted in wisdom, as there is much to learn and remember, and faulty memory can cause death. Agility is useful, as well as minor gifts of touch and water source.”

“Water source? Why does that help?” asked Alora, failing to see how finding a good location for a well could help a person with healing.

“Those with a water source gift can detect any fluid, though it be hidden from site. That gift is invaluable for determining the source of bleeding inside the body.”

“Oh, I get it. They act kind of like a magic CT scan,” Alora joked.

Blank stares.

“Wow, this is a tough crowd.” She chuckled. “What does all that have to do with keeping your empathy gift a secret?”

Laethan stretched his lips in a wide grimace. “Those gifted in empathy are strictly prohibited from being healers.”

Kaevin was as surprised as Alora, his mouth opening and closing like Pavarotti, a goldfish Alora had managed to keep alive for over a year when she was seven.

“Why?” he asked. “It seems as though empathy would be a valuable gift for a healer.”

“It could be, but...” Laethan drummed his fingers on his knees. “Alora, do you know the difference between a major and minor gift?”

“Yes. A major gift is a power that’s kind of turned on all the time and affects everything you do. And a minor gift is something you use whenever you feel like it, so you can turn it off and on like a light switch.”

She saw the whites of Laethan’s eyes as they rolled around.

“And Alora knows that empathy is a minor gift,” said Kaevin. “But her gift appears to be quite difficult to control.”

“Empathy is an unusual gift—rare and not well-understood,” said Laethan. “Because it is so weak in most, it is considered a minor gift. Sometimes, however, the gift grows stronger with age, until it acts much more like a major gift, an essential part of a person, affecting every aspect of life.”

“That could explain the one thing I haven’t quite been able to learn about empathy—how to turn it off. I got really good at blocking my pain instead of broadcasting it everywhere, especially at Kaevin. But I can’t seem to make the gift go away at will.”

The sound that emerged from Laethan’s throat could only be described as a growl. “You’ve been blocking your pain?”

“Well, most of the time.” She chewed her lip, flashing an apologetic glance to Kaevin, who had borne the brunt of her shared pain, both during the torture and the long, slow recovery. “I just imagine building a thick wall or being wrapped in a tight blanket. That seems to keep pain inside pretty well, although my emotions are a lot more leaky. I haven’t felt much pain since Raelene taught me to block it, after the... the incident with my father.”

“Bright!” Laethan leapt to his feet with an open-mouthed expression she compared to someone watching a horror movie. Beside her, Kaevin flinched at his outburst, but the Tenavae curse word didn’t bother Alora.

“Are you telling me you’ve felt no pain at all since the day of your torture at Vindrake’s hand? For moons?”

She couldn’t help being proud of her accomplishment, but she tried not to brag. “Yes. I couldn’t do that at first, not during the actual torture.”

She swallowed the last word, as a wave of remembered pain pulsed through her, threatening to spill out. Clutching Kaevin’s hand, she drew on the soulmate bond to push it back. It’s okay as long as I don’t do it too often. It was just so much easier than willing the power from another source. Confident she was once again under control, she boasted, “Once I learned I had the empathy gift, I used it so I wouldn’t feel any pain from the burns. But Raelene taught me how to draw my power from water, stone, and wood, instead of depleting the soulmate bond like I used to.”

Laethan stomped to her bedside, pushed Kaevin’s hand away, and clasped both of her hands in his. His expression was so fierce, with his bushy brows folded low over his eyes, she thought he might hit her. But what he actually did was much worse.

“I’m sorry, Alora. This is going to hurt.”

“What are you going to—” The words died on her lips as her breath left her in a scream. The burns on her arms flared back to life as if they’d never healed. On and on, the searing agony screeched through her nerve endings. She thought she heard Kaevin yelling something, but she was only aware of the focused pain radiating through her body.

Laethan dropped her hands and stepped back, panting, his face drenched with sweat.

“What did you do to her?” Kaevin demanded, stepping between them, using his body to block her from Laethan.

“I’m so sorry, but it must be done,” said Laethan, his voice hoarse as if he’d been screaming as well. Perhaps he had been. “Like emotions, pain is never meant to be captured and held inside. It will only grow more and more intense. It must come out. But you have stored so much pain.” He shook his head and swallowed hard. “So much pain.”

“Are you saying, after all she’s been through, she must experience all of that pain again?”

Her soulmate was on his feet, and he looked like he wanted to slash someone with his sword.

Laethan turned, directing his answer to Alora. She was amazed at how calm she felt as he pronounced her upcoming suffering. “There is no other way. You cannot keep it within, for it will smother you. And you cannot be rid of it without feeling it. When Kaevin shared the pain of your torture through your gift, he probably kept you alive. Sharing lessens the pain.”

“Please, don’t do it,” Kaevin pleaded. “She can’t bear it again. Let me feel it in her place.”

Laethan’s head was already shaking from side to side. “I was selfish and fainthearted to hide my gift once I realized Alora was gifted in empathy. But now I will do everything in my power to ease the recovery. I can accept some of the pain and lessen its sensation. My ability to perform that function is one of the reasons those with empathy must not be healers. One walks a fine line when sharing pain or life force with another. After one healer lost his mind and another died while treating a patient, it was forbidden.”

“I won’t allow it!” Kaevin swore. “There must be some other way!”

“No, Kaevin.” Alora reached out to touch his arm, sending a swell of serenity toward him. “Let Laethan do his thing. I’m not saying it didn’t hurt like Hades, but I feel better already.”

“And you and I will have many lessons, Alora.” Laethan punctuated his displeasure with crossed arms. “I know what you just did, and it will not do to use your gift to manipulate others, no matter how noble your intent. We must protect ourselves from the lure of evil that comes with such a practice.”

“What did she do?” asked Kaevin.

Alora kept her eyes averted. “Sorry, Kaevin. I was only trying to keep you calm.”

“The fault lies with me, Alora. For you did not know because you were not taught.”

Blowing out a long breath from puffed cheeks, Alora realized she had almost as much to unlearn as to learn.

“Kaevin, you should take your soulmate to find nourishment, and we will meet again after supper. Meanwhile, I must go make my confession.”

Laethan smoothed his hair, binding it with a leather tie. Bending to adjust the laces on his leather boots, he straightened, breathing in until his chest expanded. He surveyed the healing room with sad, longing eyes, before purposeful strides took him to the door, where he paused. “I promise to attend to your healing and training, though I may no longer be chief healer when we meet again.”

With that pronouncement, Laethan slipped through the door. The soft snap of its closing sounded ominous and final.

**************

Thalaena held out her palm, displaying the small, smooth stone. “It no longer seems effective. I wore it around my neck, just as you suggested. At first, I felt a great deal of energy—so much so that I couldn’t even sleep with it in place. But after only two days, I felt nothing at all.”

She studied the merchant as he took the stone, nodding his head while he rummaged in his cloth sack. His dark hair was streaked with gray, tied behind his head with a piece of braided leather. Deep green eyes were accented with bushy eyebrows, like two great, furry worms clinging to his forehead. Intricate stitching decorated his tunic, one of many indications of his wealth. His boots and leathers were also of fine quality, as was the ornate carved table. He kept his shop neat and tidy, from the cobweb-free ceiling to the polished wooden planks of the floor.

Well known for his pottery, of which some fifty or more cooking pots of various shapes and sizes sat in orderly array on the shelves, he must have had an abundance of patrons. Yet he seemed nervous that no one else was buying his wares, constantly checking the door in anticipation of another customer’s arrival.

Placing the stone on the table, he withdrew a cloth from his bag.

“So Alora and Kaevin are back in Laegenshire?” he asked in a casual voice as he spit on the stone and buffed it with the cloth.

“Who told you that?” she asked, suddenly suspicious, since the pair’s retrieval had only taken place the previous day.

He cocked his head to the side, shrugging his shoulders. “I hear things...”

She held her tongue, and he turned his attention back to the stone, scratching the surface with a fingernail, chewed so short it looked like it could bleed.

“Let me sand the surface to allow the essence of the stone to emerge again. I’ll have it back to you within a hand.”

“Actually, Blaggard, I thought I might simply ask for the return of my coins.”

His thick brows flew up as his eyes widened. “No! Please, give the stone another chance. After the sanding, I’m certain you’ll be happy with it.”

Strange he should be so concerned. He appears to have luxuries aplenty. Why would he panic over a few coppers?

She explained. “I also find the stone bothersome when I practice at battle. It distracts me, bouncing about on my chest. Yet you say it must contact my skin to be effective.”

“You could take it off when you fight,” he suggested, drumming his fingers on the table.

“But battle is when I would need it most.”

“What if I could secure the stone to a belt? Would you not be willing to try it again? Think what you could accomplish with your gifting amplified.”

“I don’t believe the stone enhances my agility. However, I did feel more alert... perhaps slightly quicker. But no more benefit than using Roseroot oil.”

He winced.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings, Blaggard.”

“You must give me another opportunity to demonstrate the stone’s benefits. Come back this evening, and I’ll have the belt ready. Try it for a few days, and if you aren’t pleased, I’ll return your coppers, plus half again as many.”

“Why me? Why not simply try it out for yourself?”

“I truly believe the stone enhances agility, and I know no other more gifted than you.”

Screeching hinges announced the opening door as a woman entered with a small child in tow. She looked familiar, though Thalaena couldn’t recall her name. Thalaena’s constant weapons training left little time for friendships outside her group of fellow warriors.

“Remember, Thalaena.” He lowered his voice, eyeing the new arrival. “Tell no one of the stone. For I only found the one and have yet to retrieve the rest. If word spreads of the stone’s powers, I fear others will steal the un-mined stones, though they rightfully belong to me.”

“Very well, Blaggard. I’ll return this evening and try the belted stone for a few more days.”

His shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, Thalaena.”

**************

Vindrake held his temper, but only by a gossamer thread. “Have I not told you I do not wish to be contacted without consent?” Unspoken was the admission that his barrier was not strong enough to keep the voice from entering his head unbidden. Vindrake would never have abided one with a stronger gift of farsight than his own if the man were not operating as an immensely valuable spy inside the walls of Laegenshire. But the arrogant man made a habit of surprising Vindrake, intruding into his mind outside the arranged time, undoubtedly to prove the magnitude of his farsight gift. Imagining the man’s smug expression, Vindrake tamped down the urge to kill him and use his life force to create a wendt, though Vindrake’s mouth salivated in anticipation of performing the act in the future.

I wish I were using him to create my wendt tomorrow rather than Yaeben. Though an unbonded warrior, Yaeben had done nothing to deserve his fate. No, Yaeben had simply been hit in the head too many times to consistently make intelligent decisions. A mindless killer, however, needed no intelligence.

The farseer’s voice intruded once again on his reverie. “My sincerest apologies, Master Vindrake. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“You forget I am a judge,” Vindrake hissed, incensed at his arrogance. “Even at a distance, I know when you are lying. Do not tempt me to end your life, for I can see it done.”

The stuttering response was satisfying. “I’m s-sorry. Truly, I am. In the f-future I will only contact you two fingers before the setting of the s-sun, as you requested.”

“Enough! What information do you have of such importance that you interrupt my supper?”

“I overheard another conversation between Darielle and Jireo.”

“And you’re certain the two are unaware of your eavesdropping?”

“No, they do not know. It cannot be detected without a farsight gift of equal strength, and no one is my equal.”

An awkward silence followed, as Vindrake’s ire rose to a boiling point. A growl emerged from his throat.

“M-Master Vindrake, I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Finish your report,” Vindrake snapped, adding this insult to the tally he kept in his mind.

“Another portal was discovered by Graely’s young gressor, Arista—this one inside her home. The council believes you are responsible for the appearance of the new portal and have set a guard at the entrance.”

“Interesting. What else did the two speak of?”

“That Alora had taken ill—so ill that Jireo believed she would pass within the week.”

“This is good news, indeed.”

“Evidently, Jireo was mistaken. For both Alora and Kaevin are here now, along with Jireo.”

At last! I will again have opportunity to be rid of Alora and Kaevin. This time, I will dispense with them quickly, rather than toy with them and risk losing my opportunity.

Vindrake said, “And with Jireo in Laegenshire, there will be no further conversations for you to intercept. Am I not correct?”

The voice in his mind hesitated, probably searching for a way to secure his value to Vindrake.

Excellent. His pride should be diminished.

“Correct. However, I believe I will be privy to more information from the inner circle, partly because I have regained some trust from Graely, since I’ve been donating grain for the common meals.”

“My suggestion, I believe.” Vindrake remarked, knowing his statement would further irritate his agent.

“Yes, Master Vindrake. The plan was yours, although I added a reason for my change of heart—remorse over the loss of my wife and the child she bore.”

“She was with child when she accidentally passed?” Vindrake believed the man was complicit in his wife’s death, though he had convinced himself of his own innocence, well enough to pass a judge’s assessment. Yet another reason to be wary of the traitor—Vindrake couldn’t detect a lie if the man could exchange it for truth in his own mind. “You didn’t mention that at our first meeting.”

“No, the woman was barren,” he conceded. “However, I was careful to make my declaration to Graely and Morvaen, away from Chaleah’s listening ear. I even transferred enough fiery oil from my fingers to my eyes to induce some convincing tears.”

Vindrake felt a grudging respect he had no intention of admitting. “No matter. I have other agents in Laegenshire.”

“Others? How are they not detected?”

Vindrake smiled at the surprise in the other man’s voice.

“I’ve removed my bond from a few I’ve judged as fully devoted to me, allowing them to move about freely, without detection.”

Decreasing the number of bloodbonded citizens also reduced the effort required to maintain his constant control. And proving particularly valuable was a certain loyal green-eyed warrior, a member of his honor guard who’d been taken on a raid on the outskirts of Stone Clan. Having declared his hatred for Graely, the truth in his words was recognizable, even without Vindrake’s judging gift. The man served with zealous fervor. Vindrake loathed letting him go to Laegenshire, having already lost Daegreth, his favorite, in a battle six moons prior. But he couldn’t pass on the opportunity to insert another agent in Graely’s shire.

“We’ve always been told only death could remove the bloodbond.”

“It does require death, and only I have the power to remove the bond I placed.” This wasn’t entirely true. Anyone who knew the correct procedure could eliminate the bond, but currently Vindrake was the only person who had read and interpreted the Maladorn Scroll containing the instructions. This was only one of many secrets hidden within the scroll’s cryptic markings.

Stolen when Alora and Kaevin had invaded his lair, the ancient scroll was crucial to preserving his power. With unmatched gifting in language, Vindrake had been the first man in all of Tenavae to correctly interpret the scroll’s writing. Yet he worried someone else might learn to read the scroll if given the opportunity. This risk could not be tolerated, for the latter part of the writings led to the undoing of every magick he performed.

No, the Maladorn Scroll had to be reclaimed, before his enemies even attempted its interpretation.

The nasally voice continued, interrupting Vindrake’s thoughts again. “It’s good that you’ve broadened your resources, however you surely need my help to communicate with your other man in Laegenshire. Am I not correct?”

Vindrake didn’t respond.

“Or is it a woman?”

Vindrake let him salivate before providing a tempting morsel. “We have other means of passing information.”

“Ah... well that’s no matter to me, of course.”

His lie amused Vindrake. In fact, a sightstone allowed the young warrior to communicate with him in Portshire through a clever ploy, as Vindrake observed through the man’s own eyes while he scratched his nightly message in the dirt, illuminated by flickering torchlight. Cumbersome, but effective.

“You may report in two days,” Vindrake ordered. “But only if you’ve acquired information of import.”

“I promise to learn the council’s plan. They will convene tomorrow evening, and I doubt your other resource is privy to council discussions.”

“And you are? Have you so endeared yourself to Graely that he admits you to their council meetings?”

“I can’t reveal my methods. But suffice it to say I know most of what is said during their clandestine talks.”

Though Vindrake’s curiosity gnawed at him, he wouldn’t give his agent the satisfaction of knowing it. Instead, he affected nonchalance. “Then I shall expect full details.”

“You’ll hear from me in two days’ time, Master Vindrake.”

“Remember, Blaggard... two fingers before sunset. No earlier. No later.”

With Blaggard’s grumbled agreement, Vindrake cemented his authority. Returning to attack his supper with relish, despite some painful indigestion, perched on a smooth rock beside the campfire.

He would sleep well that night, for his plans were in motion. Soon he would be privy to all of Graely’s secrets and have an opportunity to kill Alora and Kaevin. But first, he would take control of the Craedenza in Glaenshire, thus assuring the scroll would return to his hands.

Glaenshire was populated by citizens gifted in wisdom and language, as those so gifted migrated there, while those gifted in strength and weapons were encouraged to move on. Thus, Vindrake could kill a few villagers in a show of power, induce terror among the citizens, and establish his governor in Glaenshire. The Maladorn Scroll would fall back into Vindrake’s grasp when it was returned to the Craedenza, as any upstanding citizen of Tenavae would most certainly do.

And so he and a force of warriors and personal guards were en route to Glaenshire. Unknown to any, however, Vindrake had acquired an extra level of protection.

One of his shamans had recently made an impactful discovery in their sleeping quarters. In a room once occupied by Abaddon—one of Vindrake’s most powerful shamans, now deceased via a battle with Stone Clan—some personal notes were found wedged behind a loose stone in the wall. Among other secrets, Abaddon had learned to make his skin impervious to metal. Though Vindrake found the process long and painful, the results were impressive. Even the sharpest of blades left no mark on his skin. An arrow would simply bounce off, as if colliding with an armored plate.

Vindrake was practically invincible, except for the fact that Graely’s warriors had still found a way to kill Abaddon. Perhaps his shaman hadn’t carried the painful process to completion.

Yes, that must be what happened. Abaddon was a weak fool. The pain was not too great to bear, and now I’m completely protected from every blade. The Craedenza will be mine to control. And before long, the Maladorn Scroll will return to my hands.

Where it belongs.

~8~

The white stone Craedenza stood atop a rise of exposed bedrock, polished and gleaming, with sparkles of white minerals that glinted in the sunlight. The archived collection of scrolls and manuscripts was the center of scholarship and learning, aptly located at the highest point in Glaenshire.

It was here that Raelene and Bardamen spent their time, day after day, sifting through the scrolls and manuscripts in search of some hitherto undiscovered nugget of knowledge that might aid them in their fight against Vindrake. In addition, Raelene instructed him to look for any reference to soulmates, especially a discussion of removing such a bond.

Bardamen was happy enough to leave the Stone Clan shaman responsibilities to his father, Nordamen, and make the trip as Raelene’s protector and aid. In a few moons, he would have thirty years, and the position of chief shaman would fall to Bardamen. He found the break from his usual duties a pleasant one, enjoying the travel and the pleasant weather.

For some inexplicable reason, he anticipated repeating the feud of words he’d encountered with the petite archivist, Meravelle, the granddaughter of the Craedenza’s chief archivist, Bastaeno. Bardamen and Mera had butted heads during his previous visit and so far, she’d proven unpersuaded by his arguments.

He squinted at the faded writing on the ancient parchment. Though the words were legible, he simply couldn’t concentrate enough to understand the meaning. He’d recognized a soft feminine voice in the outer room almost a full hand earlier, yet Meravelle hadn’t joined them in the archives.

Why? Surely she knows we can’t comprehend the scrolls written in other languages. Our work would be much faster if she rendered her aid. Perhaps she’s pouting over my comment at last night’s dinner and intends to punish me for my honesty. Yet this behavior only lends credence to my declaration. Indeed, as I stated, women are often slow to reach emotional maturity and are more reliable under the guidance of a strong mate. I don’t understand why my words offended her so. Or why Raelene felt compelled to apologize for what was merely a statement of fact.

“Should we take a respite from our studies?” Bardamen asked Raelene. “After all, we only arrived at the Craedenza yesterday. It is not necessary to read every scroll in our language today. Have we not accomplished enough for one day?”

“We have accomplished exactly half of what I hoped we would accomplish.” Raelene never lifted her nose from her parchment. “Although I have accomplished the full portion I expected to accomplish.”

“Yes, I agree. Progress is slow when we have no archivist to render aid. Pity that Mera does not recognize the urgency of our work.”

Raelene sent an acidic glare, for no reason whatsoever. “Meravelle knows the urgency involved, but finds the current study conditions too loathsome to tolerate.”

“Ridiculous!” Bardamen pushed his chair away from the table, rising and stretching his stiff muscles. “I shall find Mera and convince her to tend to her obligations here at the Craedenza. Doubtless she’s engaged in some mindless and worthless distraction.”

“You are going to explain to Meravelle that she should drop the project in which she’s engaged and attend to our needs?” Raelene’s mouth fell open. “You truly believe that is a wise choice?”

“I believe I have no other. It seems no one else has the courage to speak plainly to her rather than pander to her every whim. Bastaeno has spoiled her, for certain. The man has no backbone, whatsoever, where his granddaughter is concerned.”

Closing her eyes, Raelene leaned back and massaged her temples with her fingertips. “Bardamen, would you not say that because of my age, I’ve reached a level of maturity? And gained a measure of wisdom?”

“Yes, I would venture to say you’re far more wise and mature than the younger women I’ve met.”

“Then allow me to offer some advice.”

“Very well.”

“Before you open your mouth to speak to Meravelle, stop and think carefully about what you want to say. And then, think of how your words will be received. And then... wait...”

“And how long should I wait?”

“Until you think of something uplifting to say in place of your intended words.”

“Bah! You are jesting, when I believed you had serious advice to render.” Bardamen stomped off, holding his tongue only out of respect for Raelene as Stone Clan’s former bearer.

Her chasing words barely registered.

“My advice is no jest, Bardamen.”

**************

Meravelle wasn’t easy to find. The small town square swarmed with a boisterous group of citizens bartering for goods in the local outdoor market, but Bardamen didn’t spot her amongst the others. With her distinctive hair—a mass of tight dark curls—she should’ve been easy to see in a crowd, despite her diminutive stature.

He decided to search for Meravelle at her home, which lay on the outskirts of Glaenshire, near the area where the bordering river divided to run on either side of the island village. On one side, the river was broad and deep, bordered by dry, rocky fields. On the other side, the river was narrow but turbulent, bordered by a steep, sloping forest and spanned by two bridges. The main road crossed one bridge, leading straight into the heart of Glaenshire and the town square and continuing up toward the shining white rock where the Craedenza stood. From there, the road broadened and wound down to cross the other bridge, turning to follow the river south.

Trudging down the well-worn dirt path to the modest stone house where Meravelle lived with her grandfather, Bardamen noted how the thatch needed replacing in several areas.

Perhaps, if Raelene can spare me, I might be able to make the needed repairs while we’re here.

Sandwiched between a vegetable garden and a flower-cutting garden, the tidy dwelling had a welcoming front porch with two rocking chairs. An image passed through his mind—one of Mera relaxing beside him in a rocker—and an unbidden smile chased away his scowl.

Schooling his face with a stern expression, he clanged the heavy metal knocker on the door, fully prepared to scold Mera for neglecting her duties at the Craedenza. But no one answered.

Rounding to the rear, he followed a stony path winding through the trees and down along the river. The path led to a large flat rock, on which multiple freshly washed articles of clothing were stretched out to dry in the sun. But Mera wasn’t guarding her wash.

Farther down the twisting path he spied her. Well, in truth, he spied her legs, bare from the knees down, toes dangling in the water, swinging in time to a merrily hummed tune. The rest of her was obscured by the dense vegetation. Enchanted by her sweet voice, he stood still, listening to the tune and watching her feet and forgetting altogether the reason he’d come looking for her.

Then the song stopped. The legs disappeared. He heard a rustling of clothes behind the bushes. It occurred to him she might be removing her clothes to bathe. His heart began a relentless pounding in his chest, in worse fashion than he’d experienced in the midst of a battle up against multiple numbers of Vindrake’s shamans.

“Eh-hem!” He cleared his throat. “Meravelle?”

“Bardamen? What...”

The bush parted, and her face appeared, her eyes wide as an owl’s. “What are you doing here?”

“I... uhm... Do you wish me to leave you in privacy? Were you going to... uhm... to bathe?”

“Of course not,” she retorted. “Were you hoping to catch me bathing?”

“No! No, I promise not. I have been looking for you.”

“Why?” Her head disappeared as the branches snapped back together.

“I came to tell you—”

The words stuck in his throat as she appeared on the path, her fury transmitting in her furrowed brows and clenched fists. Fire made her gray eyes sparkle like molten silver.

“I don’t believe I’m interested in anything you have to say.” Marching around him, she raced back up the path.

“What if I carry a message for Raelene?” he asked, shuffling behind her.

She stopped, turning her head and narrowing her eyes. “Raelene? What does she say?”

“The message is for Raelene, not from her. I simply noted Raelene’s fatigue and wondered if you might be persuaded to attend to her in the archives. Of course, I helped as much as I could, but she requires someone with scholarly gifting.”

“I’ll gladly help Raelene.”

She continued up the winding trail, and he struggled to keep pace.

“You’ll come with me now?”

“I can’t come now.” She stopped, gesturing at the large rock, littered with dried clothes. “Tell her I will come the moment I finish my duties. I must gather and fold the wash, then collect water for the house.”

He spied two pails stacked on the corner of the rock.

“Perhaps I can help you with your duties,” he suggested.

“You would do that for me?” The broad smile she flashed—a rare sighting—almost took his breath away.

“It would be my pleasure.”

“Very well, I accept. Thank you, Bardamen. I’m off to render aid to Raelene.”

“But—”

“I will be certain to commend you to Raelene, and also to my grandfather, for your generous offer.”

“But—”

“Do not forget to fetch the water. Four bucketfuls should do.”

Her merry laugh twittered behind her as she skipped away.

Bardamen kicked his foot out in frustration, stubbing his toe on the rock. With a yelp of pain, he hopped on one foot until he lost his balance and fell, narrowly missing a bush covered in sharp thorns.

“Bright!” he yelled. “Bright, bright, bright!”

The only answer was the whisper of the wind through the tree branches.

And then... he laughed.

She beat me again. Next time, I shall be on my guard.

~9~

After her morning session with Laethan, Alora’s entire body felt like a bowl of cooked spaghetti noodles. Though she hated being there, she couldn’t find the strength to crawl off the healing bed. It was still Laethan’s healing house, at least for now.

The prior night, Graely held a council meeting, during which he had Laethan make a formal confession to the entire council, including Alora and Kaevin. Though he’d known the truth for several days, Graely glared as if Judas had just kissed him.

All the members reacted with shock to the announcement, but Nordamen had been particularly angry Laethan had hidden his empathy gift, ranting he couldn’t be trusted. Chaleah chided herself for not questioning the chief healer about his gifting, though he’d already earned his position before she became chief judge of Stone Clan. Thalaena sat in stately silence, not being an actual council member yet, and Alora wondered if she might not be such a stickler for rules.

Laethan made no move to defend his actions, which annoyed Alora to no end. Yet she didn’t have the strength to shout above the fray—to defend the man to whom she now felt so indebted, despite the pain she had to endure from his “treatments.”

No, it was Kaevin who had spoken up, silencing the unruly council members and commanding their attention.

“Are you all still so rigid you cannot bend a law instated for reasons that obviously don’t apply in this case? Can you not see God’s hand in this matter? If Laethan had followed the command, not only would he have wasted his talents all these years, but Alora and I would surely be dead in a matter of days. As always, Laethan made the unselfish choice. He saved Alora’s life, revealing his secret, knowing he must risk the wrath and judgment of the council to do so. By his character and his years of unflinching selfless service as Stone Clan’s chief healer, he has proven himself worthy. Would that I could be half as honorable as Laethan.”

In the stony silence following his outburst, Kaevin had coughed and turned beet red. But Alora had never been so proud of her soulmate. 

He’s growing up. Becoming a man. Standing against injustice.

Whatever the reason for his unlikely speech, it had turned the tide of emotion in the room. At least, she thought Kaevin’s speech had done it. She knew, however, that Laethan could have manipulated their emotions, though he raged at her for doing that very thing.

Morvaen, who hadn’t seemed the least bit bothered by Laethan’s announcement anyway, suggested the council should postpone judgment and move on to more important matters like discussing the appearance of the new portals and the action that should be taken. From there, the meeting grew even more heated, lasting well into the night and leaving her totally exhausted in the morning, even before she began her daily “Agony” session. The title came from her, as she didn’t think Laethan’s term, Residual Pain Extraction, was an apt description.

After observing an entire morning of pain extraction, Kaevin had been pacing the floor and pulling at his hair, though Laethan shielded Kaevin from pain with precision born from years of practice wielding his gift of empathy. Kaevin shouted and argued with Laethan, so insistent that the healer had finally thrown his hands in the air and agreed to let him participate.

White-faced, Kaevin formed one arc of the circle, his hands gripping hers as Laethan probed through her psyche, unearthing the pain she’d worked so hard to suppress and pushing at it until it rushed out in excruciating torrents. Five minutes seemed like an hour, until Laethan’s grip would slip away, giving her a momentary respite. Falling back in his chair with beads of sweat on his forehead, Laethan took deep breaths and drank copious amounts of water.

Though he denied it, Alora suspected Laethan bore even more pain than she did. But Kaevin’s participation had made a noticeable difference in lessening the pain’s effect. As a result, Laethan added more time to the sessions, complaining he had barely scratched the surface.

He explained when he first found the pain-filled well, pinched closed at the top by Alora’s tight inner shield, the pain sloshed out at the slightest emotional bump. She’d stuffed everything inside that well, both emotional and physical pain, and he described it as a swollen boil, on the verge of rupturing.

Indeed, it had made her entire body sick. Before Dr. Sanders returned through the portal, hauling a protesting Beth with him, he’d mentioned a yellow tinge in Alora’s eyes could indicate her liver wasn’t functioning properly. Laethan, who probably had no idea what a liver was, yelled in Doc’s face, saying he could provide the treatment Alora needed to recover without Doc’s interference. Then Laethan scheduled even more Agony sessions, until his eyes were bloodshot and his skin sallow. Kaevin looked almost as bad, and Alora was grateful there was no mirror around.

Her guilt grew as she watched the two men suffer with her pain, so she observed Laethan’s methods until she was certain she could navigate her mind and proceed on her own.

Maybe I can let it out without Laethan’s help and just feel the pain by myself, like any other burn victim would’ve done. I’m strong enough. I can stand the pain, and then no one else needs to suffer.

She was supposed to be napping, to recover from the morning’s efforts. But while she lay, limp-noodled on the lumpy straw-stuffed mattress, she contemplated how she might get away—far enough to extract the pain on her own, but not so far that she could get in trouble where no one could reach her.

She was alone for the moment. The clinic was empty, and Laethan was resting at his home. Kaevin had dragged himself to fetch them both some lunch. Alora didn’t have the energy to make an escape right now, but she could experiment with her pain—test it to make sure she could release it as Laethan had.

She probed. The moment her mind touched the festering pocket, she felt a hint of the customary pain. The opening was pinched tight. Laethan had warned she wouldn’t survive if he dumped it all at once, so she gently teased the opening in her mind with a mental toothpick. A single drop of pain oozed out, black and oily. The pain seared her body like acid as it escaped, but she didn’t cry out.

It worked! I can do it and keep it under control. I’ll find a place to hide until I get it totally empty, no matter how long it takes. I refuse to continue hurting the people I love.

“Hey, Alora.”

Arista’s voice startled her out of her skin.

“Oh! Hi... what’re you doing here?”

Arista held up a large basket covered with a woven cloth. “I’ve got midday dinner. We’re coming to eat with you and Kaevin.”

“Who’s coming?”

“Jireo, Markaeus and I.”

Alora swung her legs off the bed, struggling to sit up. Arista rushed to help her, supporting her shoulders with surprising strength. But Alora felt a wave of nausea, her mouth filling with saliva as her discernment gift flared, indicating evil in close proximity.

There was no mistaking it... the evil came from Arista.

It was kind of weird. Rather than emanating from inside Arista, the evil clung to her, like when your clothes smell like smoke after you roast marshmallows. Where could she have picked up the scent of evil?

“Arista... have you been traveling lately? I mean, have you been anywhere outside of Laegenshire?”

“Of course” she replied, laying a cloth across an empty bed and spreading the selection of dried meats, goat cheese, berries, and a crusty fire-baked bread known as sabmel. “I hunt in the surrounding woods, every day.”

“Ha! That’s not what Papa says.”

Arista jumped, swatting at her brother. “Jireo! You frightened me.”

“A warrior should always be on guard. That shows you still lack the years to be a dependable warrior.” He placed a jug on the makeshift table. “I’ve brought water. Markaeus and Kaevin are coming with mugs.”

As always, Jireo delighted in baiting his sister about her non-warrior status although he still lacked a year of having the nineteen required to be officially labeled a warrior. However, Morvaen had made allowances for both he and Kaevin to fight alongside the other warriors, since their defender bond enhanced their giftings, a situation that caused no end of irritation to his sister. Arista painted a nonchalant smile on her face, but Alora could sense her frustration.

“What did Papa say about me?” She dropped the empty basket on the floor and kicked it under the bed.

“Nothing I haven’t observed for myself since returning two days ago. You claim you’d rather hunt and provide for the family than help with cooking or tending the garden, yet you sleep late every day.”

“But I only want to be a warrior. Setting snares adds nothing to my skill, and I can’t hunt with a bow without journeying a day or more away.” Her lower lip protruded. “I’ve no one to travel with since you’ve been in Montana.”

“Ah, so you’re losing your weapons skill. Morvaen may not want you as a warrior, even after you have nineteen years.”

“I’ve not lost my skill.” Arista twisted, her hand flashing. In an instant, her hand was at her brother’s throat, the blade of a wooden spoon against his jugular.

“Very nice, sister.” Jireo murmured. “But I’ve already impaled your heart.”

Arista sucked in a shocked breath, looking down to where Jireo held a similar wooden “knife” against her chest.

“I was faster,” she argued.

A merry chuckle burst from Jireo’s lips. “I wouldn’t be so certain. I believe even Alora might be faster than you. You should see how she wields a knife now, even without gifting. I taught her how to...”

The words died on Jireo’s lips as his eyes locked on something behind Alora. Ice cold fury rippled up the back of Alora’s neck, as she heard something shatter on the floor.

“Don’t stop speaking simply because I’m here,” said Kaevin in a voice as glacial as his wrath. “I’d love to know what you and Alora have been doing behind my back.”

“Jireo taught Alora how to use a knife.” Markaeus piped in, having obviously arrived with Kaevin.

Bracing herself, Alora turned to face him.

There wasn’t even a hint of humor on his face. “Is that so? What else did he teach her, Markaeus?”

Alora made a don’t-say-any-more face at Markaeus, but he didn’t catch it.

“He taught her knife fighting and how to shoot a bow and arrow and how to transport him about during a fight. It was supposed to be a surprise, but now it’s spoiled.”

From the pained look on Jireo’s face, Alora figured he regretted involving Markaeus in their training sessions. But there’d been little choice after the night he discovered them practicing in the barn. The impudent little brat had seen the light from his window, and he was too curious for his own good.

“Believe me, Markaeus... I’m still surprised,” Kaevin growled.

“Don’t be mad, Kaevin,” Alora begged. “It was my idea, and I talked Jireo into helping me.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel better? My soulmate and my defender brother work together to deceive me, and I’m supposed to be glad it was your idea?”

“Kaevin—” Jireo began.

“Brightness! I don’t even have to ask why you kept it a bright secret. You knew I wouldn’t approve, and you did it anyway.

Anger. Bitterness. A sense of betrayal.

Emotions pounded on the tender spot in Alora’s brain.

“Kaevin, please listen,” she pleaded. “I needed something to make me feel safer. I can’t stand the idea of being helpless again when Vindrake could attack at any time.”

“That’s my responsibility—to protect you.”

Hurt.

She’d heard this ridiculous caveman argument before. “Why? Just because you’re a man? I might get you having this attitude if we lived in Montana, but in Tenavae, a woman can be a warrior.”

“But you’re not a warrior, and I am. You’re my soulmate, and my role is to protect you from harm.”

Fear.

“I want to do my part in protecting you, too. Can’t you see that?” Alora begged.

“What I see is that you don’t trust me to take care of you. I know the reason you lost your faith—because I failed you once before. You won’t even give me a chance to prove myself.”

Shame.

“That’s not what this is about.” Alora clamped her hands on either side of her head, squeezing the pain back. “I want to know how to fight. You can’t always be there for me, Kaevin. We can’t be together twenty-four hours a day. It’s physically impossible.”

“Then perhaps it’s for the best the council is searching for a way to dissolve our soulmate bond, since you find it so distasteful to be with me all the time.”

Kaevin spun on his heal, marching toward the door. Alora wanted to cry out for him to stop, to tell him that’s not what she meant, but her head pounded, the room turning on its side. Losing her balance, she fell back on the mattress, her neck lolling off the edge.

“Are you okay?”

Arista grabbed her shoulders and heaved her back onto the mattress. “I’ll run, fetch him back here.”

“No. Wait.” Through her cloud of pain, Alora reached out to draw power from water, allowing the emotions to flow out as Laethan had taught her. Careful not to draw from the soulmate bond, she was pleased to succeed without hurting Kaevin. Laethan had promised her that with practice, strong emotions would flow in and out, causing no pain whatsoever once she learned how to keep her sensing gates open.

As the pain subsided, she once again noted the essence of evil clinging to Arista as the girl hovered at her bedside but decided now wasn’t the time to address it.

“What should we do?” Arista asked.

“I’m going to eat,” said Markaeus, grabbing a handful of berries and tossing them into his mouth. He tore off a piece of meat with his teeth, chewing the tough jerky.

“Perhaps I should talk to him,” Arista proposed. “He’s not angry with me, so he might listen.”

“I should go to him.” Jireo gave a half-hearted attempt at a joke. “I believe the defender bond will prevent him from killing me.”

“I’m the only one who can find him, so I’ll go,” said Alora. “But I need to eat something first. I need my strength back from this morning’s session before I have another emotional encounter with Kaevin.”

“Men!” Arista exclaimed. “They’re only good for one thing.”

“What’s that?” asked Alora, truly curious about her friend’s opinion.

“Reaching things I can’t reach. And if we had enough tall women, like Thalaena, we wouldn’t need men at all,” she declared, with a bob of her chin.

“What about me?” asked Markaeus, around a mouthful of cheese.

Arista smiled and ruffled his hair. “You’re the exception, Markaeus.” With a sideways glance at her brother, she added, “The only one.”

**************

Blaggard returned the sightstone to the pouch, careful to place it back in the small wooden box with the correct label, returning it to the drawer with the others. Five boxes in all... quite a feat. He’d never attempted to empower more than two sightstones at once, much less five concurrent stones. And it had proven much more difficult to imbed the sight in a porous rock before breaking it into twin stones. Not only was the softer rock more resistant to farsight, but once imbued with power, it tended to shatter rather than split in two, like the usual hard mineral stones.

But he had finally perfected the technique and, after many failures, produced five perfect pairs of sightstones. After soaking the stones in Roseroot oil, the wearer would experience a few day’s worth of stimulation from skin contact, though it was more effective on those who were weak-minded. Still, he had convinced five different citizens to wear the sightstones, each believing they were experiencing exclusive benefits from his newly discovered magick rock quarry. 

Thalaena was his prize convert, though a less than enthusiastic customer. Through her eyes, he’d witnessed an entire council meeting.

Admittedly, Blaggard only caught a small number of the words spoken. He’d long ago learned to read lips, but some of the more heavily bearded speakers were difficult to understand. In addition, Thalaena had an annoying habit of watching the reactions of others in the room, rather than keeping her eyes on the one speaking. As the council meeting dragged on late into the night, Thalaena’s eyes had drifted closed.

He screamed at her to open her eyes and pay attention—a futile action, since no sound carried through a sightstone. But Thalaena was clearly exhausted from sparring, having bested three of Laegenshire’s top warriors at short swords that afternoon. He’d watched some of the terrifying battles through her eyes, thanking his stars that he lacked the gifting to be a warrior.

Blaggard gleaned some information from the council meeting. He now knew Laethan had the gift of empathy—a clear violation of edicts for healers—yet the council postponed rendering judgment on the matter. Blaggard stored this tidbit of information away, hoping it might be useful at another time. When the discussion turned to the appearance of the portals and what action should be taken, he only knew an expedition was planned to some distant land, not the destination or the purpose. Furthermore, he only discovered a few of those who would be included on the trip.

Blaggard slammed the drawer shut in frustration. He had to have more information when he spoke to Vindrake that evening or the Water Clan leader might judge this other new agent to be more valuable than Blaggard. It was a fine line he walked with Vindrake—proving himself so gifted as to be indispensable, while not posing a threat to his power. He knew it was dangerous, but the potential gain was immense. If he maneuvered carefully through the pitfalls, he would not only destroy Graely and Stone Clan, but also attain a position of high power within Water Clan’s rule over all of Tenavae.

A pitiful mewling sounded from near his feet—Chince, his deceased wife’s cat, which now haunted his home—stared at him with accusing gold eyes. Blaggard kicked out with his heavy boot, but the cat leapt clear, letting out a hiss and disappearing through the open window.

He hated Chince with a passion almost equal to his detestation of Graely, but the scrawny cat refused to die or find a new home. Though Blaggard provided no food or water, the cat found other sustenance. And somehow the feline had the wherewithal to avoid his poisoned bait.

Blaggard let out a huge sigh, plunking his heavy frame onto a nearby stool. What shall I say to Vindrake this evening?

With a sudden burst of intuition, he checked Thalaena’s sightstone again. She’d been wearing the stone in the new belt Blaggard had fashioned, but he only observed another sparring session that morning, this time against the formidable Alleraen. Still, it was possible she might engage in a meaningful conversation while she ate her midday meal.

Opening the drawer, he removed the sister stone, gripping it in his palm. A smile drifted onto his face when he saw she was indeed eating with not one but two significant partners—Morvaen and Alleraen. And though both men were bearded, the proximity was close enough to allow Blaggard to read their lips with practiced proficiency.

Yes. Master Vindrake would be properly impressed with his report tonight.

**************

Alleraen was beside himself.

He’d been bested. For the first time since he came into his weapons gifting, someone had beaten him in combat. He tried to convince himself that he’d simply been distracted by Thalaena’s magnificent form during the blunt bladed sparring. But bruises in too many critical places spoke to the truth. Certainly he’d begun the match believing he would need to hold back, so as not to humiliate her while demonstrating his prowess. A blink into the battle, however, his goal changed to mere survival.

She’d beaten him handily, though he far outweighed and out-muscled her. Her agility more than made up for a deficit against his gift of strength as she parried every blow with ease, countering with unfailing accuracy.

Yet she sat across from him at the table, calmly eating her midday meal like the impossible hadn’t just occurred.

He stared into his bowl, jabbing at the stew with his table knife as if he could kill the meat again and achieve at least a small portion of victory to appease his bruised ego.

“Not to worry, Alleraen.... I also felt the sting the first time it happened.” Morvaen’s jovial voice broke into his reverie. As the weapons master heaved his massive form into an adjacent chair, he laughed, slapping his hand so hard on the wooden table he rattled the bowls. He shoved an elbow into Alleraen’s ribs. “You should have seen your face when Thalaena spun around and sent her boot into your gut. I’m surprised your stomach isn’t too sore to eat.”

Alleraen mumbled something that shouldn’t have been said in polite company.

Thalaena choked and looked like she was hiding a laugh behind her hand. Then she must have taken pity on him, for she turned the tide of the conversation. “Actually, Morvaen, I believe Alleraen presented a greater challenge than you. Did I not relieve you of your sword after only four parries?”

“Ha! That you did, Thalaena. But only the first time we sparred. Once I learned not to underestimate you, I made you work for your victories—every one.”

Alleraen perked up at this revelation. “How many times has she beaten you, then?”

“Too many times to count,” Morvaen declared. “But I’m a better warrior for it. Smugness makes one lazy and careless.”

“No chance of that for me,” Thalaena remarked, taking a deep drink of water from her mug. “I set up practice matches for all the warriors, but I fight at least three challenges most days. You were my first today. I’m hopeful my victory over you this morning will discourage others from seeking a match after midday. I could use a rest.”

“I didn’t realize you’d beaten Morvaen, as well,” said Alleraen. Taking his first bite of stew, he chewed with relish, reviewing the match in his mind. “I suppose I’ve joined a good company, then.”

Morvaen grunted. “Yes, a fine company, indeed—those whom Thalaena has defeated. I’m glad she fights for Stone Clan.”

“I can see why you’ve chosen her to be your successor on the council,” Alleraen observed.

“After attending that lengthy council meeting last night, I am uncertain I wish to be weapons master.” Thalaena stopped eating, cocking her head at Morvaen. “Has your jaw always popped like that when you eat?”

“It has. Though I’ve been told it’s getting louder. Graely complains when we eat together.” He chomped on a piece of bread, producing a series of rhythmic cracks as his jaw muscles flexed, and grinning at Thalaena’s wide eyes. “Perhaps that’s why Graely voted in favor of you going on the expedition rather than me—he doesn’t want my noisy jaw disturbing his meals.”

“What expedition?” asked Alleraen.

Like distorted mirror images, Thalaena and Morvaen twisted to peer over their shoulders.

“None can hear us in this corner,” Alleraen assured them, eager to hear about a trip that warranted such secrecy. He wanted to go, no matter the purpose or the destination. After years of confinement in his brother’s dungeon caves, he was itching to travel throughout Tenavae, and even beyond. But first, he needed to establish a protective citizenship, for his blue eyes made him a target outside his birth clan.

Morvaen lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper, despite their seclusion. “Alora and Kaevin and a select group will travel to Serenshire, with Thalaena in charge of their protection.”

“Serenshire? The City of Peace? Is that place not a fable?” Alleraen asked.

“We believe Serenshire is real,” said Morvaen. “Raelene has spoken to one who knows the way.

“But, even should you find Serenshire, what can you learn there?”

“We hope to find many answers.” Morvaen shoveled a huge bit of stew into his mouth and chewed, his jaw protesting with pops so loud that Alleraen cringed. Morvaen swallowed before he spoke again, gesturing with his spoon. “The last known soulmate couple may still be alive, residing in Serenshire. And surely some of those gifted in wisdom will know how these portals are being created. Furthermore, Graely anticipates he may convince Serenshire’s leader to join us in the battle against Vindrake.”

Thalaena leaned in, eyes bright with excitement. “I’ve never traveled more than a seven-day from Laegenshire, so I, for one, am glad of Morvaen’s noisy jaw.”

Alleraen wondered if other factors might have been more important in Graely’s choice. Perhaps Graely was attracted to Thalaena. After all, the Stone Clan leader had been a widow for a long time, and he was still young enough to take a mate. It struck Alleraen as unfair for Graely to seek a second wife, when Alleraen had never married, through no fault of his own.

Not that I’m interested in Thalaena beyond her ability to wield a weapon.

“I imagine there will be a number of others who will demand to go along on this trip,” Alleraen mused.

“Yes, Jireo and Kaevin will not want to be separated,” Morvaen agreed. “And Graely expects Charles will insist on accompanying Alora, which means Markaeus would also go.”

“And it will be much easier to invite Arista from the beginning, as she will refuse to be excluded.” Alleraen smiled as he thought of Arista. He’d grown fond of the child, thinking she was much like his own daughter would be had he married and produced offspring.

Thalaena frowned. “If Arista truly wishes to be a warrior, she must learn discipline.”

“You’ll see, Thalaena, when you get to know the girl for yourself.” Morvaen knocked the bread crumbs from his shaggy beard. “Arista is much like a stallion—you will gain more if you utilize her courage and enthusiasm without breaking her spirit. She has risked her life for Stone Clan more than once in her seventeen years.”

Thalaena’s eyebrows arched, and Alleraen wondered if she was impressed or dubious. But the lull in the conversation provided an opportunity to promote himself.

“Thalaena,” he ventured. “You will need some other warriors on the expedition, will you not? Surely you do not intend to be the only protector.”

Morvaen and Thalaena exchanged a knowing look, and Alleraen wondered if he’d missed something.

“I plan to include a number of warriors in my company,” said Thalaena. “Morvaen recommended you for the expedition, but I wished to see for myself whether you were worthy. I thought a sparring match would provide suitable evidence.”

The match was a test... and I lost.

“How did I fare in your judgment?”

She frowned, pursing her lips. He held his breath for an eternity while she pondered his question. Just as his vision dimmed from lack of air, she answered, quirking her lips.

“You need some additional training, but your sword skills are more than adequate.”

More than adequate. A humbling assessment.

But Alleraen couldn’t stop the silly grin that sprang to his face.

~10~

Kaevin refused to turn back after his harsh words with Alora. His pride wouldn’t let him admit he was still weak from the morning session with Laethan and needed something to eat. Deep down, he knew his anger stemmed from his own insecurities.

How could Alora and Jireo do such a thing behind my back? It seems there’s no one I can truly trust.

He kicked at a rock on the trail, sending it flying down the hill.

What if she’s right? What if I fail to protect her from Vindrake again? What if I can’t even keep myself alive, and she dies because of me? Perhaps the council is right... she may have a better chance of survival if she isn’t soulmated to me.

One thing was certain—he’d become soft residing in the safety of Montana these last moons, having no one to spar with save Jireo. Not that his defender brother wasn’t a skilled warrior, but Kaevin knew him all too well, anticipating every move before he made it. And the few times he’d practiced with Daegreth, the former Water Clan guard defeated him with ease. Knowing Daegreth had been the top trained warrior and part of Vindrake’s personal honor guard didn’t make the loss any easier to swallow. It only emphasized the fact Kaevin wasn’t skilled enough to protect Alora from another attack.

And so, it wasn’t really an accident when he found his way to the practice field, almost empty since most warriors had gone in for the midday meal.

At the edge of the field, he found a low, horizontal fize tree branch and climbed to a comfortable perch, his feet swinging below as he munched a fruit he plucked on his way up.

Only two young warriors were still sparring—one a stranger to Kaevin, while he recognized the other as Saravo, a seasoned warrior having about twenty-seven years. Sticks and leaves littered his disheveled brown hair as he stumbled away from the stranger’s steady advance. Saravo wore the traditional protective leathers, while the other warrior fought bare-chested—possibly because of the heat, but most likely out of arrogance.

Saravo grunted with effort as his blade sliced through the air again and again, while the second warrior deftly dodged his sword. Finally, the stranger answered with a blunt stab to Saravo’s chest, knocking him to the ground. The victorious warrior offered him a hand and, pulling Saravo to his feet, presented his sword in invitation to another round. Refusing the offer with a weary shake of his head, Saravo gave a perfunctory bow and trudged away.

The stranger spun in a slow circle, eyeing the empty field until he spied Kaevin in the tree. Ambling over, he picked a deep red fize from the tree and propped himself against the trunk, taking a bite before he introduced himself.

“I’m Judaene,” he said, around a mouthful of seedy fruit.

Though Kaevin had learned it was considered impolite in Montana to speak with food in your mouth, the habit was considered a gesture of openness and friendship in Tenavae, as if one had nothing to hide.

With his own half-chewed bite of fruit, he answered, “I’m Kaevin.”

Judaene didn’t flinch. “As I thought. You favor your father.”

Kaevin nodded, studying the young man. Shiny brown hair hung straight to his shoulders, framing almond-shaped green eyes. He appeared to have only a few more years than Kaevin, but he had scars all over his chest. Must come from practicing without leathers.

“Want to spar?” Judaene asked.

Kaevin’s decision was made in an instant. This is exactly what I need.

Wiping his mouth on his shirtsleeve, he dropped the short distance to the ground. “I’d love to go a round or two. All I have is my fighting blade. Let me fetch a practice sword and throw on some leathers.”

“Why not practice with our real blades?” Judaene suggested.

Kaevin considered the idea. He and Jireo often sparred without blunted blades, preferring to practice with the balance of their own fighting swords. But the two had sparred together so often, it was almost a well-rehearsed dance. His hand slipped down, caressing the hilt of his blade. He’d missed his sword during the moons of his Montana stay—missed fighting with it, like he would an old friend.

“I might hurt you,” Kaevin argued, though he’d already agreed in his mind.

“I can stand a few scratches if you can.”

Now he would seem like a coward if he insisted on wearing leathers while Judaene fought without a shirt.

Kaevin lifted his chin, repeating a line from his favorite picture story or, as Alora called it, movie. “I ain’t afraid of no ghosts!”

“Huh?”

Laughing at his opponent’s confused expression, Kaevin drew his blade, flipping it in his hand and enjoying the feel of his blood coursing through his veins as his heart thudded happily in his chest. “Let’s have a round!”

**************

Alora waited about forty-five minutes before she went after Kaevin, allowing herself enough time to rest and recover, and hopefully giving Kaevin enough time to cool off. She would have waited longer, but she could sense him getting angrier.

She was prepared to pop back to safety when she transported, just in case he was hanging out on the edge of a cliff or up in a tree. But she wasn’t prepared for Kaevin to almost stab her through with a sword.

“Alora!” Kaevin yelled out, his blade barely missing her as he knocked her to the ground with his other hand.

She landed on her hipbone with a force certain to leave a huge bruise. Sitting up, she prepared to yell at him, when a blade came over her shoulder, slicing Kaevin’s shirt. It bloomed red. In fact, he already had several red streaks on his shirt.

“Kaevin!” she screamed, crab-walking to the side where she could see his shirtless opponent. Has Vindrake attacked? Should I transport us away? Should I bring Morvaen here?

“We’re... only... sparring,” Kaevin huffed, sweat pouring from his brow. His face distorted with effort as he barely dodged two more slashes from his apparently uninjured opponent.

I can’t believe this guy could get the upper hand with Kaevin, no matter how gifted he is. Since we’ve been soul-mated, Kaevin’s practically unbeatable in a one-on-one match. Morvaen told me so himself.

The warrior advanced toward Kaevin with a nonchalant air, sparing a glance at Alora. “Don’t be too concerned. I’ll not hurt your soulmate... not too badly.”

Kaevin broadcasted a myriad of strong emotions, each of which flooded inside her brain, though she attempted in vain to shield herself. She felt his pride hanging in tatters and saw his desperation to be... something... something he was afraid he wasn’t. She wanted to help him, but that was the last thing Kaevin wanted from her.

She had an idea... there was one thing she could do to show her support.

“Ha!” she shouted at Shirtless. “The only reason you’re not ripped to shreds is because Kaevin’s trying not to hurt you. If this were a real battle, you’d already be dead.”

“Stay out of this, Alora.” Kaevin’s tone was stern, but his self-assurance rose up a peg. His emotional aura was all positive now.

“Yes, stay of this, Bearer, or you might be hurt, as well,” the arrogant guy said.

“Are you threatening me?” Alora demanded, shaking her finger at him. “That’s a really big mistake, to threaten me in front of my soulmate. He’s been nice to you, so far. But what you don’t realize is Kaevin’s not only gifted in weapons and agility, but his gifts are enhanced. And they’re enhanced, not once, but twice! No other warrior in all of Tenavae is that gifted. In fact, he’s the most gifted warrior in history.” She wasn’t really sure about that last part, but it sounded reasonable.

For the first time, Alora noted some uncertainty in the bare-chested guy. Kaevin, on the other hand, exuded confidence, and was fighting like his old self. His blade slid forward, nicking Shirtless’ arm and drawing blood. Infuriated, Shirtless lunged at Kaevin, his sword a blur. Alora saw the tip of his blade extending past Kaevin and cried out. Both men fell to the ground, but somehow, Kaevin was on top, his knee on the man’s bare chest, his blade to his throat. His hand was shaking with adrenaline and rage, and Alora feared he would cut the guy’s jugular. But claps and cheers from behind her distracted him, and he looked up to an audience.

“Well done, Kaevin,” Thalaena said, coming over to glare down, her hands on her hips. “But both of you well know that sparring with true blades is forbidden. Judaene, come with me... we will speak to Morvaen about this. Kaevin, we will discuss your infraction later, after Laethan has tended your cuts.”

**********

Kaevin climbed to his feet, pushing off his knee on Judaene’s chest and eliciting a satisfying grunt from his opponent. He stormed off toward the healing house, ignoring Alora as she called out, trailing behind him. Then he ran, knowing she couldn’t possibly keep up. Just as he reached the healing house, she appeared in front of him, and he slid to stop, barely avoiding a collision.

Of course, she transported. She’s getting in the habit of using her gifts against me.

“Kaevin, please talk to me before you go back inside.”

“I’d rather not.” He focused on her forehead, refusing to be charmed by those beautiful blue-green eyes.

“I thought you were incredible back there. I’ve never seen you move so fast.”

“You think I don’t know what you did, Alora?” he ground out the words.

“Please don’t be angry, Kaevin. All I did was practice weapons and fighting with Jireo. We were always careful, and it was very safe. I only did it so I can be helpful, instead of being a liability in a close fight.”

“Against my express wishes,” he muttered. “But that’s another matter, altogether. I’m referring to the way you manipulated me with your empathy during that sparring match.”

“But I didn’t—”

“You can’t deny it, Alora, because I felt it.” Pinning her in place with a steely gaze, he squeezed his hands into fists to stop them from shaking. “I can’t believe you would do that after Laethan warned you against it. I suppose you thought I couldn’t win without your help.”

“I didn’t do it... I swear I didn’t.”

Now she was crying, but he didn’t care. He felt her remorse, but he hardened himself against it. She was probably faking it anyway. “Stop lying to me,” he spat. “It’s as if I don’t know you anymore.”

“I’m not lying. I’m telling you the truth.”

“Stop!” Laethan appeared, stepping between them with his head pressed between his hands. “Even I am not strong enough to shut the two of you out of my mind when you’re spinning out emotions like a tornado.”

“I’m sorry, Laethan. I didn’t mean to lose control.” Alora sniffed, turning her head away.

“I’m only here because Thalaena ordered me,” Kaevin proclaimed, lifting his tattered tunic to display his wounds. “These cuts have barely nicked the skin. So if you’ll give me the word, I’ll be on my way.”

Laethan’s firm grip on his arm propelled him inside the healing house. “At least two of these injuries will require my sewing skills, so the two of you are not escaping yet. You’ll simply have to remain calm.”

“Alora doesn’t need to come,” Kaevin said, hoping to drive her away. He was too angry to deal with her. Angry and humiliated that she had so little faith in him.

“I’ll just wait out here,” she said in a weak voice, lagging behind.

“Nonsense. You’re more hurt than he is. I must tend to you as well.” Laethan glanced to the side, where several curious onlookers had stopped to watch the commotion. He muttered, “Inside, beyond prying eyes.”

Alora stumbled, and Laethan swept her up, cradling her in his arms and kicking the door open with his foot. He gently laid her on the nearest bed. Laethan’s action pricked his conscience, and Kaevin kicked at a nearby bed frame, slamming his shin in the process. He gritted his teeth, refusing to react to the self-inflicted pain.

Alora moaned. “Please, Kaevin. I’m sorry for everything.”

“You don’t have to feel his emotions, Alora, even when they are aimed at you,” said Laethan.

“I’m trying, but I can’t block him. I can block his pain, but not his emotions.”

“Kaevin, I’m sorry to do this, but you are causing grievous injury to your soulmate. She’s shielding you from her pain, so you have no idea.”

Kaevin’s anger vanished.

He felt nothing but an eerie sense of calm. He ought to be mad at Laethan for manipulating his emotions, but he couldn’t drum up a single bit of irritation.

The sigh Alora released must have indicated relief. Kaevin wondered, in an odd disconnected way, if he ought to feel remorse for the pain he’d caused her.

“We’ve stopped the damage, for now, so let me attend to these cuts,” Laethan told Kaevin. “This one has reopened your previous wound.”

Stripping off his tunic, Kaevin sat on the opposite bed, watching Alora, who stared at him with tears in her eyes.

Laethan worked quickly, his movements seeming rougher than usual. “This will hurt, Kaevin, for it’s all I can do to protect Alora by removing your emotions. I can’t lessen your pain as I normally would.”

“So, all those times in the past, when I thought I was immune to the pain, you were softening the effect?” he replied, not the least bit anxious in anticipation of the pain to come.

Laethan grunted, banging his tools on the table.

“Alora,” Laethan said, “you told me you could block yourself from feeling his pain, so you need to do that now.”

Alora nodded, turning her head away as Laethan poured some brownish liquid on his cuts, the sharp sting eliciting a hiss from his lips.

“This one is just a scratch, but the other two are deeper. Here, can you keep pressure on this rag until the bleeding stops? And while I sew these cuts, you can tell me why you became so angry with Alora. You’ve about undone our morning’s work, you know.”

Kaevin gritted his teeth to keep from flinching, wishing Laethan was using his gift on his pain rather than his emotions. “I’m not... sure I can... talk right now.”

“I can tell you, Laethan,” said Alora, though she kept her eyes averted. “Kaevin, just correct me if I get anything wrong.”

Kaevin pressed his lips together, hoping that would suffice for an answer.

“I’ll start at the beginning. At lunch, Kaevin found out I’ve been practicing with Jireo to learn how to fight and use weapons.”

“I see,” said Laethan. “And Kaevin wanted to teach you himself?”

“No. Kaevin didn’t want me to learn at all.”

“Why not?” Laethan paused in his stitching, obviously expecting Kaevin to answer this one.

“It’s my responsibility to protect her. She’s not gifted in weapons or agility so she can’t fight against anyone who’s gifted anyway.”

“I disagree,” said Laethan. “She cannot win against anyone who’s gifted, but she can fight and make your battle easier.”

“Perhaps the idea has some merit, but she lied to me. She and Jireo both did this without my knowledge and against my wishes.”

It’s so strange to argue without feeling anything.

Alora explained, “I convinced Jireo that Kaevin would have a better chance of surviving if I had some training, and his defender bond sort of made him train me. He was kind of trying to save Kaevin’s life, in advance.”

“Clever effort on your part, Alora,” said Laethan, turning his attention back to his sewing. “I see nothing wrong with you learning to fight.”

“I’ve also been working out—running and doing pushups and such. I’m tired of being the person everyone else has to bend over backwards to protect. I want to be strong, like everyone else in Laegenshire.”

“Everyone has a role to play, Alora. You must not expend too much of your energy fighting your own. Kaevin is your soulmate, and perfectly equipped to be your protector.”

“That’s right, Alora. You should stop fighting your God-given role, and allow me to be your protector,” Kaevin agreed. “Ow! That one really hurt!”

Laethan raised an eyebrow. “Remember that, the next time you’re doling out your anger and hurting the one you’ve sworn to protect.”

He added two more harsh reminders before pronouncing his work done, dousing the stitch work with more stinging liquid and wrapping clean bandages around his waist.

“Alora didn’t mention what she did when I was sparring with Judaene,” said Kaevin.

“I didn’t do it, Kaevin. At least, I don’t think I did.”

“What did you do, or not do?” asked Laethan, turning his attention to Alora.

“Kaevin thinks I manipulated his emotions.”

“She thought I couldn’t win without her interference.”

Laethan furrowed his brows even deeper than usual. “I’ve told you that is a misuse of your gifting, Alora.”

“But I couldn’t help feeling what Kaevin was feeling. I knew he was distracted, because he should have been winning, easily.”

“That still does not excuse you for manipulating Kaevin’s emotions. Or did you manipulate Judaene’s emotions, instead? Neither one is allowed.”

“But I don’t think I did it. I just started trash-talking.”

“Trash-talking?” Laethan squinted.

“You know... I told Judaene he was lucky Kaevin was going easy on him, being double-enhanced and the best fighter in history... stuff like that. And then Kaevin wasn’t distracted any more, and maybe Judaene was, just a little bit. But that’s no worse than chatter when someone’s swinging at a baseball.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” said Laethan. “But that was definitely not gifted manipulation, so you did nothing wrong.”

Laethan caught Kaevin’s gaze and held it for an uncomfortable few breaths. “Kaevin, you are a lucky man, yet also an idiot if you don’t recognize what you’ve been given. Your soulmate believes in you and wishes to do everything possible to support you. I’m not aware of any man who wouldn’t wish to be in your position.”

Laethan must have released Kaevin’s emotional block, because all his feelings flooded back at once. His eyes found Alora’s, and his heart broke for the pain he’d caused her.

In an instant he was beside her, pulling her up into his arms.

“I’m sorry, Alora. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“I’m sorry I hurt you, too.”

“You truly meant the things you said?”

“Of course I did. Everything I said was the truth. And I’m sorry I went behind your back to train.”

Bending his head to kiss her, he was interrupted by Laethan clearing his throat right behind him.

“I’ll have none of that in my healing house. I happen to know it’s no longer necessary unless Alora accidentally depletes your soulmate bond, which she has not.”

“But it makes me feel better,” Alora argued.

Laethan let out a wry laugh. “I’m certain it does, but it is not wise if you are to remain unmarried, a state which I have repeatedly argued against.”

“Wait... I’m confused. Are you saying you’re in favor of Kaevin and I getting married? Like right now?”

Alora’s voice had that little nervous quiver it always had when their possible marriage was discussed.

“From the moment I realized you were truly soulmates, I have contended marriage would be the best option. And perhaps, since I’m no longer hiding my gift, I can persuade the council based on my special knowledge.”

“What special knowledge?” Kaevin asked.

“Though it is possible there exists a method of breaking the soulmate bond, the two of you have already shared too much pain and emotion. Separation could be achieved, but I fear your souls would be permanently scarred from it.”

“You believe we should marry immediately?” Kaevin queried, with a worried glance at Alora, whose face was almost the same white color as her teeth.

“Not until Alora is prepared,” said Laethan with a frown that said he knew how panicky she was feeling. “But seeking to dissolve the bond is a futile battle against God’s sovereign plan. Who are we to question His wisdom?”

Kaevin linked his fingers with Alora’s and whispered in her ear. “Not to worry, Alora. Uncle Charles wishes you to be older before we marry.”

“We must begin your next session, Alora, though Kaevin could be excused if his injuries have weakened him.”

“Laethan, I’ve been thinking...” Alora crossed her arms. “I believe I’ve got this pain thing figured out. I can get rid of this locked-up pain, a little at a time, by myself. There’s no need to keep doing it with the two of you helping.”

“No,” Laethan replied, wearing his normal scowl as he pushed her back until she was once again sitting on the bed. “We will do this my way, so I can be in control.”

Laethan grabbed her hand and Kaevin’s, and his eyes snapped closed. He didn’t see Alora’s jutting jaw, but Kaevin did. He wondered if he should warn Laethan how much Alora hated being told what to do. But he decided it would be easier to appease her when they were alone.

Kaevin braced himself, waiting for the pain to begin.

He waited.

But he felt no pain.

He looked at Alora, whose face was scrunched up.

Laethan’s eyes sprang open, and he stared agape at Alora, releasing her hand. “You’re blocking me?”

With a strained smile, Alora gave a sharp nod.

“How are you...?” A rare grin appeared on Laethan’s face, as he pushed his fingers through his dark hair. “Well done, Alora. I’ve underestimated you. Again.” Then Laethan did something really unusual—he laughed, a real belly laugh.

“What’s so funny?” asked Alora, in a decidedly non-humorous tone.

“You surprised me, Alora, and I’m rarely surprised.”

“Then you’ll let me do it on my own?”

“Why, pray tell, do you not wish for my help? Are you so set against relinquishing control, you would double or triple your pain? Also knowing it may take many moons before you are fully recovered?”

With watery eyes, Alora motioned for Laethan to bend close, and she whispered something in his ear. Laethan’s expression morphed from doubtful to understanding, while Kaevin fought against an unwarranted sense of jealousy, because she had a secret from him she would share with the healer.

Laethan released a long and labored sigh, shaking his head.

“Very well, Alora. You make a reasonable argument. And you’ve obviously gained the ability to control the process.”

“Thank you,” she answered.

“Kaevin, we should allow Alora some privacy. I suggest you take a rest and obtain nourishment, for she will have need of you later.”

Before he realized what was happening, Laethan had ushered him out the door, leaving Alora to suffer alone, with no support whatsoever.

“Do not proceed at too great a pace, Alora, or you will regret it,” Laethan called before he shut the door.

Slapping him on the back, Laethan said, “Kaevin, I sincerely hope you are not the sort of man who requires a meek and obedient wife. For if you do, you will have a miserable time of it until she trains you to think otherwise.”

For the second time in his life, Kaevin heard Laethan chuckle aloud. And the healer was still laughing as he strolled away.

**************

Alora’s mind seemed to fade in and out of reality. One minute she was in the healing house. The next, she was strapped to Vindrake’s table. She could handle the pain release up until the moment she relived the torture scene. Then she retreated into herself, squeezing the pain back inside. When she recovered, she began the process all over again.

Feeling she’d made almost no progress, Alora opened the pain gate in her mind a little wider, straining to maintain her focus. Not unbearable. She pushed it wider still, stifling a groan, but kept herself in the present, avoiding the terror of her torture. The pain flowed out, and she was careful not to project it where Kaevin might feel it. 

Later, when we talk, I’ll convince him the pain was no worse on my own, so he won’t insist on helping.

As she worried about confronting Kaevin later that evening, her concentration slipped. Agony flooded through her nerves until every fiber in her body was on fire. Panicking, she realized she couldn’t stop it. She opened her mouth to scream for help.

The searing pain was gone.

Panting with relief, she blinked her eyes open. There sat Laethan, humming a calming tune as he whittled on a stick of wood.

“How long...” With a dry cough, she attempted to open her parched throat. “How long have you been here? Were you helping me the whole time?”

“Not at all,” he said, as he continued to carve the wood. “I returned after two fingers to be available if needed, but I didn’t interfere until the instant you lost control.”

“Oh.” Her voice sounded as small as she felt. Groping for the mug of water on the wooden bedside table, she sat up. 

Why am I so weak that I still need Laethan’s help?

He handed her the small wooden figurine, distracting her from her inner berating. Swinging her feet down to the plank floor, she studied the distorted chunk of whittled wood.

“It’s... uhhh... it’s a really cool... uhhh... horse?”

“Why, thank you. Though... I was attempting to carve a cat.”

“I’m sorry. Of course it’s a cat. What was I thinking?” She felt her cheeks get hot.

“I suppose you were thinking I’m not a talented carver, and you would be correct. No matter. I whittle to maintain my concentration.” He smiled.

“You know, Laethan, I’ve hardly ever seen you smile before, and you’ve done it several times today.” She left her implied question hanging in the air.

The smile broadened. “I suppose I did not recognize how my responsibilities have weighed heavy upon my soul. But now that I am relieved of my duties...”

“Relieved of your duties? They won’t let you be the chief healer any more? That’s so unfair!”

“I relieved myself of my duties. I’ve passed the chief healer position on to Estaelia. She’s more than qualified.”

“But why? You’re the best, and everyone knows it.”

“I did not wish to put my good friend, Graely, in a position to choose between his loyalty to me and his duty to uphold the law of the land.”

“But what will you do now?” She hoped he didn’t intend to sell his carvings, because he might starve to death.

“Remember this, Alora... one must never find life’s meaning in one’s occupation or gifts or talents, for that will inevitably pass away. I do not need the chief healer position or the power it holds in order to find happiness. In fact, I’m happily anticipating my freedom.” He paused, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his bushy eyebrows dancing up and down. “I believe I may do some traveling.”

“Traveling, huh?” Alora grinned back at him. “I hear Serenshire is beautiful this time of year.”

“Alas,” he spoke with an exaggerated tone like he was in a high school play. “I fear the council would never invite me to join the expedition.”

“Really? Not even if the bearer, who was an integral part of the traveling group, needed you to help with her overloaded empathy?”

“What a singular idea!” He winked. “I believe the council might be persuaded to accept.”

On impulse, Alora leaped forward and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Laethan. I think you’re saving my life... again.”

He cleared his throat as he gave her an awkward pat on the back. “No gratitude is necessary, child.”

Straightening, she watched him push his furry brows into their customary gruff position on his uncustomary blushing face.

“Now, if you’ll allow me to monitor and help when necessary, I believe you can eliminate a significant amount of stored pain before Kaevin returns, demanding to contribute.”

He took the piece of wood from her fingers and returned to carving away at the poor disfigured cat.

~11~

Sweat dripped off his forehead as Charles mucked the stalls, but the exercise felt good to his stiff muscles. Two weeks in Laegenshire meant two weeks without the hard physical labor that kept his aging muscles in prime condition. At times like this, he might be slightly jealous of the folks in Laegenshire with gifting in strength that never seemed to fade with age.

No gifts for me. I have to work for it.

A muffled tune alerted him to his ringing cell phone. Charles tugged off his tough leather work gloves, tucking them under his arm as he dug in his shirt pocket. The chestnut mare eyed him from her stall warily, her ears perking at the noisome intrusion into her meal. 

He didn’t recognize the caller, but answered anyway. “Hello?”

“Charles. This is Doc.”

“Hey, Doc. I’m working in the stables right now. Can I call you back?”

Doc’s reply was peppered with irritation. “That idiot reporter is hanging around the hospital again, determined to find a story. I just wanted to warn you, because he might come out to the ranch looking for Alora.”

“Well, he can’t get through the front gate without a code, so we should be safe. I certainly hope so, because I’m here with Markaeus, and I haven’t even made up a good story for him.”

“That’s one of the things I’m worried about. He’s determined to find something for his Unseen Secrets show. I watched an episode, and it’s all bogus. But all he needs is a few weird discrepancies, and he builds an entire case for how someone is hiding a crime or a mystery or an alien from outer space.”

“Surely no one takes him seriously, right? Even his name is ridiculous—Sergeant Justice.”

“It turns out that Justice nutcase has half a million crazed followers. Every time he does a show, the fanatics come out of the woodwork.”

“He has to get permission, though. And Alora’s under age. Wouldn’t that be highly illegal?”

“He’ll use images posted publicly, like ones from Facebook and yearbooks.”

“I’ve kept her off Facebook, but there are probably photos somewhere.” Charles chewed on his lip.

“Justice gets sued all the time, but that just gains him publicity, so he doesn’t give a flip.”

Charles couldn’t find a single drop of saliva to swallow. “All because we had to convince the nurse that Alora hadn’t been in the room that day we took her through the portal.”

“That nurse is in psychiatric counseling now, because no one would believe her. She swore someone had killed Alora and hidden the body, all the way up until Alora walked in here yesterday. By the way, thanks for bringing her to the hospital, or I might be the focus of a murder investigation.” Doc laughed.

“Are you in danger of losing your privileges at the hospital?” How he can he be so flippant about it? “I don’t know what excuse you made for Alora disappearing there without being discharged.”

“I can talk bull, and I did. Our saving grace was that Steven Franks is a computer genius who hacked into the computer system and retro-recorded her discharge. After that, I just defended the record.”

“Since Alora showed up at the hospital alive and well yesterday, what is Justice trying to prove? She obviously wasn’t murdered.”

“Honestly, I think he’s really good at reading people. He knows I’m hiding something, and he’s determined to figure it out.”

“Maybe we need to give him something to discover before he finds out the truth.”

“My thoughts exactly. Can you come over to the house tonight? We could eat dinner and put our heads together.”

Charles paused, watching Markaeus hard at work mucking the first stall while Bozeman supervised. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, so it would need to be a late supper.”

“No problem. I’ll let Janice know.”

“Hey, are you sure Sergeant hasn’t bugged your cell phone or something?”

“I already thought of that. Bought a second phone yesterday, one of those pay-as-you-go things.”

“Okay. See you tonight.”

Charles hung up, inspecting a new blister on his thumb before re-donning his gloves.

Life might be simpler if we all just moved to Tenavae.

**************

“Is that what I think it is?” Alora’s mouth watered at the sight of a bulging zip lock bag in Beth’s hand. Her latest session under Laethan’s watchful eye left her ravenous, even after consuming a hefty dinner, the evidence of which still littered the table in Graely’s home.

The room was rustic, like a scene out of one of those old John Wayne movies Uncle Charles was so fond of, with a table constructed of heavy hand-hewn wood. A bench provided seating on one side and three chairs lined the other. Stacked stone lined the fireplace, currently swept clean, prepared for the first fire of winter. Sporting her jeans and t-shirt, Alora appeared strangely out-of-place.

I guess if I move here, I’ll have to start dressing like everyone else. But I don’t know if I can ever give up blue jeans altogether.

Beth stretched her arm out, holding the enticing cookies in front of Alora’s eyes. “Yep. I brought chocolate chip cookies—gooey, just the way you like them. Luckily, they transport just fine, since Markaeus sealed up the portal.”

Before she could open the bag, Jireo snatched it from her hand. “I should eat these for you and leave you to a more salubrious fare to help you recover from your weakness.”

“Salubrious?” Beth asked.

“Just ignore him,” Alora said, jumping to reach the cookies Jireo held just out of reach. “He likes to taunt me with big words he learned from some app Wesley has on his phone.”

“So I hear they now think Vindrake didn’t make the portals.” Beth took two steps toward Jireo and stomped on the toe of his boot.

“Ow!”

As Jireo bent over, Beth grabbed the cookies from his surprised grasp, passing them to Alora.

“I baked these for Alora, so they’re hers to keep or share. But I might bring you some of your own when I come tomorrow, Jireo, if you ask me nicely.” Her voice sounded just like their second grade teacher, Ms. Mumley, a prim woman with a gray bee-hive hairdo and perpetually pursed lips.

Jireo exaggerated a limp to the bench beside the table, as if one leg were twelve inches shorter than the other. Lifting his deep green puppy-dog eyes, he peered at Alora through his thick blond lashes. “I believe my toe may be broken. If only I had a small bite of cookie to ease my pain...”

Alora matched Beth’s eye roll, opening the bag to take a cookie for herself and handing one to Jireo. Devouring the delicious treat in two bites, she licked the crumbs from her fingers.

“Yeah, they figure Vindrake wouldn’t be able to make a portal between Laegenshire and the hospital in Montana, without being at one place or the other,” said Alora, between licks. “Nordamen thinks Markaeus made the portals somehow, but Markaeus doesn’t remember doing anything. No one has ever heard of someone who can make portals.”

“It seems he can only make a portal to another gressor,” Jireo added, holding out his hand for a second cookie, which he received. “I believe we should make every attempt to rescue his grandfather before Markaeus inadvertently creates another one to Portshire.”

Beth sat down across from Jireo, elbows on the table, propping her chin in her hands. “That sounds pretty dangerous. Wouldn’t it be better to just figure out how Markaeus is making the portals so he doesn’t do it by accident? Couldn’t he practice with Arista somehow?”

Jireo nodded. “Nordamen’s plan, as well. Markaeus and my sister have done nothing else for at least a seven-day, with no results.”

“Maybe he can only make them from Montana to here,” Beth suggested, idly wiping the crumbs from the table into her palm and dumping them on an empty plate.

“Perhaps,” Jireo agreed. “If that’s true, we should be doubly alert, since Charles and Markaeus returned to Montana yesterday.”

“It kind of makes sense,” said Alora. “Aren’t all portals between one realm and another?”

Jireo reached for another cookie, but Alora frowned at him.

“Two is enough for now. I’m saving some for Kaevin.” She looked at Beth. “I’m glad your mom’s letting you come for a visit every night.”

“I’m good at begging, I guess. But if my progress report comes back with any incompletes, I’ll be stuck in Montana for the foreseeable future.”

“Better turn in those papers.” Alora winked, knowing Beth’s habit of losing her homework.

“At least you’re finally strong enough to transport again.” Beth poured herself a mug of water and took a long swallow. “Since your uncle and Markaeus are back at the ranch, why don’t you and Kaevin spend your days here and your nights in Montana?”

“We thought about it, but I’m still having a lot of trouble with my empathy, since I used it wrong for such a long time. We think I’m safer over here where Laethan can get to me if I have an accident.” And I seem to have a lot of accidents.

“I guess that makes sense, but it’s awkward sending messages through your uncle. We really need to work something out where we can talk, like you and your uncle do.”

“Uncle Charles wears a stainless steel belt all the time, so I can talk to him without transporting him anywhere. It might not be fashionable, but you could probably get one from Amazon, like he did. Better reception than a cell phone.”

“Only I have to wait until you call me. What if I need to talk to you?”

Beth’s eyes cut toward Jireo and back, so quickly Alora thought she might have imagined it. But she felt her friend’s anxiety.

I bet she wants to talk to me without Jireo or Kaevin around. Probably something about Daegreth.

“Maybe I could ask your mom if you can come and stay for the day this coming Saturday. We could have a little girl-time before we all leave on the expedition to Serenshire.”

Her eyes brightened. “That would be awesome! You can ask her about it when you take me back.”

Alora sighed out loud. “This would be so much easier with a cell phone. I think I miss having a phone more than any of the other modern conveniences.”

“Really?” Beth scrunched up her nose. “Even more than flushing toilets?”

“Ha! Okay, I miss cell phones the second most.”

“Will your mom still be okay with you coming every day? Even when we go on our expedition to Serenshire?”

Beth’s shoulders lifted and fell. “Mom doesn’t have to know when you go somewhere different. I just asked if I could visit you every night for thirty minutes or so in Tenavae. So as long as you stay in Tenavae, I’m technically not disobeying.”

The door creaked open and Kaevin appeared, his fatigue emphasized by dark circles under his eyes.

“Hey Kaevin,” Alora said. “Is Serenshire in Tenavae?”

“We don’t truly know the location of Serenshire.” Kaevin trudged over, collapsing onto a chair and closing his eyes as if he’d just completed a marathon. “Wesley didn’t come along tonight?”

“It’s his dad’s birthday, so they’re having a family dinner,” said Beth. “Actually, they invited my folks and Uncle Charles to dinner, too. So you can just take me there, and I’ll ride home with my parents. That way you can see Wesley and Daegreth, and Uncle Charles, too.”

“That sounds good to me,” said Alora. 

“You know Wesley’s planning to go with you to Serenshire,” Beth added. “His parents are all about finding a solution to Daegreth’s bloodbond.”

“Why would they believe the answer to Daegreth’s bloodbond lies in Serenshire?” Kaevin opened one eye and glared at Alora like an angry pirate. “What promises have you made to Wesley’s family?”

“I didn’t promise them anything except that we would try to find a way to get rid of it,” she defended, with a nervous glance at Beth. Her friend crossed her arms over her chest, looking menacing despite the fact that Alora towered over her by eight inches. “But down deep, I believe any place where the citizens have learned to live in complete peace with one another is filled with really smart people. They have to know the answer.”

Jireo commented, “I’m not convinced there’s no conflict in Serenshire. That seems improbable as long as people are involved. If one simply desired a land of peace, one could move to Water Clan, where the citizens have lost the ability to fight against Vindrake’s wishes. No will. No fighting. Peace.”

Everyone gave a collective shudder at that thought.

“But they have to be really smart to stay hidden all these years, right?” Alora insisted.

“If Serenshire is real, it holds some incredible secrets—that much is certain,” Kaevin remarked, pushing himself up from the chair as his stomach let out a rumble.

He moved to the bench beside Jireo, piling a plate high with meat and bread and stuffing his mouth full. Alora joined him, loading another plate of her own for a second dinner.

Kaevin’s eyes widened at her appetite, but he grinned. “Now this is as it should be. Using your gift correctly should make you hungry rather than making you ill. I believe Laethan’s lessons are finally working.”

“It was a long hard session today, but I accomplished a lot.”

No sooner had her words left her mouth, than she wished them back.

Kaevin scowled, slamming his mug down with a thump that splashed water and shook the table. “And it could have been half as long and half as painful if you’d allowed me to help.”

Resisting the urge to calm him with her gift, she touched his hand. “You have more important things to do right now. We each have our roles to play, right? Isn’t that what Laethan said?”

Tearing off a hunk of dried meat with his teeth, Kaevin chewed like an angry trash compactor. “What-ev-er.”

At a muffled snicker behind her, Alora turned to find Beth with her hand over her mouth. Kaevin’s “whatever” was one of the few colloquialisms he’d adopted from his time in Montana, and it was funny to see some US culture rubbing off on him.

“I’m surprised the council doesn’t object to having Wesley on the trip,” Beth remarked. “I mean, isn’t he a liability, since he’s not gifted?”

“Morvaen and Nordamen advocated including both Wesley and Brian,” Jireo answered. “People from your realm were able to see through magickal cloaking. Remember?”

Alora recalled all too well that terrifying night when Laegenshire was attacked by cloaked wendts and Kaevin injured with a poisoned blade in the hand of a cloaked warrior. Both she and Kaevin would be dead if it hadn’t been for Uncle Charles, Wesley and his father, Brian. 

Jireo continued, “Nordamen has pronounced the ability to be a gifting and intends to name it and enter it in the records at the Craedenza, unless Raelene finds it previously listed in the ancient scrolls.”

Kaevin spoke around a large piece of bread in his mouth, obviously glad to be free of Montana’s constraints about proper eating etiquette. “I don’t believe we should consider it a gifting when, as best we know, anyone from the Montana realm has the ability, but I cannot quash Nordamen’s enthusiasm.”

“Nordamen may want Wesley and Brian, but Wesley’s the only one going. I think Brian’s still afraid to leave Karen alone with Daegreth, though he swears that’s not true.”

“What were you talking about with your father and Morvaen today?” Jireo asked Kaevin. “I waited all day to spar with you.”

Alora also wondered what they’d been doing, though she was glad Kaevin had been occupied instead of sulking outside the healing house.

Kaevin stopped eating, closing his eyes and blowing out a heavy sigh. He looked at Alora. “Your uncle has brought us a few... presents... through the portal. Now we must decide what is to be done with them.”

“What kind of presents?” Beth asked.

“First, he brought some knives. He thought the material might be superior to ours because they were stain-less-steel.” Kaevin emphasized each syllable. “But Morvaen found the blades no better than those made by our gifted forgers who work the iron. He believes we can copy the design of the folding blades. Charles called them switches.”

“Switchblades? Uncle Charles brought switchblades to Laegenshire?”

“Yes, but the knives were not the troublesome items. He also brought two guns.”

“Guns?” Alora’s heart raced in her chest. “I thought we were doing everything possible to keep guns out of Vindrake’s hands. Why would he bring them here?”

“His idea was to only use them as protection,” Kaevin explained. “He argued if Vindrake’s men attacked, he could use his special sight tube to kill the warriors from far away.”

“Like a sniper rifle,” said Beth, who didn’t seem nearly as upset as Alora thought she should be.

“And what happens if I need to transport Uncle Charles to safety, huh?” Alora asked with rising alarm. “His gun would be left behind to fall into whatever evil hands were close by. And then Vindrake would have that technology.”

“We’re well aware of the risks involved,” said Kaevin. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have spent the entire day in conference, studying the weapons.”

“What will the council say?” asked Alora.

Kaevin’s gaze darted about the room. “We won’t share the news about the Montana weapons with the council or anyone else in Laegenshire.”

“Why not?” asked Jireo.

Kaevin lowered his voice. “Father believes Vindrake has gained access to confidential council discussions. Through what dark magick, we don’t know. But three times we’ve moved our warrior patrols along the border, only to have Water Clan attack the towns left unguarded.”

“I thought your father ordered everyone who lives on the border to move closer. Didn’t they listen to him?”

Jireo said, “Graely can only provide guidance. His decrees aren’t enforceable unless voted into law.” He clamped a hand on Kaevin’s shoulder. “Your father’s not responsible for those who refuse to listen.”

“He feels responsible, nonetheless.”

“Well, when he gets home, I’ll give him some of Beth’s cookies. If that doesn’t perk him up, nothing will,” Alora said. “Where is he now?”

“He’s on his way to Rivershire, where the latest attack occurred, with Morvaen and a group of warriors. Nordamen left an alert seed-pod at every border community. He knows the instant a pod is destroyed, and this one was crushed a half-hand ago.”

Kaevin swallowed hard, and Alora felt his grief, like a dense fog. His unfocused eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“There were only eight families—simple farmers with children. They chose to ignore Father’s advice to move farther away from Water Clan because they did not wish to lose their homes and land.” His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Now they’ve lost everything.”

“Are they all... dead?” asked Beth, her lower lip trembling. “Vindrake killed them?”

“We can’t know.” Bitterness flowed out with Kaevin’s words like spitting out a mouthful of cough medicine. “But it’s probably best if he did. To live with Vindrake’s evil inside your mind controlling your actions is a fate worse than death.”

“That’s what Daegreth says,” Beth agreed, blinking rapidly.

Emotion swirled through the air, dissolving the oxygen in the room.

I’m suffocating.

Closing her eyes made it easier to shut the door on the feelings of her friends. It was hard enough to deal with her own sorrow and the terror evoked each time Vindrake was mentioned. Her breaths came faster and faster. Vertigo struck.

“Alora.” Kaevin’s warm hand clasped hers, soothing her frazzled nerves almost as if he were using empathy on her.

The panic faded. Her breathing returned to normal. Her head cleared.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

His grip tightened on her hand. “Father left me Stone Clan leader while he is gone.”

Alora’s heart swelled with pride for her soulmate, but Kaevin spilled out buckets of angst.

“You’re more than ready, brother.” Jireo reached around Alora to clap him on the back. “With me at your side to offer wise counsel, I don’t believe you can fail.”

Kaevin grinned. “You assume I’ll seek your advice.”

“Be warned! Should you spurn my generous offer, I will see that you are defenestrated.”

“Spare me, Jireo!” Alora shoved him with her elbow. “Defenestrated? When did you have time to learn a new word from Wesley?”

“You wound me, Alora. You believe that my words would be plain but for Wesley’s magick talker?”

A thump. A rattle. The door swung open.

“I suppose you’ve eaten all the food, Jireo.” Arista stomped across the room to peruse the table, as grumpy as Uncle Charles when he had to make his quarterly tax payment to the IRS.

“Simply because you can’t arrive any place on time doesn’t mean the rest of us should starve ourselves,” Jireo replied. “And you could’ve eaten at home.”

“I’ve hardly spent any time with my friends, since being assigned to Markaeus to practice portal building. Day after day of fruitless effort.” As Arista bent to reach over Kaevin’s shoulder and snatch a lone slice of bread, her long braid fell down, slapping Alora in the face.

With relief, Alora noted none of the resulting nausea that she’d experienced the last few times Arista had been in close proximity.

I’m not sure what that means, but I’m glad she doesn’t reek of evil anymore.

Arista sat down near Beth, nibbling on her bread with an absent expression. She picked up her mug as if to take a drink, but froze, staring across the room.

Alora followed her line of sight, but saw nothing of interest on the wall Arista studied so intently.

“Alora, you should take me back soon.” Beth stood, stretching her arms over her head. “Oh Arista, I forgot to ask about your horse’s leg. Is she better today?”

With her mug poised in mid-air, Arista gave no sign she’d heard the question.

“Hey, Arista? Are you in there?” Beth tapped her arm.

Arista jumped. “I apologize, Beth. I lost something and spent most of the day looking for it. And I can only think of one person who could have stolen it.” Arista kept her eyes on her lap, tearing the bread into smaller and smaller pieces.

“Who?” asked Beth.

“Markaeus.”

“If Markaeus stole something, Alora can fetch it in a few minutes when she takes me home.” Beth picked up her canvas bag, collecting her belongings.

“What exactly did Markaeus steal?” Standing up, Alora prepared to take Beth back to Montana, wondering if she should simply return the stolen item or tell Uncle Charles what Markaeus had done.

Arista’s head shrank between her shoulders, a tsunami of guilt barreling out to knock Alora to her knees. 

Crying out, Kaevin sprang from his chair, grasping her shoulders. “What’s wrong, Alora?”

“I was careless.” Alora rose on wobbly legs. “I left my empathy gift open, and Arista...”

Wait a minute... Why is Arista so remorseful?

With one arm around Kaevin for support, Alora edged in front of Arista’s chair. This time she reinforced her emotional block to be certain she wouldn’t experience the feelings of anyone in the room. “What’s going on, Arista? What did Markaeus steal from you and why is it making you feel guilty?”

With her head tucked down, Arista mumbled an answer.

“It’s a scroll—the one I took from Vindrake’s chest.”

~12~

––––––––

Charles looked forward to dinner. “Doc” A. J. Sanders had been one of his best friends for most of his life and remained essential in hiding Alora’s true identity by forging a birth certificate. If not for Doc’s help, Charles and Lena wouldn’t have had a plausible excuse for the existence of the infant who’d been placed in their care by her dying mother. At the time, neither Doc, nor Charles and his wife, had any notion of the world from which Alora originated.

Doc had married Beth’s mother, Janice, about thirty days ago in a quiet family ceremony, though she refused to wear the big, fancy diamond ring he bought her, preferring instead a plain gold band. When the two were together, Charles could tell Doc was crazy about her and Janice glowed in his admiration.

Fortunately, Beth had adapted well, glad to see her mother happy for once in her life. And A. J. wisely chose not to interfere with Janice’s parenting. Not much.

Thinking about the upcoming discussion of how to handle Sergeant Justice made Charles’ stomach churn like he’d eaten three bowls of extra spicy chili. The annoying reporter had been in the back of Charles’ mind the entire afternoon while he worked, but he hadn’t come up with any good ideas.

Dinner had been moved to the Franks’ house to celebrate Brian’s birthday, a happy occurrence for Markaeus, who enjoyed spending time with Wesley and Daegreth. Charles assumed Doc would tell Brian and Karen about the television reporter, and they probably deserved to know. If Justice poked his nose around Alora’s friends, he might discover Daegreth, who had a hard time blending in despite his resemblance to the Franks family.

Charles missed Alora more than he’d anticipated, not realizing how much he enjoyed her company and—though it was hard to admit—Kaevin’s and Jireo’s as well. The past few months, with all the young people at the ranch, he became accustomed to lively conversation, ample help with the ranch chores, and evenings filled with popcorn, laughter, and board games. Now, with Markaeus as his only companion, the big house felt empty. He hoped to see Alora tonight when she transported Beth back from her nightly visit. She usually made a point to stop by and spend at least fifteen minutes with him at the ranch, but she might not feel up to dealing with the intense questions Karen Franks habitually doled out. 

Charles hesitated before knocking on the front door. “Markaeus, why did you bring a backpack with you to dinner? Please tell me you haven’t got any critters in there.” Markaeus had a propensity for collecting unusual pets, most of whom would be considered ‘pests’ by any other Montana resident. He didn’t have the heart to discourage the boy, since he seemed to find comfort in “talking” to the animals.

“No, Uncle Charles. It’s something I need Alora to take to Arista. Won’t we see Alora tonight when she brings Beth back to Montana? It’s really important for Arista to have it.”

“I don’t know. We might not see her, since we won’t be at home. But I’m sure she’ll come visit us tomorrow night or the next.”

At Markaeus’ stricken look, Charles realized the boy must have a crush on Arista. It wasn’t surprising. She was a beautiful girl, with long blond curls like Goldilocks. What little boy wouldn’t have a crush on her after spending several weeks together? Though they hadn’t been successful in making new portals, Markaeus had probably thrived on her attention.

“Don’t worry.” Charles ruffled the boy’s hair as he urged him inside. “We’ll probably see Arista in person, soon enough.”

Markaeus seemed distracted throughout the birthday dinner but jumped on the opportunity to play video games with Wesley and Daegreth. Amazingly, both Markaeus and Daegreth were skilled gamers, despite only being exposed to technology for a short time.

As the adults carried the dishes to the kitchen, Doc brought up the subject of Sergeant Justice, as Charles expected.

Karen seemed shaken by the news, fumbling to fit a plastic lid on a container of leftovers until Brian had to do it for her. Her face was white as she lamented, “The last thing we need is someone doing a thorough investigation of Alora and all her friends. Daegreth is kind of hard to hide.”

“That’s true,” Charles said. “I was thinking I might get away by moving to Laegenshire with Markaeus for the whole summer, but Daegreth is stuck in this realm to avoid Vindrake’s power. Still, if we were all gone, Justice might lose interest.”

“You’d need someone to tend the horses, right?” Brian asked. “I’m sure the boys would help. We’ll do whatever it takes to get rid of Justice.”

“You haven’t met this guy.” Doc laid a stack of plates in the sink. “He’s really persistent. They call him The Bulldog, and the name fits. I think disappearing would make him more suspicious than ever. That nurse convinced him we were hiding something about Alora because her memory doesn’t match up with the records. He hasn’t figured out what happened, of course, but he knows something isn’t right.”

“So what do we do?” asked Charles.

“My thought,” Doc continued, leaning back against the counter and crossing his arms, “is to create something for him to discover—something that seems really juicy, but isn’t.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” said Brian, as he rinsed off a handful of silverware, stuffing it into the dishwasher. “What did you create?”

“Well, that’s the problem. I haven’t thought of it yet.”

“I have an idea,” Janice said. “He’s snooping around about Alora, right? But he can’t possibly have any idea about the truth—that she can transport.”

“He wouldn’t believe it even if we told him,” Doc agreed. “I know I didn’t.”

Janice nodded. “What if we have him flying all over the world to find her? He’ll eventually get tired of it or run out of money.”

Doc rubbed his head on the round spot where his brown hair was thinning. “How would we manage that?”

“I can’t see how it would work,” Charles argued. “Alora’s not even here right now. She’s in Laegenshire for the summer.”

“Yes, but she can pop up anywhere, right?” Grinning with excitement and gesturing with both hands, Janice’s expression reminded Charles of Beth, who always managed to talk him into things after Alora had given up. “We could post a picture on social media with something in the background that confirms she’s really there. And by the time Justice gets there, she’ll be gone. She only has to be in this world for a few minutes at a time.”

“Ah! Like a wild goose chase,” said Karen. “I like that. Anything to get him away from here. Away from us.”

“But she can’t transport anywhere she wants,” Charles objected. “She can only go someplace she remembers—someplace she’s been before. And Lena and I never took her that many places.”

“Alora could transport to where Steven is living, in Australia, couldn’t she?” Brian offered. “And he’s presenting at a conference in New York in a few weeks, and another in England later this summer.”

Growing more animated as he got into the idea, Brian waved a dish towel in the air. “And just to make it more interesting, she could transport to all the airports in between. And once she’s been there, she could always go back again.”

“I’ll be in Washington in July,” said Doc. “Salmon fishing.”

Charles drummed his fingers on the kitchen counter. “It might work. I’ll have to ask Alora and Kaevin... and Graely, of course.”

Raised voices sounded from another part of the house, some of them female.

Running footsteps.

Wesley burst into the kitchen.

“Mom! Alora just threw up on the rug!”

**************

As Bardamen had observed, Meravelle was a creature of habit. Each evening at dusk, she trekked down to the river for water, and tonight he happened to be strolling down the hill as she returned.

“Do you desire help with your load?” asked Bardamen, magnanimously reaching to retrieve the pole Mera balanced on her shoulders, a pail of water swinging on each end, heavy enough to bend the pole.

“Stop,” she snapped. “You’ll make the water spill, and I haven’t the time to fetch another round.”

Turning back up the hill, he fell in step beside her, admiring her muscular arms. “I must admit, I’m surprised to find one gifted in wisdom who also possesses non-gifted strength. I assumed scholars would be too busy with their studies to develop any physical prowess.”

“Hmphh.” Her lip twitched.

Is she smiling at my compliment?

“Likewise,” she replied, “I assumed anyone lacking scholarly gifting could not demonstrate intelligence.”

“And I’ve disproved your theory?”

Her nostrils flared as she rolled both lips between her teeth. “Not at all. But Raelene did.”

“Ha!” Bardamen laughed, wondering why he found her insults amusing rather than irritating. Perhaps because he’d met no other so talented at verbal sparring.

He opened his mouth to return her jab, when something pricked his mind... a tiny niggling sensation. Light and remote, like the scratch of a quill, yet firm enough to know the danger was real.

Knocking the carrier from her shoulders and spilling the water, he ignored her loud protest.

“Leave the pails! Grab my belt, and don’t let go!” He mumbled a few words and lifted his hands, forming a ward to cover them in a protective dome, before clambering back up the path.

She let go.

Of course, she refuses to obey. Typical.

Rotating, he found her standing on the path with her arms crossed, tapping one small sandaled foot.

“Please, hurry!” he called. “It’s a shaman. We’re under attack. Glaenshire is under attack.”

Her face turned ashen. “Why didn’t you explain this before?”

She scrambled after him, happy this time to grasp his belt.

Reaching out with his mind, Bardamen felt for the enemy shaman.

Did I imagine it? No, there it is. Probing for defenses. Of course there are no shields here. Had there been a shield in place, the shaman’s search would have been deflected. And I wouldn’t have detected the probing. Can I effect a protection in time?

“Why would anyone attack us?” Mera panted as she kept pace. “We give freely to all who come. Food. Clothing. Knowledge. Even gold, if needed, though we have little. There is no prize to be gained in battle with Glaenshire, for our treasure has no cost.”

As the tickling sensation grew to a vibration in his forehead, Bardamen quickened his pace. “I fear, Meravelle, for all your wisdom, you’re still naive. Knowledge is power, and men will kill for that power.”

“Killing is unnecessary, for we don’t require payment. We give knowledge to any citizen of Tenavae.”

“Then perhaps someone would like to control that knowledge and keep it for themselves. Someone like Vindrake.”

“I believe you, though it seems senseless to me,” she huffed, struggling to keep up on her short legs. “However, the Craedenza isn’t entirely defenseless.”

“You have warriors? Guards?”

“No guards or warriors, but our archivists will give their lives to protect the Craedenza. We may be guileless, but we are not naive.”

Bardamen pictured a group of elderly archivists brandishing scrolls against enemy swords and shook his head.

Reaching a broad spot in the path, Meravelle darted past, leaving the protection of his ward.

“Hurry!” she called. “We must warn everyone.”

A shrill shriek rent the air, sending a ripple of fear down Bardamen’s spine.

“What was that sound?” Meravelle froze at the top of the hill, in sight of the house.

“That was a wendt.”

“A wendt! I’ve read about them but never seen one,” she said with an airy rasp. 

The hair-raising cry sounded again.

“Take cover in your house,” ordered Bardamen, setting off at a run. “I must reach high ground—your watch tower.”

Ignoring his order, she caught up with him.

“I’ll not cower inside while Vindrake destroys my shire and captures the Craedenza. Follow me.”

She raced ahead on nimble feet, following the path until it divided. Bending over, she gasped for air, waving her hand to the side. “The tower is that way.”

Without waiting, she dashed down the opposite path, heading toward the center of town where cries of alarm and confusion could be heard.

“Meravelle, stop!”

She halted, prancing impatiently from foot to foot. “What?”

“You mustn’t go. You have no gifting for battle.” His chest clenched, knowing she was headed toward certain death.

“Then I’ll fight with wisdom instead.”

And Meravelle was gone.

**************

Alora couldn’t decide which was worse—the humiliation of throwing up right there in Daegreth’s bedroom in front of all of her friends or the horrendous nausea that caused it. She sat on the floor, resting her head against the bed, afraid to move lest she vomit again. Though the nauseating object was only a few feet away, she didn’t dare try to move. The last time I felt this sick I was with my father.

Beth had dashed into the bathroom, returning with a towel, which Kaevin had used to mop up the mess, despite Alora’s weak protests that he would stain the fluffy powder-blue fabric.

“Was it something you ate?” asked Beth, with one hand over her own mouth as if she expected to likewise lose her dinner at any moment.

“No,” Alora answered in a feeble voice as she accepted a damp washcloth from Beth and wiped her face. “It’s right there. Markaeus’ backpack. Can somebody please move it away?”

Daegreth grabbed the camouflage-patterned pack and tossed it out the door. And judging by the cry of protest from the hallway, he probably hit someone with it. Sure enough, Wesley appeared, followed by his mom, armed with cleaning products.

“Don’t you worry, Alora dear, I’ll have this cleaned up in a jiffy.” She dropped onto her knees, scrubbing with so much vigor, Alora figured she’d wear a hole in the rug.

Alora glared at Markaeus, who kicked at the floor with the toe of his shoe. “What’s in that bag, Markaeus?”

“Nothing, really. Only something I wish you to deliver to Arista for me.”

“I assume you speak of the scroll you stole from her.” Kaevin loomed over Markaeus. “Why would you do such a thing?”

Markaeus shrugged, his lower lip protruding. “She bragged she was a better gressor than me, just because she’s older.” He crawled over to kneel beside Alora with pleading eyes. “I only wanted to show her I found her hiding place. I wouldn’t have kept it. I didn’t really steal it.”

Feeling better with the backpack out of the room, Alora opened her arms to Markaeus, and he flew against her, hiding his face.

“I missed you,” he mumbled, and the ice around her heart warmed, melting into a puddle. She knew what he meant. Even while both of them had been in Laegenshire together, she’d hardly seen Markaeus, and she really missed the troublesome squirt. She’d been trying to be a big sister to him since he lost his brother and moved into her uncle’s house, but in the end, he felt more like a son.

“Markaeus!” Uncle Charles strode into the room, holding up the camo bag. “You shouldn’t leave your backpack lying around. Someone could trip on it.”

“No!” Kaevin yelled, “Take it away, at once. It’s making Alora sick.”

Alora was quite certain if she could see her face in a mirror, it would be the color of seaweed.

“If you don’t want Mrs. Franks to have another mess to clean up, you’d better let me have that thing.” Beth held out her hands until Uncle Charles handed over the pack, despite his obvious confusion.

As she marched out, she ordered, “Wesley, Daegreth, come with me. Let’s have a look at Arista’s scroll while they’re sorting stuff out with Alora and Markaeus.”

“Thanks, Beth,” Alora called, lifting her hand in a feeble thumbs up when her best friend turned.

“No worries. I got your back, girlfriend.”

The other adults were standing in the doorway, blocking her exit, but Beth shooed them back down the hall. “Go on, go on... into the family room. I’ll explain everything.”

Having apparently done all she could do to salvage her rug, Karen hurried out, cradling the soiled linens.

Maybe she has some miracle stain remover. I sure hope so.

Kaevin lifted Alora to her feet, helping her to one of the chairs lined up facing the paused video game, though she no longer needed assistance. Once it left the room, the scroll’s evil was only a faint assault to her discernment. 

After retelling Arista’s confession concerning the pilfered scroll to Uncle Charles, Kaevin sat on the edge of the bed, patting the mattress beside him and motioning for Markaeus.

“I believe I’m not as angry with you as I ought to be.”

“Why not?” Markaeus’ eyes, so similar in color to Alora’s, were wide and hopeful.

Alora felt the boy’s remorse, though she suspected it was caused by getting caught rather than a real sense of wrongdoing.

“Because Arista was in the wrong as well, keeping the scroll hidden for so long. We might have never discovered it if you hadn’t taken it.”

Uncle Charles put his hands on his hips, glaring at Markaeus. “That doesn’t excuse you for stealing. It’s wrong to take anything that doesn’t belong to you, no matter what the end result.”

“But I was only borrowing—”

“Markaeus, stop!” Alora warned. “It’s a whole lot better to confess and be done with it. One time I told Uncle Charles I had only borrowed his pocket knife, and he made me write an entire essay about the difference between borrowing and stealing.”

“Whatever an ess-ay is, it sounds awful,” Markaeus agreed, mouth open in horror. “I don’t even know how to write.”

Luckily, Markaeus didn’t notice Uncle Charles holding back a grin. The fact he’d never had an education was only one factor in Markaeus’ hard life. Unlike the other clans in Tenavae, Water Clan only educated a select few of its children, as Vindrake felt ignorant people were easier to manipulate.

“I’m sorry, Uncle Charles. I won’t ever steal again.”

Whether or not his words were true, Uncle Charles’ tough exterior softened, and he hugged the boy, rubbing his head with his knuckles.

“What are we going to do with the scroll?” asked Alora.

Kaevin said, “I suppose it should go to Nordamen.”

“According to Arista, it’s in a strange language she can’t read. Would Nordamen be able to read it?”

“It’s rather unlikely anyone in Laegenshire could interpret the writings, but we need to know what it says. I believe this scroll might hold the key to how Vindrake accomplishes his evil.” Groaning as he stretched, Kaevin plopped into a chair beside Alora, his fatigue showing.

Charles rubbed the five-o’clock shadow on his chin. “If Arista hid the scroll all this time, wouldn’t you say the scroll affected her, somehow? Changed her personality? She doesn’t seem like the dishonest type.”

“That’s true,” Alora admitted, not wanting to think poorly of her friend.

“Well, I don’t think you should mess around with this thing. Just light a match to it,” Charles declared.

Kaevin answered, “If the scroll instructed Vindrake in doing evil, it might tell us how to undo that evil. We can’t destroy it until we know.”

“So what we really need is to take the scroll with us to Glaenshire. Surely someone at the Craedenza could read it.”

Kaevin sat up, as if someone had given him a shot of adrenaline. “Yes! We should transport to Raelene and Bardamen at once and leave the scroll at the archives.”

Uncle Charles pursed his lips the way he always did when he didn’t approve of something. “I still say you should burn that thing to a crisp. What’s to keep those Craedenza people from interpreting the scroll and doing the same evil things Vindrake did?”

“They can’t betray the Craedenza, Charles—at least the oath-bound can’t. They’re bonded to serve the Craedenza, protect the knowledge stored there, and spread peace through sharing that wisdom,” Kaevin explained. “The archivists pledge allegiance, spill their blood, and take an oath.”

“Of course they do.” The words dripped with sarcasm as they left Charles’ mouth. “What is it with you people and bonds? Why can’t you just make a promise like normal people? Why does everything have to involve blood and magic?”

Kaevin’s mouth opened in astonishment, but he gave no response. Uncle Charles might as well have asked him why they chose to breathe oxygen or drink water, since bonds were such an essential part of life in Tenavae.

Charles flung his hands in the air. “Fine, then. Let’s go. Let’s take this creepy scroll to the Craedenza right now and hand it over to these oath-bound people. I wouldn’t mind an opportunity to talk with Raelene about a few things, anyway. Get her advice.” He gave a sideways glance toward Markaeus.

“Actually, I don’t think that’s going to work,” said Alora. “I’m pretty sure I can’t transport that thing. It makes me too sick to be with it. There’s no telling where we might go if the scroll was interfering with my concentration.”

“And you can’t just send the scroll to her?” asked Uncle Charles.

“If I’d learned how to transport an object, I might be able to send it to her. But so far, the closest I’ve come to that was a dead wendt, which is still an animal. And I don’t dare try to send one of you that far away from me. Even my mother could only safely transport someone as far as she could see.”

Slumping back into his chair, Kaevin said, “Then there’s no way to remove the scroll from this realm.”

“What we really need is a portal from here to Glaenshire,” said Alora. “That would solve everything.”

The room fell silent, except for the incessant tapping of Charles’ foot on the floor. Alora wracked her brain, trying to come up with a solution. Maybe, if she held her breath, her discernment wouldn’t be able to pick up the scroll’s scent. Or if they wrapped the scroll in plastic wrap, so it wasn’t in contact with the air...

Charles broke the silence. “Wesley’s brother, Steven, might know someone who could read the scroll.”

“I don’t know, Uncle Charles. To be honest, that thing feels so evil, I’m afraid for anyone here to interpret it. What if it makes them do bad things? Like in Lord of the Rings?”

“If only you could bring someone from the Craedenza to Montana to study the scroll,” Kaevin mumbled.

“That’s a great idea,” Alora responded. “Why couldn’t I?”

“Because we need a bonded archivist who could never succumb to the scroll’s evil. And the oath-bound can’t leave the Craedenza.”

“Why not?” Charles asked.

“Once bonded, an archivist can never leave Glaenshire, or they’ll die,” Kaevin said. “Raelene explained it to me.”

Charles shook his head, rolling his eyes to the ceiling. “Of course they will. Typical Tenavae bond. Blood and the promise of death. Such a great place to live.”

Alora jumped when Markaeus tapped on her shoulder. “I think I can take the scroll to Raelene.”

“How?”

He pointed at a bookcase, crammed with a double layer of books on every shelf.

“Through that portal I just made.”

**************

Clambering up the circling steps two at a time, Bardamen’s side cramped and his head swam with dizziness. But he didn’t slow until he reached the top of the stone watchtower, its rounded shape offering a complete view of Glaenshire through the eight window openings. The prickle of the enemy shaman had progressed to a sharp sting. He or she was probing to find the weaknesses in Glaenshire’s defense, of which there were too many to count. Vindrake would first allow the wendt to render terror. Then his warriors would attack, slay a large number of defenseless citizens and take control of the Craedenza.

It’s ridiculous! What kind of town has no shamans or warriors? How could they not realize they’d be vulnerable to attack?

He could no longer hear the wendt, which unfortunately meant the animal must have flown away with its first victim. A shiver rippled down his spine at the thought.

To find a magick defense against Vindrake’s vile killing creatures would be a prize worth researching in the archives. If we survive this night—an unlikely occurrence—I’ll convince Raelene we should remain in Glaenshire somewhat longer than planned, to allow more time to study the manuscripts.

From his position at the top of the tower on the tree-covered hill, Bardamen looked down on the town, expecting the streets to be deserted. To his surprise, however, a group of some twenty or thirty citizens stood near the entrance to the Craedenza, clearly visible in the waning light. A few appeared to be holding blades, but many were empty-handed, using only their bodies as barriers to the Craedenza entrance. Hopefully, the four Stone Clan warriors who’d accompanied them to Glaenshire would provide some protection for these men and women who foolishly risked their lives to guard the archives with no gifting or training as warriors.

His stomach wrenched as a wave of magick rolled through the sky, settling over Glaenshire—terror and despair. Anguished cries arose from the Craedenza crowd, and Bardamen knew the same was happening where the citizens cowered inside their homes.

Bardamen pushed at the dark magick with his mind and found little resistance. Closing his eyes, he blew a long, slow breath, picturing the darkness swirling away in the wind.

“Thou hast not given us a spirit of fear.”

The terror was gone, replaced by an eerie calm.

Vindrake has brought a weak shaman. Certainly, this is not the work of his chief. I wonder why he doesn’t use his own shaman power. Perhaps, though he has many gifts, he hasn’t the energy to wield them all at once.

A shout arose in the distance. Drums. Horns. The warriors approached on horseback, a small number—perhaps eighty or a hundred. But compared to the motley crew of Glaenshire villagers, plus the four Stone Clan warriors, it might as well have been a thousand. The group split in two, the majority riding toward the bridge that led to the Craedenza, while the other group circled to the bridge below, taking the direct path toward the town center.

Vindrake intends to frighten the town into submission, believing they will easily capitulate.

He almost wished Vindrake’s plan would work. But if Mera’s attitude were any indication, these people would sacrifice everything to protect Glaenshire. As much as Bardamen didn’t wish a victory for Water Clan, he also didn’t relish the idea of watching these good citizens die in a vain attempt to defend the Craedenza.

How can I protect them? We will surely be defeated, and many innocents will die—children in their homes. If only the town had a wall...

The idea came to him all at once.

It would take all his power and concentration, but Bardamen could encircle Glaenshire with a magickal wall. He couldn’t create a shield strong enough to prevent physical entry, but he could stretch an invisible barrier that would strip the power from all who passed through. He had done a similar thing before, but never on such a grand scale.

After passing through his wall, the Water Clan warriors would only be able to use their normal strength and training, rather than gifts of weapons, strength, and agility. The effect would be temporary, but Bardamen would hold the gifts in the absorptive barrier with every last ounce of his strength. At least the Glaenshire citizens would have a fighting chance to survive, and Mera might not be killed.

Perhaps she will find a way to escape with the most valuable writings.

A blood-curdling screech announced the return of the wendt. This terror was real, not magickal. Bardamen could do nothing to stop the vile creature. But he could weaken the approaching Water Clan warriors.

Head bowed and eyes closed, he called on his gift, stretching out his arms and speaking the summoning words. When he opened his eyes, the air shimmered in the rapidly dimming light, far away, just inside the river. A few breaths later, the air cleared, but he knew the barrier was still there.

Just in time.

The first four warriors rode through the invisible wall. The pull on Bardamen’s strength dropped him to his knees. Each successive warrior sapped his energy until he collapsed, gasping for breath, barely hanging onto consciousness. The shield would only hold the enemy gifts while Bardamen was awake to assert his will. His breathing slowed, as did his heart. He blinked, his eyelids as heavy as sodden blankets.

In a desperate attempt to remain awake, he slid his knife from his sheath, jabbing it into his thigh. Pain shot through his leg, bringing his heart back to life, hammering against his ribs. He welcomed the pain and the alertness that came with it. Each time he felt his consciousness fading, he twisted the blade, reawakening his mind.

Again and again, he wrenched the blade, holding the enemy gifts at bay, until the twist no longer elicited pain.

It was then he knew for certain he would not survive the night. That he would never have the opportunity to tell Meravelle of his feelings.

Please, God. Let her live.

**********

“At least Markaeus finally learned how to make a portal,” Charles yelled above the din. “It could be a good thing. It might actually go to Glaenshire like he claims.”

Kaevin rubbed his tired eyes. “I don’t know how Father lives like this, day after day,” he mumbled to Alora, as the excited arguing continued all around them. “I’ve only been responsible for Stone Clan for a few hands, yet I’m already exhausted.”

“Want to transport to your dad? See what he thinks?”

“I’d like nothing better than to ask Father’s advice, but I don’t wish to disappoint him. And also, I don’t wish to burden him. Father didn’t relish his duty in visiting Rivershire. He fears—no, he knows—what he sees there will be sickening.”

Though she only squeezed his hand, Kaevin felt a surge of courage and strength.

I wonder if she’s manipulating my emotions again.

He remembered Laethan’s directive that he must learn to trust his soulmate, yet a seed of doubt still niggled in the back of his mind.

She murmured from the corner of her mouth, “I know. I’m tired, too. I really just want to go to bed and get some sleep.”

Sleep. That sounds good. Perhaps I can convince everyone to put off this discussion until morning.

“I want that dangerous portal out of my house.” Karen Franks’ words came out in a crazy up-down pattern, with every other word emphasized in a high hysterical pitch. Then, in her typical fashion, she turned to Markaeus and spoke in a sweet voice, “Don’t worry, dear, I’m not angry with you. I know you didn’t make the portal on purpose.”

Markaeus flinched away when she tried to pat him on the head.

“It’s not dangerous if it really goes to Glaenshire.” Uncle Charles was clearly having a difficult time controlling his temper.

“Glaen-shire, Port-shire, Whatever-shire! It’s not safe for Daegreth if there’s a portal here. What if Vindrake comes traipsing into our home? Huh? What are we supposed to do?”

“Now, Karen, calm down, sweetheart,” Brian began. “I’ve got a shotgun that will handle anyone who so much as sticks a nose through the portal.”

Following through on his statement, Brian unlocked the nearby glass cabinet and selected one of the displayed weapons. Cracking the gun open and closing it again, he mumbled something about shells before marching out of the room, presumably to guard the portal.

“Why doesn’t anyone believe Markaeus?” asked Charles. “We needed a portal to that Craedenza place, and he made one.”

Kaevin grasped Charles’ shoulder, hating to dash his hopes. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. We determined that a new portal can only be formed from one gressor to another. Markaeus couldn’t have made a portal to Raelene because she isn’t a gressor. He only knows two gressors—one is Arista and the other is his grandfather.”

In the quiet following his words, each listener must have contemplated the ramifications of this idea. The portal must lead either to Arista in Laegenshire or to Faestus in Portshire. Only Doc’s muffled curse disturbed the pensive silence.

“You should put me in irons at once,” Daegreth declared. “I’m a danger to all.”

“Wait a minute. Let’s think about this.” Beth danced to the center of the somber circle, her auburn curls bouncing about as she spoke with emphatic gestures. “Unless Vindrake himself steps through that portal, Daegreth is perfectly safe. And you know if Vindrake attacks, he’s not going to risk himself. He’s going to send his warriors. So not only is Daegreth not dangerous, but he’s our best defense. Personally, I feel a lot safer with Daegreth guarding the portal, and that way we’re not gonna blow somebody’s head off when they come through.”

Kaevin considered Beth’s argument, and found himself in agreement, though Daegreth pressed his lips together in an angry white line.

“It’s true, Mom. Daegreth could easily defeat any warrior they send,” Wesley agreed. “And it’d be awfully messy to shoot whoever comes through the portal.”

“You’re right, Wesley.” Karen’s eyes were wide and round. “Blood spatter would make awful stains. I hadn’t considered that.”

“I doubt anyone will come through the portal at all,” said Alora. “They didn’t the last two times. We should probably just go through the portal with Markaeus and see where it goes.”

Squaring his shoulders, Kaevin stepped in front of Alora, calling on his budding clan leader gift to lend authority to his words. “I don’t believe we should make any rash decisions. The portal poses no immediate danger, as it is easily guarded. We’d be wise to travel through the portal with a force of armed warriors, prepared for whatever might be on the other end.”

He was gratified to see some heads nodding. “This will require consulting with the council. And hopefully, my father will return quickly from his duty on the border to add his voice. So let us adjourn until morning and let sleep lend wisdom to our decisions. Meanwhile, Alora can transport a few warriors here to stand guard for the night.”

Heavy footsteps pounded on the wood floor, growing louder as someone stomped down the hallway. Brian wore an irritated scowl and carried a shotgun on his shoulder. “Where is this portal thing? I can’t guard it if I can’t find it.”

“You’ll have to ask Markaeus to show you,” Alora said, twisting her head to look from side to side. “Where did he go?”

“Cripes! Markaeus is gone,” said Beth. “And so is the backpack.”

Kaevin’s groan vibrated in his chest.

No sleep tonight...

**************

Alora was glad Jireo and Arista didn’t act upset by their sudden transport. Fortunately, neither one had been in an embarrassing state of undress at the time. That thought hadn’t occurred to her until Jireo arrived shirtless. Arista was fully clothed, but had taken out her braid, so her blond hair flowed in a mass of long crazy curls, like the tangled tendrils of a jellyfish.

Alora hadn’t stopped to ask Kaevin before transporting the two, and she felt his disapproval and heard it in his thinly veiled jibe.

“How very efficient you are, Alora. As usual, your reaction time exceeds expectations.”

She tucked her lip to keep from pouting. “Well, I knew we needed a gressor and you needed your defender brother. I was trying to save time.”

Wesley’s mother ran off into the kitchen, ostensibly under a sudden compulsion to make tea for the newcomers. But Alora suspected Karen was overwhelmed—she always looked wide-eyed and panicky when she witnessed a transport. Beth took it upon herself to bring the siblings up to date on the events of the evening.

“Why didn’t you return the scroll to Laegenshire?” Arista asked, efficiently plaiting her hair into a braid—messy, but out of the way. “Was that not the plan?”

Returning with a spare t-shirt, Wesley fielded her question. “That was before Alora lost her cookies. The scroll made her throw up—in spectacular fashion, I might add—and that means the scroll is bad news.”

“Have you attempted to transport Markaeus back here?” Jireo inquired as he accepted the shirt from Wesley and pulled it over his head.

Alora winked at Beth when she caught her ogling Jireo. Beth stuck out her tongue as her cheeks turned pink.

Hmmm... she said she liked Daegreth, but perhaps she hasn’t eliminated Jireo as a possibility after all.

Alora fielded Jireo’s question. “I tried to transport Markaeus, but nothing happened. I’m afraid that means he’s back with his grandfather.”

“I believe it means he’s absconded with one of my chains. He must have taken it from the foot of my bed on his way into the portal.” Daegreth appeared, clearly distressed. “I supposed I can be secured with one less chain, but you must be alert at all times. It wouldn’t do to come close to me if even one limb remains free.”

“That little brat! He must’ve tied that chain around his waist so I couldn’t stop him.” Alora fumed. “Didn’t he learn anything at all last time he did this?”

“He’s only been gone for maybe ten minutes,” said Uncle Charles. “Let’s just hurry and go after him.”

Kaevin spoke again, his authority firming in a way that made Alora proud. “Since the portal didn’t go to Arista, that only leaves Markaeus’ grandfather in Portshire. We’ll go at once, but we can’t follow him unarmed. We’re fortunate to have Arista here so we’re able to travel through the portal.”

Alora mumbled under her breath, “Oh yes, and thank you, Alora, for your quick thinking, bringing a gressor here to open the portal for us. You’re welcome, Kaevin. Glad to be of help. No need to shower me with praise, though of course I deserve it.”

“I volunteer to help,” said Brian. “It seems that scroll is our best chance of freeing Daegreth from Vindrake, permanently. Let me get our bows and arrows. Wesley, you know where we keep the knives.”

Brian dashed down the hallway, while Wesley disappeared inside the utility room.

“I left my stuff in the back seat of the pickup,” said Uncle Charles, his cowboy boots thudding on the floor as he clomped toward the front door. “Don’t leave without me.”

With a heavy sigh, Doc eased onto the couch and picked up the television remote. “Might as well make ourselves comfortable, Janice. No use going home when I’ll probably have to patch these people up after this is all over.”

Janice said, “Don’t get any ideas, Beth. You’re staying here.”

Beth heaved out a long-suffering sigh in response.

“Jireo, do you have your transportable knives?” Kaevin patted his own loaded belt, checking to be sure the leather ties were secure before pivoting toward Daegreth’s room.

“I’d already taken my scabbard off, as you might have guessed from my state of dishabille, ” Jireo replied, his eyes resting on Alora just long enough to let her know he’d appreciate a warning next time she transported him. Turning, he strode behind Kaevin.

“Hold on!” Beth trotted after Kaevin and grabbed a handful of his shirt, jerking him to a stop. “Shouldn’t you consult with somebody before you go dashing through that portal? Like the council? The way I figure it, if Markaeus could come back, he would’ve already done it. So he must be in trouble.”

“We can’t wait for the council’s input. By the time the council met and discussed it, and Morvaen decided which warriors to send, Markaeus would probably be dead,” Kaevin answered, shaking free of her grasp and continuing on his way. “And, as Stone Clan leader in my father’s absence, I have authority to make the decision.”

“Even if you’re not in Laegenshire?”

Beth followed so closely she collided with Kaevin when he stopped in midstride.

“My father has set up a temporary line of succession to keep order in Laegenshire, but I remain leader unless I hand over my authority, as my father did before he left,” he replied in a terse voice.

Beth held up her palms to his face. “Don’t get in a huff. I’m trying to make sure you don’t get in trouble, that’s all. You and Alora have been known to make a few hasty decisions in the past.” Bobbing her head with a pseudo bow, she twisted her mouth in a crooked grin. “Oh great leader of Stone Clan.”

When Kaevin bristled at Beth’s mocking tone, Alora stepped between them.

“He can’t help it, Beth. His leader gift makes him a little arrogant when it kicks in.”

“Yeah, but you love that strong macho-type, don’t you?” Beth teased.

Alora planted a kiss on Kaevin’s cheek. “I only love this particular brute.”

“We’ve no time for this,” he groaned, as he hurried into the bedroom.

They arrived to find Daegreth attempting to chain himself to the bed. “I’ve got both feet, but I need help securing my arm.”

Kaevin gripped the warrior’s shoulder. “Daegreth, will you swear by your life’s blood to protect Stone Clan and the friends of Stone Clan, to follow the rule of the leader and the law of Tenavae?”

He blinked in confusion. “I... I can’t really control... If Vindrake comes through—”

“I ask only whether you are willing to make the commitment. Will you profess your loyalty with your whole heart?”

Sitting up straight in the bed, his legs still bound to the metal footboard, his chin lifted as he answered. “I will.”

“Very well, by my authority as Stone Clan leader, I pronounce you a citizen of Stone Clan. And I order you to unchain yourself and stand ready to defend the friends of Stone Clan should any enemy attempt to exit this portal.”

Daegreth’s face darkened as he recognized the trap. “This is not a wise order.”

Kaevin shrugged. “You’re welcome to your opinion.”

“I’ll help you,” said Arista, popping the two locks that fastened the chains around Daegreth’s feet, sending the chains rattling to the floor.

“Stone Clan leader or not, Kaevin, I still hold you to the vow you made in this very room.” Daegreth’s jaw muscles flexed, and Alora wondered how his teeth didn’t break to pieces.

Kaevin lifted his chin, his gaze unflinching as he returned Daegreth’s glare. “I keep my promises. Do you?”

Alora made a mental note to ask Kaevin about this ominous-sounding vow when she got the chance.

The two men—for Kaevin no longer seemed like a boy—did a stare-down that lasted almost forever before a loud noise distracted Daegreth.

Brian bumped his way into the room, with his arms full of bows and quivers. “I’ve got my compound bow and Wesley’s and a spare straight bow. Who wants it?”

“Me!” Arista snatched it from his hands, slinging the quiver over her shoulder.

Wesley arrived, hefting a cardboard box full of knives, including two long machetes, which a delighted Kaevin declared to be almost as fine as a sword. He fastened the accompanying back holster over his shoulder and handed the other to Jireo when he returned from his conversation with Darielle. Brian bragged about the recent machete purchases and how he ordered them right off Amazon.

“I’m ready!” called Uncle Charles, who made a quiet entrance. Having ditched the cowboy boots for sneakers, he no longer clomped when he walked. “We should hurry. The longer we wait the less chance we have of saving Markaeus.”

Arista stepped up about a foot onto an invisible platform and held out her hand, leading the others into the portal, one by one, where they literally disappeared into thin air.

“Wait!” Karen yelled, running into the room in full panic mode. “Brian didn’t kiss me goodbye. We always kiss goodbye. It’ll be bad luck if—”

Leaping back out of the portal, Brian reached Karen in three long strides and planted a kiss on her lips. When the kiss lasted more than a second, Wesley called out from inside the portal, “Get a room!”

Laughing, his father climbed back into the portal, throwing an “I love you” over his shoulder.

Sensing a volcano of frustration building in Daegreth, Alora held back until last, laying a hand on his arm. Laethan had taught her the subtle difference between “manipulating a person’s emotions” and “empathizing while relieving an emotional overload.” Properly using her gift, she felt his emotions boil over and spill out through her, no more uncomfortable than having someone scream in your ear.

Though Daegreth was angry at Kaevin, Alora knew her soulmate had done him a favor—forcing him to take on a responsible role of protection. Daegreth struggled with a lack of purpose living in Montana, unable to utilize his gifting in any useful way, the same frustration Kaevin had fought in himself.

As Daegreth’s shoulders relaxed, she leaned in and murmured, “We’re not going to stop until we’ve figured out how to remove Vindrake’s bloodbond. It’s not just for you. It’s our best chance of defeating Vindrake. I’m really hoping the answer is in that scroll. Okay? Do you believe me?”

He nodded, swallowing hard. “Go. Find Markaeus. And the scroll. You needn’t worry about me.”

Alora took Arista’s hand and stepped into the portal. Looking back, she spied a very awkward-looking Daegreth placing his arm around Beth’s trembling shoulders. The last thing Alora saw before the portal door obscured her view was Beth’s lips as she mouthed, “Be careful.”

~13~

Finally!

Raelene almost called out loud in her excitement. Day after day she’d read through the ancient manuscripts, much of the time with Bardamen’s less-than-enthusiastic participation. She didn’t blame him for his obvious distaste of the task. Unlike her, Bardamen couldn’t call on a gifting in wisdom to ease the work. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she remembered how the young shaman had studied with more diligence whenever they were joined by Meravelle, who not only had wisdom gifting, but language gifting as well. The vivacious scribe had translated many parchments covered with strange scribblings under Bardamen’s close supervision.

All had been to no avail, until today.

While the intent of the search was to learn more about soulmates, including the possibility of breaking the bond between Kaevin and Alora without severing their lives, she’d stumbled upon a profound passage concerning an entirely different matter. The faded verse had been difficult to decipher until a dusting of pressure powder revealed the missing letters. The writing referred to forbidden dark magick that sounded much like that performed by Vindrake, and it claimed these dangerous writings were contained in an ancient parchment, the Maladorn Scroll.

But the name of the scroll was not what had Raelene ready to dance in celebration. No, it was the postscript to a descriptive warning about the scroll, which stated it revealed “the path to power, marked by evil,” but also “power’s destruction, marked by sacrifice.” Surely that meant the Maladorn Scroll also held the key to Vindrake’s ultimate defeat.

Only one small problem marred her discovery. Alleraen had once mentioned this same name when referring to a scroll in his brother’s possession. Obtaining the scroll would be difficult, at best. Yet she refused to believe it was impossible.

Meanwhile, Meravelle had agreed to lead them to Serenshire, where they might still find answers about the soulmate bond, and Graely could seek an alliance in the battle against Vindrake.

Raelene had thought Bastaeno would take them to Serenshire, but since her previous visit he had taken an oath to protect the Craedenza and could never again leave Glaenshire. Before enacting the Craedenza oath, however, he’d shown his granddaughter the way to Tenavae’s “City of Peace.”

According to their prearranged plan, Raelene expected Alora to transport the rest of the expedition group to Glaenshire in the next few days to begin the next leg of their journey. I can’t wait to tell Graely about the message on the scroll!

“Raelene!”

Meravelle’s voice. She’d probably come to the Craedenza to fetch Raelene for dinner.

“Meravelle! Come and see what I’ve found!”

“Raelene! There’s an attack!” Bursting into the room, Mera grabbed Raelene’s arm. “Bardamen says it’s Water Clan. Come quickly and bring all the scrolls you can carry. I need your help.”

Raelene ignored her pounding heart and moved with calm deliberation to scoop up an armful of scrolls and parchments and follow Meravelle—likewise burdened—through the open doorway into the back archive room where the majority of the documents were housed.

Dropping her scrolls on the floor, Mera urged Raelene to add hers to the haphazard pile, and then tugged her arm, pulling her out of the archive room and kicking the smooth door shut. Then Mera bent over, placing her hand on the bottom left corner of the door, and moved her hand up along the seam between the door and the wall, across the top, and down the right side, erasing the seam as her hand passed. When she stepped back, there was no door visible in the stone wall.

“What... what did you just do?” asked Raelene, blinking her eyes hard and squinting at the stones. Reaching out, she ran her fingers along the stones and the sandy filling between but didn’t feel the slightest indentation where the door had been.

“Here in Glaenshire, we each do what we can to preserve and enrich the knowledge stored at the Craedenza,” said Mera, with a small shrug. “I’m a gressor, so this is something I can do. If Vindrake wins the battle, he still won’t have access to the back archives until he brings a gressor here. With a bit of good fortune, he may not realize the other room exists.”

“Why not simply seal this main one?” asked Raelene, pointing toward the heavy wood door, flanked by massive stone columns.

“The Craedenza entrance is immune to gresses. Once I came into my gift we thought I might seal it each night to keep it secure from any threat, but I couldn’t. It’s perhaps the same magick that binds us when we take the oath.”

Mera opened the door and peered out, the sounds of distant drums and bugles filtering inside. A spine-chilling shriek split the air, and Mera shrank back inside.

“A wendt,” Raelene rasped from a dry throat, glad Mera had slammed the door shut so she couldn’t hear the vile creature.

“It has returned,” Mera rasped. “A moment ago, I saw it...” Her voice faded away, as she relived the horror.

“Our Stone Clan warriors are valiant. They will kill the wendt.” Raelene spoke with more conviction than she felt. “Vindrake surpasses his own evil. How could he loose such a monster on the peace-loving citizens of Glaenshire?”

If only we had already located the Maladorn Scroll and unlocked its secrets. Perhaps we would know how to send his wendts back to him.

Mera cracked open the door and inclined her head. “I don’t hear the creature now. Come quickly, Raelene. To the healing house. Soon, we will have many wounded to tend.” Her lower lip trembled, despite the calm in her voice.

“Are you a healer, as well?” asked Raelene, wondering at her amazing giftedness.

“I’m not. But I’ve read every scroll written concerning the structure and function of the body, and that will have to do.” She bit her lip, nostrils flaring as she gestured toward a tall white-haired man at the front of a crowd of people standing outside the Craedenza. “For there’s our healer, oath-bound and waiting to fight, without so much as a hammer to defend himself.”

Pre-occupied with the wendt’s chilling screech, though it was obscured from her sight by the nearby buildings, Raelene almost collided with Meravelle when she stopped in her tracks, her path obstructed by Bastaeno. The gray-bearded man with the kind face enveloped his granddaughter in his arms.

“Meravelle.” His throat convulsed, as if he were swallowing a deluge of saliva.

Looking even smaller beside her tall grandfather, she clung to him, tears dripping down and falling off her chin.

“Grandfather, please...”

“Shhh... You know I only do my duty, sweet child. And if my life is ended this night, I count myself privileged to have watched you grow and bloom and use your gifts in selfless service.” He held her face between his gnarled hands. “You, my granddaughter, are my greatest joy. Live on to serve the Craedenza and the God who bestowed it until the time you are called to do the same.”

“Let me stand with you... beside you. I know I’m not oath-bound, but—”

“No! You mustn’t be anywhere near the foundation stone when the warriors attack. Promise me!”

The furrow between his brows deepened when she hesitated.

“I promise.”

He kissed her forehead, and she stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “I love you,” she said with a wobbly smile before turning to march across the square, a resolute set to her chin.

Raelene stopped Bastaeno before he could slip back into the crowd. “Where are the Stone Clan warriors? They should be here protecting you.” Raelene knew all four quite well after their lengthy journey to Glaenshire—two men and two women—as brave and devoted as any trained by Morvaen.

“I sent them away.” Bastaeno pressed a finger to her lips when she tried to question him further. “Only those who are oath-sworn to the Craedenza may have the honor of fighting on its foundation stone.”

“But—”

“Your warriors are charged with defending the citizens of Glaenshire, and they have done well to draw the wendt away. But the Craedenza is ours to protect.”

He gripped her shoulder when she started to protest again. “Trust me—our way is wise, though it may seem foolish to you.”

With a sad smile, he backed away, patting his heart with his hand, the Tenavae gesture for kinship. Nodding, Raelene returned the gesture, accepting his unspoken request that she would look after Meravelle if he lost his life in the battle to come.

Only if I survive to do so.

Crossing to join Meravelle, Raelene moved back against the wall on the covered porch, ready to dash inside should the wendt make a sudden appearance. The Craedenza guards stood with their backs to the entrance, facing the broad path where the drums pounded louder and louder until the first rows of mounted warriors came into view. On they rode, their horses prancing forward and halting a few armspans away from the Craedenza guards.

From his central position on the front row, a gargantuan Water Clan warrior lifted his hand into the air, and the drums ceased. Raelene heard a ringing in her ears. Beside her, Meravelle reached out and took her hand, squeezing so hard the blood couldn’t circulate. Raelene gripped Mera’s hand in return, voicing a silent prayer.

His horse probably breathed a sigh of relief when the giant man slid to the ground. As his head turned, Raelene gasped at sight of his scarred face. His nose was distorted, permanently bent, and a jagged red mark extended from his temple to his jaw on one side, barely missing his eye. The other side of his face was crisscrossed in raised white lines, like so many threads.

Drawing his sword, the man pointed with it, his sweeping gesture indicating the entire crowd of fifty or more by Raelene’s estimation. When he spoke, his deep voice ground out, mimicking the groan of a milling wheel.

“You have witnessed the terror of the wendt. You see the warriors who stand ready to slay you where you stand. You may surrender now. Or all will die. The choice is yours.”

The Glaenshire defenders, a haphazard assortment consisting of both men and women of various shapes and sizes, some armed with blades that looked better suited for gardening, others without a weapon in hand, and most with white or graying hair, stood firm. Not a single one moved back even a finger-width.

Bastaeno pushed his way to the front of the group, his small blade still nesting in the scabbard secured about his hips. With his hands clasped loosely behind his back, only the flexing of his jaw revealed his tension. Drawing a deep breath, he blew the air out, and a benevolent smile lifted the corners of his mouth.

“Good sir, I believe you’re mistaken about what will transpire should you choose to carry through with this foolish attack.”

The Water Clan warrior stared with wide eyes, his slack mouth agape, displaying stained and broken teeth. Then he threw his head back and laughed, prompting all his warriors to join in the raucous cackling.

In the midst of the uproar, Raelene felt a tug on her sleeve.

“Raelene. Raelene, I have something for you... in here.”

Markaeus stood before her, holding up a mottled-green bag.

**************

A young boy’s voice drew Meravelle’s attention away from the drama unfolding in front of the Craedenza.

“Who’s this?” Meravelle asked Raelene, who seemed to know the boy. “And why is he...”

She forgot what she was saying when she saw it.

A portal.

Unmistakable. On the porch in front of the healing house. A portal where no portal had been only a few breaths before.

“Where did that come from?” she murmured, reaching her hand up to touch the portal door. “It’s solid. It’s not my imagination.”

“I made it,” the little boy boasted. “I simply wished with all my heart that I could go to Raelene.”

Then he spied the enemy guards, lined up on horseback. His bravado vanished, and his thin body began to tremble. Shielding him with her arms, Raelene hugged the boy, the green bag pressed between them.

Shouts arose from the Water Clan warriors as their towering captain brandished his sword in front of Grandfather, having evidently lost patience with his lecturing. Meravelle held her breath, praying for God’s mercy. She wanted to close her eyes, turn her head away, anything but stand by and witness her grandfather sacrifice his life. Yet she couldn’t help watching the horrifying scene.

“I’m not the foolish one, Old Man, you are. I’ll kill you first, and then perhaps your companions won’t continue to be as foolish as you.”

He jabbed the blade toward her grandfather, and Mera cried out, waiting for him to fall to the ground. But something strange happened. Somehow, the blade missed as the guard stumbled, off-balance, barely staying afoot. Righting himself, the giant warrior stared at his sword hand as if it belonged to another person. He called out an order over his shoulder, and the other Water Clan warriors dismounted, drawing their fearsome blades.

With a furious growl, the scarred warrior lunged again. This time his sword connected. Staggering, Grandfather dropped his useless blade, gripping his side, as blood bloomed on his tunic and dripped through his fingers, falling to the stone at his feet.

With tears blurring her vision, Meravelle awaited the killing blow.

It never came.

The hulking warrior spun around, slashing his sword again. But this time, his target was a surprised Water Clan warrior, who screamed as he fell to the ground.

Leaping from the ranks, a female warrior rushed forward, attacking the tall healer. Miraculously, he dodged the full force of her descending blade, escaping with only a bleeding arm.

Whirling in a circle, she wobbled as one who’d imbibed excess drink. Pointing her sword at the healer, she cackled. “Never have I missed my mark. Good fortune must be shining on you this day. But your fortune has ended now.”

She danced toward the white-faced healer, halting with her blade at his throat. Then her face distorted, and her blade arm withdrew. Moving like a wooden doll, she rotated, stepping over to join her captain in attacking her fellow warriors.

Then all the warriors seemed to attack at once, and many Craedenza defenders were struck down. Confusion reigned, however, as more and more Water Clan guards attacked the Craedenza defenders, only to change course and turn to attack their fellow warriors. Adding to the chaos, the giant captain screamed out, falling on his sword. Likewise, after slaying several of her own guards, the female slashed at her own throat, ending her killing spree.

“What’s happening?” Raelene asked Meravelle, squeezing the boy as if she could protect him from the gruesome reality of battle. “Water Clan is turning against itself.”

“It’s the prophecy.” The answer revealed itself in Mera’s mind, as clearly as if a lantern were lit in the darkness. “I never understood before. But now I know.”

“What prophecy?”

Meravelle quoted the words inscribed on the Craedenza cornerstone, the lines she’d memorized as a small child and repeated over and over throughout her youth—a sing-song phrase, spoken in naivety.

“Blood is shed and oath is given,

To Craedenza bound.

Shed the blood of blood so given,

Oathless to be bound.”

Round as moons, Raelene’s eyes opened wide. “Are you saying Vindrake’s warriors are binding themselves to protect the Craedenza?”

Mera nodded, realizing why the cryptic words were never explained. If Vindrake had known, he might’ve avoided shedding the defenders’ blood. As it was, his men and women had killed more of their own people than the almost defenseless Glaenshire citizens guarding the Craedenza.

“However, I believe the Craedenza bond is warring against Vindrake’s bloodbond and causing the warriors to lose their sanity.”

Watching the ongoing battle, Raelene frowned, “Some of the Water Clan warriors are now retreating. Those who escape will report to Vindrake, and he will undoubtedly find another way to kill the defenders. Why aren’t the Craedenza defenders chasing after them?”

Meravelle shook her head. “Grandfather says a defender can’t leave the Craedenza foundation stone while there remains a threat to the Craedenza.”

Wringing her hands together, Raelene moved to get a better view. Indeed, Vindrake’s fighters had remounted and were riding back from where they came. Standing alone on the edge of the porch, the boy still held the strangely-patterned green sack, which appeared to be all but empty.

“Can we not go out and tend the wounded since we can’t bring the oath-bound back to the healing house?” Raelene asked.

Mera blinked back tears as her mind grasped the truth of the situation. “No, we can’t. Should we attempt to treat them on the foundation stone, we would likely be bound by their spilt blood. Grandfather warned me I couldn’t stand with him to defend the Craedenza, told me I might become oath-bound, though I didn’t believe him at the time.”

The boy clutched the sack against his chest, pointing at the decimated Craedenza defenders, who remained on the foundation stone, frantically tending to the wounded and weeping for the dead. “Are those the oath-bound?”

“Yes, Markaeus,” Raelene answered. 

In a flash, Marakaeus was gone, scurrying toward the Craedenza defenders, ignoring Raelene’s protesting cry.

“Markaeus! Come back!”

Raelene made a move to chase the impetuous boy, but Mera grasped her wrist, holding her back as he climbed the steps to the foundation rock. “You mustn’t risk yourself unless you wish to remain in Craedenza for the rest of your life. Surely the boy is too young to be bound.”

“Are you certain?”

Meravelle sighed, wishing for once she had the moral latitude to tell a small lie.

“No... not beyond all doubt.”

Hopping up and down, Markaeus attracted the attention of one of the few defenders still standing, opening his odd bag and pointing inside. The woman, a weathered-looking archivist known as Lasselle, shook her head, with a wide gesture indicating the dead and wounded oath-bound. Then she pointed a craggy finger at Meravelle, and sent him back.

With a doubtful pout on his face, he returned, and Mera sagged with relief. As she’d hoped, the Craedenza did not bind him.

Stopping an arm’s length away, he lifted his chin and asked, “Are you Meravelle?”

“Yes.”

“Are you oath-bound?”

“No.”

His brows furrowed, and he backed a step away. “Then you can’t be trusted.”

“Markaeus,” Raelene scolded, “you’re being disrespectful. Meravelle is entirely trustworthy, and you’re rude to say otherwise.”

“But Kaevin said the scroll would only be safe with an oath-bound.”

“What scroll?” asked Raelene.

“An important one.” He edged farther back, looking ready to bolt.

“We must deal with it later. At the moment, we have wounded coming,” Meravelle pointed down the lane where a wagon approached, laden with injured villagers. “It seems Vindrake’s men also attacked other parts of Glaenshire.”

“What’s more, I hear the sound of drums announcing the return of the Water Clan horsemen,” said Raelene, craning her head the other direction.

Mera still needed to deal with the boy and his scroll.

“Young sir? Your name is Markaeus?” Mera inquired, with a polite bow.

“Yes.” He turned his head, watching her from the corner of his eye.

“Well, Markaeus, since you’ve already walked safely on the Craedenza foundation after blood was shed in its defense, you can simply return and store your scroll inside the Craedenza. The doors are locked, but of course that will not deter you. When this battle ends, if any oath-bound remain, you can place it in their custody. And if not, it will still be safer in the Craedenza than any other place.”

She didn’t have time to see if he took her advice, for the wagon had arrived. A man leapt off ahead of the others, tears streaking through the dirt on his face. In his arms, he cradled a child’s limp body.

“Please! Where’s the healer? He must save Karinda.” He kicked the healing house door open with his foot. “Wellabae! Come quickly!”

“Wellabae isn’t here,” Meravelle answered, taking a deep breath to calm her palpitating heart. “He and the other oath-bound are up there, defending the Craedenza.”

She didn’t add that she’d seen the healer struck by a sword and doubted he was still alive.

“We have no healer?” The despair in his voice tore at her heart.

“I’m the healer, now. I’ve assisted Wellabae many times.” She tried to sound confident, though her experiences with the healer had been limited to treating fevers and an occasional broken arm or accidental cut. Never before had war or violence darkened the town of Glaenshire.

Please, God... help me.

**************

“But Master Vindrake, it’s not possible to create a ward strong enough to strip a hundred warriors of their gifts.”

The sallow-skinned shaman trembled, a natural enough reaction to Vindrake’s lethal anger, but somehow as irritating as a seed stuck under his gums. Not for the first time, Vindrake regretted bringing Amon on the journey, having done so only because he expected little or no resistance upon reaching Glaenshire.

The other shaman who’d accompanied them had spoken with too much arrogance one evening, about a seven-day into the trip. Expecting appreciation, he commented that Vindrake was fortunate to have him—a shaman of great skill—since the Water Clan ruler was apparently in a weakened state from some sort of overexertion.

He did not receive the expected accolades.

Vindrake had killed the man on the spot, absorbing his energy. Afterwards, he’d felt strengthened and no distress whatsoever at the loss of the supercilious shaman.

Until now.

“And yet, Amon, standing before us are some forty of my warriors who left but two fingers ago and have returned giftless.”

“But Master Vindrake. That could only happen if a shaman were here in Glaenshire—a very strong shaman. You said there were no shamans in Glaenshire.”

“No... I said Glaenshire did not have a shaman. You were charged with detecting the presence of a shaman, a task you failed,” Vindrake hissed through gritted teeth, considering whether the man would have more value as a wendt.

He’d already been forced to create a second wendt, when the Glaenshire citizens slew the first monster. By what miracle these powerless villagers had managed to destroy his killing creature, Vindrake couldn’t imagine. 

Creating not one, but two wendts, had left him fatigued, inhibiting his ability to effectively wield his bloodbond. Amon wasn’t worth the effort required to create a third wendt. He’s so spineless, a wendt made from his essence would probably cower at the cry of an infant.

The presence of an enemy shaman was but a small impediment to his goal. No shaman in all of Tenavae had the strength to withstand his power when he was fully refreshed. Not even Nordamen of Stone Clan, whom he knew for a fact to be in Laegenshire this very day. His spy had scratched the information in the dirt for him to see.

Spinning back to face his retreated fighting force, he screamed out, “Go back and fight, you cowards! Finish the battle with your skill and training. Surely you can overpower these inept villagers, even without your gifts.”

“Yes, Sire.” The female commander hesitated, glancing at her comrades. “However, there is more hindrance than a simple lack of gifting. Our balance and speed is altered, such that our aim is impeded.”

“You will have to compensate.” He was losing what little patience he had remaining.

She cleared her throat. “But, Sire, what about the other matter? Our front-line warriors began the battle at the Craedenza, striking the enemy with success despite their lack of gifting. Yet after a few breaths, they stopped attacking the defenders and turned against us, until they took their own lives. This is why we retreated, Master Vindrake, not because we lost our gifts. Our bloodbond compelled our return when a third of our warriors had perished.”

“I will extend my will through your bond rather than letting it work passively, as before. Have no fear... no measly shaman’s magick can compete with the dark power of my bloodbond.”

Of course my reserves are almost depleted. I will need to sacrifice one of my personal guards to renew my power.

His eyes roamed across the nervous warriors who remained behind to assure his safety. Which one to choose... Had one irritated him more so than the others?

Then his gaze fell on the unfortunate shaman, shaking like a lone leaf in autumn.

Vindrake smiled.

~14~

The portal was quite short—only about thirty yards—but wide enough that everyone could spread out at the end and get organized. Arista opened the door a tiny sliver to peek out. When she closed it and turned to face them, her alarm sent Alora’s heart into spasms.

“It’s a battle,” Arista said. “With warriors bearing Vindrake’s bondmark.”

“At least we’re in Tenavae,” Wesley remarked. “I was afraid we might end up in some different freaky world. Maybe one without oxygen. Or someplace underwater.”

“Did you see Markaeus?” asked Uncle Charles.

“I saw no one I recognized.”

Kaevin held up his machete. “With Water Clan warriors present, we must be in Portshire.”

Her face resolute, Arista nocked an arrow. “I’m not afraid.”

Alora heard Jireo muttering to Kaevin, “Her lack of fear frightens me most.”

As Arista turned back toward the door, Kaevin called out, “Wait, Arista.”

Heedless to his warning, she slipped out, and the door shut behind her.

“Brightness!” said Kaevin and Jireo in unison, sprinting to the door with blades in hand.

“We’re right behind you,” Brian called, as he and Wesley raced after them.

All five were gone within seconds.

Uncle Charles paused. “Alora, I don’t want to go out there without saying, ‘I love you.’”

Alora hugged him tight, wishing she could stay there, safe in his arms like when she was younger and innocent... before she learned her dangerous heritage and destiny. But reality intruded, ruining her moment of peace.

“I don’t have a weapon.” Realizing she was the only one who hadn’t grabbed a knife from Wesley’s box, Alora prayed her uncle would have a spare with him.

He rummaged in the old brown rucksack she’d seen a thousand times in the backseat of his truck. “Take these. Two knives—one ceramic and one titanium. Both will transport, of course.”

“Jireo showed me how to hold a knife in hand-to-hand combat, but I’m not too good at throwing them.”

“Me neither,” Uncle Charles commented as he dug deeper in his pack. “But I’ve also got a few cans of pepper spray in here. If a bad guy gets close and there’s some reason you can’t transport out of the way, spray this in his eyes.” Charles offered her a can. “Of course, you can’t take it if you transport anywhere.”

“Thanks, Uncle Charles. I think I’ll stick with the knives.”

Closing the Velcro tabs, he swung the backpack straps over his shoulders, while Alora tucked the knives in her pockets and reached for the door handle. With her heart thumping fast and hard inside her ribcage like she’d been exercising, her hand refused to open the door.

What if I lose the lid on my pain? Laethan says I’m months away from getting back to normal, and it could kill me if it came out all at once. Or what if see my father and go into panic mode?

Turning back toward her uncle, she threw her arms around his waist. “Pray for me, Uncle Charles. I didn’t want anyone to know, but I’m really scared. I wish I’d never learned how to suppress my emotions, because now it happens all the time. I had no idea it was dangerous to use my stupid empathy gift like that.”

Smoothing her hair, he kissed the top of her head. “Alora, I pray for you every day. I believe you can handle anything you come up against. You know how proud I am of you, right?”

She nodded against his chest, soaking in his encouragement.

“You can do this, Alora. Laethan taught you how to handle your gift. You’ve been practicing. I know you can do it. You have to. Markaeus needs you. We all need you.”

“Okay.” She took a deep shuddery breath. “Okay, I can do this.”

The door slammed open before Alora’s hand could touch it. Arista pounced inside, hair escaping from her loose braid, each curly strand flying about like a living creature.

“Hurry, Alora! Kaevin says you must bring more warriors from Stone Clan.”

Arista bounded down the portal passage to the Montana entrance.

“Wait, Arista! Where’re you going?”

“To fetch your healer, if he’ll come.”

**************

The battle raged in front of the massive stone building with iridescent minerals sparkling in the light of the setting sun. The dead and injured littered the gleaming stone at its base.

Kaevin ran in the opposite direction, with Jireo at his side and Brian and Wesley behind them. Had Raelene not seen them emerge from the portal and warned them away, they would’ve unwittingly joined the oath-bound on the Craedenza foundation.

He had no idea how Markaeus had succeeded in creating a portal to Raelene in Glaenshire, and there was no time to contemplate the event, in light of Vindrake’s attack on the defenseless town.

I wish my father were here in my stead. I’ve no desire to be responsible for so many lives without proper time to consider each decision. Yet, I can’t shirk my responsibility.

Rushing toward the town square, where shouts and clashing swords announced another battle, he and Jireo moved in perfect tandem. Having his defender brother at his side gave him an extra measure of courage when he desperately needed it.

According to Raelene, there were no gifted warriors in Glaenshire, other than the four who had accompanied Bardamen and her on the journey from Laegenshire. Though the Stone Clan warriors had been chosen for their gifting and skills, Vindrake possessed a huge advantage in numbers. Glaenshire had little chance of surviving unless Alora brought more fighters to help.

He narrowly missed colliding with his soulmate when she transported in front of him.

“Yikes! Sorry, Kaevin,” she said.

“Come on.” Shifting his blade to his left hand he started running again, falling in stride behind Jireo, Wesley and Brian. He was pleased to see her keep pace without appearing winded.

Perhaps all her training and preparation has been a good thing after all.

“Where’s your uncle?”

“He said he would catch up with us. He didn’t want to transport and lose his weapons.”

“Good. We need warriors from Stone Clan. As many as possible. And quickly. Tell them, on my authority as clan leader.”

“Where are we, anyway?” Alora asked, squinting at the shadowy buildings while they trotted down the cobblestone street in the twilight. “Arista said you needed me to fetch more warriors, but she didn’t say where the portal came out.”

“We’re in Glaenshire.” 

“Glaenshire? Marakeaus actually made a portal to Raelene? I thought the portal had to extend to another gressor.” 

“I don’t know how he did it.” How can I be an effective leader when I don’t have enough information?

“Why is Water Clan attacking Glaenshire? I thought Glaenshire was the Switzerland of Tenavae.”

“I have not heard of Switch Land, but it is truly an evil thing to attack the home of the Craedenza.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, knowing my father.” Her voice sounded small, like a child. “You want me to go to Laegenshire and transport warriors here? By myself, without you?”

“Yes.” He nodded, despite the protective instinct in his head screaming to keep her close by. “You have your gifts and I have mine. You don’t need my help unless they question your authority. I trust you’ll be careful not to draw from the soulmate bond when you transport.”

He must have said the right thing because he could hear more confidence in her tone when she replied, “What should I say?”

“Tell them, ‘As Stone Clan leader, I call for warriors to defend Glaenshire against Vindrake’s attack.’”

“Okay.”

“Thankfully, we have a large cache of swords and knives here already.”

“Yeah. Good thing Thalaena sent them ahead with Grandmother and Bardamen. I sure hope this doesn’t mess up our trip to Serenshire.”
She released his hand, slowing to a stop. “I’ll try to be fast and careful.”
“Alora, wait!” Kaevin halted, dread growing in his gut. He sensed the night would not end well, though it couldn’t affect his decision to send her alone. Reaching her in two long strides, he looped his arm around her waist, crushing her against him and kissing her hard.

When he released her, she was breathing fast, holding her hand on her throat. “What was that for?” 

He shrugged. “A man on your TV did that right before a battle. I thought it was your custom in Montana.”

She smiled, her eyes half-lidded. “Great custom to adopt.”

**************

Alleraen transported to Glaenshire in the second group, but not because he wasn’t among the first ready to go. In fact, he always slept fully clothed with a blade beneath his pillow, a custom he’d adopted since escaping from his brother’s cavern dungeon.

“I’m sorry, Alleraen.” Alora linked arms with him and one other warrior. “You’re just so big, you know? I didn’t want to risk it. But now I know where the weapons cache is, so we’re going straight to it.”

He wanted to ask questions. How many Water Clan warriors are there? Is the battleground open or confined? And most important, have you seen my brother?

But within a breath, he was in Glaenshire, his blood coursing through his veins in response to the nearby battle sounds, and Alora was gone again.

Thalaena barked orders. “Quickly, quickly! Grab your blades. We’re not too late to save the village, though many have already perished, including some of our own. Surprise is our ally, so make your approach without conversation. The villagers have made a stand in the square. Their safety is our primary concern. Do not—I repeat—do not leave the square, unless by my command.”

Her eyes locked with Alleraen’s as she made this last statement. Indeed, he was already battling an intense urge to seek out his brother.

How does she know?

He pressed his lips together to forestall a protest, but he knew Thalaena was right. He had to put visions of revenge out of his mind and concentrate on protecting the innocent citizens of Glaenshire and the Craedenza.

On the other hand, if my brother shows his face in the square, his life belongs to me.

Alleraen’s feet crunched on the gravel as he raced around the building, but he didn’t have to worry about alerting the enemy with the noise. For at that moment, the scream of a wendt sent all eyes to the sky. The villagers dispersed in terror, running haphazardly in every direction. Protected from the wendts by their bloodbonds, the Water Clan fighters used the mayhem to their advantage, slaying some who were seeking shelter in nearby buildings.

Ignoring the wendt, Alleraen lunged forward. His sword sliced the neck of a Water Clan warrior just in time to avert his attack on an elderly fleeing villager. The old man tottered away, still clutching his weapon, a short blade better suited to slicing meat on a table than for use in a battle.

The wendt screeched again, closer this time. Alleraen saw a moonlit shadow growing larger as the vile creature plunged toward him. Moving swiftly, he grabbed the lifeless body of the Water Clan warrior at his feet and tossed it into the air.

Sharp talons closed on the body, teeth tearing into flesh. Heavy wings flapped, lifting the dark sinewy form. A shrill squawk, and the wendt rose higher. Higher. Arrows flew, bouncing off the thick, scaly hide. More arrows. Then an arrow imbedded in the creature’s neck, appearing almost as if by magick. The wendt screamed in pain, but continued to fly with its cargo of human remains. Another arrow sunk into the animal’s chest. Still, it flew. Another arrow struck his chest, and the dead body slipped from its claws. With the fourth arrow, the monster plummeted downward, landing with a resounding thunk and a sickening crack of bones.

Alleraen spied the source of the wendt-killing arrows. It was no surprise to find the Montana man, Brian, and his son, Wesley, perched on a flat roof, holding their special bows. But Arista also brandished one of the odd bows and joined in their strange celebration, slapping one another’s hands in the air.

Her animation brought a fleeting smile to Alleraen’s face, but with the death of their wendt, the Water Clan warriors renewed their attack. Alleraen enjoyed the confusion on their faces as more and more Stone Clan fighters entered the fray.

The enemy warriors fought with clumsy movements, stumbling and tripping, their aim often awry.

No wonder the ungifted villagers could stand so long against the Water Clan attack. Vindrake must have brought his worst, most expendable warriors on this trip, perhaps because he expected Glaenshire wouldn’t present a challenge.

As Alleraen dispensed one life after another, he found no joy in so doing. Their lack of proficiency caused him to wonder how many were fighting only by bloodbond coercion, hoping to end a miserable existence. The scarcity of challenge made him bored... distracted. 

Until a blade sunk into his side.

His fingers pressed the wound, feeling the warm liquid oozing between them, and the sharp rusty smell of his own blood assaulted his nose. Gasping in surprise and pain, he looked up at his opponent, a woman as tall as Thalaena, sporting at least three prior injuries. Her eyes widened as she twirled her sword in her fingers, dancing in place. She smiled, letting out a hoot of pleasure, and lunged forward. Barely, he dodged her deadly blade.

All about the square, Water Clan warriors shouted in a strange, coordinated celebration.

Something had changed.

~15~

From his safe location in the forested hillside above Glaenshire, Vindrake observed the action through a sightstone, reasoning the extra effort required would be balanced out in knowing where he needed to push his will. Following specific instructions, the sightstone warrior hung back, remaining on his horse to provide a clear view of the battle outside the Craedenza.

What Vindrake saw through the sightstone evoked a string of curses.

Beginning the fight with enthusiasm, his warriors struck out against the tattered remnants of defenders who demonstrated no aptitude whatsoever with the weapons they held. Yet, each Water Clan warrior would falter after engaging the enemy and turn to slash at their own warriors, despite Vindrake’s sweat-beading efforts to the contrary. Inevitably, the warrior would destroy himself, either by his own blade, or pushing himself onto that of another, despite the fact his bloodbond specifically prevented suicide.

What kind of shaman possessed such power? Vindrake felt a chill of fear, a sensation almost foreign so long had it been since he’d faced an enemy he considered formidable. Having seen this enemy shaman’s magick overpower his own, he didn’t dare to step foot near the Craedenza, for fear he might take his own life as his warriors had done.

He had to find and destroy this powerful shaman. If not, his entire force would soon be dead and the journey would be wasted. And he still would have no way to secure the scroll.

Then Blaggard’s voice invaded Vindrake’s head, adding fuel to his blazing anger.

“Why do you interrupt me again?”

“I’m sorry, Master Vindrake, but something happened tonight in Laegenshire. I thought you should know at once.”

“What? Tell me quickly!”

“Alora was in Laegenshire, bringing a warrior call from Kaevin. She then transported at least forty warriors... to Glaenshire.”

“Glaenshire? Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

“Did she transport a shaman from Stone Clan, as well? Nordamen? Bardamen?”

“I know Nordamen is in Laegenshire, for it was he who made the announcement, but I can’t speak to Bardamen’s location.”

“Very well. Your information is useful,” he admitted. “But don’t disturb me again.”

“Yes, Sire.”

Blaggard sounded too smug for Vindrake’s liking. But for now, his presence in Laegenshire was still beneficial.

Vindrake’s mind flew. Alora and Kaevin are here, in Glaenshire. I must find a way to draw them out. And I must destroy that shaman.

With the knowledge that Stone Clan warriors were present, Vindrake edged his way toward Glaenshire with care, following behind his personal guard as they picked their way through the forest. Sensing their proximity to the magickal barrier, he called them to a halt.

He examined the ward with begrudging admiration. Stretching as far as he could see, about twenty strides past the bridge, the ward ran in the same direction as the river. Though its efficacy was proven, not even a shimmer disturbed the air. The power he sensed emanating from the barrier was impressive, to say the least. From a cursory look the ward appeared to be continuous, and evenly distributed.

Vindrake calculated the energy required to erect and maintain such a barrier. To do this and remain alive, I would have to absorb at least one life-force, perhaps two.

And that’s when he knew. No single shaman had created the barrier and the ward that defeated his bloodbond at the base of the Craedenza. Two, three, or even four shamans must be working together. For a town with no shamans in residence, this was impossible. Unless...

They knew I was coming. Glaenshire was forewarned. Someone is spying for Graely.

His fury flared. This is what came of allowing some of his people to operate outside his bloodbond. He would find the traitor and have his revenge.

Yet this was not the time for vengeance. First he must defeat the shamans. To battle three or four shamans with his magick would require too much energy. But no matter how gifted these shamans might be, they were still human and, as such, susceptible to the same bodily harm as every other person.

He localized the power source—a stone watchtower. A smart, defendable position. He might have chosen the same. Still, there must be some weakness I can exploit.

Nearby, someone stepped on a dry twig, which broke with a loud snap, a result of the moisture-less summer that had left the forest floor covered with dead branches and desiccated leaves.

“Be careful,” he rasped. “The forest is...”

The forest is dry! His breath caught in his throat. And the roofs are thatched!

“Quickly! Find a ridged conifer and gather the spiny cones. Twenty or thirty should do. Bowmen, be ready.”

Almost shouting with glee, Vindrake dug deep inside his carry-sack and withdrew a bag of fire-powder.

**************

Alora ignored the wave of dizziness that hit on her return to Laegenshire. I’m probably keeping my emotions inside again—it always makes me feel a little sick. I need to suck it up and admit I’m afraid of meeting my father. I shouldn’t try to suppress it.

Only two more Stone Clan warriors to transport, and her work would be done. She’d feel better when she was with Kaevin again.

Before she could leave with the two, Laethan strode beside them and hooked his arm with one of theirs.

“I’m not sure this is a good idea, Laethan,” she protested. “Arista already got Doc Sanders to come, and I know the two of you don’t exactly see eye to eye right now. We don’t need a battle inside the healing house.”

“What does that pretender know about battle wounds?”

“Well, Uncle Charles says he was a field doctor—a healer—in the Vietnam war, so I guess he knows plenty.”

His caterpillar eyebrows pushed down, almost obscuring his eyes. “You trust him over me?”

“Laethan, that’s not fair. Anyway, you liked Doc just fine when he sent you that medicine to stop the Rocky Mountain Tick Fever.”

“Humph! That was before we met in person. Before he insulted me.”

“Only because he was worried and frustrated. He’s admitted he was wrong.”

The warrior on Alora’s right cleared her throat. “Eh-hem. Excuse me, Bearer. Should we be going, now?”

“Yes. I’ll transport us the second Laethan agrees not to start a fight with the other healer.”

Both warriors pinned Laethan with disgruntled stares.

“You don’t frighten me,” he declared. “But, I hereby promise I will not initiate a battle with the so-called healer from Montana.”

“Awesome.” Alora couldn’t hide her sarcasm, probably because she was so tired. She transported for the umpteenth time that night, landing on wobbly legs. Laethan held her up, narrowing his eyes.

“When did you last eat, Bearer?”

“I ate dinner—in fact I ate a lot,” she said, neglecting to mention having thrown up soon afterwards. She wanted to find food, but first she needed to find Kaevin. She’d been apart from him for too long, and she sensed such strong emotions from him—excitement, anxiety, exhilaration, fatigue, and tension, among others. 

As the two warriors secured blades from the wagon, she felt a strong surge of terror from Kaevin.

“What’s making you fearful?” Laethan gripped her arm, as if she might crumble to the ground.

She didn’t bother to ask how he knew. “It’s Kaevin. He’s in pain!”

Laethan must have read her panic, for he yelled at her just as she prepared to transport to Kaevin.

“Stop!” He took her hand and set off, dragging her toward the nearby sounds of fighting. “You can’t help him by transporting blindly into the midst of battle.”

Too tired to properly lift her feet, she stumbled on the edge of a stone, but Laethan saved her from falling. Rounding the corner of the wall leading to the town square all she saw was chaos. Groups of fighting warriors filled the area, now illuminated only by the full moon, as the smell of sweat and blood floated in the air. Yet it was the wave of emotions that almost knocked her to the ground.

“Close the door to those feelings, Alora. You never need to sense any emotions outside of your own... with the possible exception of Kaevin.”

“Alora! Up here!”

Looking up to her right Alora spotted Wesley on the roof of the porch. 

Linking her arm with Laethan’s, she transported them to the flat wooden roof, holding on to him to keep her balance as they landed.

“We’re not getting many clear shots anymore,” Wesley explained. “It’s too dark and the square’s too crowded. But at least you can see from here. We can’t get any higher than this porch, because all the other roofs are made of thatch and too slanted to stand on.”

“We’re just waiting up here in case another wendt shows up,” said Brian.

“Something weird is going on, though,” Wesley added. “About ten minutes ago, it’s like all the Water Clan guys got a second wind. Still, I think we’re winning. There aren’t as many people fighting as before.”

Alora scanned the area, but she couldn’t find her soulmate. 

“Do you know where Kaevin and Jireo are?”

Wesley lifted his shoulders. “They’re hard to spot. All the other Stone Clan warriors have on those light-colored vests. I haven’t seen Kaevin or Jireo for the last fifteen minutes. Your uncle’s been ferrying wounded to the healing house in the wagon, with the help of some of the locals. And evidently these Water Clan guys’ll even attack an ambulance wagon, so Arista’s been riding shotgun with her bow. She got bored once we killed the wendt.”

Brian knelt on the edge of the plank roof, trying to peer over the edge. “They may be fighting under this porch. Or maybe they took people to the healing house.”

She felt another stab of pain from Kaevin, and squeezed her eyes closed, attempting to shut out the sensation and remain calm. I just need to do my job and trust him to do his.

Wesley pointed across the square. “There’re a couple of our warriors who’ve been injured, and the wagon can’t get to them. See that guy on the left side? The one lying on the ground with the leather vest? He looks like he’s dead, but I’ve seen him move a few times. Can you see him well enough to transport him to the healing house?”

“I can get him there.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Laethan. “I can carry him.”

Without hesitation, Alora moved herself and Laethan beside the man, landing as far from the adjacent battling warriors as possible. Laethan knelt beside him, shoveling him into his arms, and she transported them to the healing house.

“I’m going back for more injured,” she announced.

“Are you able?” he asked, raising a single brow.

She answered with nod. Honestly, she wouldn’t have minded taking a nap if she weren’t desperate to find Kaevin. Transporting back to Wesley, she belatedly hoped Laethan wouldn’t cause a scene with Doc.

At least I won’t be there to witness it.

No sooner had she landed than she felt something from Kaevin again... not pain, this time. Terror.

“Kaevin!”

She went to him at once. Ignoring the swords clashing around her, she knelt by his prone figure, a knife handle protruding from his upper back. “Kaevin! Kaevin!”

She bent her ear to his face, trying to understand his mumbled words. “He... kicked me...”

Beside her, Jireo was shouting at someone. “You stabbed him in the back! I should kill you where you stand!”

“It was an accident. I thought he was Water Clan. It was dark, and he wore no Stone Clan vest.”

Looking up, Alora recognized the young warrior... Judaene... the one who’d sparred with Kaevin the day of their big argument. Judaene looked remorseful, though she felt more adrenaline rolling out of him than anything else. Right now, she didn’t care how it happened—she only wanted to save Kaevin.

“Jireo! Help me take him to the healing house!”

The fury on Jireo’s face didn’t mask his stark fear.

Is Jireo’s defender bond warning him? Is Kaevin’s life at risk?

Alora cradled his head as Jireo shoveled his arms beneath Kaevin’s body, and she transported them to the healing house. In an instant, Laethan was there, pushing her back and peppering Jireo with questions.

“It was one of our own warriors. I don’t even know his name.” Jireo paced, pulling at his hair. “Said he thought Kaevin was Water Clan. As if he needed to see a vest to know the difference. Kaevin has no bondmark, daylight or dark.”

Laethan’s usual scowl deepened as he ripped Kaevin’s shirt off, probing the wound around the knife in his upper back just to the side of his spine. “Since when do our warriors stab their enemies in the back? Perhaps Thalaena is the wrong choice to follow Morvaen as weapons master.”

Kaevin lay motionless on the floor in a growing pool of blood, and Alora felt a drag on her soulmate bond.

The gathered crowd parted as Doc pushed his way through. “How long is the blade?”

“About this long.” Jireo indicated the distance from the tip of his thumb to his little finger.

“Is he conscious?” Doc asked the question of Laethan, who shook his head, darting a nervous glance to Alora.

Jireo swallowed. “He’s weakening.”

Markaeus crawled his way between the legs of the gathered crowd. “Laethan, the blood isn’t coming from that knife up there. It’s from down here.”

Sliding his hand under Kaevin’s stomach, Laethan’s eyebrows arched up. “You’re right—his abdomen is lacerated. Markaeus, you’re gifted with water-source?”

“Yes,” Markaeus replied in a no-big-deal tone. Pursing his lips, he studied Kaevin’s still body. “He’s got a lot of injuries, but almost all the blood is from this one spot.”

“Well done, Markaeus,” said Laethan.

He fairly glowed with Laethan’s praise and would probably have stayed underfoot if Uncle Charles hadn’t called him to the side and whispered something in his ear. Nodding with vigor, Markaeus darted out the door, on some unknown errand.

Alora didn’t have time to wonder where her uncle had sent him, because she felt herself getting weaker by the second.

Working in some kind of miraculous harmony, Doc supported Kaevin as Laethan rolled him on his side. Alora’s head swirled when Laethan moved Kaevin’s ripped shirt out of the way, exposing a gaping wound on his stomach, from which blood poured like a faucet.

Pressing a clean rag into the wound, Laethan caught Doc’s gaze. The two engaged in some kind of silent communication, after which, Laethan asked, “Do you have something that will save him?”

“Maybe,” Doc replied. “I can’t make promises, but I’ll try.”

Just once, I wish these doctors would lie and sound optimistic.

Doc turned his head, calling over his shoulder. “Beth, get me that IV set-up and a bag of saline.”

Beth’s here?

“Already got it.” Beth handed a fluid-filled bag to her stepfather, sparing Alora a pitiful glance. “When I saw all that blood on the floor, I knew we’d be using it..”

“Should we take him to the hospital in Montana?” asked Uncle Charles, materializing next to Alora and wrapping his arm around her shoulder. His arrival was timely, since her knees had begun to wobble.

“We’ll move him to Montana as soon as we get him stabilized.” Doc answered the question while attempting to insert a needle into Kaevin’s arm. Laethan watched with unbridled curiosity.

Doc mumbled, “Honestly, Charles, we don’t have time to squander right now. His chances are just as good right here.”

Alora’s legs were trembling so hard, she was glad she didn’t have to attempt another transport at that moment.

Struggling with the needle, Doc lost his temper, cursing before making another attempt. “He’s lost so much blood, I can’t find the vein... There! Finally!”

“Let’s get him off the floor.” Laethan issued orders, and people scrambled to follow them. In seconds, Kaevin was on a bed with an assistant keeping pressure on his stomach wound.

Doc handed the IV bag to Jireo. “Hold this. Since you’re obviously not leaving, you can make yourself useful.”

Laethan barked, “Here, Alora. You stand by his head and hold his hand. Kiss him, if you must. For once, I’ll not complain of impropriety. Use that bond to keep your soulmate alive.”

“I can’t work on his abdomen with this knife handle sticking out of his back,” Doc murmured, though the explanation was probably meant for Alora rather than Laethan, who was already jerking the blade free. Fastening a wad of clean cloth over the wound to apply pressure, they rolled Kaevin to his back.

“I’ll need a lot of clean rags to soak up the blood, so I can see the damage.”

As if by magic, Beth appeared with a pile of white cloths.

Mumbling something about “barbaric conditions” and “infections,” Doc pulled on a pair of latex gloves and ripped open a paper bag full of instruments.

“Suture,” he announced, handing some of the surgical instruments to Laethan. “For both of us. The way I see it, we’ve got a fighting chance if I start at the top and you start at the bottom.”

Without hesitation, Laethan accepted the proffered instruments, and seemed to easily figure out what to do with the modern stuff.

“Your healing tools are quite impressive. The needle is curved and sharp, and the thread is already attached.”

Jireo gripped the IV bag with white-knuckled fingers. “Please. We must hurry.”

Bending over, Alora pressed her mouth to Kaevin’s, somehow expecting him to respond, but his cold lips never moved. Something scraped on the floor behind her, and a bed slid under her legs, just in time to prevent her collapse.

Slipping his supporting arm back around her waist, Uncle Charles perched beside her on the end of the bed. “We could be here a while, so this should help.”

“At least you can all get back,” Alora murmured. “I mean, if we don’t make it, you can use the portal Markaeus made.”

“Shhh,” he rubbed her shoulder. “Don’t say that. Everything will be fine.”

Jireo’s fear told a different story, and he refused to look her in the eye. She knew Jireo was terrified Kaevin would die.

So am I.

“Uncle Charles... thanks for everything you’ve ever done. For taking me in and loving me and raising me.”

“Shhhh. You don’t have to say anything. You’re the best thing that ever happened to Lena and me. Just stop talking like you’re going to die.”

“Still, I want you to know how grateful I am. I know I’ve rebelled a few times when I thought you were being too controlling. I want you to know I’m sorry.”

“You know how much I love you, Alora.”

“I love you too, Uncle Charles. And I’m really sorry for breaking Aunt Lena’s antique lamp a year ago.”

Leaning away, he looked down his nose at her, crossing his arms. “You told me Bozeman knocked it off the table with his tail.”

“I know that’s what I said, but I lied. And I felt guilty about it for a whole year. I’m really glad to get it off my chest.”

“You lied to me?”

“Yes, but you can’t be mad at me. I’m about to die.”

“I can’t believe you lied,” he growled.

Good grief! If I survive this, Uncle Charles is going to ground me.

The door crashed open and Arista rushed in, shouting in breathless tones.

“Glaenshire’s on fire!”

**************

By the time Vindrake’s guard gathered the cones and the archers were in place, the magickal barrier had disappeared. It was a fortunate development in that his warriors were once again gifted, and his archers could move closer to their targets. However, he could no longer sense the shamans working inside the tower and feared they’d escaped. Had they somehow perceived the fire danger and moved to a protected location, perhaps inside the Craedenza on the bare stone hill?

No matter, he’d still proceed with his plan.

Moving down the line, each archer dipped a sap-tipped arrow into the sack of fire-powder, which burst into flames a breath after emerging from the sack. As the fiery arrows shot through the air and landed on the thatched roofs, magickal fire exploded, with sparks flying and fire spreading to the surrounding trees, as well. The steady wind fanned the flames, and within a few breaths, Glaenshire was alight and burning like a tinder box.

With the fire burning to his satisfaction, Vindrake turned his attention to his sightstone to view the Craedenza battle, expecting to find his warriors fighting according to his bloodbond compulsion. Instead, he watched the last three of his warriors destroy themselves.

Furious, he forced his will on the lone mounted warrior who wore the sightstone, sending him galloping forward to trample the three tattered Craedenza defenders who remained on their feet. But the horse balked at the edge of the foundation stone, rearing up and dumping his warrior in an unceremonious pile. Clambering to his feet, the warrior took three wooden steps forward onto the sparkling stone, his sword in hand ready to attack, but a shift in the wind sent heavy smoke to obscure the scene from the sightstone.

Vindrake growled deep in his throat, squeezing his fists until his nails bit into his skin. Retreat was not an option—too much was at stake. The opportunity to kill Alora and Kaevin. The necessity of controlling the Craedenza to recover his scroll.

I must finish the task myself.

**********

Hanging onto his consciousness by a gossamer thread, Bardamen struggled to hold the trapped gifts, which pushed to escape like a thousand insects struggling in a web.

Though he could no longer feel pain, his other senses were magnified. The rough stone of the floor, cool against his face. The crickets chirping from far below the tower walls, echoing as loud as screams in his ears. The wind gusting through watchtower window openings, swirling the dust against his skin. The effort required drawing a breath into his lungs.

But after a time, his stubborn will lost its battle, and his mind faded to blackness. And all the captured gifts raced back to their rightful owners, like roaches running from the lamplight.

Bardamen never knew when the crickets stopped their strident song. As the thick, acrid smoke billowed through the windows, his eyes never noticed the obscured moonlight. Nor did he feel the burning sensation of smoke filling his lungs.

**************

“Glaenshire’s on fire!”

Arista’s words set off a flurry of shouts as almost every able bodied citizen in the healing house darted outside.

Meravelle wasn’t concerned about fire damage to the Craedenza—built of rock and isolated as it was on top of the stony outcropping that served as its foundation. Even the healing house was safe from fire, with its walls of thick clay and slate roof. But most of the other buildings and homes had thatched roofs, and a fire would spread quickly, destroying much of Glaenshire and the surrounding forest as well.

It was in that moment that a horrifying thought made her heart turn over inside her chest.

“Bardamen!” she shouted into the fray. “Has anyone seen Bardamen?”

No one seemed to hear her, so she hurried to Raelene, whose concentration was centered on the two healers frantically working on Kaevin.

“Raelene! Have you seen Bardamen?”

“No.” Her eyes widened. “Were you not the last to see him?”

Mera’s heart raced, the blood pounding in her ears. “I’d just hoped it wasn’t true, but I’m certain he’s trapped.”

“Trapped? How is he trapped?”

“He needed high ground to work his magick, and I sent him to the watchtower in the middle of the forest. If there’s a fire, he has no escape.”

Raelene covered her face with her hands. “Alora is our only hope to save him then, and she may not have the strength.”

Raelene edged her way to stand beside the young bearer sitting near Kaevin’s head and clutching his hand, leaning against her uncle for support. With her pale face and tightly closed eyes, Alora appeared on the verge of death, like her soulmate.

“Alora,” Raelene whispered.

As if it required great effort, Alora slowly opened her eyes. “Yes, Grandmother?”

“How do you feel?”

“Weak... but I’m not ready to give up.”

Raelene let out heavy sigh. “I need to ask you something, but the decision is yours. Bardamen’s life is in danger. Have you the strength to bring him here?”

A tear rolled down her face. “I’ll try. I have to. Kaevin is Stone Clan leader here. If he were awake, he’d choose Bardamen’s life over his.”

Raelene nodded, hugging her close and kissing her cheek. “I love you, Alora, and I believe you can do this. But remember to—”

“Draw from water, wood, or stone, not the soulmate bond,” Alora finished her sentence with a wan smile. “I remember. I love you, too.”

Alora squeezed her eyes shut and scrunched her nose. In the next moment, Bardamen’s body appeared on the floor.

Mera gasped. “Is he dead?”

Both healers stopped for a moment to look at Bardamen. But before either could make a move, the girl named Beth fell to her knees beside Bardamen, turning him on his back. She put her hand on his neck, leaning her ear next to his mouth.

“He’s not breathing,” she announced. “But he still has a pulse.”

Pinching his nose closed, Beth blew air into his mouth. His chest rose, and Mera thought he’d started breathing on his own. But he remained motionless until the girl sent another breath into his body.

Doc spoke as he continued his work on Kaevin. “Keep it up, Beth. We’re almost done here.”

Mera knelt beside her. “I can help, if you show me what to do.”

**************

Alora didn’t have the strength to keep her eyes open. Her mouth was dry and pasty, but everyone was far too busy to ask for a drink. Everyone except her Uncle Charles, but she’d probably fall over if he left her alone.

“How are we doing, Jireo?” asked Uncle Charles. “What’s that bond of yours saying?”

Jireo swallowed hard, giving his head a small negative shake. “I can’t give you much hope.”

“I don’t think we’re gonna make it,” Alora murmured. “I feel pretty weak.”

“Alora, are you certain you ate your evening meal?” asked Laethan.

Searching her fuzzy memory, Alora tried to recall her dinner. It seemed such a long time ago.

“Yes, I remember going back for seconds.”

“Before you threw up on the rug in Daegreth’s room?”

The question came from Wesley, who must have just arrived, because the bits of his face not smoke-smudged looked green after he got a good view of what Doc and Laethan were doing. “Ugh!! Don’t look, Dad.”

Wesley and Brian came to stand close to her and Uncle Charles, both keeping their backs to the surgery.

Alora closed her eyes again, unable to bear the expression of shock and horror on Wesley’s face. Or the look of pity he gave her.

“What can we do, Charles?” asked Brian. “The Stone Clan warriors are getting the villagers and the horses and animals to safety. But it’s getting pretty smoky outside.

“Find Arista and Markaeus and put our stuff in the portal,” he answered. “Doc says were leaving the moment they’re done.”

“Arista’s already outside, ready to open the portal,” said Wesley.

Uncle Charles mumbled something about Markaeus under his breath.

“Hey Brian!” Doc pointed at Bardamen with his chin. “Can you two carry this guy through the portal? What’s his name? Bart? He’s inhaled smoke, so we need to get him back to Montana. Get him on oxygen.”

“I’m not sure he’ll make it,” said Beth, from the floor, where she heaved rhythmic compressions on Bardamen’s bared chest, an act that appeared more brutal in person than Alora had imagined. “His heart’s not beating anymore.”

Doc shouted a curse word that made Alora’s eyes pop open wide. Throwing his instruments down, he ripped his gloves off. “You got this?” he asked Laethan.

The healer didn’t look up, answering with a muffled grunt.

“Come on, guys—if we hurry we can save this man. I’ve got an AED in my truck, so we can restart his heart.”

In fifteen seconds, Bardamen’s body was out the door, and the healing house was almost deserted, save the few who were too injured to leave their beds. Everyone else had gone to fight the fire or salvage their livestock and belongings.

Laethan never slowed his work, but he probed Alora with more questions. “You lost your dinner, Alora? All of it?”

So fatigued she caught her head bobbing, Alora blinked hard, trying to stay alert.

“I think I threw up most of it, but I’m not sick or anything. It was just being exposed to that scroll. It’s so evil, it made me nauseated just being in the same room with it.”

“I don’t know anything about this scroll to which you refer, nor do I care at the moment.” His words were cutting but, as usual, delivered in a flat tone. “I am, however, concerned that you’ve disregarded the most basic of rules. You’ve utilized your gifts repeatedly this day without keeping your body nourished.”

“I’m sorry,” she retorted. “I’ve been a little busy.”

His eyes snapped to hers, holding her gaze with equal tenacity. 

“So busy that you’ve put you and your soulmate in the precarious position of being unable to transport without risking your lives?”

“No... it’s Kaevin’s injury... the soulmate bond...”

“The injury is grievous, to be certain.” He went back to his sewing. “But are you confident your weakness didn’t begin before he was wounded?”

“No... I mean, yes... I don’t know...”

“I’ve got a few granola bars in my backpack,” Uncle Charles offered. “If I just knew where it was. Markaeus stowed it away some place safe. Where is that boy, anyway? I sent him to fetch my backpack, but he should’ve returned by now.”

“Done!” Laethan declared. Turning to Jireo with a hopeful expression, he asked, “How fares the defender bond? Is our situation any less dire?”

Jireo gritted his teeth. “I would’ve told you our chances were good—the pressure has been lessening steadily as you and Doc proceeded. But less than a finger ago, something changed, and his life is now in more peril than ever.”

Laethan frowned, searching Kaevin’s torso. “I don’t see any other bleeding, but perhaps blood is escaping inside. Where is Markaeus? With his gift, we could be certain.”

The door opened and smoke wafted into the healing house, bringing tears to Alora’s eyes.

“Is Laethan finished?” asked Arista. “We’ve come back to fetch Kaevin.”

“I’ve done all I can do, for the moment,” said Laethan. “But I hope I’ll be allowed to accompany him to Montana. For I have knowledge of matters foreign to the other realm, though crucial to Kaevin’s survival.”

“Of course you can come,” Alora said, belatedly noticing her uncle shaking his head.

“We might need to keep Laethan hidden,” Uncle Charles added. “You see, we’ve got this nosy reporter snooping around.”

“I excel at avoiding notice,” Laethan declared, his lips twitching into an almost-smile.

But Jireo was in no joking mood. “With each breath, I sense Kaevin’s time is shortening. I do not know if his chances will improve in Montana, but we have no hope if we remain here.”

Weak as she was, Alora’s empathy filter failed completely, leaving her to experience every emotion in the room, including Jireo’s despair.

Moving quickly, Wesley and Brian took one side of Kaevin, while Jireo and Laethan lifted on the other. The four gently ferried him out of the healing house with Alora shuffling after them, vainly attempting to hide her wobbly gait from Laethan’s sharp gaze.

Arista helped the men enter the portal with Kaevin, but Uncle Charles lagged behind.

The rising smoke obscured the full moon and would have been suffocating if there hadn’t been a breeze clearing the hilltop. Of course, the wind only fanned the flames of the fire throughout the valley.

Uncle Charles stopped Alora outside the portal entrance. “I need to stay here and find Markaeus. You go with Kaevin.”

Alora sensed Uncle Charles was extremely anxious about something. It made her own heart start racing.

“Is Markaeus hiding again? I can transport him here, unless he has some kind of iron belt on.”

“No!” Uncle Charles’ fingers tightened on her arm until she winced. His eyes were wide, and she shared his panic, almost hyperventilating. “You’re... you’re too weak, Alora. Just go on with Kaevin. He needs you. I’m sure Markaeus’ll be right back.”

“You’re looking for Markaeus?” Arista leaned her whole upper body out of the portal and pointed. “I saw him earlier, running down that road toward the river.”

Though the moon was bright, Alora could barely make out the bridge as clouds of smoke wafted past. Her eyes stung, and all she could think about was getting Markaeus back so she could go home and go to sleep. Strangely, she wasn’t even worried about the probability of dying.

At least this time, if I die, it won’t hurt. Death without torture doesn’t sound bad at all. And I could get some rest, too. And something to eat.

“Let me transport Markaeus here, Uncle Charles. If I pass out, you can carry me.”

“You can’t, Alora.” He buried his head in his hands and groaned. “You can’t transport him. Because, if he’s got my backpack, there’s a loaded pistol in it.”

“A gun?” She was alert now. Her heart was beating ninety miles an hour. “Uncle Charles! Why would you bring a gun here?”

“I didn’t mean to do it, Alora. We left in such a hurry. I grabbed my backpack out of the truck and threw a bunch of stuff inside. I forgot there was a gun in the inside pocket. As soon as I realized, I got Markaeus to hide it with that gressor gift of his, so it would be safe. I just pulled out my knives and stuck them in my pockets.”

“Does he know about the gun? Do you think he might try to use it?”

“I told him I had some dangerous stuff in there that I didn’t want him touching, but I didn’t mention the gun. I mentioned the pepper spray—he used that when we were escaping from Vindrake’s cavern.”

“Oh. My. Gosh.” Alora put her hands on her hips. “You better not say anything about Aunt Lena’s lamp after this.”

He scrunched his eyelids closed, radiating so much regret she felt sorry for him and her anger faded.

“What will we do now?” Arista asked from behind them.

Turning around, Alora saw Arista leaning her face out of the entrance with one hand on either side, so she appeared as a pair of floating hands holding a head in mid-air, with a long blond braid swinging from it.

Alora busted into a fit of giggles. “Arista, how can you be silly at a time like this?”

She laughed, tossing her messy braid over her shoulder. “I suggest I help the two of you up here, and you can wait inside the portal entrance, while I return and tell the others what’s happened.”

“Great idea,” said Alora. “And will you bring me back a granola bar?”

~16~

Markaeus quit struggling against his captor when he saw the other children. The three boys might’ve had a year or two more than him, but they were sobbing and shaking, obviously terrified. Bound with chains, Vindrake’s guards had lined them up in a row, laying them on the ground like logs waiting to be put on the fire. Of course, the Water Clan guards didn’t know Markaeus could have freed himself at any moment.

When the woman had called out from across the river, asking him to help her corral her horses and get them to safety away from the fire, he hurried over the bridge, not noticing her bondmark until it was too late. He supposed the other boys had been captured the same way.

On closer inspection, he found the boy lying beside him was actually a girl, but she had quite a few scabs on her shins—always a sign of a decent girl in his mind.

“Hey. What’s your name?” Markaeus whispered, nudging her with his toe. “What’s your name?”

Sniffing hard to stop crying, she peered at him through her thick wet lashes. In the firelight, her round gray eyes shone like silver coins.

“I’m Kavella. Who are you? I’ve never seen you before.”

A sharp kick in his side took his breath away. “Stop talking! Master Vindrake wants quiet.”

“I’m only helping them calm down,” Markaeus retorted. “Vindrake’ll probably turn you into a wendt if they all keep crying like this.”

“Indeed, I might. Perhaps you should listen to the boy’s advice, Spugen.” A flickering shadow fell across Markaeus’ face as Vindrake loomed over him. “What’s your name, boy? You look familiar.”

His pulsed raced. Vindrake would recognize his name and he couldn’t lie to a judge.

“My sister calls me Trouble.”

Markaeus held his breath and noticed Spugen did the same. When Vindrake let out a rumble of laughter, Spugen joined in, wiping the sweat off his brow with his sleeve.

But Vindrake’s joviality was short-lived. He grabbed Spugen’s tunic, shoving him away and speaking in low urgent tones.

Kavella’s whimpering obscured his voice.

“Shhh,” Markaeus urged. “I need to hear this.”

Vindrake murmured in low tones, “Finding their leader is your task, Spugen. Many have been killed in the battle and most others are fighting the fire, so we cannot delay.”

“Where should I search? In the square?”

“I believe you’ll find a few surviving leaders at the base of the Craedenza, but you must not step foot on that rock. Speak to them from a safe distance. Don’t dismount your horse.”

“But what should I say, Sire? Should I tell them I’ll kill them if they don’t surrender?”

Markaeus had a feeling this man was gifted in strength rather than wisdom, and perhaps he was missing some of his normal wisdom allowance, as well.

“No, you imbecile! If sixty of my best warriors couldn’t kill them, why would they believe you could do it alone?”

“Yes, Master Vindrake.” He ducked his chin as if expecting a blow.

“Simply tell their leader I’ll return these four children, unharmed, and all I wish in return is full control of the Craedenza. In exchange for their cooperation, I won’t interfere with their daily lives in Glaenshire. When I find my particular scroll, I’ll be on my way and return the Craedenza to their control. The leaders should be receptive to that message.”

The scroll—of course! Arista stole the scroll from Vindrake, and he wants it back.

“Master Vindrake! Master Vindrake!” Markaeus called. “I know where your scroll is.”

His words were truth. He knew exactly where the scroll was. In a green bag, inside the Craedenza. And not only inside the protective stone walls, but also inside the secret room Meravelle neglected to mention to Markaeus. Markaeus chose the gressor-hidden room as the perfect hiding place, reasoning the scroll needed as much protection as possible.

But he had no intention of taking Vindrake to the scroll. No... he had a much better notion.

**************

What little patience Vindrake had disintegrated into ashes.

The boy insisted the other children must be released before he would agree to lead Vindrake to the scroll. The boy wasn’t lying—he truly believed he knew the location of a manuscript that, from his description, must surely be the Maladorn Scroll. On the other hand, he was only a child, and could be mistaken. 

Reasoning that a single child could still serve as a hostage if the scroll was not the one he sought, Vindrake acquiesced. To be doubly certain the boy couldn’t escape, however, Vindrake hobbled him with a short chain cuffed between his feet. 

Chaining his feet, unfortunately, resulted in a slower trip, as the annoying urchin hobbled ahead while spewing a nonstop monologue about nothing of consequence.

“Do you never tire of talking?” Vindrake griped.

“Not really. My sister says I could talk to a brick wall, although I’m uncertain what that means. But I wish to be a storyteller someday. I have dreams at night, and each one seems real. Have you ever dreamed such a dream? I have. The dreams are so real I wish I might never awaken. One time—”

“Enough about dreams.” Vindrake cut him off. “Why is your hair cut in such an odd fashion?”

“I like it short. I don’t care to bathe often, and long hair gets dirty faster. I once knew a man who had hair down to his knees, and it was so dirty that mice had nests in it—”

“I care not about this man’s filthy hair. Tell me about your scroll. You say you hid it? How did you come to possess the scroll?”

“Yes, Master Vindrake. It’s a beautiful scroll with lovely lettering, although I don’t know what the words say. I can’t read.”

“This scroll isn’t in a language you could read,” said Vindrake, not bothering to mask his irritation. “At any rate, you may not have the scroll for which I’m searching.”

“Oh no, I’m certain this is the one you want. Kaevin says this scroll is evil... just like you, Master Vindrake.”

Vindrake was both shocked and pleased when the boy mentioned Kaevin, realizing this was most likely the genuine scroll stolen from his trunk. But for some reason, Vindrake objected to the boy’s frank assessment and felt compelled to respond.

“I’m not evil. I’m simply determined to fulfill my God-given destiny. I don’t allow conventions of predetermined morality to impede my goal. When I’m king of all of Tenavae, I will bring peace. Then all will know the truth and give me the praise I deserve. Do you understand the difference?”

The boy didn’t respond at first, and Vindrake found himself unduly anxious to hear his opinion.

“Master Vindrake, I believe you must be quite gifted in wisdom, for you speak with a great number of big words.”

Vindrake chuckled. Of course, the boy doesn’t comprehend these complex matters.

As they approached the river, the smoke grew thicker. But rising from the gray fog stood the white-stoned Craedenza, glowing like a beacon at the top of the hill. Clomping over the bridge, Markaeus knelt at the base.

“Here we are. This is where I hid the bag.”

Dropping to his knees, he groped deep into the weeds and withdrew a bag with unusual stitching. Ripping the bag open resulted in a loud rasping noise.

“What is that sound?” Vindrake inquired, leaning over to scrutinize the strange sack.

“It’s called Velcro,” the boy replied, offering no further explanation as he fumbled inside the bag. “Ah! Found it! Look, Master Vindrake!”

Vindrake’s heart raced at the thought of being reunited with his precious scroll.

He heard a strange hissing, just before wet fire engulfed his eyes.

**************

Arista hadn’t been gone long when Charles heard an eerie wail floating through the air and swirling around up from the valley. It sounded something like a wounded coyote. He stood up in the portal entrance for a better view through the wispy smoke down toward the river.

Perhaps the fire has spread into the forest on the other side, and the animals are being chased from their homes.

As the sound morphed to a scream of rage, Alora joined him in the doorway.

“Is that Markaeus?”

Alora pointed down the hill into the wispy smoke, and Charles squinted at the small dark figure moving closer at a rapid pace. The moon shone bright, causing a ghostly glow that looked like a light show in a dry ice fog during a rock concert.

“It’s him!” Alora cried. “Someone’s chasing him. Run, Markaeus!”

“He’s got my bag.” Relief flooded through Charles, like cool water in his veins. But it changed to fire at Alora’s next word.

“Vindrake,” Alora breathed the name like all the air had whooshed from her lungs, as she grappled the portal opening for balance. “It’s my father! He’s chasing Markaeus.”

“Hurry, Markaeus! Run faster!” Charles shouted.

The boy was close, but something trailed from one foot, forcing him to run with an awkward gait. Vindrake was gaining on him, but Markaeus could make it if he hurried.

And then it happened.

Markaeus tripped, crying out as he tumbled to the ground. Vindrake was close. Too close.

“I’ve got a knife! I’ll get Vindrake!” Alora yelled. “Take Markaeus and go!”

Alora disappeared before Charles could stop her.

Vindrake tumbled to the ground with Alora on top of him.

Is he dead? Is she dead?

Charles stared in disbelief as his worst nightmare unfolded before his eyes. Markaeus climbed to his feet and continued running toward the portal, a chain bouncing along the ground as it trailed behind his left leg.

Twenty yards away, Vindrake struggled to stand, grabbing the handle of the ceramic knife and ripping it out of his shoulder. With a howl of rage, he bent down and grabbed Alora’s wrist, dragging her limp body with him as he shuffled toward the place where Markaeus had fallen.

The place where Charles’ backpack lay waiting.

~17~

A loud bang threw Alora into unwilling consciousness. Her ears rang, muffling the sound of the man’s screams like she had water in her ears.

“My foot! My foot! Brightness! My foot!” His words dissolved into incoherent sobs.

Alora’s head was pounding. Her eyes stung. Her stomach boiled. Attempting to move her legs made the skin on her ankles burn, raw from the heavy metal binding them. Something bit into her wrists, pinning them behind her back, and her arms ached from their awkward position. Stones gouged her skin where her face pressed into the hard ground. But her pain was nothing compared to her nausea, as saliva poured into her mouth and her stomach turned itself inside out. 

“Interesting...” Vindrake’s voice sent a shiver of dread down her spine. “It caused a hole in your boot without contact, and the boot provided no protection for your foot.”

The ringing in her ears made his voice sound far away, but she could see him standing not far from her face. Beyond him, the tall trees stood like dark ghostly witnesses, looming around the edge of the forest clearing, illuminated by an almost full moon.

“Yes, quite interesting. This dark magick must have come from the other realm. Perhaps this discovery will help me recover my scroll.”

“No! No! Please!” the crying man begged.

The gunshot silenced him.

Alora’s stomach rebelled, spasming repeatedly, though she had nothing in her gut.

“Ah, Alora, I see you’re awake.”

His boot planted on the ground near her face, and dirt flew into her nose. He settled himself on the ground beside her head.

“I’m glad to see you, Alora. Your presence has lifted my spirits considerably.”

Alora’s head wrenched upward, pulled painfully by the roots of her hair. She cried out, and her face dropped back into the dirt.

“Very good—you’re truly awake. Now answer me this! What is this blade you carried and how did it pierce my skin? No metal can cut me, yet your knife stabbed into my shoulder.”

Alora grasped at a fuzzy memory of an earlier battle with Water Clan... Vindrake’s shaman Abaddon boasting that his skin was impervious to metal just before Uncle Charles killed him with a ceramic knife. 

“Answer my question!” 

Her hair pulled her face up again.

“Ow!” she yelped. “I know nothing about your skin.”

Smashing back into the dirt, her nose throbbed.

“No matter! You cannot defeat me because God has delivered you into my hands, along with this magick blade and the otherworld weapon of death.”

Unable to think of a clever retort, she let out a haughty, “Ha!”

“You don’t believe me? Your very presence confirms my words.” 

He paused, as if she might respond. But she concentrated on breathing, trying to calm her churning stomach.

“Hear this, Alora. Many years ago, God placed a scroll in my hands—the Maladorn Scroll. He gave me the gift to read it, an ability matched by no other. And with that scroll, He gave me the ability to acquire many gifts... to become more powerful than any other man in history. He’d already chosen me to be Water Clan leader, by my birth. But I knew, with my new powers, I was destined to be more. God chose me to unite all of Tenavae under one rule. And yet you—my daughter—have rejected my role as both your father and your king. This is unacceptable behavior. And that sin is the reason God gave you to me this very day... to punish you and to use you to regain my scroll. To assure my rightful place on the throne of Tenavae.”

There’s no use arguing with him. He’s insane. Not that I have the strength to talk, anyway.

“You know the scroll to which I refer?” He bent his head down to whisper in her ear, his foul breath assaulting her nose and setting off a new round of dry heaves.

“I’ve sent a message to the archivists at the Craedenza to let them know my terms for your release. All I require is the return of my scroll.”

Biting her lip didn’t prevent her from groaning as her brain throbbed and swelled, trying to burst through her skull. She saw him smile and knew he enjoyed her suffering.

I won’t make another sound, no matter what. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

“Of course, I have no intention of keeping that bargain. In fact, it’ll be quite gratifying to take your life, though I fear you may expire before I have the opportunity.” He frowned, studying her as he stroked his chin. “Perhaps you need sustenance. I prefer you remain alive... for now.”

He stood and walked away. A few minutes later, someone else came—a woman, by the look of her hands. She placed two clay bowls on the ground beside Alora, and left without a word. One with water, and the other with some nasty-smelling concoction that could never pass as food. Yet, after a while, her stomach growled, cramping with hunger, and she determined to eat the stuff anyway.

Kaevin is still alive and fighting for his life, so I can’t just give up. It would kill both of us.

It took almost ten minutes of struggling before she maneuvered her knees underneath her enough to lift her head. And the humiliation of being forced to eat like a dog wasn’t lost on her either.

It probably has bugs in it. Thank goodness I can’t see well enough to tell in this moonlight.

After eating, she dared to reach out with her empathy, to see what Kaevin was feeling. But his undefined mixture of pain and random emotions told her he was still unconscious.

She lay back down, finding as comfortable a position as possible on her side, and was about to fall asleep when Vindrake returned.

Her eyes must have widened, because he chuckled.

“Don’t worry, Daughter. I’ve not returned to torture you. Not yet. Though I must say, your arms have healed remarkably well from our last session together.”

Something snapped inside her, chasing away her intense fear and, evidently, her common sense. Instead, she felt pure fury.

“Why, thank you, Father. And, I hope you enjoyed the gift I sent you after our little get-together.” Her sarcastic remark referred, of course, to the dead and decaying wendt she had transported to him shortly after she and Kaevin escaped from his torture. “It was a bit stinky, but it seemed like just your style.” As an afterthought, she added, “Almost as vile and evil as you are.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Or perhaps the right thing. The backhand to her face was so hard, it felt like it broke her jaw, and a sharp, iron taste told her he’d busted her lip as well. 

His laughter rang in her ears.

“I must admit I’m proud my daughter has such spirit, though I’m forced to put you in your place. Yes, indeed. You would make a fine wendt. Perhaps that would be a fitting end for you.”

Tears stung her eyes, but she didn’t cry or even whimper. Reminding herself of the danger, she tried to avoid the natural tendency to suppress her pain with her empathy gift. As her pain tank was still dangerously full—according to Laethan—she could easily lose control, with months of stored pain exiting at once. Knowing such an accident might kill her, the idea was tempting. Better to die at her own hand than whatever torture Vindrake had in mind. But she wasn’t ready to give up yet.

“No need to attempt utilizing your gift, Alora, for this area is warded against transport, in addition to your iron bindings.”

Sprawling on the ground beside her, he rolled up a blanket and tucked it under his head. He was so close, her stomach threatened to expel her gruel.

“You’re not sleeping here, are you?” she asked, hopefully.

“I certainly am. I won’t risk the loss of either of my gifts this night.” He patted Uncle Charles’ brown backpack, opening the top flap and sliding his hand inside.

Maybe he’ll squeeze that trigger in his sleep and accidentally shoot himself.

The thought brought a smile to her face, until another occurred.

Or he might shoot me, instead.

**************

The next morning, voices intruded into Alora’s sleep, coaxing her awake, though she had to force her glued eyelids apart. Every part of her body ached, more from her constrained position than the hard ground, since Vindrake left her tightly bound.

Reaching for Kaevin with her mind, she felt no pain whatsoever. Her chest tightened as she reasoned he must be close to death.

Maybe Kaevin was right when he tried to stay with me every single second of the day. At least we wouldn’t be dying apart.

“Be certain she has no weapon before you bring her to me,” said Vindrake, who stood several feet away with his back to Alora. In the morning light, she could see her prison was located in a small clearing in the forest. Though no guards were in sight, she knew her father must have them posted all around for protection. He would leave nothing to chance.

After a few moments, during which Vindrake paced in a small circle, a Water Clan warrior arrived, roughly pushing someone ahead of him—a petite woman with a mass of dark, tight curls framing gray eyes.

Meravelle.

“I’ve come to discuss the terms of Alora’s release,” said Meravelle. Her voice didn’t quiver in the least, nor did her hands, despite the very frank fear Alora sensed.

“I’ve already expressed the terms, yet I see you’ve come empty-handed. Where is my scroll?”

“Yes, we understand the terms; however, we’ve since discovered that the boy left the Maladorn Scroll inside the Craedenza.”

“Excellent! You’ve located my scroll, so you should have no trouble bringing it to me before the sun sets this day.”

“We have a slight problem, one that will result in a delay. For by law, since the Craedenza is under threat, no man or woman can step foot on the Craedenza foundation unless they are oath-bound. And no person under oath to the Craedenza can remove a scroll from the premises.”

“Then someone will simply have to break that law.” Vindrake’s eyes flashed with impatience. “Bring the scroll to me, or not only will I kill Alora, I will also turn the people of Glaenshire into wendts—one citizen at a time, beginning with the children.”

As if to make his threat more believable, he reached into the pocket of his cloak and withdrew Uncle Charles’ gun. Alora was so exhausted she didn’t even flinch when he aimed the gun her general direction. Mera’s expression remained nonplussed, but Alora felt her terror spike.

Uncle Charles must have explained about the gun, or she wouldn’t even know to fear it.

“One cannot break this law any more than one could decide to flap one’s arms and fly, for it is enforced by the power of the Craedenza.” Crossing her arms she glared up at him, like a Chihuahua squaring off against a German Shepherd.

“You are denying me my scroll?”

“All of us are anxious for you to take the Maladorn Scroll and be on your way. But blood was spilt on the very foundation of the Craedenza, awakening its ancient magick. There must be one full day—from sunrise to sunrise—with no violence against Glaenshire, so the Craedenza will sleep again. Then any citizen of Tenavae can enter the Craedenza. When the magick rests, you could retrieve the scroll yourself, if you so desired.”

“So this magick, by which my warriors perished at the Craedenza, is not a ward from some shaman?”

Meravelle shook her head. “It is no simple shaman magick. You’ve witnessed the power of the Craedenza—you understand it cannot be overcome.”

His fingers clenched into tight fists. “No! This is a trick... a ploy! Stone Clan seeks to delay me so they can prepare a counterattack.”

“Stone Clan will not attack. You are a judge, so you know I speak the truth.”

“I know only that you believe your own words. I know not if Morvaen has shared his true plan with you.”

Vindrake strode to Alora’s side and bent to grip her arm, wrenching her painfully to her feet, though her legs wouldn’t support her weight. Cold metal jammed against her neck, as her stomach heaved yet again.

“Tell Graely and Morvaen that I will not leave Alora alone for even a breath. And tell them I know how to use this other-world weapon, and I won’t hesitate to kill Alora. Graely knows he would lose his son as well.”

“I’ll give them your message.” Grim-faced, Mera turned to go.

“You will deliver my scroll when the sun rises,” Vindrake shouted. “Come alone.”

Her shoulders stiffened, but she didn’t turn back to face him. “I’ll give them your message.”

~18~

It had been too long since he’d slept, and Doc was at the end of his very short rope.

“Get out of my way, Laethan. We’re wasting time.”

Though he’d come to respect the Tenavae doctor for both his skill and his knowledge, the man was extremely stubborn and arrogant. “Do you think I’m a coward?” Doc demanded.

“No, I don’t. However, I didn’t believe you were senseless, either. Yet here you are, ready to throw your life away,” Laethan replied, in a too-loud voice that attracted Janice’s attention.

Great! Now he’s got my wife involved. Just what I need.

Janice froze in the middle of her task of tidying up the room, marching to join them with her hands on her hips and a what-do-you-think-you’re-doing frown on her face.

“What’s going on, A.J.? You’re throwing your life away? Our life? The one that just started a few months ago? I mean, I hate to sound like Karen, but I’m not fond of my husband dying.”

“Listen, I won’t die. But even if I did, you and Beth would be taken care of. I’ve got good life insurance.”

“You can ensure life in this realm? How is this done? Can one become immortal?” Laethan looked ready to buy a policy.

“No. We buy a policy that provides money to the people we leave behind when we die.”

From the look on Laethan’s face, his explanation was a total flop.

“I don’t want your insurance money, A.J.” Janice waved a pointed finger in Doc’s face. “I’ve spent enough time alone, and I’ve no desire to do it again.”

Stepping forward, he cradled her face in his hands and kissed her. “I love you, Janice. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made this decision without talking to you. But there are good people dying because they can’t get medical care.”

“Why can’t Laethan take care of them?”

Her glare made him squirm like a kid who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

“I can and would go,” Laethan said. “However your mate doesn’t believe I’m as capable a healer.”

“That’s a big, fat lie, and you know it,” Doc declared. “Janice, the reason Laethan can’t go is because there’s some kind of funky magic that if he steps foot on that foundation rock right now, he’ll never be able to leave that town as long as he lives.”

“The Craedenza magick is powerful,” Laethan said. “It can hold you in Glaenshire as easily as me. And you have a mate, whereas I have none. I should be the one to go.”

“I really don’t think the magic will work on me. It seems like we Montana people are immune to the magic in Tenavae. Charles. Wesley. Brian...” He ticked the names off on his fingers. “They’ve all talked about how those magic powers didn’t have any effect on them, whatsoever.”

“Still, it’s too great a risk,” Laethan protested. “I’ll not be missed if I must stay in Glaenshire.”

“That’s clearly not true. You know things about Alora’s... issues... that I could never understand. She needs you.”

Muttering something in angry tones, Laethan looked to Janice, obviously hoping she would take his side.

Janice crossed her arms as she gazed at Doc. “You really don’t think you’ll be affected by this spell and get trapped over there?”

“No, I don’t. But... it could be a beautiful place to retire.” Doc winked to reassure her.

Her eyes rolled about. She was used to his teasing—in fact, she liked it. One of many reasons he’d fallen in love with her.

“Fine. Go. But you be home by ten o’clock. I’m not sleeping alone.”

Doc grinned. “Yes, ma’am!”

**************

Alleraen refused to remain lying down on the healing house bed, satisfied to have his bleeding side wrapped with clean cloth. “My injury is naught but a scratch.”

The man working in the healing house threw up his hands. “Then be on your way. A hundred others await my attention. As if my attention had any value. I don’t know how I let Mera convince me to help, when I have no training.”

Alleraen clapped the tired fellow on the shoulder, hoping to provide encouragement to make up for his lack of cooperation. “You’re doing fine work. With your bandage, my injury feels like new.”

He didn’t lie, for the sword hadn’t penetrated anything vital, merely slicing the skin and some muscle.

The man shook his head, but his chin lifted. “Thank you for that, though I suspect you’re only being kind.”

Moving quietly, Alleraen slid close to the huddled group in the corner of the healing house. Thalaena was conferring with what remained of the Glaenshire leaders, and Alleraen was determined to listen.

The fires were under control—mostly burnt out—leaving a path of destruction behind. The border river had contained the fire on the Isle of Glaenshire, but few homes had escaped damage. On the other hand, the stone and clay walls, of which the majority of homes were constructed, had withstood the flames. So when the smoke cleared, the roofless village still stood, resisting Vindrake as stubbornly as had the Craedenza oath-bound, and with similar results.

Soon, the funeral pyres would add new smoke to the air, but the time for mourning had not yet come. Those oath-bound who still breathed remained on the Craedenza foundation, bound to protect the archives until a full day passed without violence.

At least the injured archivists were no longer languishing without treatment. The Montana healer known as Doc had come through the portal, armed with healing tools from the other realm. Shaking off those attempting to restrain him, he’d marched his way up to the white stone foundation. To the surprise of all who watched, he attended to the wounded, freely coming and going from the Craedenza, with no evident bond.

The healer’s tireless work, however, hadn’t prevented the deaths of many archivists, leaving Glaenshire with a dearth of leaders in the midst of a crisis.

Pretending to straighten the bedding nearby, Alleraen strained to hear their conversation.

“We believe the Montana healer is unaffected by the Craedenza magick because he comes from the other realm,” Thalaena explained to the small, smoke-smudged group of Glaenshire citizens, of which Meravelle was a part.

“Bastaeno is our true leader,” said a thin-lipped woman as she rubbed her eyes. “I, for one, have no experience making decisions such as this. And I need to see after my children. We should ask Bastaeno what to do.”

Meravelle answered, her voice strained. “I fear we won’t have that opportunity again, Estaella. For Doc tells me my grandfather has lost much blood. He doesn’t expect he will survive until the morrow.”

“I’m so sorry, Mera.” Estaella reached over to hold her hand. “He has given much to Glaenshire.”

“Then you would be the next in line to become head archivist, Meravelle,” said a man with brown thinning hair, as Estaella nodded eager agreement. “No one will argue with your recommendations.”

“I don’t even have thirty years,” Meravelle argued. “I’m not ready to be head archivist. Amanias, did you not tell me last seven-day you were ready to take the oath?”

The thick-necked man with an unkempt beard stood abruptly, raising his hands as his eyes darted from one person to another. “I can’t. I’m a man of peace. I never thought an archivist would be called upon to fight in a battle.”

With his back to the group, Alleraen fumed silently. How could this sniveling man not find the courage to defend his people in the face of adversity? Meravelle had no warrior gifts, yet she’d walked straight into Vindrake’s camp to confront him. Alleraen considered knocking some sense into the cowardly man’s head with the butt of his sword, but Thalaena handled the situation with aplomb.

Rising to her feet to block his way as he attempted to back out of the circle of chairs, Thalaena said, “No one is asking you to make this decision now, Amanias. We simply need guidance concerning our actions with Vindrake. At the moment, Meravelle has agreed to his terms concerning the scroll in exchange for Alora’s release. But we have no guarantee he won’t attack Glaenshire again after he acquires the scroll he seeks.”

Alleraen couldn’t hold his tongue. Whirling around, he stomped his way to the small circle. “You can’t possibly believe Vindrake will abide by his promise to release Alora. He’s a vile snake whose word is as worthless as a boat with no bottom.”

“Alleraen, this is not your concern,” Thalaena stood to face him, glaring almost eye to eye.

“Brightness! It is my concern. Alora’s my niece. Drakeon’s my brother.”

“You came here under my command—”

“And I fought this battle and obeyed your command. But that battle is over now. This concerns my family.”

“I command the Stone Clan troops who are protecting Glaenshire and the Craedenza. I’m also charged with the protection of my clan leader, and currently that man is Kaevin BarGraely. Further, I must protect Alora in order to protect Kaevin. So all of these lives are my responsibility.”

“Then do what you must, and I will do what I must.”

“You cannot confront Vindrake of your own accord, Alleraen. I forbid it.”

“Were we in battle, I would obey you, Thalaena, for you’ve earned my respect as weapons master. But the battle is over, and I’m not yet a Stone Clan citizen.”

“Nor will you ever be if you disobey my command.”

The stare-down continued, with both breathing as heavily as when they’d carried bucket after bucket of water to douse the fires throughout the night. In fact, Alleraen was so tired he could barely keep his eyes open, even in his current state of rage.

He jumped at a tap on his elbow and looked down at a pair of gray eyes wide with excitement.

“Did I hear you say you are Alora’s uncle?” Meravelle asked. “And Vindrake’s brother, as well?”

“I am.” He faced Mera, glad to be free of Thalaena’s icy glare. “Though I’m proud to claim the first and ashamed to admit the second.”

Meravelle whipped around to address the other three. “If none of you wishes to aid in making decisions, your help is no longer required.”

“Thank you, Mera.” Estaella gave her a hug before shuffling away, obviously exhausted. The other two exited without even making eye contact.

When the three were alone, Mera sank back into a chair, motioning for the others to do the same.

“Thalaena, we have a plan in place. We hope to rescue Alora and defeat Vindrake. But if we fail, I give you the authority to do whatever is needed to defend Glaenshire and the Craedenza.”

“And the scroll?” Thalaena asked. “Do you intend to return it to Vindrake?”

“Unless we’re able to kill him during Alora’s rescue, we must return the scroll. For Vindrake will not stop until he has it in his possession.”

“The Maladorn Scroll is to blame for all this evil. Had my brother never laid eyes upon that scroll, we wouldn’t be here, fighting this battle. How I hate for the scroll to fall again into his grasp!” Alleraen dropped his face into his hands.

Mera sighed, the heavy breath revealing both her fatigue and her dread. “I agree, but we have no choice. Vindrake has threatened not only Alora, but every citizen of Glaenshire, no matter how innocent.”

“I’ll gladly help you.” Alleraen watched Thalaena’s reaction from the corner of his eye. “That is, I’ll help you if my weapons master will grant permission for me to break from my duties as a Stone Clan warrior.”

Thalaena got that furious look he’d only seen her make once before, when someone had put bitters in her water cup. Truth be told, it was Alleraen who’d done it, but no one knew.

She mumbled something that would probably have melted the wax in his ears if he’d understood it.

“We have until dawn tomorrow.” Meravelle closed her eyes and looked almost like she’d fallen asleep where she sat.

“Mera?” Thalaena must have wondered the same thing.

“I’m sorry.” When she opened her eyes, they were glistening with tears. “I believe my grandfather has passed to the next life. But I’ll say goodbye to him tomorrow.”

She pushed to her feet, her body drooping like a withered plant. “Your name is Alleraen?”

“That’s correct.”

“Have you been to the other realm?”

“I have.”

“Good. For I haven’t the leisure to explain it. Especially since it makes no sense to me.”

He followed her out of the healing house, with Thalaena trailing behind looking miffed. Alleraen painted a serious expression on his face and bowed his head toward Thalaena.

“I hope you’ll forgive my previous outburst.”

“You’ve much to learn about discipline, Alleraen.” She placed her hands on her narrow hips, an action which emphasized the muscles in her shoulders. “The expedition to Serenshire may be cancelled. But if it does proceed, I may be forced to reconsider allowing you to participate.”

Something told him it wouldn’t be wise to argue that Alora could invite him on the trip as her uncle. Instead, he pressed his lips together and nodded.

Mera called out, surprisingly loud for such a small body. “Doc! Are you staying here or coming back with me?”

From atop the foundation, Doc arose from a kneeling position and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Wait, Mera! I’m coming! I need more supplies!”

Meravelle reached forward, pulled her hand back and stepped up into the air. Only when she offered her hand to Alleraen did he realize what she was doing.

“It’s a portal? Are you a gressor?”

“Yes, I am.” Though her hand was small, her grip was firm. “Until yesterday, I’d never encountered another with that gift. Now I’ve met two. And contrary to all I’ve gleaned from the archives, I’ve now seen a gressor who can create a new portal, a deed I believed could only be attributed to God.”

Doc trotted down to the portal entrance, accepting Mera’s hand to step inside the portal. Holding her hand between his, he spoke with a gentle voice. “Meravelle... I need to tell you—”

“My grandfather passed. Yes, I know.” Rapid blinks chased her tears away.

Doc patted her hand. “He said you’d know. But before he died, he gave me a message for you—he said you’d understand.”

She swiped at her face with her sleeve, leaving a sooty smear. “What did he say?”

“His words were this, ‘One could live a lonely life in the company of a thousand ancients.’”

**************

The day passed in a blur of pain and unconsciousness as Alora lay on the stony ground with her hands and feet still bound, her shoulders wrenched to the point of agony. When she was awake, she found it ironic to hear cheery birds singing in the nearby trees. Vindrake’s evil felt so overwhelming to Alora she thought it should sicken the entire forest. 

Alora suspected her father secretly feared her, so intent was he on keeping her weak. Her food bowl disappeared, and her water bowl had a few spoonfuls at a time, barely enough to get her tongue wet. The blessing of her empty stomach was in not having anything to vomit when Vindrake came near.

He spent most of the day sitting on the ground beside her, taunting her with promises of a painful death. But when she grew too weak to retort, he lost interest.

Later he offered to spare her life and that of her soulmate, if only she would serve him. He even suggested he wouldn’t force Kaevin to take the oath of fealty and accept the bloodbond. She’d only have to promise to follow his commands without question.

It occurred to Alora that Kaevin would find his offer hilarious, and she heard his voice saying, “As if Alora could ever follow anyone’s commands without question.”

Her ensuing chuckles irritated her father, whose face turned red, with veins standing out on his temples. This expression made her think of her Aunt Lena saying, “You have a bee in your bonnet,” which caused her to laugh even harder. The painful rasp of her laughter through her dry throat was nothing compared to Vindrake’s blistering slap, busting open her crusty, swollen lip.

I guess he doesn’t like people laughing at him when he’s trying to be serious. But if he doesn’t want me to laugh, he should probably feed me something so my brain starts working again.

After that, she tried hard to restrain her illogical mirth. But holding in her emotions, even the ones that made no sense whatsoever, put a strain on her bulging empathy balloon. That was how she’d come to picture the container deep in her head that housed all her pain and emotions, including that which she’d erroneously stored up. Laethan had described it as a “well” but Alora thought that sounded deep and strong. Hers felt much more fragile, stretched to capacity and ready to break open. Perhaps something like an overstuffed trash bag with sharp objects inside.

At any rate, she was quite certain, as weak as she felt, she wouldn’t survive another pain-emotion spill. And had Kaevin’s life not depended on hers, she would’ve allowed it to happen. Though it would be painful, at least her death would come on her own terms and not via her father’s promised torture.

If I don’t eat something soon, I’m going to die anyway. Though she barely had strength to breath, she reached out to Kaevin with her mind.

Pain. Terror. Relief. Longing. Sadness. Pain.

Knowing her soulmate was conscious brought her new courage. Careful to shield her pain and fear, she shared only her love with Kaevin. By his loving response, she knew he’d received her emotional message. She drank it in, warming her cold heart long after she should’ve stopped.

**************

When water splashed in her face, Alora realized she’d passed out. The sun was dropping behind the distant mountain, and she shivered in the chilly air. Or maybe she was shaking because she was weak. No matter the reason, no one was offering anything for her comfort.

The setting sun shined through the wispy blond hair of the man standing over her, creating a glowing orange halo.

“Are you an angel?” she mumbled.

The angel grimaced, revealing a rotten tooth right in the front. Her vision blurred, and she squinted to bring him back into focus. The black tooth was still there.

“You really ought to see a dentist, you know. Don’t you have insurance?”

He set a bowl on the ground beside her. “Eat this. Master Vindrake doesn’t want you to die. Not yet.”

Every muscle and joint protested when she tried to move, and the pain cleared some of the fog from her mind.

“I don’t suppose you could help me get up on my knees.”

“I’m not allowed to touch you, because you might transport me somewhere.”

“I...” She started to tell him it didn’t matter whether he touched her or not. That she couldn’t transport him if he had on an iron belt, which she was certain he did. But she changed her mind, deciding it was better if this goon—who was certainly no angel—was afraid to touch her.

“I thank you for the... uhh...” What’s in that bowl? It looks like someone dug it out of the disposal. I liked it better last night when I ate in the dark. “I thank you for the food. Could I also have some water to drink? I assume you don’t want my father to be angry with you that I died of dehydration.”

Glancing at the empty bowl he held in his other hand, he grunted. “I’ll fetch you some more. I wouldn’t have had to throw it on you if you’d woke up when I yelled.” He stomped away, muttering something quite un-angel-like.

Drawing her legs up, she made several attempts to roll onto her knees before she finally succeeded. Scooting closer to the bowl of chunky matter, her stomach growled.

“You wouldn’t be so interested in this food if you could actually see it,” she told her grumbling belly. “It looks like somebody scooped up some of the dirt and leaves I’ve been lying on and threw grease on it.” She gave her dinner bowl a sniff. “Yep. Smells like compost soup.”

Ignoring the slimy texture, she wolfed the food down, guessing it might be chunks of dried bread in cold meat juice. What kind of meat, she refused to consider.

By the time the guard returned with the water, she felt considerably better and decided to perform an experiment with her reluctant servant.

Attempting a quick transport, she found, as expected, the guard had protection of some sort—probably an iron belt. However, iron couldn’t protect him from her empathy. Laethan had warned her against manipulating emotions, but something told her he wouldn’t object under these circumstances.

As the guard approached, she sent a wave of anxiety toward him, gradually increasing the intensity until she emoted something akin to fear. With trembling hands, the guard dropped the bowl on the ground, spilling at least half the water before he jumped away from her. His wide eyes bulged like he expected a rattlesnake to leap out of the bushes.

Switching gears, she dropped the fear and sent giddy feelings into his head. He tittered with nervous laughter, but he was still afraid. With great effort, she managed to calm him down. Confused, he backed away, stumbling over his own feet.

Her head throbbed in payment for her efforts. Still, she’d gained knowledge that might prove helpful. I think I’ll save what’s left of my energy for something important.

She knew it was possible her friends would mount some kind of rescue attempt, but they wouldn’t take that risk if Kaevin wasn’t going to survive his injuries.

I just hope they don’t give that evil scroll back to my father.

~19~

Alora’s mystery meal only had about thirty minutes to digest before Vindrake returned, Uncle Charles’ ever-present backpack still secured under his elbow. Though the sun had set, his smug expression was clearly visible in the bright moonlight. He seated himself nearby, using a large, flat rock as his chair, and ate his dinner. Her food reappeared immediately, looking much the same as before she ate it. She took small satisfaction when his lip curled in disgust.

“Sorry to disturb your supper.” She smirked, despite her rolling nausea.

“Not to worry, Daughter. I’m willing to sacrifice so you won’t be alone the last night of your short life.”

“Just so you know... I consider Uncle Charles to be my real father. All you did was donate the genetic material.”

His lips drew back, baring his stained teeth. “I created you, and you were stolen from me.”

“You created me? Ha! You think raping my mother makes you equal to God?”

“I’m not equal to God, but I’m chosen by Him, and as such, deserve your reverence.”

His fist flew out, and she dodged it. But then a painful grasp on the back of her head forced her face into the stony ground. Unrelenting, the pressure continued, as she struggled against him with no success. The sharp rocks sliced into her tender skin, and her nose throbbed almost as much as her head.

“Sire?” A man’s tentative voice intruded. “Do you wish to drink your wine now, or shall I come back later?”

“Later, you imbecile!” Vindrake’s irritation translated to heavier pressure on Alora’s head. “Can you not see I’m occupied?”

“Yes, Sire. I beg your pardon, Sire.”

Alora had a desperate idea. Focusing on the guard, she sent a blaze of fury and held it in place.

“Nooooo!!!!” The guard screamed in uncontrolled rage. “I’ll not come back! Here! Here is your wine!”

She felt something wet splash onto her arm and neck. The force on her head disappeared, and the guard’s voice became a strangled gargling. Lifting her face from the dirt, Alora spied the guard, his hands clutching his throat while his face turned as red as a fire hydrant. Beside her, Vindrake’s clenched fist stretched toward the unfortunate man.

As he folded to the ground, Alora’s stomach clenched in a series of dry heaves.

I killed him. I killed that guard as surely as if I’d put a gun to his head. I’m a murderer.

She hadn’t meant for him to die, but her lack of intent didn’t reduce her self-condemnation. She felt as awful as the first time she’d killed a warrior by transporting him into a cliff wall, and that time had been in self-defense. The guilt swirled in her head, adding to her throbbing headache, but she dared not suppress her emotions for fear it would all come spilling out.

I wish I could talk to Laethan.

Vindrake, on the other hand, seemed in an extraordinarily good mood, smiling and perky, even as he wiped the wine from his face with his sleeve. And he apparently forgot all about his anger with Alora.

Rubbing his hands together briskly, he stood up, walking with a spring in his step. “Alora, I’m feeling particularly generous at the moment... so generous I might consider sparing your life when I have my scroll once again.”

“You’re going to let me go?”

“No, no. You misunderstand. I can’t allow you to go free, of course. I’m simply saying I might not hasten your death, but allow your soulmate bond to take your life instead.” His lips curled in a smile that made him look just like the Grinch who stole Christmas. “Or you could agree to serve me, instead. Perhaps my offer will be more appealing when you feel your body sickening, knowing your resistance will cause Kaevin to die.”

Alora wanted to throw out a snarky comeback, but she really didn’t feel like enduring any more pain. Between her blurry vision, aching joints, and throbbing head, she didn’t even feel like breathing any more. Swallowing her pride, she kept her mouth shut.

When she didn’t respond, he spread his hands in an I’ve-done-all-I-can-do gesture. “The choice is yours, Alora. But consider this... if you refuse my offer, knowing the results to come, it’s no different than murdering Kaevin and taking your own life. And you’ll have to answer to God for that decision.”

She ignored him... or at least she tried to. But a niggling doubt wormed its way inside her brain, adding to her guilt and pain.

“I suppose you’re beginning to feel the effects of separation from your soulmate, now.”

Kaevin. I know he’s still alive, but I haven’t felt him since this morning. Do I have enough energy left?

Opening her empathy, she reached out to him. She was bombarded with fear and desperation. Her head swirled, and the world turned black.

**************

Meravelle could hear her blood pulsing in her ears so loud it muffled the sound of her footsteps. The Maladorn Scroll was tucked safely inside the strange mottled-green sack from the other realm. She’d been warned about the scroll’s unusual lure and resisted the urge to take it out and inspect the writing.

With scant sleep since the onset of Vindrake’s attack, she was tired to the depth of her bones. Yet her racing heart made her alert.

She hated to put the ancient writing back in Vindrake’s hands, even for a moment. But in light of the fact he had the power to kill even more of Glaenshire’s citizens and now knew to avoid fighting on the foundation of the Craedenza, they had little choice. She hoped their plan would work, and he wouldn’t stay to inflict more damage on their village. Hopefully, the presence of the Stone Clan warriors and his need to protect his precious scroll would encourage him to return to Water Clan and leave them be. She prayed they could also rescue Alora and retrieve this dangerous other-world weapon that had accidentally fallen into his clutches.

Though she hadn’t lied when she told him no man or woman could step foot on the Craedenza foundation except for the oath-bound, she’d neglected to mention a child could come and go from the Craedenza without hindrance, a fact which had only been discovered at Markaeus’ reckless behavior.

Thus Markaeus had no difficulty retrieving the scroll, before a full day had passed without violence. As the secrets of the Craedenza’s powerful defense weren’t common knowledge, Vindrake would not likely suspect the deceit.

Alleraen had pushed to use the darkness as cover, requiring Mera to arrive before the appointed time. But if fortune held, Vindrake would be so pleased to retrieve the scroll, he wouldn’t question her timing in bringing the scroll before dawn. Perhaps he would take the scroll and release Alora as he promised.

If not... her rescuers waited inside the portal Markaeus had created during her visit with Vindrake the prior morning. Surely they were prepared for whatever might transpire.

Surely...

~20~

Despite having her energy drained, Alora slept fitfully, each waking moment so pain-filled, she wished herself back to sleep. She was quite certain her arms would never work again, after being harshly restrained behind her back for such an extended time. Her depleted soulmate bond caused a stabbing pain in her head that increased with each passing hour, probably made worse because she was already so weak. Knowing Kaevin was experiencing the same pain made her both sad and determined to fight.

As promised, her father slept beside her in the forest clearing, close enough to keep her stomach churning. While the moon was still high in the sky, she heard the excited voices of Vindrake’s guards.

“Sire! The woman has returned. She claims to have the scroll you seek.”

Two guards pushed Meravelle into the clearing, as Vindrake leapt to his feet, shoving his hand into the brown backpack and retrieving Uncle Charles’ handgun.

Recovering her balance, Mera circled until Vindrake stood squarely between Alora and her, blocking Alora’s view. Alora rolled and rocked, scrambling to her knees.

“You have the scroll?” Vindrake’s voice trembled with excitement.

“I have it. But first, give Alora to me.”

“I’ve changed my mind about releasing Alora,” he replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “I need her to guarantee Glaenshire will not attack me.”

“Glaenshire won’t attack you. You’re a judge, and you know I do not lie.”

“Nonetheless, you’re in no position to bargain, standing alone before me without a weapon. Give. Me. The. Scroll. Now.”

“Will you at least allow me to return to Glaenshire unharmed?”

“Fine, fine. Yes, yes, yes. Just give me the scroll and go.”

Alora inched over on her knees until she could see the archivist. “Please, Meravelle. Don’t give it to him.”

Mera’s eyes were sad when she stretched out her hand, offering Markaeus’ camouflaged backpack to Vindrake. “I’m sorry, Alora, but I must protect our citizens. It’s the only way.”

Alora hoped the backpack might contain a fake. But when Vindrake took it in his hands, the proximity sent a noxious wave to overwhelm her volatile gut.

It’s the real thing.

Sliding the gun back inside Uncle Charles’ bag before tucking it under his elbow, Vindrake wasted no time opening Markaeus’ backpack. Shouting a triumphant “At last!” he withdrew the scroll, holding it with a look akin to rapture.

A frown etched his forehead as he glanced to the place Mera had been standing. “Where is the woman? I might yet have need of her.”

“She’s gone, Master Vindrake.”

“She can’t have gone far. Find her and bring her back to me.”

“Yes, Master Vindrake.” The two scampered off.

As Alora slumped onto her side on the uneven ground, she prayed Mera would somehow evade the guards. Meanwhile, she tried to tamp down a rising panic. Though she knew better, she’d been hoping beyond hope that Vindrake would somehow relent and keep his promise to release her in exchange for the scroll. Now, with the scroll in his possession again, he had no reason not to torture and kill her.

A few feet away, her father sat down on the large rock and unrolled the scroll with laborious care, squinting at the parchment in the moonlight. He set Uncle Charles’ bag beside his foot along with Markaeus’ empty pack. With one hand spreading the scroll open on his knees, he lifted the other hand, and a light appeared, shining from his palm like a hidden flashlight. His lips moved as his fingers traced from side to side across the parchment.

But his glowing hand, raised in the air, sent a series of remembered images through her mind... of a glowing hot iron lowering to her skin. Her heart raced, and her throat constricted. Her painful emotions bubbled, bulging against her hold.

Stay calm. Stay calm.

She fought the panic, picturing Uncle Charles’ face. She thought how Aunt Lena used to tuck her in bed and say prayers with her, up until her aunt’s cancer treatments made her too weak. She recalled riding on the school bus with Beth, who was always talking her into attending some dreaded social event. She thought of Kaevin and the first time he’d kissed her... and the last time he’d done it, which really would be the last.

Vindrake’s image wobbled as tears filled her eyes. She dared not suppress her emotions, knowing how weak she’d already become. It would take so little to push her over the edge.

Something moved in the edge of her watery vision. Straining, she stared into the shadows beside Vindrake’s throne of rock. It was a person—a small person, dressed in a dark hoodie—hiding in the shadow of the stone, creeping closer and closer to her father.

The prowler’s hand reached out around the corner and fingers closed on the strap of Uncle Charles’ brown bag. The hand tugged, and the bag moved—maybe half an inch. Slowly, slowly, ever-so-slowly, the bag slid along the front of the stone. The scraping sound of the pack sliding against the rock sounded like a roaring lion in Alora’s mind. But her father, intent on the scroll, didn’t seem to notice.

The pack was almost to the corner when the flap caught on a sharp protrusion of the rock. The hand tugged, but the pack wouldn’t budge. Again, it tugged. Again. But the bag was stuck tight. With a hard jerk, the bag broke free, as the sharp zip of ripping Velcro rang through the air.

Vindrake moved so fast, it was a blur. With a cry of rage, he grasped the thief’s arm and jerked him into the air. His hood fell back, revealing short blond hair.

Markaeus!

Vindrake twisted the boy to the ground, grappling for the brown backpack with one hand, while holding his precious scroll with the other. Markaeus escaped, rolling to the side, but Vindrake had the bag. Tucking the scroll away, he groped inside the pack.

But before his hand could emerge with the gun, an arrow flew from the shadows, striking his chest. He stumbled back, but didn’t fall.

Thud. Another arrow struck, bouncing to the ground.

A knife flew, striking his chest with the same result.

Vindrake remained on his feet, apparently without injury. “Ha! You cannot hurt me, for my skin cannot be pierced by metal. But you’ll pay for your insolence.”

The gun was in his hand, aiming toward the shifting shadows at the edge of the clearing.

The bushes crackled and shook, and Alora imagined her friends diving for cover. She hoped they at least knew what the gun was and how dangerous it could be.

The gun fired three times—deafening.

Alora heard a voice cry out from the darkness and then the sound of someone falling. Vindrake raised his other hand, shining his magick light into the shadows.

She gasped.

There, on the ground, lay Jireo.

Alora felt a yank behind her, and her arms were no longer bound. A second later, her feet were also free.

“Come on,” Markaeus urged from behind her in a quiet whisper, pulling on her arm.

“Ohhh!” The cry escaped her lips before she could swallow it, so intense was the pain as Markaeus moved the shoulder that had been wrenched behind her for more than a day.

Vindrake reacted lightning-fast. He grabbed her arm, twisting hard and lifting her to her feet. She screamed in agony, holding onto her empathy by a tiny thread. The hot barrel of a gun pressed against her neck, but she was more afraid of what would come if she lost control. Months of horrific pain stored up from her severe burns and the excruciating treatments that followed, all pouring out at once. It would feel like being burned at the stake.

Breathe. Just breathe. In, two, three, four; out, two, three, four...

“Alleraen! It is indeed good to see you, Brother. How does it make you feel, knowing you failed once again?”

The pressure of the gun on her neck increased, and she wondered if his finger was trembling on the trigger.

The gun. He’s fired it five times. There’s probably only one bullet left. But they don’t know he fired it twice yesterday.

Through her blurry vision, Alora made out Alleraen’s immense, muscular figure, standing a few feet away. She felt his fury, though she couldn’t see his expression. With his ruddy complexion, his face was probably red as a crayon.

“Let her go, Drakeon. Only a monster would kill his own daughter.”

“If she dies, it will be your doing, Alleraen. I fully intended to let her live, but you’ve threatened me with my life, leaving me no choice.”

“No choice? Your choices are what transformed you into the evil person you are.”

“I’m not evil! I’m doing the will of God. For His plan to be accomplished, some must die. I take no pleasure in it.”

“Ha! You and I both know you’re lying. And what dark deed have you done to transform your skin to armor?”

“A secret—one I would gladly have shared, had you chosen to join me.”

“Drakeon, do you listen to your own words? Can it be you believe what you are saying? Have you forgotten who you were before you found the Maladorn Scroll? Have you forgotten how you changed? How you killed our father?”

“Enough!” Vindrake shouted. “I’ve heard enough from you!”

The gun fired. Alora waited for the pain. Waited to die. Her ears rang, a constant high pitch. She heard voices—shouting. But all the sounds were small, like they were a long way off.

Maybe I’m floating up in the air, and I’ll look down and see my dead body on the ground.

Only when Vindrake jerked her backwards, searing pain shooting through shoulder, did she realize she was still alive. It was then that she saw Alleraen on the ground, writhing in pain.

“Wait!” Laethan’s voice called out as he stepped into the moonlight. “I’m a healer, and I bear no weapon.”

“I have no need of a healer,” said Vindrake. “I’m uninjured, and my skin is impervious to metal.”

Laethan continued forward. “I ask only that you allow me to examine Alora.”

Alora felt the calming effect of his words. Laethan was using his empathy, or misusing, depending on your perspective. Whatever he was doing, she was grateful, because she no longer felt out of control. She was safe from spilling over, at least for now.

“Alora is unharmed. She has no need of a healer, either. I won’t abide your trickery.” Vindrake’s words were distrustful, but Laethan’s empathy was strong, overpowering.

Right now, I’d step off a cliff if Laethan asked me to.

Laethan drew closer and closer to her. “I understand, Master Vindrake.”

His hand shot forward, snatching Alora’s wrist, tight as a vise grip. At the same time, Laethan burst open the fragile container of pain inside her head. Agony seared her nerve endings, starting at the top of her head and spreading down to her toes.

She screamed.

So did Laethan.

So did Vindrake.

Then everything went silent. And dark.

~21~

Meravelle wept.

Too much had happened in such a short time. She hadn’t been prepared for the responsibility thrust upon her. Or for the loss and grief. For the nightmare of the past two days.

She stared at Bardamen’s body, motionless except for the occasional rise and fall of his chest. Alive? Yes. But the Montana healer gave no promise the young shaman would ever wake from his deep sleep.

As she waited, wondering if each breath would be his last, she stared at the strange room, too exhausted to investigate the wonders of the other realm. The four smooth white walls were unadorned, save for a disc with numbers on the outer rim and three splinters of varying lengths, which moved magically about the disc in a mysterious pattern that seemed significant to the Montana citizens. No windows broke the wall’s continuity to illuminate the room or show the sun’s position in the sky. Instead, light emanated from a magickal box, affixed to the ceiling.

The squeak of hinges indicated someone entering or leaving the maze of similar square rooms. The healer Doc had explained the rooms were built to be a healing house, but the purposes of the myriad of strange devices in each room escaped Meravelle. She knew only that Doc had done “all he could do” for Bardamen, and that might not be enough to save him.

He was so arrogant... so irritating... so... so self-sacrificing... so noble... And so able to get under my skin, like no man before him.

She remembered her grandfather’s warning—his last words, spoken for her. “One could live a lonely life in the company of a thousand ancients.”

Grandfather had known her so well—known her propensity to devote herself to the archives, to the exclusion of all else. But her scholarly life brought her satisfaction and fulfillment, didn’t it? Certainly less frustration and heartache than a relationship with a man. Especially a man as exasperating as Bardamen.

Not that it matters, now. Even if he wakens, we could never have a future together. My first duty is to the Craedenza... to take my grandfather’s place. I should take the oath tomorrow, after the honoring service for those who passed on during the battle.

She reached into the special blue box and pulled out one of the pieces of soft magic paper. Raelene had explained it to her. She called it a “tissue.” Sopping her tears with the soft absorbent paper, she wadded it up and threw it in the pail with all the other balled-up pieces of tissue.

Mera hadn’t seen very much of this new realm, but tissues definitely ranked high on her list of favorite discoveries. She also loved the extra-soft stuffing on the chair in which she now reclined, so comfy she’d fallen asleep several times and only in part because she’d had so little sleep.

Leaning her head back she closed her eyes, taking a huge, shuddering breath.

“Still no sign he’s awakening?” Raelene stood in the doorway. Dark circles underlined her red-rimmed eyes.

“Not yet.”

With a heavy sigh, Raelene trudged over to collapse in the vacant chair beside Mera. She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, resting her chin on her hands.

“We’ve been on several journeys together, Bardamen and I. And though I complained that he talked overmuch, he was a faithful traveling companion. I advised him as if he were my son, never suspecting I’d actually come to regard him in that manner.”

Raelene snatched a tissue from the blue box, dabbing at her eyes. “He was a well-gifted shaman, a stubborn debater, and a good man with a heart of gold. He always saw to my comfort and health, giving up his cloak to me when the cold wind blew, saying he enjoyed the chilling weather. And he served my stew first, assuring I had the largest piece of meat, while his bowl was filled with roots.”

Mera sniffed, nodding her head. “I suspected as much. He pretended to have no softness, blustering with his words, but his eyes revealed his consideration. And more than once, I caught him being selfless, though he would deny it.”

Raelene reached her hand out, and Mera took it, squeezing tight, as she bit her lips.

“Raelene, I wished to tell you... I’m sorry for your loss. I didn’t know him well, of course, but it seems Stone Clan has lost a fine man.”

“He was. He was a fine man. Highly gifted. Unselfish. I still can’t believe he’s gone.”

They sat for a few moments in silence. Then Mera gave Raelene a sideways glance, not surprised to see tears rolling down her cheeks. “Raelene... we could take his body and honor him along with our dead, tomorrow. I’d be honored to offer a place for him beside Grandfather on the funeral pyre.”

“No. We hope to transport all our dead back to Laegenshire and honor them at our home.”

“For that to happen, Alora must awaken.”

“Yes, I have to believe that will happen.”

“And Alora must awaken so our efforts are not wasted.” Meravelle’s throat felt tight. “So he did not die in vain.”

“Alora is my granddaughter, and I love her more than life, and Kaevin also. But no effort that thwarts Vindrake’s evil is wasted.”

“But we failed... I failed. I’ve not yet admitted it to anyone.” Mera’s breaths came faster, and the room tilted.

Raelene patted her hand. “Be calm, Mera. Our plan was not a failure. We retrieved the gun and the scroll, did we not? And we prevented Vindrake from attacking Glaenshire again.”

Mera held her breath until her head cleared. When she spoke again, her voice came out as a whisper. “It’s true Markaeus recovered the weapon. But I made a mistake. While Charles, Wesley, Brian, and Arista carried the dead and wounded through the portal, I located the sack containing the Maladorn Scroll, lying beside Vindrake’s body, and carried it here. I was so relieved to have the scroll back and so concerned about our injured, that I didn’t think to look inside the sack for at least a hand of time.”

“And the sack was empty?” Raelene rubbed her temples in small circles, as if her head was giving much pain.

“I didn’t want to tell anyone, not while so many things were uncertain.”

“Might the scroll be on the ground somewhere?”

“No. For you see, when I returned through the portal, Vindrake’s body was already missing. I searched everywhere, but the scroll was lost. It must have been inside his cloak.”

“Perhaps the scroll is no longer of import. We don’t know for certain that Vindrake remains alive, do we? He could be truly dead, as you originally thought.”

Meravelle’s tongue felt thick and heavy, as if it didn’t want to say the words she knew were true.

“If Vindrake was dead, his bloodbond would no longer have any power. It seems highly unlikely his guards, acting of their own accord, would carry his body away out of some sense of duty or loyalty.”

“You expect too much of yourself, Meravelle. You are gifted in wisdom, but that doesn’t mean you can control the circumstances of life.”

Raelene’s motherly tone tugged at Mera’s heart. Her own mother had died of the plague when Mera was still an infant. Her father had done his best to care for her while working long hours in the fields. But when she came into her wisdom and language gifts, he’d traveled back to Glaenshire, leaving her in the care of her grandparents. By the time her grandmother passed, a few years later, Meravelle was responsible for all the daily responsibilities at her grandfather’s home, in addition to her studies at the archives. She saw her father on occasion, but he’d remarried and started a new family, of which she’d never felt a part. Now, with her grandfather gone, she was truly alone.

Studious and determined, Mera had never complained about her circumstances. Still, something deep inside longed for the love of a mother. And sharing with Raelene, revealing her failings and sampling a taste of unconditional maternal love, her tears flowed again, weeping for all she’d missed in her childhood.

“Remember, Meravelle, you’re only expected to use your gifting in an honorable way, for the betterment of others, to the best of your ability. Beyond that, you bear no responsibility. Recovering the scroll was more than we’d hoped for. We accomplished our most important goals—recovering the gun, protecting Glaenshire and the Craedenza, and rescuing Alora. You mustn’t demand the impossible from yourself... or from others.”

Running footsteps pounded down the smooth gray stone hallway floor, and Beth appeared, her wavy auburn hair bouncing as she danced in place.

“Alora’s awake!”

**************

The first thing Alora saw when her eyes opened was Kaevin’s smiling face, surrounded by a cloud of white.

“Are we dead?” she asked.

His jade green eyes crinkled in the corners, and a dimple flashed. “No, we’re not.”

“Oh, good... because I hurt all over. And I was thinking, since there isn’t supposed to be pain in Heaven, that might be a bad sign.”

When he laughed, she could feel the vibration through her fingers where they rested on his chest. As her blurry eyes focused, she realized the white cloud around Kaevin’s head was actually a fluffy pillow. His face moved closer, and he placed a tender kiss on her mouth, so soft it only hurt a little bit when he touched her swollen lips.

“I bet I look pretty awful.” She tried to remember how many times her father had hit her face.

“You look beautiful to me. Just having you here with me is...” His face crumpled, and she felt his sadness and despair. It was then that she remembered the gun. Vindrake had fired four times at her friends.

In a panic, she craned her head, looking around the small room. The one person who should have been there was absent. His best friend, defender-bonded for life... Jireo.

Her entire insides turned to stone. She couldn’t swallow. Her hand tightened to a fist, wadding up his t-shirt.

“Where’s Jireo?” Her lower jaw trembled. “Is he...? I saw Vindrake shoot him...”

Kaevin wrapped his arms around her, pulling her head against his chest. “Jireo’s alive. I was insane last night. My head pounded almost as badly as when you and I were first separated for days. I had to reach him. I crawled out of bed, fell and tore something open. Doc found me on the floor and used his magick to make me sleep. But I still dreamed about Jireo.”

She opened her empathy, sharing his pain, and felt his tense muscles relax somewhat.

“I know the bullet hit him. I saw him on the ground. Where did he get hit?”

“No one has shared the details with me. But when I awoke, I knew he was alive, and my defender bond no longer gave me pain.”

“And Alleraen?”

Kaevin chuckled, rumbling in her ear. “I haven’t seen Alleraen, but I heard him. His loud voice carried as if he were right in this room, so he must be nearby. He was objecting to something called a bed pan.”

Just as she was feeling better about Jireo and Alleraen, a new worry struck. She looked at the small room with bare white walls and their twin IV poles.

“Jiminy Cricket! We’re back in the hospital... both of us in one room... in the same bed! Isn’t that nurse going to call that reporter guy and sic him on us?”

“We’re not at the healing house... Correction—we’re not at the healing house where the suspicious woman resides.”

“Then where are we?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t ask. I’ve not been allowed out of this room.”

She digested this new information. What else did she need to know?

“Is Vindrake dead? I mean, I’m not sure how they would have killed him since he’d done something wonky to his skin so he couldn’t get cut. It was just like what that Abaddon guy did. Remember? And here we were thinking it was such a good thing we’d found metal blades that would transport. Meanwhile, Vindrake does this black magic voodoo, and we would’ve been better off with ceramic blades, after all. So, is he dead, or not?”

Kaevin was silent, but she felt his muscles tighten.

“I’m guessing we didn’t kill him, huh?”

“They thought he was dead, but now they believe he lives.”

She blew a piece of hair off her face. “That’s okay. I’m happy just to be alive and away from him.”

“Brightness!” He slammed his hand down on the bed. “You can’t know how I longed to go after you. But no! I was confined to this bright bed. I would’ve cut off my arm for an opportunity to kill him—to wipe his evil from the face of Tenavae. Instead, I lay in this bed, imagining how he might be torturing you. Reaching out and feeling nothing, knowing you were hiding your pain from me. I wish you’d never been taught how to properly use your gift. At least before, I could share your pain, even when we were apart.”

What can I say? If I tell Kaevin everything Vindrake said... everything he did... he’ll only be more angry and frustrated.

“It wasn’t so bad, this time. He mostly just threatened me.”

Kaevin raised an eyebrow. “If you looked in the mirror you wouldn’t bother lying to me.”

She gave him a playful punch, careful to avoid any bandaged areas. “Ha! You lied to me too. You told me I didn’t look bad.”

“No, I said you looked beautiful to me. And I didn’t lie.” His lids closed halfway across his deep green eyes, as his lips grazed her cheek.

Feeling cherished, she nestled against him, grateful that the grown-ups had allowed them to be together. Though their separation had been rather short, the soulmate bond felt totally depleted. Thinking of Vindrake’s threat, to allow them to die slowly from separation, sent a shiver down her spine.

He hugged her even tighter, rubbing her arm. “I was so afraid, Alora.”

“I know—I felt your fear. I wanted to help you feel better, but I couldn’t.”

“I don’t fear death. I don’t fear battle or pain. I have no fear of Vindrake or anything he might do to me. But when I woke up and learned he’d taken you, all I could imagine was more of the last time...” His voice cracked. “I wish I could talk to you about it. But I know you have to avoid those memories, so your control will be effective and your stored pain won’t exit all at once.”

“Actually... I’m pretty sure it’s all gone now. As best I can tell, I’ve got nothing stored up anymore. So we can talk about it, if that will help.”

“It’s gone? All that pain is gone? How did that happen?”

“Laethan didn’t tell you? It was genius, really. First, he used his empathy gift so Vindrake would let him get close to me, and then he grabbed my hand and... Zap! He knew just how much pain I could handle and live through it, and I guess he sent as much as he could to Vindrake, ‘cause we were all three screaming bloody murder. Of course, Laethan had to endure it, too. Thank goodness, I finally blacked out. I don’t know what happened after that, but I’m assuming that’s how they got me away from Vindrake. I can’t believe Laethan didn’t tell you.”

Kaevin looked away, blinking a little too fast for normal.

“What? Did Laethan pass out, too?”

Kaevin nodded, and she saw his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

“He’s not awake yet?”

“Alora... Laethan has passed on.”

“No.” The room spun in a circle. She struggled to suck in a breath. “No, he can’t be dead! No, no, no... I need him. He’s the only one who understands my gift. No. Please, no...”

She didn’t know she was crying until a cold teardrop ran into her ear.

“Laethan knew the danger and accepted it. He made a choice. As would any warrior.”

A horrible realization made her heart turn over inside her chest.

“I killed him.”

“No, Alora. Don’t speak it.”

“My pain killed him just like a bullet from a gun. It should have been me that died. He took my pain, to spare my life and save me from Vindrake.”

She felt Kaevin’s arms tighten, but this time he didn’t argue. They both knew it was true. A minute passed and she felt him shake as they cried together.

“It was his choice, Alora. His decision wasn’t made in ignorance. He knew precisely what would happen.”

His shirt was wet with her tears now. She was afraid to ask, but she had to know. “Did anyone else die trying to rescue me? Uncle Charles? Arista? Wesley? Brian? Mera? Or Beth? What about Beth?”

Please, God, let the answer be “no.”

“What about me?”

Beth marched into the room and rounded to face them, shaking her finger like their middle school principal, Ms. Murkwater. “Kaevin BarGraely, how long were you planning to wait before you told us Alora was awake? Don’t you realize everyone is upstairs, fretting?”

Discretely wiping his eyes on the back of his hand, Kaevin returned a weak smile. “I’d wager Jireo’s not worried in the least.”

Beth winked. “No, you’re right. Wesley hauled him upstairs so he could watch Netflix with him and Arista. But Mr. Whitford is on his umpteenth cup of coffee, trying to stay awake until Alora comes to. And A.J. is using Alora as an excuse to avoid Mom’s list of honey-do’s.”

“Where are we?” asked Alora.

“You know how A.J. remodeled the house when he moved in with us? Well, this was part of it. We’re in the basement, but he totally redid it. Now it’s like a secret medical ward. He’s been stocking medical supplies, and he can handle most stuff right here. Although he can’t do general anesthesia or major operations. It’s too bad he didn’t have it ready before the last time you were in the hospital. Markaeus would’ve made the portal here, instead of in your hospital room, and the nurse wouldn’t have gotten all suspicious.”

“I wish! That would’ve been awesome. But at least if we stay out of the hospital now, we can avoid that reporter,” Alora commented.

“Oh, I’ve been doing a little research on Sergeant Justice. He’s a real slime-ball. I’d like to knock his little toupee right off his noggin.”

Alora giggled at Beth, who mimed punching him out.

“Well, as long as I’m down here,” said Beth, “I need to let your grandmother know you’re conscious. She’s sitting with Meravelle in Bardamen’s room.”

Alora sensed Beth’s anxiety when she mentioned Bardamen.

“Is Bardamen okay? I mean, I know he must’ve inhaled some smoke, but he’s going to be fine, isn’t he?”

“To be honest, A.J. doesn’t know why he’s not waking up. Laethan said he might be able to help him, but now...” Beth’s voice trailed off, and she cleared her throat a few times, while studying her feet. When she looked up, her eyes were shining with tears. “I really liked Laethan. He wasn’t ever grumpy with me, and he taught me a ton of stuff. It’s crazy, because he doesn’t even live in my realm, but I’m going to miss him. A lot.”

“I know.” Alora fought back a fresh wave of tears.

“Anyway,” Beth sniffed, backing out of the room. “I’m going to have fun being Paul Revere.”

She disappeared, feet pattering away on the concrete floor and, after a few seconds, her voice echoed back down the hallway. “Alora’s awake!”

~22~

The big funeral ceremony in Glaenshire was moving and even beautiful, in its own way, but Alora was still kind of creeped out by the whole funeral pyre thing. And Beth agreed with her.

“I guess it’s not any different than when somebody over here gets cremated,” Alora reasoned.

“Yeah,” said Beth. “But in our world, we don’t have to watch them do it. It’s all done behind closed doors, and we have a nice urn and a beautiful picture to look at.”

“I think it’s cool.” Wesley plopped onto the couch beside Kaevin, and put his feet up on the coffee table for an instant before returning them to the floor. He glanced at Beth. “Sorry, it’s a bad habit. We don’t have nice new furniture at our house.”

“To tell you the truth, I kind of preferred the old junky stuff. It gets old having to be so careful with everything. But I’m happy for Mom—she’s never really had nice things before.”

Nodding, Wesley said, “I totally get it. My mom says she’s not bothering to get any more nice furniture until I’m out of the house. And that’s fine with me.”

“Back to the funeral,” Alora interrupted, planting herself on Kaevin’s other side and sliding her fingers to lock with his. “Wesley, it doesn’t bother you when they light a pile of bodies on fire? Doesn’t that seem kind of gruesome? No offense, Kaevin...”

Her soulmate merely smiled.

“It might if they weren’t all covered up,” Wesley replied. “But it just seems kind of symbolic to me. I mean, the smoke rises up in the air, like it’s going to Heaven. Doesn’t that seem better than sticking a body down in the ground so it can slowly rot away? I’d rather go up than down.”

“Speaking of bodies...” Beth kicked off her shoes before crawling into an overstuffed chair. Are you really going to transport all those Stone Clan people back to Laegenshire, Alora? Including the dead ones? Do you have enough strength or whatever to do that?”

“I actually look a lot worse than I feel. And I’m not even using my gift to mask the pain this time. My shoulders are still pretty sore from being tied up, but nothing’s broken. Doc says when the swelling goes down on my face, I’ll look okay—maybe have a couple of scars from the deeper gashes.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing Kaevin’s already stuck with you, since you look like you had a fight with a barbed-wire fence and lost.” Beth giggled as she dodged the pillow Alora threw.

“Thanks a lot.” Alora packed her words with sarcasm, but she honestly appreciated her friend’s lighthearted jesting. Beth always helped her keep things in perspective. “And I may have to see a dentist, because one of my front teeth got hit pretty hard, and it’s still hurting.”

“Ugh! I hate the dentist,” Wesley replied around a mouthful of M&M’s from the package he’d carried to Glaenshire to “keep my energy up during the funeral.”

“Not too surprising,” Beth remarked. “Personally, I love my dentist, and I’ve never had a cavity.”

“I figure a trip to visit the dentist can’t be as bad as visiting my father.” Alora’s wry humor was lost on Kaevin, who sat white-faced and quiet, trying to hide his pain, exacerbated from today’s funeral trip. She used her gift to share some of his discomfort, hiding her grimace behind a fake smile. “So I’ll be fine transporting everyone about. Kaevin, on the other hand, probably shouldn’t be moving around... even this much.”

“I’m fine,” he protested. “And stop doing that. I don’t need your help.”

Alora was distracted when Markaeus and Arista walked through the room, chatting in low tones.

“Hey! Where’re you two going?” Alora called out. “You look like you’re on a secret mission.”

“We’re going through the portal to take these to Glaenshire.” Arista held up a stack of papers. “Beth, did you want to come and give them to Mera yourself?”

“You have a gift for me?” Meravelle swept into the room, somehow managing to look sophisticated, despite her short stature, tight curls and turned-up nose. “I came to say farewells to everyone.”

Alora caught Beth’s eyes and nodded. They both knew Mera had come to say goodbye to Bardamen, who still hadn’t awakened, much to Doc’s frustration.

Beth snatched the papers from Arista’s hands and held them out to Meravelle. “Here you go. It’s just photocopies, so they might be a little harder to make out. But most of the images are pretty clear. And I can always blow them up larger if you have a hard time making out the writing, not that I can make heads or tails of anything.”

“What is this?” Mera frowned at the stack of papers in her hands.

“It’s photocopies of the Maladorn Scroll. When Markaeus fetched it from the Craedenza, I took pictures of the whole thing. I think most of them are in order, but of course the images will overlap and some of the writing will be repeated from one page to the next—”

“A miracle!” Mera’s smile was huge. And genuine. It was the first Alora had seen on her face since she woke up in Montana. “How can I ever thank you? You may have saved Tenavae from Vindrake.”

“And me, too.” Markaeus pushed his lower lip out. “I’m the one who brought the scroll here.”

“Well, I’m the one who stole it from Vindrake in the first place,” Arista declared.

“Yes, Arista. And how long would you have kept the scroll secreted away in your room?” Entering the room on crutches, Jireo’s teasing tone had a slight edge to it. Only one of Vindrake’s three shots-in-the-dark had hit him, so he’d been really lucky—or unlucky, depending on your perspective.

“So, you can read this, right?” Beth asked Mera, pointing at the pictures. “Because we really need to know how to reverse Vindrake’s bloodbond.”

Mera’s smile faded. “I can’t read the scroll’s writings... not yet. These things take some time. But I’m gifted in languages and wisdom, and I promise to study until I can interpret the words.”

“This version of the scroll isn’t making me sick,” Alora remarked.

“Nor do I feel the same draw as from the Maladorn Scroll.” Mera eyed the pages, frowning. “I must protect these from damage. It would be a tragedy to lose these writings again.”

“Oh, it wouldn’t be a big deal,” said Beth. “I’ve got the images backed up in the cloud. I could always print some more.”

Mera stared, her gray eyes wide, uncomprehending.

Beth chuckled. “Never mind. All you have to know is I can get you as many copies as you need.”

Speechless, Mera could only shake her head slowly from side to side.

Smiling at her astonishment, Alora stood and walked toward the basement door. “Come on, Meravelle. Leave those on the table and we’ll go see Bardamen.”

“I’m so grateful,” said Meravelle, joining her on the stairs. “For all of you.”

“No, I’m the one who’s grateful,” Alora insisted. “You risked your life for me. You were so courageous, walking into Vindrake’s camp all by yourself.”

“I was terrified.”

“Yes, but you came anyway. And you didn’t even have a weapon.”

“I have no gifting in strength or weapons or agility, so it would not have served me well to bring a blade along. But I wasn’t without defense.”

“Really?”

“I’m gifted in wisdom, and I carried it with me. It is both my weapon and my shield.”

“It must be nice to have a gift that can’t be stopped by a piece of iron around your foot.”

“Gifted or not, wisdom should always be your primary weapon. Without it, you’ll never succeed, no matter your strength or prowess with a blade.”

“Even after all of this—Vindrake’s attack, burning your town, threatening the Craedenza—you don’t wish you knew how to fight with a sword?”

Mera laughed, holding her hand on top of her head to indicate her shortness. “With a sword in hand, I might slice a warrior’s knees. With wisdom I can cut off the head.”

“Hmmm...”

“However, I’m always willing to learn a new skill, as learning is part of wisdom.”

“Okay... fair enough.”

When they entered the room, Doc was sitting in the overstuffed chair by Bardamen’s bed, watching his chest rise and fall.

“Still no change?” Alora knew the answer, but she had to ask anyway.

“Nothing.”

Alora would’ve known how discouraged Doc was even if her gift hadn’t told her. He stood up, holding his hands on either side of his head like it might fall off.

“I just don’t get it. He didn’t go that long without breathing. We got him out of there really fast.”

“Maybe the smoke?”

He shook his head. “There are signs of severe smoke inhalation, and he doesn’t have them. I think he breathed some smoke, for sure, but he’s been on oxygen for days now. He’s breathing on his own. His heart is beating on its own. There’s just no reason he shouldn’t wake up.”

“Did Laethan have any ideas?” Alora asked. “Before he died.”

“Laethan? He’s infuriating!” Doc let out a few colorful words as he jumped out of the chair, but Mera didn’t react. Hopefully she didn’t understand American curse words. “We made plans together—to teach each other. He knew I didn’t understand all this witch doctor stuff. That man had no right to go off and die.”

In the awkward silence that followed, Alora fought back her grief. She felt much the same way as Doc.

“I’m... uhh... sorry for my colorful language.” Doc had the good grace to blush—rather amazing, since he usually didn’t seem to notice when he used curse words. Maybe Janice was starting to have a good effect on him.

“So I guess Laethan didn’t tell you how to wake Bardamen up?”

“All he said was ‘Bardamen is gone, as Alora was gone.’ And then he said something, like Han Solo would’ve said, about life force.”

Alora moved closer to the bed, reaching out to touch Bardamen’s cold hand and resisting the urge to shake him awake. “We’re hoping Nordamen will know what to do as soon as I take him back to Laegenshire.”

Doc waved his hand to offer his chair to Mera, who hadn’t said a word the entire time.

“I’ll be honest, Alora. His respiratory rate is dropping, and we don’t have any way to keep him breathing here. I can take him to the hospital or you can take him to Laegenshire. But we have to do something within the hour because I can’t sit here and watch this man die in my basement.”

Alora felt the blood drain from her face. “I didn’t know he was that critical. Maybe I should bring Nordamen here instead.”

“I think that might be a good idea.” Doc started toward the door.

“Wait! Would you tell Jireo? Because he has to contact Darielle so she can tell Nordamen before I transport him.”

“I’ll try.” He stomped off, muttering something about communicators and transporters.

Mera perched on the edge of the chair, her stiff back radiating her tension. “Perhaps one of the other healers from Laegenshire could save him.”

Alora almost cried at Mera’s desperation, but she didn’t want to give her false hope.

“We don’t have any more healers like Laethan. He was an exceptional healer, and I think it had to do with him breaking the law.”

“Which law did he break?”

“The one that says a healer can’t have the gift of empathy, or if you’re gifted in empathy you can’t be a healer or something like that.”

“Ah.” She nodded understanding. “This law is rather recent. In the past, many Tenavae healers were gifted in empathy. Though dangerous to the healer, the gift enhances healing above all others. I suppose you have no other healers with the gift, then.”

“Well, if they have it, they sure aren’t going to admit it. Not after the council canned Laethan.”

“Canned?”

“You know... they fired him.”

“They burned him?”

“No, they took his job away. Well, he quit, before they could take it away.”

“Whatever the circumstances, it’s unfortunate we can’t call on a healer with empathy. But not surprising—the gift has become so rare.”

Alora sat down in the adjacent chair, watching Bardamen’s chest rise and fall, wondering if each breath might be his last.

“They told me empathy is rare. That’s one of many reasons I’m so sad we lost Laethan. There’s no one else to teach me about my empathy.”

Mera’s head jerked toward Alora. “You have the gift?”

“Yeah, it’s too bad I haven’t learned how to use it yet. I’ve spent most of my time trying to undo my empathy mistakes.”

A hand gripped her arm. “You have the gift of empathy?”

“Yes, but—”

“You could save him.” Mera’s hand tightened like a tourniquet.

The blood pumped in Alora’s head, pounding in her ears. I’ve already killed two people with my empathy—the guard and Laethan. How can I risk killing another?

“But I don’t—”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked it of you.” Releasing Alora’s arm, Mera covered her face with her hands.

“No, you shouldn’t. You see, I’m no good with empathy. If I make a mistake, Bardamen’ll die. I just don’t think I could handle it.”

Meravelle’s hands dropped, exposing her tear-streaked face.

“No, Bardamen’s life will not be at risk... Yours will.”

**************

Everyone was in the room.

Literally.

Everyone.

Nordamen—whom Alora had been hoping would snap his fingers and twitch his nose and fix Bardamen up in a jiffy—sat at his bedside, openly weeping.

“He can’t be saved, Alora,” Nordamen declared after hearing of the extended period during which Vindrake’s warriors fought with such clumsy efforts. “Such a ward as Bardamen held would require more than one life force could sustain. He was well aware of the consequences of his actions. He wouldn’t expect you to sacrifice your life for a hopeless cause.”

Graely, who’d insisted, of course, on coming with Nordamen, took the shaman at his word, speaking out against Alora’s intervention, but leaving the decision in the hands of the soulmate couple.

Doc was pacing against the wall, making comments like, “I’ll have to dispose of three more bodies when you’re all finished,” and “I should’ve just taken him to the hospital.”

“Being at the hospital didn’t help Alora,” Beth reminded him.

To which he responded, without blinking an eye, “You’re grounded.”

Alleraen fought hard to get out of his bed and join the crowd, but Doc insisted he stay lying down, having not had sufficient time to heal from a “shot to the gut, which he only survived by a miracle.”

So Alleraen had politely requested—with a lot of yelling and “brights”—his bed be rolled into the room with Bardamen. He held to his argument that he was closely related to Alora by blood and might be able to donate strength to keep her alive.

Jireo liked this idea a lot. Anything to keep Kaevin alive. He couldn’t sit or stand still, despite the bullet wound in his leg that left him dependent on crutches. As Uncle Charles would say, “He looked as nervous as a cat in a roomful of rocking chairs.”

Not to be left out, Brian, Wesley and Arista stood against the opposite wall, watching the events unfold, along with Janice.

Uncle Charles cemented himself behind Alora, with Raelene beside him. Only Markaeus seemed untroubled about the healing attempt, dancing with excitement, an action that shook the bed since he was leaning on the foot of it.

All those people packed together in one small room were making Alora a little bit claustrophobic. And a little bit testy, as well.

“There’s room for one more person in here if he sits in Kaevin’s lap,” she sniped. “Why don’t you go see if the mailman wants to join us?”

“Already asked him,” Beth replied in a glib tone. “He didn’t have time to stay. Had to hurry home to watch Sergeant Justice in Unseen Secrets.

Her sarcastic response brought a few moans and snickers of laughter, lightening the tense mood, a happy circumstance Alora used to lift her own spirits.

Leave it to Beth.

“Being gifted in empathy means more than simply knowing what someone is feeling,” Mera began. “You can actually feel it along with them. More than an awareness of what a person is experiencing, you go through the experience together.”

Not wanting to waste time with general explanations, Alora jumped to the part she already knew. “Laethan told me he could take away a portion of someone’s pain. The way I understand it... if there’re two gallons of pain, I could take one gallon and the patient would only have one to bear.”

“That’s true,” said Mera. “And if you’re gifted in empathy, you could also project your pain in this manner. You could share half your pain, and only bear half for yourself.”

Alora thought about the torture at her father’s hand, cringing to think she’d only felt half the pain. Feeling remorseful for the pain she’d sent to Kaevin during her torture, she used her empathy to share more of his current pain, which was considerable at the moment.

He reacted immediately. “No, Alora. Let me do my part, while you do yours. I can bear my own pain while you help Bardamen.”

When she sent the pain back, he didn’t even flinch. His fingers tightened around hers, and he smiled encouragement.

Meravelle continued, “But this is the important part of utilizing empathy as a healer. You can share your life force with a patient—a small amount—only enough to keep a soul awake.”

Alora scrunched her lips to the side, trying to loosen the scab on her mouth. “Then why would a healer ever let someone die? Why wouldn’t he just give a tiny bit of life force to each injured person to keep him alive? And what’s the risky part of all this?”

“I’m unsure,” Mera admitted.

“If you’ve got this empathy gift, why don’t you do it yourself?” Uncle Charles asked Mera.

“I don’t have the gift,” she explained. “But I’m an archivist, and I’ve studied much about empathy in the ancient scrolls.”

Uncle Charles got the same look Bozeman got when someone tried to steal his bone. “You’ve read about it? That’s it? You’ve read about it? Well I’ve read books about pilots, and you don’t see me trying to teach a pilot how to fly a plane, do you?”

“Uhmm...” Mera’s eyes looked as big and round as silver dollars.

“Lay off, Uncle Charles. She’s the best we’ve got, since Laethan isn’t here.”

He didn’t speak again, but Alora felt his anger—not necessarily directed at Mera, but sort of generally aimed around the room, like a bucket of splattered paint.

“Kaevin? What do you think?” Alora asked. “Your life is on the line as much as mine.”

Kaevin turned to his defender brother. “Jireo? What is your counsel?”

All eyes focused on Jireo, who spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m not in favor. My defender bond is battering the inside of my head. But I cannot say for certain you will die.”

“You don’t have much time,” Doc put in.

As she took a deep breath, Alora let her gaze rest on the fingers of her right hand entwined with Kaevin’s. He lifted her hand, pressing his lips to her fingertips. Then he leaned in and kissed her face—first, in the middle of her forehead, then on her left eyelid, then on the right corner of her mouth. The only three spots on her face that didn’t hurt.

“I believe in you,” he whispered.

“Okay.” 

She reached out with her free hand, placing it on Bardamen’s hands folded on his chest as if he were posed in a coffin.

Starting the only way she knew, she looked for Bardamen’s pain.

And she was in.

**********

Alora found Bardamen’s pain immediately. Or, at least, she found the place where his pain should be. It was empty. She groped in the darkness. No emotions. It was like floating weightless in a big empty wheat silo.

Maybe he’s already dead.

She tried calling to him, mentally. But she couldn’t hear her own voice, so she figured it wasn’t working.

Where’s the life force? What does it feel like?

Whatever the essence of Bardamen was, she couldn’t find it anywhere. She withdrew and opened her eyes to find fifteen sets peering back at her.

“She’s back already.” Beth clapped her hands. “Did it work?”

“No, it didn’t. He’s like a bear, hibernating in a cave where I can’t find him.”

“We’re too late.” Mera’s lips pushed together until they blanched. 

A hushed pall fell over the room.

From the back, Nordamen choked out, “Thank you for trying, Alora.” 

His lips curved in a forced smile, while tears tracked down his cheeks. Likewise, teary-eyed, Graely put a comforting hand on his friend’s shoulder. Even with her shield in place, Alora’s emotions were overwhelmed to the point of crying.

“Wait. I have an idea,” Alora said, wiping her face and sniffing. “If he can still feel pain, I think I can find him. I’m going back in, and I need somebody to poke his feet with a pin or something. Or, it doesn’t have to be pain—you could tickle his feet instead. I just need him to feel something, because that’s the only thing I know how to do.”

“For how long?” asked Markaeus, standing by Bardamen’s feet, looking like someone told him he could eat a whole pan of cinnamon rolls by himself.

“For as long as I’m gone.” Alora gave Kaevin a grin and a stiff kiss before she went back.

There. He’s feeling something. No, it’s gone.

Oh, it’s a tickle... No.

There... again... It’s gone.

Ow! A pinch. That’s better.

It’s gone again.

Wait... Here’s the problem. I feel it. It’s like an open drain in the bottom of the silo. Just a small hole, the size of my finger. That’s why it stays so empty. I just need to plug up this drain.

She floated down to the hole. It had seemed small, but as she probed, the hole grew. Bigger than her finger. Bigger than her hand. It sucked against her like the drain in a bathtub. She twisted in the darkness and laid her body across the hole, finally stopping the flow.

But she was trapped. She couldn’t move.

The feelings began to collect above her. A tickle. A poke. Another poke. More and more.

It didn’t hurt, not really. But the feelings grew heavier and heavier, compressing her lungs.

More feelings. A pinch. A sharp poke.

The pain was moderate, but the weight was overwhelming. Like slow suffocation.

I need to think. I need to stay calm.

She panicked. She screamed.

Kaevin! Kaevin!

She felt nothing. No fear, no pain, no connection with her soulmate whatsoever.

Bardamen! Bardamen!

Nothing. She was dying.

Bardamen! Help me! Please!

How could the feelings be so heavy? Surely she could throw them off. Dig her way out.

Thrashing in the soupy pitch black, she tossed some of the weighty feelings to the side. But something even heavier settled on top of her.

A lifeless body.

Bardamen.

She grabbed his shoulders and shook him, screaming his name, but he gave no response.

She knew what she had to do. It was no more than what Laethan had done for her.

She probed in the dark, finding Bardamen’s lips. Taking in a huge breath, she blew as hard as she could into his mouth.

His body twitched. He moved.

He’s alive!

Swallowing up the collected feelings as he righted himself, he floated to the top of the silo.

She made a feeble attempt to rise from the bottom, but she had no breath left. No buoyancy.

She stopped struggling, resting on the bottom. So comfortable. Relaxed. No pain. No anxiety. Dying seemed such a pleasant thing.

**************

Bardamen awoke to utter chaos.

People were all around him. A lot of people. Shouting. Yelling. Someone was poking his foot with something sharp. Pushing up on his elbows, Bardamen tried to make sense of his surroundings.

“Stop that, Markaeus.” He jerked his foot away.

He saw his father weeping and wondered what had happened.

Meravelle was beside him, also crying. It broke his heart to see the tears on her face. He wanted to ask who had died, but from her expression, he feared the worst. Her grandfather must have passed.

Jireo’s voice rose above the others as he wailed, “Noooooooooooo!”

Pushing people out of the way, Jireo limped forward, grabbing Kaevin’s shoulders and tumbling him out of the chair to the floor.

“Call her back!” Jireo keened. “Call Alora back!”

“I can’t reach her,” Kaevin slurred, his head lolling sideways. “I’m too weak.”

Jireo looked up at Charles. “Give me a blade! I know you have one. Give it to me!”

Charles slid a knife into Jireo’s hand.

“Kaevin, look at me! Look!”

Kaevin’s eyes blinked open.

“If you leave, I’ll do it. I swear, I’ll do it!” Jireo pressed the blade against his own neck, and a drop of blood appeared.

The room went eerily silent.

Kaevin sat up like he’d been splashed with icy water. “Jireo, stop! What are you doing?”

“Call her back! You can still reach her!” Tears streamed down Jireo’s face. “Don’t give up, or I’ll slash it. I swear, I will!”

Kaevin blinked in confusion.

“She’s right there beside you.” Jireo pointed with his nose at Alora’s prone body, lying on the floor beside Kaevin.

Kaevin hesitated, looking like he might try to take the knife from Jireo. But Jireo pushed harder on the blade, indenting his skin and hissing at the pain as more blood beaded along the sharp edge.

Twisting, Kaevin scooped Alora onto his lap, cradling her face in his hands. He bent his head down and kissed her, groaning as if the action caused great pain. Their lips stayed together, but Alora didn’t respond. The kiss continued on, while the onlookers waited... while Jireo remained motionless, with a bloody blade pressed against his own neck.

No one spoke a word.

Still Kaevin and Alora remained, frozen in a kiss. And still, everyone waited.... and waited... until it was all too clear... Kaevin and Alora no longer lived.

“Ahhh...” Jireo exclaimed before the knife slipped from his fingers and he collapsed on the floor.

~23~

Why are people arguing in my room? I just want peace and quiet so I can sleep.

“Yes, but would you really have done it?” asked Kaevin.

“Of course... What did your defender bond tell you?” Jireo declared, as if insulted his best friend would question his integrity.

“But that’s insane. A man who would take his own life is insane.”

“I agree. A man who would take his own life, or refuse to save it, is insane indeed. But I never intended to die.”

“But you must’ve intended to die, to stir my defender bond so.”

“I only had to be willing to die—to start the action of dying—but I didn’t believe I would have to carry through.”

“But you would’ve done so?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Then, as I said, you’re insane.”

“As are you.”

“Arrrrggghhh!!!” Alora grabbed the pillow and put it over her face. “Be quiet. Can’t you see I’m trying to sleep?”

The pillow lifted, and Kaevin’s face appeared, complete with twinkling eyes and a dimple-graced grin. “Hello, beautiful!”

“Don’t make fun of me. I know I look horrible.”

“As a matter of fact, I’ve seen you look a lot better. But that lifeless look is much worse.” Jireo laughed at his own joke, and Alora tried to stay mad at him.

“That’s not very nice.” She threw her pillow, immediately regretting it when she couldn’t find another on the bed.

“Hey!” It was Beth’s voice. “Back in the land of the living, huh?”

“What’s everyone talking about? I didn’t die. At least, I don’t remember dying.” Alora searched her short-term memory, finding it rather empty.

“Oh, you died, all right,” said Beth. “Both of you. And for once, it was Doc who brought you back. Now there’s no living with him. He already thought he knew everything. Now he’s sure of it.”

“I really died?”

“I believe it’s called flat-lined. But the AED zapped you right back to life. And when you came back, so did Kaevin.”

Jireo interrupted. “But only after I forced Kaevin to call you back from whatever dark place you went while rescuing Bardamen.” He lifted his hand to offer a high-five to Alora. “Well done on that, by the by. Except for the part where you died, of course.”

“Doc says he could’ve brought her back without Kaevin’s help.” Beth picked up the pillow from the floor, fluffed it, and tucked it under Alora’s head.

“No,” Jireo insisted. “Kaevin had already saved her life. I felt the defender bond release me before I passed out.”

“Perhaps your bond released you because I was dead,” Kaevin reasoned.

“No, that feels entirely different—like someone has stabbed your heart with a pickaxe. I should know. I felt it when you died in Vindrake’s cavern after he tortured...” Jireo scrunched his nose up. “I’m sorry, Alora. I know you mustn’t be reminded of that.”

“It’s okay, really. It doesn’t bother me anymore. Not since Laethan emptied everything out.”

“So you don’t have PTSD anymore?” Beth offered Alora a glass of water, which she drank with greedy abandon, soothing her parched mouth.

“No PTSD for me. I’m not so sure about Kaevin, though.” Alora was only half-way kidding.

Raelene slipped through the door, clapping her hands when she spied Alora. “You’re awake! It seems you spend too much time sleeping these days.”

“Could be because I’m a teenager,” Alora teased.

As Raelene smoothed Alora’s hair away from her face with a gentle touch, she looked a little weepy, but Alora was enjoying the lighthearted banter too much to let her grandmother go all mushy on her. She thought of a distraction.

“How’s Bardamen? I haven’t heard anything except that I saved him.”

It was the right question. Grandmother laughed, slapping her thigh and gasping for air.

“He’s Bardamen, just the same. He wasn’t awake more than half a finger before he was arguing with Mera. And there she was weeping over him for days. But when he piqued her pride she was shouting in his face and declaring no woman would ever be able to tolerate him.”

“What were they arguing about?” asked Alora.

“Mera mentioned she was considering taking the oath to defend the Craedenza. I’m certain she hoped Bardamen might be encouraged to express his feelings for her. And of course Bardamen doesn’t wish her to take the oath and be bound forever to Glaenshire. But instead of spilling his heart and asking her to marry him, he spouted off about her having too few years to make such a decision. I think he may have called it a foolish decision, as well.”

“It was pretty bad,” Beth agreed. “Doc was still in the room, at the time. And he told them if they killed each other, they could just stay dead. He was done saving people for the night.”

“But that’s terrible,” Alora protested. “Why are you laughing, Grandmother?”

“Because I’ve realized who Mera and Bardamen remind me of... me and my Laeander.”

“You and Grandfather?”

“Yes, dear. Your grandfather and I fought like enemy warriors for moons. Until one day he saw a man on his knees at my feet in the village square. Thinking the man was proposing marriage, Laeander declared his love at the top of his lungs, while running to intercept me. He knocked the man over in his haste to take a knee and ask for my promise.” She reared her head back and laughed again, until tears were running down her face. “Of course the poor man was only searching for a toggle that had dropped from his tunic.”

Beth was giggling. “What did he do when he realized he’d made a mistake?”

“He stood and kissed me, as I’d never been kissed before. It was quite scandalous, for I was not of his clan. And as the bearer for Stone Clan already, I couldn’t leave my council position. But his Forest Clan village was far from Stone Clan, and none there knew his family. He returned with me, and we were promised, passing him off as Stone Clan, as his eyes were not so very light green. And none were the wiser.”

“And that’s why I can draw power from water, stone, and forest,” Alora told Beth.

“Yep. And you can transport people from one place to another and from one realm to another. And you can sense evil. And you can manipulate emotions and do weird stuff with pain. And you can fight off evil and withstand torture. But...” Beth waggled one finger in the air. “But, you still have a panic attack if I suggest you go to a dance.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I’m just too busy to go to a dance. And I’m not invited to school dances anymore, since I’m homeschooling.”

“So you’d go if you were invited to a dance and you weren’t off on some adventure in Tenavae? Like, for instance, if there was a dance at the end of the summer at the community center?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Alora began, fighting the butterflies in her stomach.

“There’s a dance?” Kaevin limped over, sitting on the edge of the bed, his hand pressing against his abdomen. Carefully, Alora drew a bit more of his pain away, but not enough for him to notice.

“We’ll probably be in Serenshire at the end of the summer,” Alora protested. “We have to put off the trip now while Kaevin and Jireo are healing.”

Kaevin smiled, flashing his white teeth, freshly brushed with minty toothpaste. “If there’s a dance, we’ll be there. Nothing will keep us away, except perhaps if Vindrake has one of us bound in irons. Distance is no obstacle. One of many advantages of having a soulmate who’s also a bearer.”

**************

“I don’t like funerals.” Alora sat on the low tree branch with Uncle Charles, watching the smoke rising from the pyre in colorful swirls. A result of Nordamen’s magick or some kind of chemical reaction, Alora wasn’t sure which, and didn’t really care. “And now I realize, all this time it was my empathy making me cry whenever anyone else is crying.”

“Your Aunt Lena used to do that, and she didn’t have an empathy gift.”

“Hmmm... maybe she did have empathy gifting and we didn’t know it.”

Uncle Charles smiled, one of those sad ones where your mouth curves and your cheeks move, but your eyes are still kind of droopy. “The only funeral you ever went to in Montana was your Aunt Lena’s.”

“I know.” Alora leaned her head against his shoulder. “And you want to know something awful, Uncle Charles? I’m kind of glad I can’t ever lose Kaevin the way you lost Aunt Lena. I don’t know how you stood it.”

He opened his mouth like he was going to say something, but then he pressed his lips together, shaking his head.

“What?”

“Nothing important. We can discuss it another time.” His shoulder lifted as he breathed in. “Funerals aren’t really such a bad thing, you know. It’s a time to celebrate a person’s life and remember all the things you loved about them.”

It felt good to let herself cry. Kind of cleansing. She wished she could ask Laethan if that was part of empathy or just normal. But she could never ask him anything again. He was the only person who understood her, and now he was gone. It wasn’t fair. He’d never gotten to travel, and he’d been excited about going to Serenshire. Nothing was fair about it. Nothing.

“Why does God let you love somebody and then take them away?”

“Wow. I’m not sure I can really answer that, but I’ll try.” Uncle Charles paused, obviously trying to come up with some pithy philosophical statement. “I think... I think it’s because death is a part of life. Everyone dies eventually, so you have to enjoy them while they’re alive. Kind of like a bouquet of flowers. The trick is to treat all your friends like beautiful cut flowers. You cherish them every day, knowing they won’t last forever.”

Alora looked up through wet lashes. “That’s kind of corny, Uncle Charles.”

“Yep. That’s because I’m kind of corny.”

With a sigh of contentment, she laid her head back on his shoulder. “I like corny.”

~24~

Alora covered her mouth to stifle her giggles. It was right there, on the front page of the Bozeman Post.

“Sergeant Justice Meets Montana Justice,” Beth read out loud in a twangy reporter voice. “Sergeant Justice, star of the television reality show, Unseen Secrets, was arrested in downtown Bozeman, Montana on Friday night. Justice was charged with one count of indecent exposure and one count of public intoxication. Justice defended his behavior, explaining that he’d been abducted by aliens while changing clothes in the men’s locker room at his hotel gym. Evidently, the aliens dropped him in downtown Bozeman when they recognized he was, indeed, a slime-ball.”

“Good Grief Charlie Brown! Did it really say that?” asked Alora.

“Well, I made up that last part. But the rest is real.” Beth laughed. “I told you it would work.”

“I just wasn’t sure I could transport him, since I’d only seen him on TV. How did Wesley get into the locker room at that hotel?”

“In a tuxedo. Justice is such a narcissistic jerk—he insists all his men wear tuxes when they drive him around. The hotel had seen so many guys in tuxedos, they didn’t give Wesley a second look.”

“Wesley said he would call when Justice was changing clothes, so I was really relieved when he showed up in his underwear. I was afraid he wouldn’t have anything on!”

“You didn’t transport out of there and leave your phone lying on the ground, did you?”

“No, Markaeus was waiting in the truck down the street. When Wesley called, Markaeus flashed the lights. I transported Justice to me and zipped away before he really had a chance to see me. I transported right into the truck, and we drove away.”

“Well, it worked like a charm. So, that takes care of Justice. And I think that nurse is moving back to Billings. That’s everything on this end. What about Tenavae? What about all those portals Markaeus made?”

“Oh, Markaeus sealed both the new ones. Of course, the other two were already sealed.”

“Good. At least Daegreth is safe for now... Karen was worried.”

“Karen was worried? Not you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s just complicated.”

“Still making your chocolate chip cookies crispy?”

Beth tried not to grin. “No comment.”

“Ha! I knew it.”

“Back to the subject at hand.” Beth tapped a fingernail on her front tooth. “We do have one more loose end to tie up, and it’s here in Montana.”

Chewing her lower lip, Alora tried to think, but couldn’t remember another issue. “What loose end? I must’ve forgotten.”

Beth’s mouth stretched in an ear-to-ear smile. “The community dance in Bozeman, at the end of the summer.”

**************

“You’re not really going to make me go to another dance, are you?” Alora asked Kaevin. She’d hoped the idea would be lost or the dance might be canceled. But, a month later, Beth had broached the subject again, receiving an enthusiastic response from Kaevin, as expected. Alora, on the other hand, would have preferred a less painful procedure, such as having her legs waxed.

Sitting on the couch beside her, Kaevin laughed, lost in the antics of Tom and Jerry.

She poked him with her elbow, careful to be sure she wasn’t near his stomach wound. The skin had closed up, the stitches gone, but the area remained tender. Alora remembered how it appeared right after the injury, as clearly now as the day it happened. And now, a month later, the image still made her stomach turn over.

“What?” He asked, his eyes watching the show.

“I was asking if you’re going to make me go to a dance when you know how bad I am.”

He shot a glance toward her, waggling his brows. “But I’m good enough for both of us.”

“You’re still injured. You shouldn’t strain yourself like that. Don’t you remember what Doc told you?”

“The dance is still a moon away. I’ll be healed by then.” His gaze was back on the television. “Ha! Did you see that?”

“Dances are bad luck for us, Kaevin. Last time, I transported all of us to Laegenshire by mistake.”

“Beth warned me about this...”

“What are you talking about? What did Beth warn you about?”

“Your gift.” Kaevin sighed, clicking the remote to turn off the television. Turning toward her, he took both her hands in his, gazing into her eyes with a serious expression.

“What gift?”

“Beth explained that you have a special gift for worrying about silly things and to expect you would attempt to sway my opinion concerning the dance.” He lifted her hands, turning them over to kiss her palms.

“Perhaps my special gift isn’t worry. Perhaps my gift is premonition.”

“Perhaps.” He kissed the skin on the underside of her arms, unconcerned about her scars.

“Hey, that tickles.”

Abruptly, he stood up, dragging her with him. “We should practice our dancing.”

“We don’t have any music.”

He pulled her into his arms. “I hear music whenever you’re with me.”

Alora’s heart did a little round-off-back-handspring inside her chest. “Oh Kaevin... that’s so—”

“Saccharin?” called a voice from behind the couch. Jireo climbed to his feet, holding onto the back for support. “Mawkish? Schmaltzy?”

“Seriously, Jireo?” Alora propped her hands on her hips. “You’re still inflicting us with Wesley’s words-of-the-day?”

“I’ve added these particular words to my vocabulary because they describe the essence of pain I endure on a daily basis. Over and over, I must hear schmaltzy phrases from Kaevin’s lips.”

“You wouldn’t have to hear it if you weren’t sneaking around, spying on us all the time.”

“You wound me, Alora.” Jireo stabbed his heart with his hand. “I’ve grown so fond of you. Especially since your lips appear almost normal now.”

“Hey! My lips aren’t swollen at all any more.” Alora probed her face with her fingers.

Kaevin chuckled. “Don’t listen to him, Alora.”

Jireo spoke a little louder. “Begging your pardon, Bearer. I didn’t wish to cause embarrassment about your rather large lips.”

“Are my lips big?” she asked Kaevin.

“Your lips are perfect.” He kissed them to prove his point. “Now, take us to the stables before I’m forced to kill my defender brother.”

“You’ll miss the cinnamon rolls,” Jireo warned.

Alora considered her options. She could smell the delicious pastries. Her mouth was already watering in anticipation.

In a flash of genius, she transported herself and Kaevin into the kitchen, narrowly missing Uncle Charles.

“Hey! We have rules about transporting inside the house, young lady.”

“Sorry, Uncle Charles. It was an emergency.”

“There you are.” Jireo leaned into the kitchen doorway, with his arms folded across his chest. “You should be careful, Alora. Two things are known to be responsible for the fattening of the lips... cinnamon rolls and mawkish phrases.”

“I plan to keep a steady diet of both.” Snatching three cinnamon rolls and transferring them to a paper plate, Alora transported Kaevin and herself to the stables.

“Whew!” she sat on an upside-down bucket. “We got away!”

She took one pastry and handed the other two to Kaevin.

“Why don’t you ignore him?” asked Kaevin, between bites.

“I can’t. He knows how to push my buttons.”

Grinning, Kaevin reached over to tap the top button on her shirt. “And how does Jireo do that?”

Alora nudged him with her elbow as she took a huge bite of cinnamon roll. “You know what I’m talking about. Mmmm, this is so good.” She savored her next bite. “What we really need is to get Arista over here. Jireo needs a sister to tease.”

“Or perhaps we simply need to return to Laegenshire, where Jireo may find a woman of his own.”

Alora liked being referred to as a woman. Ironically, it made her feel like giggling, but she held her composure. Barely.

Then it happened, as it had so many times in the past month, since they’d returned from Glaenshire. His smile faltered, and she felt a hint of some other emotion—something dark and angry. Just for an instant, and then it was gone.

She had to know the truth, even if it was unpleasant. She steeled her emotions, trying not to alert him to her intentions.

“Kaevin, are you happy?” Rotating on her stool until she faced him, she watched his expression, searching for answers when she wasn’t sure of the right question.

He swallowed the last of his cinnamon rolls and leaned against the wall beside her. “Of course I am. I’m the luckiest man in the entirety of two realms, for I have you as my soulmate.”

“Yes, but... something’s happened between us, hasn’t it? You’re... I don’t know... you’re different.”

His smile disappeared, and he grew quiet. Too quiet. She opened her empathy, scanning for his feelings, but she didn’t like what she felt. Pain. Anxiety. Anger. Withdrawal.

“I am different,” he replied, not meeting her eyes.

His words and the accompanying emotions fell over her like a heavy blanket. The walls of the stable moved together, pinning her in place, and her heart sped up, thumping so hard she could feel it.

He wants a way out. He doesn’t want to be my soulmate. I knew he was faking it. I could tell. He’s been acting happy and sweet all the time. He doesn’t even argue with me anymore.

“What happened?” she croaked, forcing the words through her constricted windpipe.

He jerked his shirt up, exposing the angry red scars. “This happened! And Vindrake captured you again. And Jireo’s leg may never be the same. And Laethan died. And so did a lot of fine Stone Clan warriors. All under my watch!”

He kicked a nearby bale of hay, sending a puff of dust and debris into the air.

“You can’t control everything, Kaevin. It’s not like all that stuff is your fault.”

“Two days, Alora! I was Stone Clan leader for two days, and look what happened. Father hasn’t spoken of it, but I’m certain he’s disappointed. Probably disgusted. Else why would he have given us permission to save Bardamen, knowing we would likely die?”

“Kaevin! You know that’s not true! Your father loves you.”

“He could have forbidden it.” Kaevin’s face was shining with tears. “The decision was his to make, yet he deferred to us, knowing we couldn’t refuse to try.”

“Oh, Kaevin...” Alora stood up, reaching out to hug him, but he moved away.

“No, don’t, there’s more...” His hands covered his face, but she could see his shoulders shaking as he wept.

She felt it then. Guilt... heavy... suffocating.

What has he done?

“You never knew... no one knew... except Jireo...”

“Whatever it is, I still love you, Kaevin.”

“Don’t say that—you can’t know that. I’m not the man you think I am. I’m a coward.”

“You’re not a—”

“I am! I didn’t want to face my failures. Or my father. Or the families of the warriors who perished. Or the pain of my injury.”

“That’s just being human, Kaevin. Of course those things are hard. But no one thinks you’re responsible for what happened in Glaenshire... no one but you. Everything that happened was because of my father and his evil.”

He turned his head away. “I can’t blame Vindrake for what I did after he was gone.”

She waited. She couldn’t begin to guess what he might confess.

“I was such a coward.” Pain crumpled his face. “I simply wished to die. To be free from everything. So, when you were saving Bardamen...” His voice cracked. “I... I didn’t try to reach you. I knew I could, but I let you go.”

She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. Her ears rang like after the gunshots.

He chose to let me die. To let us die.

She groped blindly for the wall, sliding down to sit on the plank floor. She couldn’t make sense of his words. It wasn’t like the Kaevin she knew.

“Jireo knew,” he sobbed. “He made me save you. He forced me to keep us alive. I only wanted it to be over.”

He continued to cry, as she’d never seen him before, folding to the ground on the opposite wall.

“You despise me, don’t you? You must. I deserve your hatred... your disgust.”

“No, I don’t hate you, but something is different—something else. This isn’t you. You wouldn’t do that.”

It was like the parts didn’t fit—as if the pieces were from different puzzles.

“It is me. You were mistaken about who I was.”

Then the pieces began to slide into place.

“Listen, Kaevin. Back when my father was torturing us together... it was the worst pain imaginable, right?”

“Yes. And I still lament my part in not protecting you.”

“That’s not the point. The point is, you didn’t try to escape by letting us die. You fought to the end.”

“I was braver then, I suppose. But now, I’m different.”

“There’s only one thing that’s changed since then, and that’s me.”

“You’re still courageous,” he objected. “That hasn’t changed.”

“Not by myself, I’m not.” She sat forward, using her hands while talking. “When Vindrake had me chained out there... every time I felt like giving up—like dying to escape him—I used my empathy to reach out to you.”

“That’s no different than before. You already possessed your gift while we were in Vindrake’s caverns together.”

“Yes! Exactly! But I wasn’t controlling it. I was just spilling out all the time. Sharing everything with you. Everything.”

“That’s true, but you still share with me,” he argued.

“I do. But only a little bit. I just share what I think you need or what I think you can handle.”

“You can’t be faulted for that.”

“Listen to me! I thought I was protecting you. But don’t you see? I wasn’t protecting you at all. We’re soulmates. We need each other. All of each other. All the time. The good and the bad. No holding back.”

He nodded slowly, rubbing his wet face with his fingers. “So you’re saying, without you, I’m a coward.”

“No! No, no, no. I’m saying we’ve given our souls to one another. We’re only one soul now. We’ve shared everything together. So now, if I keep something back, it’s like I’ve stolen a piece of your soul.”

Kaevin’s eyebrows lifted. The creases smoothed on his forehead. His eyes brightened.

“Can you give it back? The missing part of my soul? For I can’t abide the man I’ve become.”

“I can do it.” She took a deep breath. “But it may not be pleasant. You’ve probably forgotten how many emotions go flitting through my brain all the time. And it’ll mean I’m feeling all your pain again, and you’re feeling mine. Constantly.”

“But, you still love me? Even now? Knowing what you know? Knowing what I did?” He dropped his eyes to the stable floor, where his fingers idly picked at a piece of straw.

“I do love you. But, Kaevin?”

Thick lashes shielded his hope-filled eyes as he met her gaze. But she couldn’t help wondering if he’d lost his feelings for her, along with his courage, that night.

“What about you? Do you still love me?”

Her stomach clenched, waiting for his answer.

“More than life,” he breathed. “Only... I lost hope that I was worthy of you. I tried to avoid thinking of what I’d done, but it haunted me, constantly.”

He still loves me!

She let him feel it—her rejoicing. And she saw him smile.

She felt him smiling.

“Should I just let it go all at once?” she asked. “Or maybe ease into it, a little at a time?”

“Please do it at once,” he begged. “How will I know where that bit of my soul might lie?”

Crawling until he was directly in front of her, Kaevin knelt, taking her hands in his. This time, his touch bore his feelings.

“Share with me,” he said, lifting her fingers to his lips, his kiss so tender, it tore at her heart. “Please, as my soulmate... share it all.”

“Everything? The good and the bad?”

“Everything.”

Alora looked into the deep green pools of his eyes, through the bottomless depths, into his soul. She opened her empathy. Emotions and pain swirled together, unrestrained—a kaleidoscope of feelings.

A beautiful sight.

A lovely caress.

A scent of promise.

A whisper of hope.

A taste of rapture.

Soulmates!

Epilogue

Blaggard worried when he could not contact Vindrake following the attack in Glaenshire. Day after day, he waited until the appointed time, anxious to speak to Vindrake—to assure he still lived. Not only that he lived, but retained the power needed to defeat Graely BarManassae and give rise to the kingdom in which Blaggard was positioning himself as an influential leader.

Each time he attempted farsight speech with Vindrake, he was met with silence.

Until today.

Today, he’d heard Vindrake’s voice inside his head, ordering him to make contact at the customary time, two fingers after sunset, at which time Vindrake expected a full report. Relieved to know Vindrake was alive, Blaggard was nevertheless nervous that his account might not be satisfactory to the demanding Water Clan Leader. Blaggard reviewed the insights he’d gleaned. Kaevin remained in the other realm, recovering from injuries sustained in the Glaenshire battle. The expedition to Serenshire had been postponed. As to the mysterious appearance of new portals, Blaggard made casual inquiries around Laegenshire. Either no one knew the answers, or no one shared that knowledge.

Of true import, Blaggard realized he had little to report, and he fretted about his deficit, scanning the few remaining sightstones still worn by his patrons. Unless Vindrake appreciated the proper way to season a stew, Blaggard might be in trouble.

Then fortune smiled on Blaggard in the form of a desperate warrior. Or perhaps fortune laughed at him.

“Please. You must send a message to Vindrake,” the green-eyed warrior begged him. “My sightstone was lost in the battle at Glaenshire, and I’ve no other way to contact him.”

“I’m a loyal Stone Clan citizen,” Blaggard replied, straight-faced. “I should have you put in chains for your treachery against Graely and Laegenshire.”

“If I’m to be chained, you’ll receive the same treatment.”

Clenching his fists, the young warrior’s muscles bulged, reducing Blaggard’s bravado by a considerable amount. Proving he had intelligence in addition to his gifting in strength, the warrior growled a warning. “Perhaps I’ll tell Chaleah to inquire about your travels and your recent visit to Vindrake’s caverns in Portshire.”

Blaggard’s blood froze in his veins.

Vindrake revealed my identity and our private dealings, with no thought to my peril. Now, I’m forced to pacify this hot-headed warrior, or risk discovery.

“No need to be cross. I had to confirm you were not some spy of Graely’s, did I not?” Blaggard motioned for him to follow into the back room, a safer place to converse should another citizen enter the shop. “What is this crucial message I must pass to Master Vindrake?”

“Inform him I struck a killing blow to Kaevin BarGraely during the battle. Deep in his gut. By all rights, he should be dead. I believe the other-world healer had a hand in saving Kaevin from certain death.”

“Perhaps your aim was not completely accurate.”

The warrior’s eyes narrowed as his hand lifted to rest on the hilt of his blade.

Though his heart thundered almost audibly, Blaggard kept his expression bland. “Even in the heat of battle, someone must have seen you inflicting such a wound on one of your own. Your allegiance is exposed.”

A chilling smile bloomed on the warrior’s face. “I’m far too skilled and clever to expose myself in battle. My secret is without compromise. No one in Stone Clan suspects me. No one knows my identity... except you. If anyone were to accuse me, I would know the source without doubt.”

In a blink, Blaggard found the warrior’s blade lying against his throat.

“I’ve made no threat against you,” Blaggard croaked, all effort at pretense gone, ears ringing as blood pounded through the vein in his neck.

“See to it Vindrake receives my message.” Wiping the blade on his leathers, the warrior sheathed his knife. “I want him to know it was me.”

Blaggard probed his neck with his fingers, not surprised to find a few drops of blood. “Should I give Vindrake your name? Are you the only false warrior in Stone Clan?”

The warrior shrugged. “I neither know nor care. Tell Vindrake I won’t stop until both Kaevin and Graely are dead. He will know who I am.”

**********

Nothing existed but pain. Agony. Blistering torment radiated from Alora. Scalding liquid pulsed through his body in a never-ending flood. Never had he experienced anything so excruciating.

Vindrake awoke screaming, tangled in his sweat-soaked blankets. The memory assaulted him, as painful as the actual event... as it had every night since his recovery.

But he had recovered.

His guards, still controlled by their bloodbonds, had carried his body back to Water Clan. Feverish and unaware, he remembered little of the journey. In Portshire his healers had labored to revive him with little success, until one particular woman offered her services. A shaman, rather than a healer, Scornia had but twenty years, and some doubted the wisdom in allowing her to interfere. In fact, Vindrake suspected more than a few who argued in her favor were hoping she would fail.

She did not.

Dark and powerful, her magick renewed him to the strength of his youth. He awakened in a body pulsing with vigor. Even his skin was smooth and free of scars and wrinkles, leading him to wonder if Scornia misrepresented her own age. Yet a thorough interrogation revealed no deception.

Scornia had only recently joined forces with Water Clan, migrating from the Shadow Basin area, where she readily admitted to studying the darkest of magick and bore the purple eyes known to come from its practice. Vindrake could only wonder at the original color, as the lavender tinting obscured even the whites of her orbs.

“Are you not bound to your tutors? Or to the source of their power?” he asked.

“No allegiance is required to practice dark magick, only payment. One pays with blood—a mere drop—to learn untold wonders.”

“You’re not bothered that the magick you practice is considered evil?” Vindrake’s question was more rhetorical than genuine curiosity. He knew with confidence he could act with impunity, using any powers at his disposal, as long as his ultimate goal was God-pleasing. And he didn’t care in the least about the actions of others, except as pertaining to his purposes.

“In Shadow, we learn what some call evil is in fact freedom. To perform dark magick is not some vile act, as many claim, but sovereignty. Only those who wish to assert their dominion over others call this power evil.”

Observing her bondmark, a shining beacon of her allegiance to him, and one she’d accepted with enthusiasm, Vindrake considered the contradiction in her words.

“One would wonder why you would seek out my kingdom, to swear your fealty to me. Why, with your powers, do you follow me? Why accept my bond if you so value your freedom and sovereignty?”

Scornia smiled, her lids at half-mast over purple-hued eyes, enticingly full lips parted in adoration. “In you, Sire, I foresee ultimate sovereignty. For I believe you will some day rule all Tenavae.”

Though he enjoyed the adulation, Vindrake refused to succumb to her flattery, still wary of her purpose. “To rule Tenavae is, after all, my God-given purpose.”

“When that day comes, I wish to be in your favor. I hope to have earned your gratitude.”

“For what shall I be grateful? For your actions to revive me? I expect no less from those who bear my bondmark.”

“No, Master Vindrake.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice to a whisper, so soft he thought he might have imagined her next words.

“For making you immortal.”

_______________

Here ends book three of the Alora Series.

_______________
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~ Glossary ~

People in Tenavae

Alleraen (AL-er-ayn) Brother of Vindrake, son of Vinnasae.

Alora (uh-LOR-uh) Daughter of Wendelle and Vindrake, raised by Charles and Lena Whitford as their niece.

Arista (uh-RIS-tuh) Daughter of Plaegus and Chandrae, sister of Jireo.

Bardamen (BAR-duh-min) Stone Clan shaman, son of Nordamen.

Barlokaen (BAR-loh-kayn) Water clan warrior.

Bastaeno (bas-TAY-noh) Craedenza archivist.

Chaleah (chu-LEE-uh) Stone Clan judge.

Craeven (KRAY-vin) Water Clan weapons master.

Daegreth (DAY-greth) Water Clan honor guard.

Darielle (DAIR-ee-el) Stone Clan chief of farsight.

Ellavae (EL-uh-vay) Wife of Morander, last known soulmate couple.

Empusa (em-PEW-suh) Water Clan shaman.

Faestus (FAY-stuhs) Grandfather of Markaeus and Haegen.

Faelen (FAY-lin) Stone Clan peddler.

Graely (GRAY-lee) Stone Clan leader, husband of Denalae, father of Kaevin.

Haegen (HAY-gehn) Brother of Markaeus, grandson of Faestus.

Jireo (JEER-ee-oh) Son of Plaegus and Chandrae, best friend of Kaevin, brother of Arista.

Judaene (jew-DAYN) Water Clan honor guard.

Kaevin (KAY-vin) Son of Graely.

Laethan (LAY-thuhn) Stone clan chief healer.

Leethiell (LEE-thee-el) Water Clan shaman.

Malphas (MAL-fuhs) Water Clan shaman.

Meravelle (MAIR-uh-vel) Granddaughter of Bastaeno.

Morander (mor-AN-der) Husband of Ellavae, last known soulmate couple.

Morvaen (mor-VAYN) Stone Clan weapons master.

Nordamen (NOR-duh-min) Stone Clan chief shaman, father of Bardamen.

Raelene (ray-LEEN) Past Stone Clan bearer, mother of Wendelle, grandmother of Alora.

Staefer (STAY-fer), Faelowe (FAY-loh ) and Harmaele (har-MAYL) Three Water Clan warriors, captured in battle, who spent months in the Stone Clan healing house before being released to return to Vindrake.

Valor (VAL-or) Deceased Stone Clan chief of discernment.

Vindrake (vin-DRAYK) Water Clan leader, son of Vinnasae.

Wendelle (win-DEL) Daughter of Raelene, mother of Alora.

Zaester (ZAY-ster) Water Clan warrior.

People in Montana

Beth Steel Daughter of Janice, best friend of Alora.

Brian Franks Husband of Karen, father of Wesley.

Charles Whitford Husband of Lena, foster-uncle of Alora.

Dr. “Doc“ A. J. Sanders Physician, friend of Charles Whitford.

Janice Steel Mother of Beth.

Karen Franks Wife of Brian, mother of Wesley.

Lena Whitford Wife of Charles, foster-aunt of Alora, deceased.

Wesley Franks Son of Brian and Karen.

Places

Craedenza (Cray-DEHN-zuh) Collected archives of recorded histories and writings from all of Tenavae.

Glaenshire (GLAYN-shire) All Clan city housing the Craedenza.

Laegenshire (LAY-gehn-shire) Seat of power for Stone Clan.

Tenavae (TEN-uh-vay) Territory where Alora was born, in an alternate realm. 

Portshire (PORT-shire) Seat of power for Water Clan. 

Clans

Air Clan Smallest clan, whose people draw their power from air, are marked by gray eye color, and are located in the northern canyonlands of Tenavae.

Forest Clan Third largest clan, whose people draw their power from vegetation, are marked by green eye color, and are located south of the Sunder Mountain Range.

Stone Clan Second largest clan, whose people draw their power from stone and mineral, are marked by deep green eye color, and are located in central Tenavae, with the western border partially delineated by the Bron River.

Sun Clan Small nomadic clan whose people draw their power from the sun, are marked by brown eye color, and are located in the desert land in the far east of Tenavae.

Water Clan Largest clan, whose people draw their power from water, are marked by blue eye color, and are located in a wide band along the southern and western rocky coastline of Tenavae, with the eastern border partially delineated by the Bron River.

Other Tenavae Terms

Bloodbond: Bond forced upon Water Clan citizens, allowing Vindrake to control their actions. 

Bondmark: Magickal indication of Vindrake’s bloodbond.

Fize Fist-sized fruit that grows on a vine; sour green fruit ripens to sweet red fruit.

Oath of fealty: Pledge spoken by one receiving Vindrake’s bloodbond.

Sightstone: Smooth black stone imbued with magick properties. One gifted in farsight can see through the eyes of one who wears the sightstone and send a predetermined impression to the wearer.

Soulmates: A male and female who are magickally bonded. The soulmate bond cannot be applied by choice, but rather happens without warning when the soulmates touch for the first time. The bond, which usually occurs when the couple has at least twenty-two years, enhances their gifting, but requires contact on a daily basis to sustain the bond. If the bond is not maintained by daily contact, the couple will experience separation sickness, eventually leading to death.

Wander-Jewel: A multifaceted stone present at birth in the navel of those gifted as bearers.

Wendt: Winged monster with thick scaly hide, clawed feet, and razor-sharp teeth, created by Vindrake, utilizing the life force of a sacrificed person. The creature seeks out human flesh, but does not attack those protected with Vindrake’s bondmark.

Magick

Magick is real in the realm of Tenavae and every citizen develops "gifts," magickally enhanced senses and abilities. Minor gifts appear between the ages of twelve and sixteen. At least one major gift develops at the age of sixteen. Gifts practical to survival are more common than others, and all gifts, major and minor, vary in strength from one person to another.

Major Gifts

Agility: Allows the gifted to maneuver with extraordinary skill and balance.

Bearer: Endows the gifted with the ability to transport people and things from one place to another. Unique to the bearer is a magickal jewel that makes transportation possible, the wander-jewel.

Discernment: Endows the gifted with the ability to detect the presence and proximity of those with malevolent intent.

Farsight: Allows telepathy with one likewise gifted in farsight, vision through sightstones, and reading memories.

Judging: Allows the gifted to detect spoken falsehood and restricts the gifted to speaking truth.

Language: Imbues the gifted with the ability to decipher and comprehend writings and speech in other languages.

Shaman: Imbues the gifted with the ability to manipulate the elements.

Strength: Imbues the gifted with extraordinary strength.

Weapons: Endows the gifted with the ability to wield weapons with exacting precision.

Wisdom: Imbues the gifted with an extraordinary ability to learn, understand, and reason.

Minor Gifts

Gresses: Allows the gifted to find hidden doorways and portals, and to open and close locks, doors, and portals.

Horses: Allows the gifted to understand and communicate with horses in addition to extraordinary riding skills.

Animals: Allows the gifted to speak to and understand animals.

Weather: Allows the gifted to predict the weather; requires a time of training with the weather guild.

Water Source: Allows the gifted to reliably locate a source of water, whether it be a spring, river, or underground stream.

Direction: Allows the gifted to sense orientation, memorize maps, and follow direction without error.
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