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CHAPTER ONE

BRAEDYN

Streaks of fire raced through the sky.

The ground rumbled beneath his feet.

A half-breed elf crouched against the nearest wall to wait out the current round of bombardment.

While the multi-layered and intricate braids denoted all the years of study, training, and practice to gain the skills of an archer, a scout, a tracker, and a soldier, the color of his hair and skin discredited his position. Among the elves of the Southern Woodland Realm, Braedyn of the Dark was an anomaly, a half-breed, and, according to some, not wanted. With every single step or skill he accomplished, he pushed himself even further and harder than everyone around him. Not even the three platinum charms decorating a raven black braid that denoted his position as Captain of the Royal Shields for the High Prince of the Court gained him any support. No matter what anyone said or thought, he continued to perform his duties, going above and beyond to protect his Prince and the Realm. 

Tonight the elves faced their gravest threat. 

Though he should remain behind to protect the Prince, Braedyn followed his King’s orders to moved toward the front lines. His Prince understood and allowed him to leave his side to perform his duties and learn what he could. If possible, he would help the defenders. Stepping away, he continued his journey to the barrier walls.

“To the sky!” a look-out shouted to alert everyone.

Ducking under a roof’s edge, Braedyn pressed against the stone and wood while staring at the darkened sky. It was lit by the fires that spread around their beloved Southern Nialam Forest and within the double-walled city. Another series of sharp-tipped arrows flickered while they pierced the night sky. 

Screams spread through the darkness. Defenders hit by the arrows. Slain by this unknown enemy.

Braedyn tried to block out the sounds, but he couldn’t.

The invasive attack of the unnatural creatures came out of nowhere and surrounded the double-walled city. Only the small section of sacred western wall against the lowland mountain where the ancestors created the necropolis, the pathway to the Endless Realm, was naturally protected. There was little to no advance warning of these creatures plowing through the forest.

There was a flurry of misguided and scattered action around him from frightened defenders. They never faced this kind of enemy. None of their usual tactics and weapons seem to destroy their enemy, not even push them back. As if the creatures were immune from their natural magic and simple weapons.

A group of young guards fled.

Braedyn waved around his sacred bow, a rare gift of the twin Heartstone Trees. The twisted black and white wooden bow was gifted to the highest skilled archers and personally selected by the Trees. Holding out the bow, he moved it to catch their attention and stop them from fleeing. “Stop! What are you doing? Fleeing from your sworn duty to protect this court, this Realm. Shame upon all of you.”

At the twisted light and dark colored bow, brilliant against the darkness, the young guards slid to a stop.

“A Heartstone bow,” one guard whispered.

“A high archer…”

“Him. It’s him. The half-breed Captain.”

Braedyn ignored the whispers.

“Do you know that one nick of an arrow and you drop dead? Those creatures don’t die. They keep coming out of the forest and night,” one young guard said. “This is why we flee. There is nothing we can do. We must leave the court.”

“All the generals are dead or out of commission. Somehow the enemy knew to find them within the darkness. The outer walls are lost. The southern corner is about to crumble. Some of those creatures are cave trolls or ogres, but it’s like they’re twisted into something else, something far worse. They’re huge. Nothing kills them,” another guard said.

Braedyn looked around at what he could by the walls. He let the words and situation soak into him and roll around. No, they wouldn’t give in and flee. Not this time. Not this battle.

“Sons of the Realm. Listen to me.” He spun the bow and tapped the metal end on the ground. He pointed to the guard who spoke first. “What is your name?”

“Geraint Fenkrana, Guard Commander.

“Commander Geraint, I have a new position for all of you,” Braedyn said. “Focus upon me.”

The group turned to face him with Geraint stepping forward. Their faces bright against the darkness with swatches of dirt and soot. The lightness of their hair, skin, and eyes were a contrast against him, but they didn’t look upon him with hatred or disgust. Not any longer because he continued to stand against the fearsome enemy that threatened their home and lives. They desired leadership and he fulfilled it.

“Are the dual Heartstone Trees protected?”

“Aye, Captain, by the Heart Keepers and a company of guards,” Geraint said.

“Excellent. They’ll collect the sacred pair of acorns if the Heartstone Trees decides it is time for us to leave this land and rebuild again. Until then, we remain on guard and defend the Realm and the civilians.” Braedyn knew the sacred center and lifeblood of their Realm would be protected. “Find and speak to all of the civilians. We need all fire and water wielders to the walls. Even if they have no miliary experience, we need their magical gifts. Fire. Water.”

“Fire and water.”

“Those are our most powerful weapons right now. Perhaps we can use that combination to push these creatures back into the night.”

“They do seem to steer clear of the burning parts.”

“Good information. I’ll pass that knowledge on to the others.” 

“What else can we do, Captain?” another guard asked. “What do we tell the civilians?”

“All remaining civilians will pack their necessities and foodstuff and go to the necropolis. They are to remain there unless the city falls. If that happens, everyone can escape the city through the tunnels. An earth and stone wielder will collapse all the tunnels to protect our escape.” Braedyn looked at all of them. “Can you remember all of this?”

“We can remember and do this for you, Captain,” Geraint said and motioned to the others. As a group, they finished the say, “For the Realm!”

“For the Realm,” Braedyn repeated. “Good. Go. Off with all of you.”

The elves scattered into the night, now with a purpose to their motions and actions.

Pushing through the dangerous areas, Braedyn reached the defenders closest to the faltering southern wall. Everyone remained within the inner wall, using the towers and barriers to send their volleys and attacks. A moat filled with protective and defensive measures held between the two walls. The outer barrier wall was thicker stone built and reinforced by stone and earth wielders.

Along the wall, he found a grizzled old captain holding down an area by a tower. 

“Captain Rychell.”

Captain Rychell Loraleth turned to see who called for him. Exhaustion and determination filled his dark brown eyes that widened when he recognized the one who called. He shoved a hand through his braided deep brown hair. Some gray and silver hairs reflected the firelight. “Braedyn. What are you doing down here?” He lifted an eye to the sky for a brief check. “Where’s your bird?”

“The King wanted an update on our defenses. Left my hawk back in the palace. Too dangerous out here, even for a swift wing bird such as Cerin.” 

::Not fair. I fly fast. Fast. Free. Swift wing is me.::

Braedyn groaned when Cerin’s voice popped into his head. He should have known his familiar was listening. ::Not now, Cerin. Keep eye on the palace.::

::Nothing going on. Captains arguing. No watch. Some want to flee.::

:: What would the Captains be arguing about? They have their roles to protect the royal family and the palace.::

::No know why. I want free. Fly to you. Fly above. See all.::

::And get hit by an arrow? Nay. Stay there.::

::Boring! I preen. Preen and clean.::

He kept hoping Cerin’s vocabulary will get better with time, but he highly doubt it since they’ve been connected for a couple centuries. Braedyn watched another defensive hail of arrows being shot by their bowmen. It was difficult to tell whether any hit their targets. He spun his bow and placed the end down on the stone in a tapping motion that captured their attention. 

“Our defenses are failing,” Rychell said. “These creatures are never-ending. Difficult to strike or kill. No magic permeates and falters their lines. I fear we are lost.”

“I learned they fear fire and water.”

“Aye, they stay away from the fires. We haven’t evaluated with water. We’re losing all the wielders. The arrows are covered in something dangerous. A tiny scratch and a guard drops dead in seconds. Minutes,” Rychell said. 

“The generals?”

“Far as I can tell or heard, dead or down with injuries. All four of them. The creatures knew who to strike first. They worked their way through our leadership, though we lost all decoration. I keep wondering if they have some of our own within their ranks, guiding them on who and where to strike.”

“Have we discovered the same? Their generals or leaders, I mean.”

“Hidden. Like a dark magic covers their movements until they strike.”

Braedyn glanced out across the moat, the wall, and into the surrounding forest. The massive trees of Nialam used to protect them within a magical shield, it would guide unwanted visitors away and divert dangers aside. This time the forest couldn’t or wouldn’t turn away this invading army.

“Who leads our defenses?”

“I’m covering this corner. I hope there are captains on the other walls,” Rychell said. “Do you have any ideas? We could use them.”

Braedyn glanced around the wall and realized it wasn’t only Rychell who looked upon him for guidance. A Captain of the Shield was around the same rank as a General of the Guard. At this particular moment, he was the highest-ranking guard within the walls except for the three other Captains of the Shield, but they were considered the last defense.

It was a sharp change to his position.

From being the last one anyone would turn for advice. Now all the guards focused upon him.

“I came across a group of young guards.”

“Running away, I suspect.”

“Aye, but I managed to stop them. Reminded them of their duties. They should not be punished for their actions.”

“I would not blame the young ones for leaving. Not against these odds,” Rychell said.

“I ordered them to locate any remaining fire and water wielders and send them to the walls. Then they would contact all the civilians to gather the necessities and foodstuff and make their way to the necropolis. They’ll remain there until word is given to escape. The Heartstone Trees are protected by their Keepers and a company. Until they give a Keeper the sacred pair of acorns, we remain on the defense. Without those acorns to regrow the Trees, our Realm is lost. We must hold until the Trees decide,” Braedyn said.

“Understood. It’s too dangerous to remain within their homes or on the streets,” Rychell said.

“What good will more fire and water wielders do?” another guard asked.

“These creatures avoid the current fires. We’ll give them more, especially fire our wielders can control. The wielders will set our arrows afire along with anything else we can sling over the walls. Our water wielders will fill the moat and send the river to flow around the outer walls. We’ll flood them, drown them, do anything possible to slow down their advance. Anything.”

“The southern corner is about to crumble.”

“Stone wielders will make sure to remove the stones from the moat. We can’t let them create a bridge or fling ladders up the walls,” Braedyn said while he turned to take in all of the guards. “We hold them here. Outside the inner wall. Pass the word on to the other walls and make sure our defenses hold. I will explain the situation to the royal couple. I don’t know the plans, but I will find out what they are. Until then—”

“How can we do all of this?” a guard asked.

Braedyn glanced over the wall. “What are we facing? It’s too dark to get a full view. What do we have available to light the skies?”

“We have carbon-based magic tipped arrows,” Rychell said.

“Bring them forward along with archers.” 

The guards scrambled to gather and pass out the specially made arrows. Other archers stood near Braedyn, formed a small line.

“Nock them,” Braedyn ordered after accepting two arrows. He nocked the ends against the string.

The archers followed. 

“Draw,” Rychell said to take over the orders.

All archers pulled back their strings.

“Fire wielder, light them up.”

A wielder moved down the line with a small flame flickering over his fingers.

“Aim high,” Rychell said.

Braedyn and the others lifted their bows to aim toward the sky and over the tree-tops.

“Loose!”

All arrows were released. The carbon-based tips went alight. Bright white light pushed back the darkness. It revealed a terrible sight.

Rows and columns of the enemy went over a league on all three sides. Only the western mountains protected them.

“Dear Goddesses of the Land and Sky, protect us this night,” Rychell intoned.

“How do we defeat this?” an archer asked.

“We don’t. But we can hold them back long enough to give the citizens time to flee to safety. Give me two arrows ready for fire.” Braedyn stared at the men gathered around him. “Now.”

A guard scrambled away. Then he returned with two arrows. Each one had a special cartridge and length of cord secured right behind the arrowhead.

“Stay here to learn what I do,” Braedyn said. He accepted the arrows, spun them to evaluate their flight capability, and nock them on his bowstring until he felt the ends clipped in place. He drew the string back. “Light them.”

The same fire wielder snapped his fingers to create the flame. “We added black powder to the cartridges. A little extra bang.”

“Excellent. Stand and watch. I’ll show you where to hit them.” Thanks to the lingering revelation, Braedyn drew the string taut and aimed at one of the largest creatures closest to them. When he located his target, he loose both arrows.

After a short flight, the arrows pierced the creature’s eyes. The flame grew until there was a small explosion. The creature’s head exploded. Then the creature dropped to the ground. Others pulled back as if afraid for the first time.

“Dear Goddesses of the Land and Sky!” Rychell shouted.

Braedyn spun his bow. Then he dropped the metal covered end on the stone with a sharp snap to bring their stunned attention back to him. “What do we do?”

“We hold the wall,” Rychell finished.

“Hold the wall. Air wielders, use the thickest magic possible to create air shields against the arrows and protect your fellow guards. Stone wielders, fling all the stone you can. Use whatever stone and send it over the wall — with fire. Roll the largest stones against the walls and reinforce them, plug any holes or weak spots, collapse any potential bridges or ladders,” Braedyn said. “Release all the arrows with those black powder cartridges. The best archers aim for the head and chest. Do the most damage. Use the carbon-base arrows to check the progress. Fight them back. Hold them back. What do we do?”

“We hold the wall!” the guards shouted as one.

“Hold the wall.” Braedyn moved his gaze to the captain. “Captain?”

“We will hold the inner wall,” Rychell repeated. “Send our pleas to the King and Queen. Let them know the situation is dire. Unlike anything we face. Not even the orcs and goblins created such a potential disaster.”

“I’ll pass on the message. I promise. We’ll send reinforcements and supplies.” Braedyn held a fist against the chest. “Hold the wall. Protect the Realm.”

The guards all snapped to attention and repeated his words. Then three scouts raced off to pass the new orders to the different walls.

Rychell held out his hand and arm.

Swallowing hard at the gesture, Braedyn clasped the captain’s arm and hand. 

“Thank you,” Rychell said.

“And you. We’ll get through this night.”

“We will survive.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

BRAEDYN

With the encouragement, Braedyn left the wall. Then he raced through the darkened, crumbled, and fire covered streets of the once beautiful capital city of the Southern Woodland Realm.

Slowing down only when he reached the palace steps, he stopped when a Keeper dressed in the familiar black-white robes rushed down.

“Greetings, Keeper. Did the Trees create their sacred pair of acorns?”

“Greetings, Captain, nay, not yet,” the Keeper said when he stopped. “Instead the Trees produced a different ancient object at the King’s request. His Royal Highness visited the Trees at sunset.”

“Sunset? Before we learned of the enemy’s advance.”

“Aye, Captain. I delivered the object. Now I must return to help protect the Trees,” the Keeper said. 

“Fire helps to push them back, possibly destroy them. Alert anyone with fire abilities.”

“Thank you, Captain.” He sketched a quick bow and rushed past him. Once he reached the flagstones, he raced away into the darkness.

“What are they planning? Why did he visit the Trees before we learned of the invasion?” Braedyn climbed the double set of stairs, crossed the landing, and reached the double doors. The waiting exterior guard nodded and opened one door for him. With a nod back, he entered the palace. He spun the bow a couple of times. Then he whistled a precise series of notes.

::Cerin. I’m back. Come.::

Cerin, his gray and black hawk, called back with a soft kree. On soundless wings, he glided down from his perch to land on Braedyn’s leather-protected shoulder. 

“Hello, my friend.” 

::Brae. Brae. Back. Back.:: Cerin nibbled on a few pieces of Braedyn’s black hair in greetings. ::Ick. Smoke taste.:: He clacked his beak. 

::It’s bad out there. Anything happen here?::

::Boring here. What I said earlier. Same. Same. Captains argue. Some want to leave. No happen. No danger. Preen. Clean. Wait. Snack?::

Braedyn stroke the feathers along the back of Cerin’s neck. The hawk bent his head and clacked his beak. ::No snack.:: Then he nodded to the interior guards on alert. “Any disturbances?”

“Nay, Captain,” the leader, Lieutenant Kay Glyndan, said. “Their Royal Highnesses would like you to present yourself in their private living quarters. The High Prince remains with them.”

“Thank you. Things could change in an instant. Is there anyone with fire or water magic?”

“I have limited fire power,” the other guard said.

“Excellent. Use it to your advantage if any of those creatures get past the defenders on the wall. Light your arrows, use the black powder cartridges, and anything else on fire to throw at them. It seems to deter them for a few moments to allow your escape.”

“Thank you, Captain. Go to the armory for a bow and quiver,” Kay said. He glanced to the other three who agreed. 

“At the armory, gather any extra fire arrows, slings, and other weapons. Send all extra supplies and weapons to the different walls. Along with any guard members we can spare. We need to support the wall defenses.”

“We’ll gather whatever can be spared,” Kay said. He waved off the trio to follow the orders.

“Appreciate it, Lieutenant Kay.”

“Captain.” Kay nodded in respect.

Braedyn moved deeper into the palace. He glanced back at the trio of guards who rushed off for the armory. At least they followed his orders without waiting for word from the Captain of the Palace. 

The hawk remained still upon Braedyn’s shoulder.

After a few extra checkpoints, many he deemed unnecessary but was out-voted by the other captains, he reached the carved wooden doors of the royal couple’s private quarters. The Prince lived in a different wing. 

“You’re expected, Captain,” one guard said and opened his side.

“Thank you,” Braedyn said. “Where are the other captains?”

“We don’t know, Captain. They spoke in an outer hall, but the voices moved away from our position. None have returned.” The guards looked at each other and back to Braedyn. “Should we send someone to search for them?”

“Nay. Hold your position. Make a note of their absence in your reports. If anything changes, report to Lieutenant Kay at the front entrance.”

The guards nodded.

Then Braedyn entered the hallway.

Walking down the hallway, he made it to the partially opened doors and knocked.

“Who is it?”

“Braedyn.”

“You may enter.”

At the King’s warm tone, Braedyn stepped inside. He balanced his bow on the floor and leaned against it.

“Close the door behind you, Captain,” His Royal Highness, King Aedan Ó Díomasaigh, said. He wore a simple linen shirt, a plain blue vest, linen trousers, and supple leather boots. His silvered auburn hair pulled back with a plain leather tie.

His wife, Queen Dierdre, also dressed in a simple linen gown and slippers, turned to watch his entrance. She smiled and nodded to him.

::Say hello to Pretty Lady?:: Cerin asked.

::Nay. Stay put.::

::Boring.::

A quick survey and Braedyn located His Royal Highness, High Prince Conchobar Ó Díomasaigh, leaning against a wall. His frame was tall and slim. His skin was the rich ivory of the Light Elves, not the dark golden brown like Braedyn’s half-Dark Ælf skin. He wore his deep auburn hair with honey highlights pulled back in a series of braids that denoted his training in archery, swordplay, and horsemanship. A section of his braids highlighted with the golden beads of royalty. His dark green eyes didn’t reveal any emotions. He was dressed in an outfit situated more for travelling than to face a fight.

Braedyn scratched Cerin’s neck feathers. ::Find a perch. Keep close.::

::Perch. Perch. Boring.:: Cerin flew up and found a decent fixture. Then he perched with a graceful flap of feathers.

With the hawk off his shoulder, Braedyn bowed low. He picked up his bow and slid it in the loop attached to the back holster, along with the pair of short dark-bladed swords he preferred. “Greetings, Your Royal Highnesses.”

The King remained standing by a stone pillar. “What is the word from the wall?”

“The tide is turning against us. All the generals and high-ranking guards are lost. Captains have taken control of the defenses.”

“How is that possible?”

“The creatures dipped their arrows and spears with some kind of fast-acting poison. Even a scratch can kill an elf.”

“Dearest Goddesses protect us,” the Queen said.

“Is there anything we can do?”

“I ordered all fire and water wielders to the wall. It appears fire can deter the creatures from their advance. If a fire arrow is aimed correctly, it can kill one. Water will fill the moat and flood the immediate areas. I sent a company of young guards to tell the citizens to pack the necessities and foodstuff and escape to the necropolis. After the Trees deliver their sacred acorns, they can flee through the tunnels. I believe everyone in the palace should do the same,” Braedyn said.

“Do you believe it is hopeless?”

“This night. Against this vast never-ending army of creatures we never fought before. Limited tactical abilities. With no allies in sight,” Braedyn listed. “Aye, my King, the situation is hopeless. I believe our city will be lost. All the surrounding towns and farms evacuated here. Those places were probably lost to these creatures. Our beloved Nialam Forest became a deadwood. We’re no longer safe here. I believe the Trees will deliver their acorns soon.”

The massive building shook. Windows rattled. Bits of material rained down when knocked free.

The movement enhanced Braedyn’s words.

Cerin clattered his beak from his perch, but didn’t move other than to lift his wings and ruffled his feathers. ::Bad. Bad. Shake. Shake. No like.::

::Easy, pretty bird. We’re safe inside. Easy.::

::Perch. Safe. Still no like. Danger. Darkness. Sense it. Bad.:: Cerin shifted his powerful taloned claws further along the fixture.

“There is one hope left to save our city and her people,” the King said.

 


CHAPTER THREE

CONCHOBAR

“Father, you listened to what Braedyn said. The city is lost. We must save her people and flee with the sacred acorns.” Conchobar moved to stand next to Braedyn. “We all felt the shake. There is only death and destruction here.”

“There is a reason why we summoned you here. To explain all to you, my son,” Aedan said. “Is everything ready for your immediate escape, Braedyn?”

“Aye, my King, I have everything we need waiting for us. No one else knows about my plans.”

“What are you talking about? I’m not leaving without you, Father,” Con said.

“To save our Realm and her people, you must, my son,” Aedan said.

“There is no other way. There is more within these walls than buildings and personal items. You’ll know everything when the Trees crown you as the new King,” Dierdre said while she walked over.

“Mother?”

Dierdre framed his face between her hands. “My beloved youngest son. You’ve been a survivor and determined to do everything possible to fulfill your duties to this family and the crown. Even before we lost your older brothers, you were always determined to follow them, looking up to them, and becoming like them in all your studies and activities. Now you stand alone as heir to our bloodline and crown. You’ll need all your strength and determination to survive what is next for you and Braedyn.”

“What are you saying?”

“We will not be leaving the palace.” His mother kissed his forehead. Then she returned to Aedan’s side and placed her hand on her husband’s arm. 

“Nay!” 

“There is no other choice.” Dierdre’s dark green eyes, a mirror to Con’s gaze, focused upon him and softened with love and sadness. “We knew this would happen when your father communed with the Trees.”

“The Trees can access the ancient magic of our ancestors. They gave me what we need to save everyone. It wasn’t the acorns. Only with this artifact there is a price. Like all deep ancient magic.” Aedan glanced at his wife. “In order to activate the magic, it will consume us. We instructed our captain and guards to remain behind to give the illusion of a defense, but did not explain our plans to them. They would try to intercede, not understanding this must happen.”

“Your Highnesses—” Braedyn stepped forward. “This wasn’t the plan—”

“A plan?” Con interrupted. “This isn’t a plan. It is nothing but your deaths!” He sliced a hand through the air. “No. I will not let you do this—”

“There is no other option, my son, because we can no longer wait for the Trees to create their acorns. A darkness, an unknown evil is hidden within this attack. You are correct in your assessment, Braedyn, we will not survive this night even if we flee these walls. This is something I’ve never seen or felt in my lifetime. A hybrid of dark energy. A created energy that drives this force,” his father said.

“Then the both of you must leave with us along with the acorns. We can rebuild,” Braedyn said.

Aedan shook his head. “If the Heartstone Trees bless him, Conchobar will continue the line and lead the Realm. As Deirdre mentioned, there is far more within these walls than stone. Our decision is made and finalized.”

“The Realm will be destroyed. The vital connection to the Heartstone Trees destroyed. The Southern Woodland Realm will no longer exist. You can’t do this to us. Not after all the efforts and sacrifices those defenders gave. They’re giving their lives for the Realm. They still give them right now. What about them?”

“Listen to Braedyn, Father, do not do this,” Con said. 

“There is no more time to argue. This must happen.” Aedan removed a square of white silk from the pedestal and revealed a glowing black stone resting on a white silk pillow.

“Oh, nay, that couldn’t be the stone from the legends,” Con said.

“What stone?” Braedyn asked.

“The Stasis Stone was created by our ancestors and the Trees in a time of great need. Similar to what we have now,” Aedan said. “We entrust this final gift to you, Conchobar, our beloved son, and you, Braedyn, his most trusted protector.”

“Please. Do not do this,” Con pleaded. All his pain held within his tone. “Do not give your lives for this when there is another way.”

“This is our choice, beloved one. Know that we will always love you,” Dierdre said. “Husband, begin the call of the elements.”

Whispering archaic Old Elvish words, Aedan set flame to the single candle. Then he poured water into a tiny cup. He placed a small wool stuffed cat toy to represent the animal. Continuing the spell, Dierdre set down a small chunk of granite. Then she sifted earth between her fingers into a small pile. Finally she circled her finger to create a tiny tornado of wind. 

Then they joined hands and held them over the stone to become the last element – soul.

Together, they whispered an archaic spell in the Old Elvish tongue. All the elements glowed and floated around the pedestal and stone. The Stasis Stone glowed with gold, emerald, and blue energies while the spell wove its magic. It absorbed the elements. Then its glow surrounded the couple.

When finished, the royal couple became living shadows of their regular appearance. The spell would consume their very lives.

“Your Majesties?” Braedyn placed his hand against Conchobar’s chest to keep him back.

“Father! Mother! Nay!” Con wanted to push past Braedyn and race to his parents’ side, but his captain refused to budge.

“Take the stone in your hand, Braedyn. With your mixed bloodline, you are safe from its power and control. Then wrap it in the white silk,” Dierdre said.

Trembling against Braedyn’s hand, Conchobar wanted to collapse or do something. Instead, he stood still while Braedyn stepped forward, gathered the silk, and placed the stone in the center. He covered it and held it within his fist. Then he returned to Con’s side. Somehow he always felt stronger and in control when Braedyn was next to him.

“Do not give this stone to Conchobar until it is time.”

“I understand, Your Highness.”

“Leave through the hidden tunnels and appear outside the western wall. Give the stone to our son and leave it uncovered in his hand,” Aedan said. “I will say this to both of you, but the next part is upon you, Conchobar. My son, you must say these words in the Old Elvish tongue, ‘By Stone, Fire, Earth, Water, Animal, Soul. Life, Love, Energy, Home. Send the Southern Woodland Realm to its Stasis Stone.’ Repeat the words in our regular tongue. Now, my son.”

Conchobar repeated the saying multiple times.

“Our city will disappear and flow into the stone. From the necropolis to the walls, all will become in stasis within the stone. Our enemies will be left behind.” Aedan looked between them. “The stone will be your guide. You must trust in this ancient magic. It will guide you to our new home, even if it is outside Nialam. Hold the stone up and a hologram will appear when it approves of the location. Then you must kiss the stone and whisper the release spell, ‘By Stone, Fire, Earth, Water, Animal, Soul. Life, Love, Energy, Home. Connect the Southern Woodland Realm to its Home.’ Repeat the words to me. Commit them to memory.”

Again Conchobar repeated the words aloud multiple times.

“You must use the Old Elvish tongue. Then the Realm will return to reality from the necropolis to the walls. All inhabitants will return. To them, it remains this exact same night. The Realm and Trees will need to connect to the surrounding forest for a new protection spell,” Aedan said. “Once all is restored, the dead are buried, the Heartstone Trees will bless you with the leaf crown, my son.”

“What about you?” Conchobar pressed against Braedyn’s side, but moved no closer.

“We will cease to exist once you activate the stone. You must activate it, my son. There is no return for us. We prepared for this and accepted our fate. We go to the Endless Realm together. Con, you are prepared to take the crown. With the Trees’ blessing, your leaf crown will appear as the golden crown of our people. You’ll sit upon the throne and guide our Realm into the future. You’ll be a fine, honest, strong, and upstanding ruler. One of the best, I know this to be true deep within my heart,” his father said.

“There is nothing more I can do?” Braedyn asked.

“Not to save us. You must protect our son. He will need your guidance.”

“Are you sure you want me to protect him? As we all know, I’m not a full Woodland Elf.”

“No, Braedyn, you are not. A foundling appearing upon our doorstop after the Night of Witchfires was most unusual. Please know that we accepted your Dark Ælf bloodline eons ago,” his father said.

“Just like we accepted your McShayne bloodline and magic,” his mother said. 

Conchobar recognized that name. He heard that name whispered among mortal traders that moved within their city. The name belonged to an ancient, powerful bloodline of witches, often written in multiple histories and lore stored within the Realm’s library. He thought all of them were vanquished during the Night of Witchfires. That was what was written, but perhaps some went into hiding to protect themselves.

“McShayne?” Braedyn asked.

“Aye. The bloodline is revealed in your eyes. Only the most powerful of scions have the bright blue eyes. Through research and connections, we learned you were a scion of the McShayne witch bloodline, the original children were born of Merlynn and Morganna the Fae. You are the son of one of four powerful McShayne daughters lost that Night. Your Elf and Dark Ælf bloodlines come through your father.”

“I believe your adoptive father knew your blood father. That is why he accepted you into his home and family,” Aedan added.

Braedyn’s eyes widened. “How… I…” He swallowed hard. 

Con placed his hand on Braedyn’s shoulder and squeezed to support him.

“I kept it a secret from all of you about my training. All this time. How…”

“We understood the reasoning why you kept it. While we allowed our Captain of the Shield to adopt and raise you, we kept you under our protection and realized your unique attributes and potential. Especially when you connected deep to a rare hawk as your familiar,” Aedan said.

Cerin clacked his beak. 

Conchobar glanced up at the beautiful gray and black hawk. The hawk tilted his head and met his gaze with his dark eyes. Part of him wondered what the hawk said to Braedyn. He knew there was more to their connection than Braedyn ever explained.

“You’re not angry with me for my secrets.”

“Nay, son, not in any fashion. You were always destined to become our son’s Captain of the Shield.”

“Only we encourage you to learn all you can about your bloodline, your heritage, and your magic. It’s important for you to learn, understand, and use your magic. It’ll destroy you if you don’t use it properly,” his mother warned. 

“I understand.”

“These will assist you. They were found within your foundling basket. I kept them hidden until this night,” Dierdre said. With the last bit of her magic, she revealed a pair of leather-bound books. “These are your family’s grimoires. Study them. Connect with them. They will guide you to your family, if any are left. Those connections will center you and your magic.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Braedyn moved to collect the books in the same arm that held the silk-covered stone. He returned to Con’s side.

“Now it is time for you to leave and activate the stone,” Aedan said.

“The timing, my dear,” Dierdre said.

“Oh, how could I forget to warn you of the timing,” Aedan said.

“Timing for what?” Braedyn asked.

“From the time Conchobar activates the stone and the Realm disappears, you have six full moons or less to release the spell. If those six moons pass, the Realm will disappear and all souls lost. Forever. They will not travel to the Endless Realm and see their ancestors. Their path will be blocked. The stone will darken and crack. That is the price of the ancient magic.”

“Six moons?” Braedyn said.

“While fleeing for our lives and going into unknown lands,” Con added.

“Trust in the ancient magic, my son, and your protector. Both will guide you. Even his great hawk will guide you,” his father said. 

Cerin clacked his beak and tilted his head. On silent wings, he flew down from his perch and landed on Braedyn’s leather-clad shoulder. 

“Beautiful hawk. Guide them well, dear seer,” Aedan said to the hawk. 

After Cerin clacked his beak and nuzzled Braedyn’s cheek, Braedyn said, “Cerin wishes both of you a safe journey and he’ll be a true guide for us.”

Con met his father’s gaze. Something inside settled, the deep knowledge he would never see him alive again. 

“You forever have our love, blessing, and approval, my son, my Conchobar.”

“Father—”

“Go, my son,” Aedan interrupted Conchobar’s last plea. “You must flee and perform this one last request from us. Go. Now!”

“Come, Con, we need to do as they request.” Braedyn moved his hand from Con’s chest to his arm. The movement barely disturbed Cerin’s perch. His other hand clenched tight around the silk-covered stone and the precious grimoires.

Con stared at his fading parents. “They’re my—”

“I know, but we must leave. Before the walls collapse and all is lost.” Braedyn moved toward the door and tugged on Con’s arm.

“Father. Mother. I love you. Always. Forever in my heart.” Con reluctantly moved with his captain. His heart broke with every step.

“We love you, dear one. Save our Realm. Find a new home. A safe one. Stay strong. Rely on each other.” His beautiful, elegant mother lifted her free hand and floated a kiss to him. “Now go. Flee.”

Swallowing his tears, Con brushed a hand across his face. Then he nodded to Braedyn. He took the grimoires from Braedyn to hold them and free his hands in case there was a fight. “I have these. Lead the way.”

Braedyn slipped the covered stone in a pocket. He looked to his hawk and flicked his fingers.

With a clack of his beak, Cerin took off.

Braedyn moved through the empty hallway and toward the double doors. “If anyone asks, we’re overseeing the final defenses. You have the King’s permission to remain by my side. No one is to enter their hall.”

Staying quiet, Conchobar nodded. He watched Braedyn roll back his shoulders, assume his stern captain’s face, and knocked on the door. 

Cerin settled on his shoulder until the door opened. 

The guard opened it from their side.

Cerin took flight when there was enough space.

“Your Highness?” the guard asked.

“Tell the captains we’re overseeing the final defenses. I’m remaining with my captain for the duration of the night,” Con said. “No one else is to enter this hall. Not even Captains Bedwyr and Eoghan are allowed, strict orders from the King.”

“Aye, Your Highness. No one enters.” 

With that confirmation, they made their escape with Cerin flying ahead. 

Taking a sharp turn in a different hall, Braedyn triggered a hidden switch by a large painting. The frame swung away from the wall and revealed an opening. 

Cerin winged inside first. 

Climbing inside after Con, Braedyn closed the frame. 

Con lit the single torch with his weak fire wielding. While he could connect to all the elven magic, he was strongest in earth and water. “What is this place?”

“A hidden tunnel that leads out not far from the necropolis. I was bored and wanted to explore, and this is one of the places I discovered. I verified it with an ancient map a librarian showed me. Since then, I kept it secret.”

Cerin perched on the edge of a stone, barely lit by the torch. He clacked his beak, but didn’t let out any sharper noise.

“Appreciate that help. I left our pile of supplies over here behind this boulder for protection. The pack should have everything you need for our travels along with more weapons.”

“How did you do this?”

“Gathered it over the last half moon cycle since the farmers arrived and mentioned what was happening. The King told me to prepare for a long journey to the Fae and it would only be you and I. Of course, I didn’t question his orders and followed them. I remembered this place and collected everything here.” Braedyn took the grimoires from Con. 

Going to the pile, he separated the large backpacks and set Con’s closer to him. He pointed to the other holster and pack. “Those belong to you.”

Braedyn removed his quiver and set it aside. Then he rearranged his pack and added the books to it. Adjusting the balance before he slipped the straps over his shoulders, he kept access to the back holster that had two bows and twin swords. He secured a brace of knives and daggers on his upper thigh and reconnected the quiver. Tossing a cloak around everything, he finished his readiness  “Do you need assistance with putting them on?”

“Ah, no, I can do this.” Con pulled the shoulder brace along his back and sides first. He secured the metal fastenings. Then he pulled the prepared pack on top of it. One by one, he slid his treasured bow, quiver, and long sword into their sheathes and loops. While his bow wasn’t from the Trees, it was from another sacred tree, the yew, and compounded with the white oak. The metal ends were carved with sacred symbols in the pure silver. His beloved grandfather gifted him the bow upon reaching his majority and finishing his archery training. 

“Armed? Everything secured? No noise?”

Con shifted into a few positions. “All quiet.”

“Top it off with this.” Braedyn swung a long cloak around him and fastened the double frogs below his throat. “This is one of our scout’s cloak. It’s infused with an illusion spell to blend into the environment and conceal what’s underneath. There’s other spells for warmth and water-protection. There’s a hood to draw up and hide your appearance while there’s plenty of width to gather around you for an additional blanket.”

“Thank you.”

“We’ll be roughing it for some time once we leave the palace. No pampering. We’ll be like scouts or long-distance guards. Understand?”

“Aye. Whatever we must do to accomplish our goal of acquiring a new home, I’ll follow your orders.” Con held out the lit torch. 

Accepting the torch, Braedyn waved to the hawk. “Go. You know the way to the door.”

With another clack of his beak, Cerin disappeared into the darkness. 

Then Braedyn led Con down the narrow passage. Their steps light and swift. After it dropped them lower to pass underneath the walls, they felt the passage increase the angle. 

At the end, with the light of the torch, Con peered around them. “There is nothing here.”

Cerin waited on the perch of an empty torch ring anchored in the wall.

“There will be.”

Finding the secret release, Braedyn doused the torch and hooked it into the ring. He pushed open the stone door and studied the moonlit area. Then he looked to the hawk and spoke in a soft tone, “Go outside, but be careful. Let me see through your eyes.”

With a clack, Cerin flew out into the night. 

As if he heard something from the hawk, Braedyn tilted his head. He asked in the same tone, “What about this side? Show me.”

To Con’s surprise, Braedyn’s bright blue eyes shifted to a smoky gray while he looked through Cerin’s eyes. Then they returned to bright blue when he pulled back from the hawk. “We’re good to step out. All is clear.” He stepped further out and motioned.

Following Braedyn’s path and motions, Con left the safety of the opening. He studied the area to figure out where they exited. They were between the farthest edge of the necropolis and the forest. 

Together, they rushed into the forest and turned to face the Realm.

Cerin landed on a branch closest to them. 

“According to Cerin, we’re alone. It’s time to speak the spell and begin our journey.” Braedyn pulled out the stone and placed it naked in Con’s palm.

Swallowing hard, knowing he would lose his parents forever, Con lifted the stone. In the Old Elvish tongue, he spoke, “‘By Stone, Fire, Earth, Water, Animal, Soul. Life, Love, Energy, Home. Send the Southern Woodland Realm to its Stasis Stone.’”

The stone glowed and warmed in his palm.

A multi-colored glow softly covered the necropolis and entire city. Cries and screams filled the night sky. Then the entire city disappeared. Howls of rage from the creatures followed.

Within a few blinks, a miniaturized version appeared within the stone. Before them was an empty field, plowed down to bare earth and stone. Littered with bodies of the dark creatures. Over by the low mountains, there was now a hollowed area where the necropolis used to lie.

The entire scene was eerie. Haunted.

“It feels heavy,” Con said.

“Now isn’t the time to reminisce. We must flee before the creatures figure out what is happening and locate us.” Braedyn covered the stone and stashed it in an inner vest pocket. “Cerin, fly.” 

With a soft screech, Cerin pushed off his perch and took flight through the night sky. 

Braedyn looked to Con. “Run.”

Not knowing where they headed, Con followed Braedyn’s orders.

Together, they fled deeper into the forest to escape certain death.

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

BRAEDYN

A full moon later, they remained within the forest. By the time the sun and moon began to share the sky, they stumbled into a copse of trees and thick shrubbery.

Braedyn scouted around the area. Luckily, it was only their markings. Thanks to the soft light, he saw Conchobar trace a specific mark on a tree. 

::Cerin, anyone following us?::

::All clear. I circle. See no one,:: his hawk replied.

::Get ready to circle down. We’re settling for the night.::

::I follow to you. Hunt? Squirrel?::

::No. No fresh meat tonight.::

::Boring. Icky jerky.::

“We were here before. This is our mark.”

Pulled away from his internal conversation with the hawk, Braedyn muttered under his breath that his secretive plans were now revealed. “I made it two nights ago.”

“Why are we going in circles?”

“To confuse them.”

“And confusing and exhausting us. This accomplishes nothing, Braedyn, but wasting precious time. We lost a moon and still no new home.”

“I apologize, but there is no other way until we figure out how to get them off our trail. At least I know this forest better than them and can find these hidden spots,” Braedyn pointed to a larger tree. “Sit and rest a while. We’ll move out at first light when we know they must take cover from the sun.”

Groaning, Con shrugged his shoulders to remove the heavy pack. He leaned against a different tree and used it as support while he slid down. Then he hooked a finger into his mouth and removed the used cacoan bark. He tossed it aside. 

Braedyn knew the taste Con wanted to remove.

Long ago, elves learned to harvest the roots and inner bark of the cacoan tree, rinsed them multiple times in water until it runs clear, sliced it in long thin strips, and dried them. Then the strips could be cut down and placed in storage pouches for long journeys or watches. The elf could place a piece of root inside their mouth between gum and cheek and the juices would release. The root would stimulate their energy reserves while decreasing their need for food, water and rest during long journeys. There was a downside, if used too long, all of these effects would be reversed in the worse fashion and diminish an elf’s ability to continue.

“Need another piece?”

“Not now. Can’t go into over-stimulation. Need water and food. Sleep would be nice too.”

“Might have time for a nap, but not a deep sleep.” Braedyn settled next to Con and removed his heavy pack. He spit out his own root. Then he took sips from his waterskin, rinsing and spitting to the side.

“Fire?” Con pulled out the waterskin and tipped it toward his mouth. Then he pulled out a wrapped package of the special travel-food called clemkas bread, a special hard biscuit, that provided them energy and nutrients. 

“We can’t chance it.” Braedyn pulled out his own wrapped package. It wasn’t the best tasting, but it was enough to satisfy their hunger and it lasted even longer when wrapped in the waxy Nallorian leaves. When paired with rabbit or deer jerky, dried fruits or vegetables or a handful of nuts, it made a fairly decent cold dinner.

“Clemkas bread, fruit and jerky again. Excellent dinner.” Con chewed on a chunk of jerky. Then he tossed a couple of hazelnuts and crunched them. “Almost toward the beginning of this journey, we realized they can’t move in the daylight. They found some dark place to hunker down.”

“That is correct. Which is why we need to figure out our next move before the sun rises. As you pointed out, going in circles isn’t going to stop them. There are reasons other than confusing them. It’s concerning the next part of the journey.” Pulling out a map, Braedyn spread it out between them and used a couple of rocks to hold down the corners. He snapped off a corner of the bread to nibble on while he studied the map.

Con snapped his fingers to create a small ball of light to hover between them. “I know we can’t use a lot of magic, but neither of us can see details in this light.”

“It shouldn’t bring any attention. There’s enough protection between the shrubs, boulders, and the trees to mask the trace elements,” Braedyn said. “No matter what we do, those infernal creatures continue to hound and follow our every move and step. No matter how careful we were to not leave tracks. I tried earth wielding the first week to cover our steps and that drew them faster.” He took out a small collapsible bowl and poured water into it. He set it aside. Then he whistled low and soft. ::Is all clear around us?::

::Clear. No bad. No evil.::

::Come in. Rest. Perch.::

With an answering cry, Cerin swooped through the branches on near silent wings. On a few back wings, he landed on a raised root. ::Water! Yum. Thirsty.:: He used the perch to lower his beak to scoop and sip. ::Dinner? Mouse? Squirrel?::

::I said no hunting or fresh meat. You can have some jerky.::

Clacking his beak, Cerin scratched his claws on the root.

::No hunt. Dangerous. No prey out there. All are hiding, like us. Take the jerky,:: Braedyn said to his stubborn hawk.

::Mean mousie. Hide from hawk.:: Then Cerin accepted pieces of jerky from Braedyn for his evening meal. Clenching the jerky with one foot, he nibbled off chunks to swallow whole.

“I’m guessing from the quiet, Cerin is no more pleased with our evening meal,” Con said.

Braedyn shook his head.

“As I mentioned earlier, no major use of magic,” Con repeated.

“Correct. Sorry. Repeating myself.” Braedyn dragged a leather tie free from his lower locks. Then he ran his hand through the tangled strands, grimacing at the sweat, oil and dirt. 

“We’re both repeating ourselves. It’s the cacoan stimulation and general exhaustion. We can’t keep going like this.”

“At the moment, there’s no other choice.”

“Nor can we stay here. Where are we?” Con glanced over the map. “I haven’t been outside of Nialam Forest in a long time.”

“Same here. There was no reason to leave after I finished my training with the scouts and trackers. From what I can tell, we’re in the border region.” Braedyn moved his fingers between Nialam and the Eastern Emlams Fields. The fields were endless grasslands with little cover. “This is where we need to make some hard decisions.”

“What are our options?”

“We can go further east across the vast Eastern Emlams Fields to this mountain range, the Dareldurn Mountains and Southern Golden Forest.” Braedyn traced his finger along a long path that skirted the edges. “Or we can travel north, traverse the Munriden Brook, skirt along the edge of Cantonlas Lake, cross the Hinfail Rill, the various mortal settlements and Western Emlams Fields along the Bonavern Peaks. Inside the Golden Forest, perhaps we could go to the Fae Realm and request their assistance.”

Con glanced to the sky. “One moon has passed. We haven’t left Nialam.”

“I hoped we wouldn’t have to leave. I prayed to the Goddesses that the forest would provide us a new home. Only there was no reaction from the stone.”

“Just the creatures.”

Braedyn nodded. “There is no other choice for us. Nialam is a deadwood. It’s no longer home to the elves.”

“Then we discover a new home.”

“If we go near the Golden Forest, you can meet with King Máedóc and request permission to settle our city. Perhaps he can offer us guides to locate a suitable forest on the edge of a mountain.”

“Excellent. Politics.” Con rubbed a hand against the back of his neck. “Just what I need to face along this journey.”

Braedyn studied the Prince, exhausted from the journey and grief. While he agreed it wasn’t what they needed, he needed to lift his Prince’s spirits and energy. “This is something you’re going to need to get used too. You have the knowledge and the training.”

“How in the name of the Goddesses can I explain what happened to us, our Realm and my parents? How everyone is trapped in a stone. Will he even believe our crazy story?” Con chewed another corner of the clemkas bread. He broke off a different piece and tossed it to Cerin.

The hawk snapped it out of the air and transferred it to one raised claw. It took him a few tries, but he settled on eating it. ::Worse than jerky. Icky bread. Thank Prince for sharing.::

“While he’s not happy, he says thanks for sharing. Once he can fly freer, I can send him out for a hunt. Perhaps get a squirrel or something,” Braedyn said. 

::Anything better than jerky and icky bread. Bunny. Mousie. Squirrel. Chipmunk. Fishie.::

Sighing at Cerin’s whining, Braedyn shook his head. 

“What is it?”

“Bird whining.”

Con chuckled. “A hawk whines?”

“This one does. Throws a tantrum too.” Braedyn stared at Cerin, who blinked back but kept their mental connection quiet. “It hasn’t been safe for him to fly far or high. Nor have we heard any prey rustling the leaves or grasses. Seems even the smallest creatures know to hide from this dark enemy.”

“He’s too valuable to take such a risk with his life.”

Cerin lifted his head, tilted it and stared at the Prince.

“Did he hear me?” Con asked when he noticed the hawk’s reaction.

“Aye, he understands us. His personal vocabulary isn’t the best,” Braedyn said.

::Prince like me. I’m good bird. I like him too.::

“Cerin likes you too,” Braedyn said.

Con grinned.

“Thank you for saying that about him. Not everyone thinks the same. If they even bother to have a thought about me and Cerin,” Braedyn said.

“Since you found him as a nestling orphan, you two were deeply connected and bonded.”

“He’s my familiar. I feel the magic flowing through him, me and our surroundings,” Braedyn admitted. “We have a mental connection that allows us to speak to each other, share thoughts, images and I can look through his eyes. He’s part of my soul and magic.”

::Smart bird. Good bird. Magic bird. Found my witch.:: Cerin tapped his claws on the root.

“Then what my parents said is true. You’re half witch.”

Braedyn nodded.

“When did you figure it out?”

Might as well reveal some of my secrets. Perhaps it would help distract him from his grief.

“During my first wielding class. Though I could sense the magic and some things responded to me, I couldn’t wield the magic like the others. The instructors thought it was due to my mixed bloodlines. There was another half Dark Ælf instructor who took me aside, but the same problems occurred. I knew there was a half-blood witch living in the Realm. When I followed her instructions, my magic bloomed.”

“Why did you never tell me?”

Braedyn was a bit puzzled by Con’s question. “I never got the impression we were that close to share secrets.”

“You know practically everything about me.”

“I’m the captain of your personal guard and with you almost every hour of the day. Of course I would learn things about you if only to use it to help protect you from anything that could happen. It’s the nature of my position.”

Con gathered some leaves in a hand and let a single leaf swirl and dance to the ground. He kept his focus upon the leaves. “Is that all I am to you? Someone for you to guard. We used to be friends as younglings.”

Part of Con’s words rang true. Even before Braedyn became Con’s captain, they were often together, first playing as younglings and earlier training together before they split into the higher levels. His parents helped raise and protected Braedyn along with his adopted father, a Captain of the Shield for the Queen and general of the guards, who went on to the Endless Realm. 

Why was Con going into their history together? 

Still puzzled by his Prince, Braedyn finally asked, “Why are you asking me all of this?” 

“Why not ask? We’re completely alone. Cut off from the rest of the Realm. What else are we going to discuss?”

“Perhaps how we should get out of this problem.”

Releasing a long breath, Con dropped the last three leaves. He met Braedyn’s perplexed one. “Sorry. Maudlin thoughts. Personal stuff. Shouldn’t dwell upon it while fleeing for our lives.”

“Are you all right?”

“Nay. Not at all. Not one bit.” Con touched his fingers while he listed, “I activated old magic. Killed my parents. Trapped my Realm in a stone. Running away from unknown crazed creatures.” Then he waved it away. “With that kind of list, I don’t know. Why would I not be all right and cheery?”

Uncomfortable while Con let all of his troubles bubble up between them, Braedyn cleared his throat and shifted against the tree. 

“Very well. No more personal stuff. Back to danger at hand. Directions. Hmm.” Con leaned over to study the map. “If we go east, it is unknown territory for both of us. Limited occupation. No potential assistance if we need some.” He traced the route west. “There’s no time to track down the hidden elves in the far west. The other realms are too small to assist. We’ll follow your idea. We should save time, skirt the eastern edge of the lake, and cross here at the connection between the canal to the Cantonlas and the Hinfail Rill. Either way we can’t avoid crossing the river. Then we can follow the river toward the Bonavern Peaks and this small lake, Goldosa, and the human town, Clearwick. Rather out of the way, but we could blend in, perhaps find a place for a decent meal and sleep, and get some answers about these creatures.”

Pleased when he realized Con listened to him earlier and remembered his words, Braedyn pointed to Con. “That’s your decision.”

“As the royal one of this duo, aye,” Con said. 

Braedyn studied the route they would take. “What about crossing the Hinfail and going straight for the port city of Bellharbor on Flemrior Lake? It would bring us closer to the Golden Forest.”

“And guide the creatures in the direction we’re planning?” Con shook his head. “By going to the Goldosa Lake, we created multiple options. We could continue west across the Fields to the Stoughcroft Wilds where the western elves created their hidden Realm. Or north into the Bonavern Peaks. Or east into the Golden Forest. Or we could do a complete turn around and head south.”

Braedyn tapped his finger against the map. It wasn’t a bad idea, especially for one not trained in tracking. Then he traced the distance across the Fields from the lake to the river. “To avoid any traffic on the canal, we would have to take this route across the Fields. It would mean running as fast as possible.”

“We can fold the road ahead of our path.”

“That’s using magic.”

“In the daylight. When they are asleep. We’ll only use it after the lake. Then we’ll stop when we near the Hinfail Rill.”

“We’ll use the spell then.”

“You know how?”

“Aye. Learned it while going through tracking and scouting. Of course, I have to do it a bit different, but it works.”

“Then that is our plan.”

“Agreed. Simple course of action. We need answers and guidance.”

“And a decent meal and bed. For now, I want a nap.” Con swirled around his cloak to cover his front. Then he leaned back and tried to settle for a nap.

Braedyn rolled up the map, returned it to his pack, along with the empty bowl that he collapsed into a small disk. He also cleaned the last traces of his meal.

“I’m going to do a quick circuit. Try and get some rest.” Braedyn moved toward the hidden opening. He held a hand to make Cerin stay.

After stepping outside the barrier, he paused to listen for any lingering conversation from his Prince. He peered through the branches and watched Con and Cerin. 

Giving up the pretense of sleep, Con looked at the hawk. “He doesn’t miss a thing. Does he?”

Cerin clapped his beak together as if in answer. Then he fluffed his wings and returned to cleaning his feathers. ::Prince worries. Hurry back.::

::Not gone for long. Keep watch over him.::

::Always.::

Only when the Prince’s breathing settled, he set off for a quick circuit and create a false trail.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

BRAEDYN

While they skirted the eastern edge of Cantonlas Lake, the sun continued to climb higher in the sky.

Holding up by a protective cove created by the canal’s entrance to the lake, they stopped where there was cover. There was traffic along the canal, around the lake and in the Fields. To remain hidden, Braedyn crouched and motioned for Con to do the same. They pulled their waterskins out for a drink.

“We have less than eight hours of full light to cross the Fields and reach Hinfail Rill. There’s only a small trade town where the canal and lake connect with the gates. We could chance going in there, but we would lose time,” Braedyn said after flipping and moving the cacoan bark to the other side of his lower jaw. 

“Right now, time is too precious to linger,” Con said.

“Agreed. We’re well stocked to continue the journey.” Braedyn took another sip and capped it. 

::Cerin, let me see the Fields ahead of us.::

::Circle now.::

“Does Cerin see anything?”

Braedyn disconnected from his familiar. “Nay. As I suspected, the canal is busy, but the way is clear through the Fields. Only herds of grazing animals, wild and domestic, are about. There are a couple of tenders for the domestic herds, but none are close enough.” 

::I want to dive for mousie. They no hide here. Mousie. Fishie. Yum!::

::Not yet, pretty bird.:: Braedyn’s mouth twitched at the corner.

“What is it?”

“Crazy hawk. He wants to either dive for a fish or a mouse or two.”

“After we cross, he can eat until his belly is full of mice and fish,” Con said.

::Prince keep his promise.::

::He will. Concentrate.::

“How far across?” Con asked.

“Three leagues to where the canal and river meet. Usually takes two full days to cross by foot. One on a good horse. Longer if traveling by a loaded wagon. Less if you travel by canal barge.” 

“How do you know all that?”

Braedyn tucked his waterskin back in its position. “Typical scout information. We need to learn how far it takes to travel and estimate distances and time. Our maps are pretty detailed.”

“Perhaps I should have you teach me, but not now.”

“Now isn’t a good time to start.”

“Right. Not when there are dangerous creatures trying to destroy us.” Con tucked his waterskin back in its spot. “I’ll start the folding. Keep close. I’ll start at three furlongs and increase from there.”

“I’ll keep up with you. Cerin will go ahead and locate us whenever we appear out of the fold.” 

::I find. Always. Be safe.::

::Same to you, pretty bird.::

Braedyn used a touch of magic to stir up the dust and cover their tracks and movements. “Go.”

Whispering the archaic spell, Con moved his hand while they walked forward. Instead of crossing the entire three furlongs, the spell magically folded the space between the two points. 

They were halfway across when the sun reached its zenith point. Full sun poured on them. The temperature rose fast and high. The air thick with heat and humidity. There was little breeze to give them any comfort.

Ignoring their personal discomfort, they continued to push themselves. 

When he could, Braedyn joined his spell with Con to increase the distance. Only this took considerable effort since he wasn’t using elf magic, but his witch power. They weren’t always compatible. Still, they pushed to use it because it cut down on the distance.

Less than half a league left, Braedyn called a stop for the spell usage. They raced across the last distance to where the Deepward Canal and the Hinfail Rill met. There was a small cabin, a simple bridge across the canal, and a complicated contraption that was the locks and gate system. 

According to their plans, if they continued to follow the river west, it would take them to the Ebonfell Canal connection, and that would lead them into the Goldosa Lake and Clearwick located on the far western edge by the Bracenia Stream. The Bracenia flowed south out of the northern Cottlemeny Snow Fields, full of the icy cold waters. The Bracenia turned into the Hinfail that flowed under the Dareldurn Mountains and the far eastern ocean, Parrstone. At least those were the paths according to the map. 

When Braedyn was younger, he often studied the maps and dreamed about running away. He wanted to follow all of the rivers, enter all of the Lands, and search for someone who resembled him. To find a place where no one would look down upon his mixed bloodline and heritage. 

As he grew older, those childish dreams remained. There were dark moments where he wanted to bring those dreams to reality. Then life changed for him when he became Con’s captain.

The last thing he expected was to travel the rivers with Con.

On the south-eastern bank, next to the locks that helped control the flow of the Hinfail to continue east or detour south into the canal, they collapsed into two heaps.

“Sweet triple goddesses, I’m exhausted.” Con tried to flop back, but the pack prevented him.

With a sharp kee-eeeee-arr, Cerin landed on a small boulder. He flapped his wings and settled down. ::Magic quiet. Low. Push too much. Too far. Not good.::

“Oh, shush, you,” Braedyn told the hawk.

“You’re arguing with a bird,” Con teased.

“Shush to you too,” Braedyn muttered.

Con snorted. “Let’s not do that again. At least. Not that many leagues.”

“I’m with you on that decision.” 

Cerin let out a soft chwirk to get their attention. ::Look. Look. Not alone. Floating on water.::

::Cerin, please, tired.::

::Look. Look.:: Cerin let out another chwirk.

“Better not be those thrice blasted creatures,” Con said.

“Sun is still in the sky. We’re safe from them.” Braedyn pushed himself upright to stare down river.

::Look. Look. Funny boat.::

::Barge. It’s called a barge.::

“Looks like we may get a ride.” He motioned with his hand.

Con twisted to look around. “Best sight ever.”

Braedyn couldn’t agree more.

A low-slung river barge floated west along the Hinfail and slowed until he reached the closed locks, not far from their place on the river’s edge. A human male stood at the back end with a long pole between his hands and leaning near a lower handle of some machine. Two younger males moved around the flat deck. The bow almost touched the massive iron and wood gate that could swing across the river or the canal depending on how the lockmaster turned the mechanism. A smaller gate stopped the barge from floating down the canal which gave the barge driver and the lockmaster time to change the positioning and water levels to accommodate the different ships.

“Greetings, Lockmaster Tamar, how be ye this afternoon?” the older bargeman called out.

Stepping out of a small cabin next to the bridge and the locks, the man lifted his cap and waved it. “Greetings, Alton. On your way back from the Dareldurn.”

“Aye, got a great heap of ores and goods for Clearwick. Can you switch over the locks?”

“Aye, can do… Oy, who are you?” Tamar asked when he stepped to the locks. He waved the big windlass key that he used to turn the paddles that adjusted the water levels and swung around massive gates.

“Who are you talking too?” Alton asked.

::Human sees you. No hide now.::

::A little early warning would be preferred.::

::Who can tell?::

With a sigh at the hawk’s simple logic, Braedyn slowly rose. He motioned for Con to do the same and keep his hands from his weapons. “I believe he’s talking to us. We snuck up to this place without alerting him,” he said in the universal tongue instead of his native elvish. Thanks to his training, he could easily switch between the universal tongue and different Otherkin languages. He pushed back the cloak’s hood to reveal his braided hair, pointed ears, and sharp features along with his dark golden-brown skin. Other than his bright blue eyes, his general features were elven.

“Greetings there. Ahh, you two be elves. Long way from Nialam. I be Alton, one of the river’s travelers,” the older male said with a tip of his faded flat cap. “You met the lockmaster, Tamar.”

“Greetings. I’m Brae and this is my companion, Con. Aye, we’re from Southern Nialam,” Braedyn said. 

“Long way to get up here. Where you two be heading?”

“On orders from our King, we’re heading north to the Golden Forest Fae. Instead of continuing north to Bellharbor, we hope to catch a ride along the river to give our feet a break from the traveling. We hope to stop in Clearwick for a bite to eat and rest,” Braedyn said. “We can pay for passage.”

“Ahh, then, I’m heading to Clearwick myself. Plenty of room for more company and don’t mind the extra coins. You can come on aboard. That’s my last stop for the evening. Don’t want to be on the roads or river during the evening. Dark things are about. Dangerous for folks,” Alton said. “Tamar, could ya take care of the gate? Finlay lad, lend them a hand over.”

One of the younger lads stretched out with confidence with one boot on the land and another on the boat. Then he held out his hand. “Come on over, I gotcha.”

::Keep still and hidden, Cerin. Take off and follow us after we move pass the gate.::

::Stay quiet. Fly high and behind. No see me. I know.::

Knowing Cerin would follow his orders, Braedyn motioned for Con to cross over first.

Without a word, Con clasped his hand on Finlay’s lower arm and used the leverage to cross over until both boots were firmly placed.

“Now you, sir.” Finlay

“Aye, thank you.” Braedyn clasped the young lad’s arm and used his assistance to cross over. 

“Welcome aboard,” Alton said while he pushed the barge back to give the lockmaster room to swing the gates. “All set, Tamar.”

“Aye. I got it now.” Tamar placed the windlass key in place and turned the massive crank. Large iron cog shenanigans on his side began to turn with loud clicks. The water churned while it shifted through hidden channels from the canal to the river. Then the massive gates swung south across the river to block access to the canal. Tamar shifted the windlass key to a different opening. With another few turns, the lighter gate lifted into the air, water dripped from the wooden and iron rail, and this opened the way for the barge.

“Find yourselves a spot. We’re not far from town. Another hour’s push against the currents. We’ll be there well ahead of the dark hours,” Alton said. He waved to Tamar. “Appreciate the change.” Then he motioned to Finlay. “Flick him his river coin, Finlay. Pay for the passage.”

“Aye, Captain,” Finlay said and pulled a single copper coin from a hanging pouch near the low cabin door that was set behind the cargo. Alton’s steerage position was set on the rear of the low cabin. He flicked the coin up and over to Tamar, who caught it with ease.

“See you on the return,” Tamar said. 

“Keep safe.”

“Will lock this place up and head home to Tradehollow. All locks close before sunset for this reason.” Tamar pulled the windlass key and returned to the cabin.

Alton pushed off the river’s bottom with the pole to get the barge moving. Then he flicked a switch. The soft sounds of a motor rumbled underneath them to keep the barge moving against the current.

::Change of plans. Take flight. Go toward the town and find a perch. You can hunt for fish. I’ll guide you inside when we find a room.:: Braedyn sent to Cerin.

::Fishie! Fishie! I go to lake and town!:: Without noise, the black and gray hawk lifted into the air, spiraled higher, and turned to follow the river.

Luckily, the three river bargemen were too involved with their work to spy the beautiful bird.

Braedyn settled on the deck next to Con and shifted his pack off his back. Though he kept his shoulder holster in place and hidden. He pulled out the map to review their progress.

“Cerin?” Con whispered in elvish.

“On his way ahead of us. Will get his fish dinner too.”

“I’m your companion now.”

“Keep our identities on the low. Word may have gotten around by the attack and the Realm’s disappearance. We can’t get caught up in gossip or ‘offers’ of assistance. All we need is questions answered and guidance on locating a new home if the stone cooperates,” Braedyn said keeping to the elvish language.

“And not let those creatures kill us.”

“There is that point, too.” 

“Ask how much for our ride? I don’t want to travel for free.”

Braedyn turned his attention to the elder bargeman. “Alton, we wish to know how much for the ride. We wish to assist with any payment.”

Alton scratched at his chin. “Not used to charging travelers. How about a river coin?”

“For both of us?”

“Aye, one coin. Covers a canal crossing. The rest of the passage will be paid by our cargo, including the bio-fuel to run the engine,” Alton said.

Braedyn glanced at Con, who nodded. Then Braedyn opened a hidden pouch and pulled out a single copper coin. He held it up.

“I’ll take it,” Finlay said while he moved around the slick deck. 

“Thank you,” Braedyn said and laid the river coin on Finlay’s palm. 

With a smile, Finlay flicked the coin before he dropped it in the pouch. Then he returned to his duties.

“I have another question, Alton,” Braedyn said.

“Aye? Ask away. Smooth sailing until we reach the Ebonfell Lock.” Alton pushed the pole against a rock to adjust their position.

“Do you have any recommendations on Otherkin accommodations with a meal and bed?”

“Aye, there be a few places.” The bargeman listed off a few choices. “Out of those, my choice would be The Last Raven Tavern & Inn. Tis a fine place, clean, comfortable beds, and good food. They cater to all the Otherkin. Tis located on the corner of Bellow Row and Greenfield Lane. That is off the main street called Bridgewater Way. I’ll point you in the right direction. All of the shops are along Bridgewater if you need to top off your supplies.”

“Thank you, Alton, we appreciate the guidance,” Braedyn said.

“You mentioned something about staying off the river after dark. What did you mean?” Con asked.

“There be nasty creatures from Bonavern. Evil creatures with dark magic. Groups of them attack any travelers upon the river or road. Goods scattered. Wagons or barges broken. Animals killed.”

“And the travelers?”

“Some are killed. Some are taken. Gone. Disappeared into the night. Never to be seen again. Anyone with Otherkin blood taken. If a human or mortal, they are killed. Tis not been good seasons for traveling anywhere within the lands,” Alton said. “I suspect they haven’t gone too far south in Nialam.”

Con stared at the river. 

“Nor can they cross deep into the Golden Forest,” Alton continued. “That’s a strong, protected forest filled with good bright magic. These creatures hate the light.”

“Does anyone know more about these creatures?” Braedyn asked.

“The Golden Fae. They be fighting back. Bands of them travel the roads and rivers to protect the towns, cities, and travelers. Aye, they would know more. You might hear more about them at the Last Raven.”

“I’ll be sure to ask. We’ll adjust our route depending on what we learn.” Braedyn tucked away the map. Then he placed a hand against Con’s leg.

Con shifted his gaze at the silent touch of comfort.

“Avoid the Peaks. That seems to be their home. Clearwick is protected by the moat and walls. They pull up the drawbridges and close the gates. Fire pits are lit on the ramparts along with a full vigil of armed guards because it’s tucked against the lowlands,” Alton said. He leaned on the pole to adjust the barge’s position when another boat headed toward them. 

The two younger men chatted with the other deckhands when the boats came near one another. They waved when the boat left.

“The way is clear. No danger ahead,” Finlay reported to Alton.

“They best hurry to get to the next landing zone,” Alton said.

“Their load is light and they’ll turn south on the Deepwood Canal and stop at Springhorn,” Finlay said.

“They should be swift then.” Alton adjusted the barge’s position to line up with the Ebonfell lock.

“Does everyone know about the danger?” Braedyn asked.

“Aye. Anyone local and throughout the rivers. We bargemasters spread the word along with our crew. Tis best to keep everyone on alert. That way all can make the best decision and stay safe.”

 


CHAPTER SIX

BRAEDYN

With the help of the motor, they made it to the Ebonfell Canal lock in good time. There were three other barges ahead of them. It took time for the gates to swing and the water levels to rise and fall. 

Leaning back to stare down the canal, Braedyn asked, “Will we get to town in time?” 

“Aye, but this will take a bit of time to get through. The Ebonfell is lower than the Hinfail. There is another gate and checkpoint to enter the lake. It’s there as additional protection for the entire lake and the towns and villages surrounding it,” Alton explained. He turned off the engine to save fuel and used his pole.

Time passed while they floated closer. Soon it was their time to enter the lock and gate system. The water level dropped them to the canal and the gate opened. While they passed, Finlay flipped two river coins to the lockmaster.

Even though the canal was busy with all the barges hurrying, they made it to the protective gates that guarded the lake entrance. After another line, Finlay passed over the paperwork to a guard, who checked it against a list. He stamped his approval and handed it back. Then he accepted the handful of a river coin and royal pennies.

With the transaction done, the gates opened. Alton pushed the pole against a wall to move the barge through until he could turn the motor on. 

“We cross the entire lake. The harbor is protected on the far side,” Alton said while they puttered across the calm lake filled with barges and boats finishing up their day. Everyone was aware of the sun’s passage.

“The area is quite lovely,” Braedyn said.

“Has its good points and bad. Like any lake with cities, towns, and villages. Those are the small villages of fishermen and craftsman dotted around the edges. Things were getting dangerous over a hundred moon-cycles ago, but the town council rerouted the town’s waste away from the lake,” Alton said. “An underground river also feeds and refreshes the lake, keeps the temperature cool throughout the seasons, and provides an excellent environment for fish and shellfish.”

A small tugboat with two deckhands and a captain pulled up near the barge. One of the hands tossed Finlay a rope and he secured it.

“Ahoy, Captain Alton, how was your trip west?” the tugboat captain said while he stepped out. He held a clipboard in his hands.

“Uneventful. Picked up a couple of passengers at Deepwood. They wish to stay the night at the Last Raven.” Alton motioned for Finlay to hand over their cargo manifest and paperwork.

Leaning over, Finlay handed over the paperwork.

The tugboat captain checked everything. “Aye, there should be room at the Raven if they head right there. Everyone is trying to get button up. Head to Berth eighteen. You can unload your cargo tomorrow morning. There is a back-up at the docks. Guards will watch all the barges,” he said after marking the paperwork and handing it back to Finlay. “Two river coins and five pennies for the berth.”

Finlay glanced at the captain, who agreed. He collected the coins from the pouch and handed it to the tugboat captain. Then he gave the paperwork back to Alton. 

“Cover up the cargo, boys, secure that tarp tight and set the alarm. We’ll make sure tomorrow’s count matches what you vouched for on my paperwork,” Alton said and waved the paperwork.

“Aye, I’ll be on the docks in the morning to verify all the overnight loads. Your cargo will be safe and paid in full according to your manifest if there is a difference.” The tugboat captain tugged on his cap. “Release the rope, boys. Berth eighteen, Captain Alton.”

“Thank ye,” Alton said and motioned for Finlay to release the rope.

Finlay unwound the heavy rope and tossed it back to the other deckhand. Then he went to help secure the tarp.

Not wanting to sit around, Braedyn and Con got up and assisted them with opening the tarp. After spreading it out and a few instructions from Finlay, they learned how to tie it down to cover the entire cargo load. Then they fastened a couple of small bells in strategic places. If anyone attempted to remove the tarp or steal the cargo, the bells would ring and sound the alarm. A simple remedy for a large problem.

“Appreciate the help,” Finlay said. He went to the rear while the other hand went to the bow. They stood ready by the ropes.

Alton maneuvered the barge in place next to Berth eighteen with expertise and cut the engine. Both hands jumped on the dock with the rope to secure the barge in place.

Braedyn and Con gathered their packs and climbed onto the docks.

::Cerin, we made it to the docks. Are you safe?::

::Fishie. Got fishie. Yum! Safe. Safe.::

Alton walked down the deck. “I need to remain here for a bit of paperwork and securing things. Walk straight up that path, take a left, and follow it to the gates. You’ll need to pay some pennies to enter.”

“We have enough for travel expenses,” Braedyn said.

“Then stay on the main street, Bridgewater Way, until you see Greenfield Lane that crosses it. Turn left and go two blocks. The Raven will be on the corner of Bellow Row. On the right. The sign has a big raven on it. You can’t miss it. It’s not far from the far eastern wall and gate. Tell the deskman that Alton sent you. He’ll give you a good price,” Alton said.

“Thank you again for everything. We appreciate the ride and information,” Braedyn said and held out his hand.

The barge captain reached out and clasped his hand around Braedyn’s forearm. “Good luck on your journey, elves. Watch out for the darkness and the hidden dangers.”

“We will. Swear by it,” Braedyn said.

“Good on you. Fare thee well then.” Alton released his clasp. He tugged on his flat cap.

Braedyn slung his pack across his shoulders and secured it under his cloak. He returned to Con, who stood ready with his pack.

“I’m ready for that good meal and soft bed,” Con said.

“Another walk ahead of us and we’ll get there. We need to hurry to make sure we get a room.” Braedyn nodded toward the angled walkway.

“Where’s Cerin?”

“Enjoying a fish dinner. I’ll guide him in when we get a room.”

“Good to know one of us is getting a full belly.”

“We will soon, promise.”

“Lead on.” Con followed Braedyn up the walkway.

They joined another group waiting to pass through the gates. Then it was their turn.

“Greetings. State your business,” the gate guardian said.

Braedyn pushed back his hood. “Greetings, we are travelers. My companion and I traveled with Captain Alton. He recommended that we stay at The Last Raven Tavern & Inn.”

“How long is your stay?”

“The evening. We’ll depart after sunrise,” Braedyn said.

“Five royal pennies each.”

At the same value of ten pennies, Braedyn handed over a single river coin. 

The gate guardian tested the coin, tossed it in the lockbox and waved them through. “When the sun sets, no one leaves. No one enters. The gates will open at sunrise.”

“Understood.” Braedyn motioned for Con.

They walked through the gate and entered the town. The roads were cobblestoned with brick, stone, and wood buildings rose high on either side. The largest road went straight through the town to the other gate. Other roads branched off.

“Not as green as our Realm. Feels cold and cut off from nature. No elf would stay here for any length of time,” Con said.

“It’s only for one night,” Braedyn said. “Until we find a new safe place, this is all we have until we reach the Fae.”

Con stopped and rolled back his shoulders. “What’s our story? Our cover?”

“We’re a pair of travelers, ambassadors, at the request of our King to speak with the Fae. That is our cover story. No one must suspect who you are. I don’t know what will happen if anyone learns.”

Con nodded.

“We need to hurry. Up this street to Greenfield. That’s our first direction. One step at a time.” Braedyn placed a hand on Con’s shoulder. “For this night. We’re safe from the creatures that hunt us. We have a chance to rest and mourn.”

Con swallowed hard. “Not until the Realm is back. I will build my parents a true resting place and mourn there while they travel to the Endless Realm.”

“First step then. Get to the Raven and a bed for the evening.”

“Lead on, Braedyn. I’ll continue to follow you.”

Braedyn led his Prince through the busy streets as the mortals finished their work and errands. Then he spotted the sign on a wall that said Greenfield Lane. He turned left, dodged horses and carriages, and returned to the side. Though not too close to the edge that rather stunk from the sewers underneath the roads.

After two blocks, he found the next sign and took that turn. 

Further down the street, he spotted the hanging sign of a large raven. The building was a large four-sided stone and timber construction. 

“There we go. Our destination.”

Con looked around. “We’re close to the wall.”

“Easier for Cerin to find us if we get a private room with a window. I don’t want him outside tonight.”

“What if they come over the wall?”

“I don’t believe it will happen. These guards are used to fighting the creatures, unlike us. We were taken unaware. This town knows what they fight and how to do it.”

“If they don’t?”

“We have an easy escape route,” Braedyn said. He clapped a hand on Con’s shoulder. “Let’s get inside. I’m starving.”

“Same here.”

Braedyn led him to the heavy oak front door. He opened it for Con to slip in ahead of him. Then he followed his Prince. 

The entrance opened into a large tavern with multiple tables and a long bar with stools. It was filled with patrons, all were Otherkin, and the servers were a mix of Otherkin and humans. There was a high desk that pushed out from the wall. 

A tall dark-bearded male sat behind the desk. The leather-bound book opened with an inkwell and multiple feathered pens. A wall covered with small openings and hooks that held keys. The male lifted his gaze and peered over the desk. He smiled and nodded. “Greetings and good evening, elves. Welcome to The Last Raven Inn & Tavern. I’m Gunther, the innkeeper.”

“Greetings and good evening, Innkeeper Gunther. Captain Alton sent us to your fine establishment. We require a hot meal and a bed for the evening,” Braedyn said. “I’m Brae Longtree and my brother and companion, Con Longtree. We’re ambassadors for our King on route to the Golden Forest.”

“Captain Alton is a good man, excellent captain and a fine friend. You two have quite the journey ahead of you to reach the Forest. Made even worse with the dangers out of there,” Gunther said.

“Captain Alton explained the dangers. He recommended we stay in Clearwick for the evening and your inn. Do you have a room available?” Braedyn said.

“Let me see what we have available,” Gunther said and opened a different book. He flipped the pages a couple of times. “There is a dormitory with extra beds. For an extra price, I have a private room, but it only has one large bed.”

“We’ll take the private room. My brother and I are used to sharing,” Braedyn said. “If we could also have a basin of warm water for a simple wash in the morning before we break our fast. That would do us wonders, restore our energy.”

“For an extra charge, aye, I can have a basin sent to your room.”

“Excellent. We’ll take the room, basin, and a hot meal for two along with pints of your best ale. For the evening. Another meal in the morning before we leave and continue our journey. How much?”

“Three river coins. Five pennies.”

Braedyn didn’t bother to argue or bargain. They were too exhausted. He pulled out the required coins and laid them on the desk.

Gunther counted them and dropped them in the lockbox. He marked something in the largest book and spun it around. Then he offered Braedyn the inked pen. “Please sign there.” He pointed to the empty line.

Braedyn signed his fake name in the common script, far different from the flowing and illustrative elven script. 

“Tarran!” Gunther called out.

A young maid with a hint of elf to her features appeared from a hallway hidden behind the massive desk. She gave them a quick curtsey. “Master Gunther. How may I assist?”

“Please show these gentlemen to Room thirty-five.” Gunther handed over the key. “Third floor. To the left. Last door.”

“Aye, sir,” she said and took the key. “Could you please follow me?”

“We will,” Braedyn said. He glanced over to Gunther. “Thank you.”

“Any friends of Alton are welcomed here. After you settle in your room, head on back down. Find an empty table and I’ll send a server to you. They’ll explain the menu options for the evening meal. We serve all Otherkin and their different nutrition requirements,” Gunther said.

“Appreciate it.” Braedyn motioned to the maid.

The maid led them down the hallway she appeared from, then up the winding stairs to the third floor. “These are the last of the private rooms. The dormitory-style rooms are all along the opposite side. Only the first floor with the tavern is a single floor. I’m still learning my way around here, but I clean all of the private rooms. It is much quieter over here.”

“Have you learned of any problems with theft?”

“Theft, sir? Within the private rooms. Nay, sir, not since Master Gunther caught one male. He made sure the male returned all the items and had the guards take him away. Master Gunther runs a clean and safe inn for all Otherkin. He even hires those of us with the bloodlines. Not many others will hire Otherkin or their offspring, especially in the mortal towns,” the maid said.

“Is there something we should know about mortals?”

She paused and glanced down the hall before she spoke. “Please be aware of your surroundings at all times when around mortals. They are not Otherkin with our beliefs, morals and customs. They are mortal. Their lives are simple, following a path from birth to death, and many don’t understand or want to understand about us.”

“Thank you for telling us,” Braedyn said.

“You are elves. Kin. Even if I’m only a partial blood.”

“You’re still kin,” Braedyn said. “What Realm?”

“The Wilds. The hidden ones,” she said.

“We welcome you. We’re from the Southern Woodland,” Braedyn said. “I’m Brae and this is Con. He’s the quiet type.”

“Tarran,” she repeated her name and curtsied. “We’re down this hall.” With a warm smile, she led them to the last door. Using the key, she opened the door and stepped inside. She moved through the room and lit the three lights that were a combination of oil and magic. Then she placed the key on the night-stand.

Braedyn and Con entered the room to check out the accommodations. Along with the single four-poster bed, there was a leather-bound storage trunk, the single wardrobe cabinet, a dressing stand, a narrow iron stove in the corner with a pipe going into the ceiling and two different style chairs. 

“This is your private water closet,” Tarran said and pointed to a small door in the corner. “As you requested, I’ll bring a basin with warm water in the morning when I start my shift. There is a shared bath behind the door opposite the staircase. For extra coin, you can draw a bath.”

“The basin will be fine. We’re only staying a night.”

“Then I’ll let you two get settled. You should return downstairs for your evening meal and not linger up here. The chef closes the kitchen an hour after sunset. We learned to not draw attention after dark. The fires are kept low, even during the cold season. There are extra blankets in the wardrobe if you require any additional warmth. Please do the same.” Tarran curtsied, left the room and closed the door.

Braedyn removed his pack, cloak and set them on the bed. “Better bring in Cerin before he garners attention or it gets too dark.” He went to the single window. Unlatching it, he lifted the lower pane and whistled the recall notes. ::Cerin. Come inside. Follow my notes. A window by the east wall. Opposite side of the city from the water.:: 

::Will find you. Always.::

Turning away at Cerin’s words, Braedyn looked around.

“Isn’t this comfortable,” Con said while he removed his pack.

“About what you can expect for any small-town inn. Might not be the full grace of elven quality, but it’ll do for the evening.”

“After all that happened to us, I’m not complaining. Anything is better than the hard ground. There is only one bed.” While talking, Con removed the cloak. He rolled his shoulders and neck. Dropping on the edge of the bed, he adjusted the weapons.

“That is what the innkeeper meant by a single room. As the royal, you can have the bed. I’ll make do with my bedroll and a couple of extra blankets.” Braedyn held up his hand to stop the protest. “Don’t try to change my mind.”

“For now I will follow your plan.”

Braedyn tilted his head. “You’re not the same.”

“Should I be? After all that happened. Aye, I’m not the same. Nothing will be the same.” Con shook his head. “We need to eat dinner. Sleep. Then get back on the trail.”

“Of course. Straight forward.” Braedyn stopped at the softest sound of feathers. 

And the predominant and almost overwhelming scent of trout.

::I here. Found you.:: Cerin appeared in the window and landed on the wide sill. He fluffed his feathers and shook his wings and tail.

“How many trout did you eat?” Braedyn admonished the hawk. “I can smell your dinner from here, you gluttonous bird.”

Cerin clacked his beak. ::Many fishie. Big fishie. Fresh and tasty.:: With a flap of his wings, the hawk hopped over to the closest straight-back chair that was by the dressing table. He perched on the back and settled down for a feather cleaning.

With a shake of his head, Braedyn closed and locked the window. 

“Why do I smell fish?” Con asked.

Braedyn pointed to the hawk. “His fault. Gluttonous bird.”

“Dear Goddesses. Do hawks burp?” 

“They can release gas, but lucky for us they have a lower build-up of gases within their belly. So, the answer is nay.”

“Thank the Light for that small fact,” Con said with a grin.

“One small break to not smell fish all night long.” Braedyn went to his pack, pulled out an old piece of stained cloth, and laid it across the chair. “Do your personal business here,” he told the hawk.

Cerin looked at the cloth and at his witch. ::I go—::

::Poop or pellets on this.:: Braedyn pointed to the cloth. Then he wagged his finger at the hawk. ::Nowhere else. This is not our home. You can’t go outside until we leave.::

Reshuffling his wings, Cerin clacked his beak. ::Fine. I go there.::

A soft snort echoed.

Braedyn looked across at Con, who held a hand against his mouth.

“Pardon.” Con smothered another sound.

“Pleased we could amuse you. I could tell him to do his business in the bed.”

“No, please. His personal cloth is quite appropriate.”

::Not for a hawk.::

::Shush. Stay put. We need to go downstairs for our dinner. No noise.::

::Quiet birdie. Clean feathers. Nothing else.::

::Good hawk.:: Braedyn stroke the soft breast feathers.

Not giving the Prince anything else and finishing his orders to Cerin, Braedyn pulled out the pouch of coin and placed it in a smaller satchel that he hung across his body. Then he touched an inner pocket to make sure the most precious item remained close. Reassured the stone remained with him, he placed his pack, quiver, bows and thigh brace of daggers in the trunk. He kept the pair of short swords and dagger on him. Then he glanced again at Con.

“Keep what you considered most precious with you. The rest can go in the trunk. I’ll place a lock upon it.”

“A lock?”

“Magical one,” Braedyn said.

“I know what you mean.” Rising, Con pulled a couple of items from the pack, placed them in a smaller satchel, and slung it across his shoulder. Then he placed his pack, cloak, and weapons in the trunk. Though he kept the brace of daggers strapped around his thigh and hip.

Braedyn tossed his cloak over everything. Then he dropped the lid. He placed his hand upon the locking mechanism, closed his eyes, and spoke a spell under his breath. Hearing a click and seeing the shimmer, he pulled his hand away. 

“Done.” When he turned and studied Con without the cloak, he narrowed his gaze upon the golden beads on the braids.

“What is wrong?”

“Golden krenpe,” he said, naming the highest and rarest type of coinage. 

The pure, vibrant golden bricks were worth over a thousand golden krintaca coins, tens of thousands silver forest cedi, and hundreds of thousands river coins. Only royals and banks had enough financial means to store the precious bricks. Some larger trading cities could do the same, but it wasn’t common. Krenpe gold was far too precious, mined in the most northern of mountains, but the strongest of dwarves, trolls and giants. They were the only Otherkin who truly knew how to manipulate the mountains, excavate the tunnels and locate the precious ore.

“Aye, my beads are made from krenpe, like all royal elves. I believe the royal Fae do the same for their decorations,” Con said while he touched the beads.

“There are other elves downstairs. We can’t go downstairs with those on display. They would know in an instant that you’re a royal. May I alter them? A simple spell to maintain our covers,” Braedyn said.

“Since you’re stronger with stone and metal, aye.” Con dropped his hand and held still.

Braedyn wrapped his fingers around the beads and spoke the spell to help him wield the magic to change the metal. He covered the beads with a spell that allowed the beads to resemble his own silver ones. When he felt the spell hold, he lowered his fingers and nodded. “Done.”

Con lifted the ends of the braids to check. “Interesting.”

“I’ll remove it when we’re safe with the Fae. Until then, the spell will hold.” Braedyn gathered the key and stroke the back of his finger along Cerin’s neck. ::Be good.::

::Always good birdie.::

“Dinner?”

“Aye,” Con said. “Stone?”

Braedyn patted his vest where the silk-covered stone rested.

“Keep it close.”

“Always.”

Satisfied the Realm would be safe with Braedyn, Con walked across the room to the door. “Keep an eye on things, Cerin.” He slipped out into the hallway.

“Follow his orders,” Braedyn said to the hawk. 

Cerin offered a soft kree-aaaa-aaa. He clapped his beak a couple of times. ::No one will get in on my watch.::

“Crazy bird.” Braedyn rubbed his fingers along the back of Cerin’s head and neck. “Be good. Please. I know you don’t like being cooped up, but you know what is out there. You can’t fight it.”

Fluffing his feathers, Cerin gave a soft chwirk. ::Full belly. Time to preen. Time to sleep. I good here.::

“That’s my boy.” Braedyn followed Con out of the room and locked the door behind him. He added a spell that would alert him if anyone tried to enter the room.

“Who is reassuring who?”

“Quiet,” Braedyn said and walked down the hallway to the stairs.

Con cleared his throat multiple times while he followed.

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

BRAEDYN

Rolling over again on the hard bedroll, Braedyn opened his eyes. As exhausted as he felt, he couldn’t fall asleep. It didn’t have the same give on a hardwood floor than the natural earth.

“Would you stop rolling around down there?” 

Pressing the heels of his hands against his eyes, Braedyn tried not to let out a groan. A light appeared around the edges. Dropping his hands, Braedyn rolled into a sitting position and rested his wrists against his raised knees.

::Prince right. Too noisy. Go sleepy.:: Cerin gave a soft chirwk of annoyance. He fluffed his feathers, clacked his beak, and tucked his head underneath a wing.

“You’re never going to sleep down there. I’m not sleeping up here. We’re disturbing your bird.” Con turned on the side to look down where Braedyn laid out the bedroll. 

“Cerin is making his displeasure known to me. Your point, Your Highness?”

Con shook his head. “Get up here. There’s plenty of room. Perhaps we’ll both get to sleep to—”

Alarms rang and pierced the night.

“No one is sleeping tonight.” Braedyn rose, dressed only in soft linen underpants. He went to the window and pushed back the curtain. 

Con rolled out to stand next to him.

::Now what noise? Too loud.:: 

::Easy, Cerin. Easy.::

Fire roared higher in braziers spread across the wall. Archers stood near them, ready to light arrows with fire.

“Should we join them?” Braedyn asked.

Con shook his head. “We can’t risk it. Too much is at stake.” He looked to Braedyn. “Our Realm is at stake. I can’t do this journey alone.”

“Con—”

Con placed his hand on Braedyn’s chest. “I can’t do this journey alone,” he repeated.

Braedyn covered Con’s hand with his hand. “I’m not leaving your side.”

“The stone?”

“Is safe.” Braedyn looked out the window again.

The archers remained on alert, but no one took an arrow and nocked it against their string. Nor did anyone draw back on the string.

“Close the curtain. We must sleep.”

“Con…” 

The alarms quieted.

“There is no battle. Perhaps the creatures were spotted. As you said, we’re safer inside these walls than outside.” Con tapped his fingers against Braedyn’s chest. “Please.” 

That caught Braedyn’s attention. The one single word.

The Prince never pleaded for anything.

Braedyn pulled the curtains back across the window. Con was right. It was best to remain unnoticed and undercover. It might not even be the creatures hunting them that found this city. His fingers twitched to reach for his bow and arrows.

Con tapped his fingers again. 

The gentle touch brought Braedyn back to the moment.

“Back to sleep.” Braedyn gathered his pillows and the silk-covered stone from his bedroll.

::Sleep best. Sleep good.:: Cerin watched them until he tucked his head back under a wing.

Lowering his hand, Con returned to the bed. He sat down, but this time he moved to the far side, closer to the wall. He recognized the need Braedyn had to be between him and the door. Then he switched out the pillows and adjusted the blankets. Satisfied, he stretched out and lowered his head.

Leaving the rest of the bedroll on the floor, Braedyn followed his Prince to the bed and settled down. He tossed his pillows on the bed, tucked the stone underneath and sat down. Before he touched the lamp, Con moved his hand and doused the light.

“Show-off,” Braedyn said on the edge of a yawn. He laid back and pulled the covers up.

“Simplify things.”

The supporting ropes creaked underneath their movements.

Braedyn pushed and punched the pillow. While not the fine quality of an elven-made mattress, it was far better than the lumpy bedroll. Flickers of light poke out from the curtain. He figured the braziers would remain lit throughout the night as protection. It was a fine idea, one he would remember.

Closing his eyes, Braedyn slid into a quick, but light sleep. One of need, exhaustion, and training as a guard. He could sleep anywhere and anytime when the situation called. Though he would remain alert enough to react and protect his Prince. His daggers remained within reach.

Rolling to his back, settling his hips, he let himself drift away deeper. There was a hope the night would pass quick. They both needed the rest and quiet moment before their journey began once more.

§ § §

“Mother! Father! No. Please, no. Don’t leave—”

The fear-driven voice drifted away as Braedyn opened his eyes again. The mattress rolled and rocked underneath him.

“Braedyn! No!”

Rolling over and sitting up, Braedyn called up a small light ball to hover. 

Conchobar laid out on his back. His hands curled into fists. His face scrunched in fear and pain. A light sheen of sweat covered his pale skin. His hair and braids a tumbled mess around him. He twisted again, as if fighting someone or thing within his mind.

Dreaming. No. Nightmare.

“Con. My Prince. Con, ssh, easy, it’s a dream. You’re having a nightmare, Con. Come back to me. Come back to Braedyn. Ssh. Only a nightmare. I’m here. I’m beside you,” Braedyn said in a soft, low tone. 

When he touched his fingers to Con’s chest, Con lashed out and grabbed him tight around his wrist. It was almost painful, but Braedyn didn’t try to tug away. It would only make the situation worse.

“Conchobar, my Prince. You need to wake up. Listen to my voice. Return to my voice. Come back to Braedyn,” he said.

Slowly the twisting and fretting stopped. Con let out a long breath. His hand dropped from Braedyn’s wrist and back to his side. Then his eyes opened. The pupils enlarged from the fear and panic that rushed through his nightmare. Under the soft light ball glow, the pupils normalized as Con continued to return to awareness.

“Braedyn,” Con whispered. His voice thick with sleep and panic.

“Easy now. Aye, it’s me. It was a nightmare. You kept everything bottled up tight inside you. Those emotions are strangled and returning as nightmares.” Braedyn trailed his fingers through the sweat-damp hair and smoothed it away from Con’s face.

Con closed his eyes with a soft exhale sound of pain. 

Braedyn never saw the Prince so exposed in their lifetime. Not wanting to push the Prince any further, he doused the light ball. Then he lowered to the bed and adjusted Con’s position. With care, he pulled them together in a spooning fashion. He pulled and tucked the blankets around them. Then he wrapped his arms tight around Con.

“I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I swear I will be with you to the end of this journey and the Realm restored,” Braedyn whispered in Con’s arms. “You can break apart and shatter in my arms. No one but us will know what happened. Grieve, Con, grieve your loss.”

“I can’t let go. Not until they are put to rest and can travel to the Endless Realm. That is my promise and oath to them before I spoke that damnable spell,” Con said.

“No one will look down upon you if you let yourself grieve.”

“I will look down. My oath to them.”

“I understand.”

Falling quiet, Con didn’t try to break free from Braedyn’s hold. Instead, he adjusted his position until he could press closer to Braedyn’s warmth. 

Their heads shared a pillow.

Braedyn closed his eyes once again.

§ § §

The next time Braedyn woke his eyes it was to a soft chwirk from Cerin.

::Someone is in hall. Soft scent. Female. Wake up. Wake. Wake.::

There was a knock on their door.

“Master Longtree, tis Tarran with your basin,” the young maid called.

Rubbing a hand against his eyes, Braedyn carefully pulled away from Con’s arms and warm body. He got to his feet, located and tugged on his trousers over the thin night linens. 

::Cerin. Hide. Under bed.::

::What?::

::Hide. Now!::

::Not right for birdie to hide.:: With a flap of his wings, Cerin dropped to the ground and walked underneath the bed. His talons ticked on the wooden floor.

When the hawk was hidden, Braedyn scooped up the soiled cloth and tucked it in a pocket.

“Master Longtree?”

“One moment.” Braedyn stepped over the bedroll, shifted a chair away from the door, and unlocked the door. Opening the door, he glanced out to see the maid with a small cart. On top was a large basin and extra towels. There were other items on a lower shelf. “My brother still sleeps.”

“I shall be quiet.”

Braedyn opened the door wider and pointed to the dressing table. He pushed the bedroll out of her path. Then he went to his smaller satchel and pulled out a river coin.

With a quick curtsy, Tarran pushed the cart inside. She transferred the basin onto the table. Then she poured the hot water from a carafe she hidden on the lower shelf. After placing the towels, washcloths, and smaller cleansing bowls and cups on the table, she pushed the cart out. 

Braedyn pressed the river coin into her palm. “Thank you for your service, Tarran.”

Tarran flushed from the gentle praise. 

“We have a pair of shirts and possible other items that are not fit to wear again. How shall we toss them out?”

“Leave them on top of the trunk or a chair. I’ll add them to the cleaning rags pile. There is an excellent shop along the main street if you need new shirts. Lots of options.” She gave him the name of the shop.

“Excellent. Thank you.”

“There is news from the Golden Forest Fae about the dark creatures. There was something about your homeland too. Copies of the notice is passed around downstairs.”

“I’ll make sure to pick up a copy when we go down to break our fast. After dining, we’ll return here to collect our belongings and check out.”

“I’ll alert Master Gunther to your itinerary,” she said and curtsied. Then she placed the coin in a small pocket and pushed the cart away.

Braedyn closed and locked the door.

“What was that about our homeland?”

Turning at the sleep-filled voice, Braedyn watched Con roll over and sit up. The Prince knuckled the sleep from his eyes. Then he twisted and stretched to pop the cricks in his back.

Braedyn whistled low. ::Come back out, Cerin. All clear. Return to your perch.::

::Don’t like hiding. Bad. Icky. Fluffy gray balls.:: The hawk walked out from other the bed with a soft noise. His talons clicked on the floor.

“Why is your bird underneath the bed?” Con asked while Cerin hopped and flapped to the chair and further up to the back railing.

::Prince is right. No reason for birdie under the bed.::

“Couldn’t let the maid see him. Too soon to let him out.” Braedyn pulled out the soiled cloth out of his pocket and placed it back on the chair for Cerin. ::Stop your complaining. It wasn’t for a long time.:: He removed his trousers and tossed them aside. “Would you like the basin first?”

“Nay, go ahead.”

After unlatching it and pulling up his pack, Braedyn gathered his bag of cleansing materials from the trunk. He carried it to the dressing table and pulled out the bar of milled soap. Using a bowl, he scooped up clean water and poured it in two cups for them to use for brushing their teeth. He dipped the bowl for more clean water and set it aside for anything the Prince might need. 

Then he dipped a washcloth into the water and rinsed off his face, neck, and upper body. He lowered the soap into the basin with the cloth and worked up a lather. Repeating the motion several times, he cleansed his upper body of sweat and traveling dust and debris. 

Then a touch against his back stopped him.

“Allow me to help,” Con said.

“Con…”

“You assisted me last night. Allow me to do the same.” Con took the cloth from Braedyn. He dipped it in the basin and worked up a fresh lather. After squeezing a bit of excess moisture, he stood behind Braedyn.

Moving the cloth, Con washed Braedyn’s back in slow small circles. He drew the cloth down one side of Braedyn’s back, following the length of his spine. Then he brought the cloth back up the spine in the same circles.

Braedyn pulled in a deep breath on the edge of a sensitized hiss at the touch and sensations. He wanted to arch his back into Con’s touch, but held still. 

“Raise your hair.”

At the soft command, Braedyn gathered his hair in his hands and lifted it high. 

Con dipped the cloth back in the basin for a fresh lather. He worked the edges of the cloth into the nape of Braedyn’s neck to cleanse the gathered sweat and dust. After another dip, he finished the simple cleansing.

Then he swirled the cloth in the water. He followed his earlier motions with a simple rinsing method, with multiple sweeps to wash off the soap and dirt. 

“All finished.” Con finished the motion by pressing his lips to Braedyn’s nape. His arms slung around Braedyn’s waist.

Braedyn kept his hands up and in his hair. 

“You can drop your hands and hair now.” Con tossed the cloth to catch the edge of the basin.

Braedyn slowly lowered both, but didn’t pull from Con’s grip.

“This doesn’t feel strange to hold you,” Con said.

“It didn’t feel awkward to hold you last night.”

“Thank you for being here.”

“I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

Con pressed another kiss to Braedyn’s shoulder. “Finish your bath. Then I’ll do the same.”

“Need help with your back?”

“Perhaps.” Con released his light grip and returned to the bed.

Braedyn gathered up the damp cloth. He swirled the cloth in the water, squeezed it out, and finished rinsing down the rest of his body. He wrung out the cloth and draped it over a chair. Then he wet his hands, slid them over his braids, and through the rest of his loose hair. Then he dried himself off with a towel. He slung it over one shoulder.

Stepping to the side with a cup and his bag, he pulled out the teeth brushing utensil and cream. Though he gave room for the Prince to use the basin.

“Don’t let the water go cold,” he said.

Con rose from the bed once again. He retrieved his toiletries bag from his pack and joined Braedyn at the table. “May I use your soap?”

“Of course.”

Con went through the same motions that Braedyn went through earlier. 

Being elves, they didn’t have to deal with facial hair. Lucky for Braedyn, his elven genes were stronger than human so he didn’t have to shave.

Halfway through cleansing himself, Con paused and repeated his earlier question that Braedyn never answered. “What did she say about our homeland?”

“Only that it was mentioned in a notice being circulated downstairs. It was something printed from the Golden Forest Fae. I believe she only overheard the discussions, but didn’t read it. I’ll find a copy when we go downstairs.” Braedyn glanced over at the Prince. “I planned that we’ll eat and get some tea first. Then we’ll pack up our things and check out. By then the gates should be open and we’ll make our way north and east.”

“Unless this notice tells us something different.”

“We can adjust our plans, but should leave with the early daylight. She mentioned a shop where we can replace those rotten shirts with some fresh ones. Might as well pick up a few extra each. And a few extra provisions to replace what we used.” With those words, Braedyn took the cloth from Con. 

Like Con did earlier, he carefully washed Con’s back from the nape of his neck to his low waist. He stopped just above where that spectacular butt caught the waistband. Part of him want to push down the waistband to get a better look at the high curves, taut and firm from training, and their journey. He wasn’t that ignorant of Con’s fine figure and what it meant. There was always something more happening than being able to appreciate Con for the gorgeous male. Then he rinsed off the pale skin, so light against his own warm golden-brown coloring. 

“Thank you,” Con said when Braedyn handed him back the cloth.

“You’re welcome.” Braedyn ran the back of his forefinger down Con’s closest arm. He returned to the other side of the table.

Con finished the simple bath by rinsing off the rest of his skin. Then he gave his loose hair a little better cleansing than Braedyn. Then he finished with the second towel after hanging up his washing cloth. “Definitely want a long soak in the heated baths when the Realm is back.”

“Same.”

Using the cups of water, they used their cleansing utensil and cream to brush their teeth. They rinsed out and spat it back in the basin. After pouring all the used water back into the basin, they stacked everything up for Tarran to remove. 

Braedyn used the personal closet first, intrigued at the flushing device to drop the dirty water and refill the basin with fresh water. When he stepped out, Con entered to take care of his business.

Returning to the trunk, Braedyn pulled out their packs. After Con left the water closet, he handed Con’s pack to him to gather what he needed. Then he opened his pack inside the trunk. He pulled out a fresh pair of undergarments, trousers, shirt, vest, and socks. Rising, he changed the sleeping linens for the undergarments. He tied the front to secure them. 

Glancing over, he caught the flash of Con’s bare ass. It was tight and round. A well-toned butt. In Braedyn’s mind. It was everything he imagined it could be during the bath.

Muttering to himself that this was definitely not the time, Braedyn finished dressing in the new set of traveling clothes. He gathered the other items he left in a pile on the floor. He tossed their almost-rotten shirts to the side along with the worn-through socks. Brushing off the worse of the dirt from his old trousers, he folded them tight. Then he rolled the rest of the usable garments and placed them within the pack. Returning to the dressing table, he wiped and dried off the bar of soap. Wrapping it up in a small cloth, he loaded everything into the bag and returned it to his pack. Sitting, he tugged on the soft but durable travel boots. Rising, he pulled the stone from underneath the pillow and tucked it back in his inner vest pocket. Somehow, he always felt better carrying it on his person than in a satchel. Then he secured his weapons holster against his back.

After dressing, Con packed his used vest and undergarments along with the toiletry bag. He ended up tossing his trousers, shirt and socks on the rotten pile. Then he dropped the bag back into the trunk.

Braedyn closed and locked the trunk with the magical spell once again. 

“Are you going to release him?”

Braedyn glanced at Cerin. ::Want some breakfast?::

::More fishie. Hungry.:: 

“Aye, he’s hungry. Give him time to catch his own breakfast. He’ll wait for us near the wall and gate. Right, Cerin?” Braedyn said.

Cerin clacked his beak. ::I can find perch by gate. Which one?::

After figuring out the layout of the town, Braedyn sent the directions to Cerin and where he should wait. 

::I find tree. Will wait after fishie.::

::Good bird.::

::Always good birdie.::

::Stay safe, my friend.:: Braedyn went to the window and pushed back the curtains. He noticed the braziers were dark and there were no guards. ::All clear. Fly away.:: He unlocked and opened the window. 

::I fly. Safe. Fishie! Yum!:: Cerin hopped to the sill, fluffed his feathers, and shook his tail.

“Stay safe, Cerin,” Con said.

::Always safe. Fishie time!:: Cerin gave them a soft chwirk and took off with a few flaps of his wing. He rose higher into the lightening sky.

Braedyn watched his beloved familiar fly. Then he closed and locked the window. “Ready for some tea and food?” Walking across the room, he picked up the satchel and dropped the strap cross-wise over his body.

“Aye. And I want to study this notice.” Con gathered his personal satchel and slung it over his shoulder.

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

BRAEDYN

Reaching downstairs, Braedyn stepped out first and checked the dining area. Not many of the inn’s patrons were up and moving. There were a few enjoying their first meal of the day.

“Elves, right?”

Glancing around and lowering his gaze, Braedyn realized a half-dwarf appeared next to him while he was distracted. That wasn’t a good thing. He motioned for Con to remain behind him. “Aye, we’re elves.”

“Then you’ll want one of these. Came from them Fae in the Golden Forest. The ones chasing those dark creatures and fighting them back to the mountains,” the half-dwarf said and lifted a piece of paper. “These were passed all around the town, spreading the word on how to fight back, and the consequences of not joining in the fight or even knowing about this enemy.”

“What consequences?”

“The entire Southern Woodland Realm of Elves disappeared. Down to the stone foundations. It’s gone. Only piles of ashes and weapons are left behind. Sorry to tell ya if ya had family there,” the half-dwarf said and walked off.

Con pressed his hand against Braedyn’s lower back and clenched the vest in a tight fist that pulled the fabric taut. “Brae…”

“Easy, Con. Easy.”

With a deep breath, Con relaxed his hand and grip.

“There’s an empty table. We can get out of the way, but view the rest of the room. No one should overhear us.” Braedyn led the way to the high-top table against the far wall. He took the seat that allowed him to view the room and protect Con, who took the opposite chair. 

“The notice. Now.” Con held out his hand.

Braedyn laid the paper down and pushed it across with one finger.

Con read the print. In the elven tongue, he read the gist of the notice to Braedyn. He translated the common written language back to elvish to keep their conversation private. “The Fae called the dark creatures ‘cadgers.’ A mix of Otherkin and black magic mashed together. They suspect a Fae-born mage turned to blood magic, black magic, to create them. No one knows the exact spells and undertakings to create them, but all of them have Otherkin blood. They discovered victims in a cave in the Bonavern Peaks. One was a Southern Woodland scout. I remember my father sent a small group of scouts on a mission, but they never returned. Our scout managed to speak to them, give them his name and home, before he slipped away on his final journey to the Endless Realm.” Con placed a hand over his mouth and chin. “Dear sweet goddesses, at least he wasn’t alone. The Fae know how to respect our dead and guide their souls.” He pushed back the thickness in his throat. “The Fae sent a team to deliver the news to our King and to make arrangements for the burial. Instead they discovered the open land left behind by the stone. They believe dark magic and the cadgers destroyed the Realm.”

“We know better, but we’ll let everyone believe this until we reach the Fae. What else do they say about the cadgers?”

“Fire and sunlight are the best killers. They must hide from the sunlight, either deep underground or in caves. Though they can move through deep thick forest with a heavy canopy, like Nialam.” Con continued to read. He mentioned a couple more things the Fae learned during their war. When he finished, he pushed away the notice. “Now we know what we’re facing out there. What do we do?”

“Continue on our chosen course to the Fae at all possible speed,” Braedyn said. “We’ll need to skirt around the edge of Bonavern. There is no other way to the Golden Forest from here. By land or river.”

“We can’t go near the Peaks.”

“There are no other options. We’re running out of moons. It’s the most direct way to the Golden Forest to skirt the edge.”

“This is insane.”

“No other choice.”

“You will prove this to me back at the room with the map. I need to make sure.” 

“Very well. It will not change our options.”

Con lowered his head in his hands.

Braedyn waved to get a waitress’s attention. When she walked over, he ordered the breakfast meals for elves along with a pot of strong tea. She nodded and walked off. Then he snatched the notice and read it himself.

§ § §

After breakfast and returning to the room, Braedyn wiped away the spell on the door. Inside, he removed the spelled lock on the trunk and opened the lid. He pulled out everything and set it on the bed. Then he removed the extra blankets he used and tossed them on the end of the bed. Tidying the rest of the bedroll, he rolled it in a tight roll and secured it with the leather ties. Carrying it, he tied the roll to the bottom of his pack with the tent they used when there had been time for a better campsite.

“Are you going to ignore everything this notice said?” Con sat on the bed and waved the paper. “I want to see the map.”

Not sure how else to respond to the quiet demand, Braedyn pulled the map from his pack and unfurled it across the bed. 

Con stared down at the map. “Explain it to me. Please.”

“We are here.” Braedyn pointed at the town. “The Fae Realm is rumored to be in the far north. Somewhere around here along the Cressea River, but no outsider knows the true placement of their Mound.”

“Then how do we find it.”

“The Bracenia Stream, which is a misnomer because it’s really a full river, flows the wrong way for us to travel. Unless we find another barge or someone heading north with the power to go against the current. There are no trading towns or villages up the length of this river. The majority of the northern Golden Forest is uninhabited, protected by the Fae. Towns in the eastern edge requested permission from the Fae to settle and begin trading routes. There’s nothing in the south or close to the Dareldurn Mountains.”

“That’s not telling us how to find the Mound. Wait?” Con tilted his head. “The Bonavern Peaks… The caves where the cadgers are found.” He pointed to the massive mountainous area.

“We’re skirting along the edge, closer to the Bracenia and Golden Forest. At the town of Dimmond, we can cross over and follow the stream north until we reach the Cressea. Then we follow the river west. Or we cut straight through the Golden Forest and request that it guides us to the Fae.”

“Or a hunting or scouting party comes across us.”

“Either option will work, but there is no guarantee it will happen. That’s the only way to find the Mound if you’re not Fae. One of them must guide you in. We could be moving in circles for months or the forest could push us out.” 

“Then we follow your path. How close do we get to the Bonavern?”

Braedyn held his thumb and forefinger along the distance from Clearwick to just beyond Dimmond. “This is where we’re closest to Bonavern. I don’t believe they can cross deep into the Golden Forest, knowing the Fae wage war against them and there are no hiding areas from the sunlight.”

“There truly is no other direction we can take.”

“Nor is there anyone else we can go too for assistance. The Fae understand what we faced in the Realm. The King is honorable and will treat us fair. He will also believe the ancient magic of the stone.” Braedyn tapped the notice. “This proves the Fae knows how to fight the cadgers and can assist the Realm. They will know of a safe home.”

“Within the next five moons.”

“We have a specific need. An extremely dangerous foe. And a strict timeline. This can be our only path.”

“I understand. We shall continue on the path you laid out for us to follow.” Con nodded as he studied the map. “We’ll reach our destination. Together. In time.”

“Then we need to pack up, go to the markets, and head out. Daylight can’t be wasted.”

With a nod, Con placed the smaller satchel back into his pack, rechecked the rest of the contents, and slung it over his shoulders. He rearmed himself and covered everything with the cloak.

Rolling the map, Braedyn returned it to the pack. Then he adjusted what he placed in the smaller satchel back in their proper pockets. He tucked the satchel back inside. After locking the clasp, he slid his arms through the straps. Then he settled the cloak around his shoulders and secured the double frog clasp.

“I’ll need fresh water in my skin.” Con fiddled with the cloak’s double clasps. “Curses to the darkness. Couldn’t anyone make clasps easier?”

Braedyn brushed aside Con’s hands and redid the clasps to allow everything to lay properly. He twitched the cloak to cover the pack and weapons.

“Thank you.”

“Anytime.” Braedyn placed his fingers against Con’s cheek. “It will be all right. We’ll make it through to the journey’s end.”

“I wish I could be as confident as you.”

“Only in my skills as a scout, tracker, and guard. That’s where I draw my confidence.”

“And your magic?”

“Still working on it.” Braedyn offered a teasing grin. “As for the water, it’s the same for me. There should be public fountains where we can get a refill for a few pennies. I understand that’s how mortal towns work where they don’t have the pipes going to every home or business.” He checked everything around the room and scooped up the forgotten soiled cloth. He gave it a quick swirl in the basin to remove the fresh stains. He squeezed and wrung out the cloth and tucked it into an outer pocket. “Is there anything else?”

Con turned and studied the room. “No. We have everything.”

“Time to leave.” Braedyn grabbed the key, opened the door, checked the hall, and led Con back downstairs and to the front desk. 

“Checking out, Master Longtree?” the innkeeper asked.

“Aye, thank you for the evening.” Braedyn placed the key on the desk.

“Please sign here then to complete the process,” Gunther said and pointed to the big book. He scooped up the key and replaced it on its hook. “I hope your stay went well.”

“The meals were wonderful. The room comfortable.” Braedyn signed his fake name in the other column.

“Please to know you enjoyed your stay at The Last Raven. Anytime you’re in Clearwick or others stop in, please let them know about my place.”

“We’ll make sure to do that. We need the marketplace and a water fountain to refill our skins,” Braedyn said.

Gunther directed them back to the main street and the best vendors to provide what they would require. “As for fresh water, the public fountains are close to both gates. For three pennies, you could refill the skins or purchase new ones for five pennies.”

“Thank you for the information.” Then Braedyn escorted Con out of the inn and back to the streets. It bustled with people as the sun continued to rise.

Within the hour, they finished their shopping complete with fresh shirts and trousers, foodstuffs, and stopped at the fountains to refill their skins. For added protection, Braedyn purchased two more skins and filled them.

Then they went to the gate opposite of where they entered, waited in line, and soon made it to the front.

“Greetings. We were only here for the night. Stayed at The Last Raven,” Braedyn said. “We don’t have any paperwork.”

“Our orders are only to stop and check everyone,” the guard said. “Did anything happen during your stay?”

“With the cadgers? No. We only saw the fires upon the wall,” Braedyn said.

“That is normal for our evenings, but nothing to fear. We hope you enjoyed your stay in Clearwick. Good journey.”

“There is one question or two, if you have an extra moment, a bit of help with our potential path north,” Braedyn said while he pulled the map out. 

“Follow me off to the side. Gareth, take care of the others,” the guard said and moved them to one side of the gate.

The other guard nodded and took the next set.

The first guard stood with his hands upon his sword belt and legs braced. Part of his attention upon them while the rest remained roaming the crowd. “Name is Jarron. Where are you heading?”

“Pleasure to meet you. I’m Brae and this is my brother, Con. We’re heading to Dimmond. Then we journey across the Golden Forest.” Braedyn unfurled the map to the section he required. “I would like some confirmation and advice. There is this trail.” He traced his finger along the map. “Is there another trail?”

“Aye, after the bridge over the connecting rivers, take this trail instead.” Jarron traced his finger along a different path. “Thought it doesn’t look like it on the map, it’ll take you straight to Dimmond’s gates. I believe the path was altered since the making of this map.”

“Tis an old one from our scouts. I’ll make sure to update it along the way.”

“Best you should. The trail will lead you to the gates and is well traveled and protected. I guarantee it because I travel it to stay with my family. You’ll be further away from the Peaks. Did you see the notice from the Fae?” 

“Aye, we read it this morning at The Last Raven.”

“You both have bows and I know elves are a keen shot. That is your best defensive weapon along with fire. If they get close, lop their heads off if you can reach. Otherwise, take out their legs and run.”

“Excellent plan.”

“There were multiple skirmishes around your original route. Tis why the local leaders closed it to all travelers, except those that make it out of the Peaks alive. All the locals know to take this route.” Jarron tapped the second path again.

“How long will it take to reach Dimmond after the bridge?” 

“If you push hard, you can reach Dimmond before nightfall. Like us, they close their gates at sunset. You’ll want to be inside them or you’re on your own and I don’t recommend that,” Jarron said.

“Thank you. That will be our route,” Braedyn said and rolled the map. He tucked it in the pack. “Appreciate the information and advice.”

“Good journey!” Jarron waved them off and rejoined his partner.

After walking out of the gates, Braedyn glanced at Con. Then he lifted his gaze to the sky and caught the faint sight of wings.

::I see you. All good. Got my fishie. Keep flying.::

::That’s my bird.::

“A better path away from the Peaks is good,” Con said. “Cerin?”

“Keeping along with us. He enjoyed his breakfast,” Braedyn said. “Good thing I thought to ask them. And it shouldn’t take long to reach the next town. We’ll get another good night’s sleep. After that it will be a tent, bedroll, and possibly cold meals.”

“And other royals and Court folks wonder why no one desires to go on long journeys,” Con said in a sly tone.

Braedyn chuckled while they joined a small group that traveled the path toward the bridge. 

After waiting for several boats and barges to navigate the different rivers and canals, the bridge was lowered for travelers.

Moving around multiple carts, horses, and slower groups, they crossed over the bridge. 

Con pointed to the arrow sign that said Dimmond.

“That’s our path,” Braedyn confirmed. 

They split from a large group that divided off to smaller villages around the lake and the Peaks. Then they headed north to Dimmond. 

When it was clear they were alone, Cerin dropped closer to them. He either kept an eye upon the road ahead or landed upon Braedyn’s shoulder when he needed a rest.

“Not many are heading north,” Con said.

“Not. Go ahead and fold the road when you can,” Braedyn said. ::Cerin. To my shoulder. We’re folding the road. This isn’t a good place to follow high.:: 

::Get magic sicks.::

::Safer, my friend.::

Without a sound, Cerin landed on his shoulder again. He tucked his head down against a wing.

After a glance around, Con whispered the folding spell words. Upon his control, the path folded upon itself and let them move a furlong ahead. To not leave too much of a trace, he took breaks in between each folding.

As the guard suggested, they pushed themselves to complete the journey before nightfall. 

 


CHAPTER NINE

BRAEDYN

Cresting the last hill, they spotted the walled city and open gates. People were flowing in and out of the gates and along the nearby river.

Shaking off the queasiness from Con’s magic use, Cerin flew higher until he could find a safe place to wait until Braedyn called him. ::Gonna hunt for squirrels. Furry dinner tonight.::

::Have a good hunt. Listen for my call. Again, no late nights out until we’re safe in the Golden Forest.::

::Birdie knows.:: 

Following others in queue, Con pulled up his hood while Braedyn kept his down. Braedyn quietly renewed the spell upon Con’s golden beads to keep them a different metal.

When they reached the gate, one guard held up his hand to stop them. “Welcome to Dimmond. How long is your stay?”

“Just an evening. We’ll set out again at first light for the Golden Forest. We’re ambassadors, on assignment from our King,” Braedyn said.

“One river coin each for the entrance fee.”

Braedyn pulled the coins from the pouch and shifted them between his fingers. “Would you happen to know of a respectable inn that caters to Otherkin? One complete with a tavern for a hot meal for a weary traveler.”

“Victorious Swan. Straight down the main street. Take a right at Penrose Lane. It’s at the corner of Haven Lane. Look for a sign that has a white swan with a crown.”

“Appreciate the information,” Braedyn said and handed over the coins.

“Enjoy your evening, elves. No one leaves once the gates close. For your protection,” the guard said and waved them through.

“Pleasant chap,” Con muttered after they entered the town. 

Once again, they went around horses, carts, and people going about their daily business. They tried not to step in anything nasty.

“Probably tired of saying the same thing all the time. Especially where there is some type of upheaval, they’re usually the first ones that have to answer all the questions or quell all the fears.”

“Did you do that for the Realm?”

“At the beginning of my training, aye, it was a requirement for all new trainees. It was a way to teach them to interact with all kinds of Otherkin and mortals. Patience, humility, and language skills. Plus learning to stand still for long periods of time without a break.” Braedyn checked the names along the walls until he located the one that said Penrose Lane. “Turn right at this street.”

They continued along the side street until they reached the correct corner of Haven Lane. 

As promised, the inn stood prominent on the corner. The hanging sign had the image of a white swan in flight with a crown upon its head. 

“The Victorious Swan Inn & Pub,” Braedyn said.

“How do pubs get these unusual names?” Con asked.

Pulling open one door to the three-story brick building with a thatch roof, Braedyn shrugged. “Who knows, but this is our second bird inn.” 

Off to the left was the large front desk next to a vast staircase. Another hall and wide opening led to the pub. The front room was comfortable with a couple of low-slung chairs and tables. Another large swan painting dominated above the massive double-sided fireplace. A version of the hanging sign hung behind the front desk.

“Welcome to The Victorious Swan Inn & Pub. My name is Marianna, the innkeeper. Ahh, I can see you’re both elves. Welcome, m’lords,” the silver-haired lady said from behind the desk. “Inn, pub, or both?” 

“Greetings, Mistress Marianna. Both are required. Just for the single evening with an early morning departure. My brother and I would prefer a private room,” Braedyn said while he stepped closer. 

Con held back and studied the front room. He flipped through one of the books that waited on a table.

The innkeeper flipped through the leather-bound record book. “I have a single room with one bed on the second floor at the end of the hall. Private water closet along with a small water basin for personal cleaning. A bathing tub is communal for additional coin. Will that suit you, m’lord?”

“Aye.”

“Excellent. May I have a name for the record book?”

“Brae Longtree,” Braedyn said, continuing to use the fake name that he created in Clearwick.

The innkeeper scratched his name in the record book, added the room number, and spun it around for his signature. 

Braedyn took the pen and scrawled his name in the common handwriting. He pushed the book back.

“Thank you. The price for two occupants in a single room is two river coins and five pennies,” she said.

Braedyn pulled out the required coins and laid them on the desk. “What about meals?”

“Your meals will be charged separate through the tavern. The kitchen is open until sunset. The pub remains open for a few hours longer, but no hot meals are offered. The town keeps things darkened to protect us,” the innkeeper said. 

“Thank you. We learned about the sunset rule from Clearwick.”

“All villages, towns, and cities are under the same ordinance. The leaders along with the captains of their guards from each place gathered when they realized how the attacks continued to happen. They figured out what we could do to protect everyone.”

“With assistance from the Fae?”

“Aye, a few representatives from the Golden Forest were at the meeting. From what I heard, it was quite grand to meet them.”

“Even for elves, we sometimes feel the same.”

The innkeeper smiled. Then she glanced over her shoulder and said, “Dionn, please come around to the front.” She reached for something underneath the desk and appeared with a key. “Please return this key when you check out.”

“Understood.”

A slim young male appeared from another door off to the side of the front desk. His face and coloring resembled the lady. 

“This is my son, Dionn. He’s my assistant,” Marianna said. 

“Greetings and welcome to The Victorious Swan,” Dionn said. “How can I help, Mother?” 

“Take them to Room two-oh-nine and explain the water closet and basin, Dionn,” the innkeeper said and handed over the key.

“Of course, Mother. Please follow me,” Dionn said.

Turning to look over his shoulder, Braedyn located Con and called out in elvish, “Con, we’re ready to go upstairs.”

Shifting on the ball of his foot, Con walked back across the room.

“Lead on, Dionn,” Braedyn said to the younger male.

“We’re going up a flight and turning to the right,” Dionn said when he led them to the stairs and climbed them.

The elves followed the younger male.

At the last door, Dionn used the key. Then he opened the door and stepped back to let them inside.

Braedyn and Con entered the room. The set-up was similar to the inn in Clearwick. 

The four-poster bed with an upper draping stood against the back wall. There was a dressing table with two chairs, a trunk, and a slim built-in wardrobe. There were two windows on the wall by the dressing table and trunk.

“The private water closet is over here,” Dionn said and opened the other small door. “Here is the key.” He set the key on the dressing table. “Is there anything else you require for your stay?”

“You mentioned the small water basin in the closet. We learned about the toilets at Clearwick, but not this basin. Does this mean we don’t need a basin of warm water delivered?” Braedyn released the clasps of his cloak.

“That is correct. Oh, I forgot to explain it.” Dionn motioned to the room. “At the small basin, you can twist the handles to turn the water on and off and adjust the temperature. There are washing rags and towels folded on the shelf above the basin and a small mirror for shaving. Is there anything else?”

“Thank you. We don’t require anything else,” Braedyn said.

“Then I’ll let you get settled. My mother explained about the kitchen and pub. Please enjoy your stay.” Dionn left and closed the door.

“Another inn. Another room. Same look.” Con removed his cape and draped it over the bed. 

“It’s a basic inn. Like all the others. Would you rather be outside on a bedroll?”

“Nay, we’ll have enough of that soon.” Con removed his pack and heavier weapons. “Will you leave Cerin outside?”

“Aye, he needs to hunt for his dinner. He mentioned it being a squirrel night so they’re a little harder to hunt than trout. I’ll call him in after we eat.” Braedyn removed his cape. Then released the brace for his heavier weapons. With a shrug of his shoulders, he shifted his pack and brace off and let them rest on the bed. Rolling his shoulders, he stretched to enjoy the relief from the weight. Opening the pack, he again pulled out the smaller satchel. Selecting the coin pouch and other items, he returned them to the small satchel. 

“Do not bother to remove the bedroll. We’re not going through that again,” Con said while he placed his larger weapons in the trunk. He tugged out his toiletry bag and night clothes from the pack. Then he set up his personal satchel again. Instead of wearing a brace of daggers, he chose two in sheathes and attached them to the satchel. Placing the pack in the trunk, he carried the toiletry bag into the water closet room. “This is interesting. I like these taps. Perhaps we should create them in the Realm.” Con twisted the taps to play with the water. “There’s a shelf and hangers for our bags. I’m leaving mine on one of them.” He leaned out of the closet. “You should check this out.”

“I will when I have need of it.”

“You don’t like anything new.”

“Why change something that works?”

“If it works for the better, I rather go forward with technology. Less work for the servants.” Con returned to his things to gather up his night clothes. Then he folded them and tucked them under a pillow.

Braedyn also removed his toiletries bag and night linens. He placed his clothes under the second pillow. Then scooping up the bag, he went into the small room. 

On the far side was the toilet contraption similar to the other inn with the dump tank above with the chain to open the valve to flush things down the connected pipes. He managed to figure that out and it was quite useful. Then there was a small metal basin with two handles and a strange nozzle of sorts. He twisted the handles and water flowed out of the nozzle. The flow altered depending on how he twisted. 

“What do you think?”

Braedyn glanced over his shoulder to find Con leaning around the doorway. They couldn’t both fit in the tiny room. 

“It’s interesting. Not sure about the management of the fresh versus waste waters. Definitely do not want to mix them.” Braedyn hung his bag from one of the hooks.

Con shuddered visibly. “Perhaps we should send engineers here to research the contraptions and mechanisms.”

“Perhaps.” Brushing past Con, Braedyn left the tiny room.

“We are going to resettle the Realm.” Con took hold of Braedyn’s arm to stop him. “Make it better. Stronger.” 

“Aye, we will do all that and more.” 

“Your enthusiasm is a little waning.”

“Exhausted. Hunger. Not knowing what is ahead of us. Or where those dark creatures are behind us. That occupies my mind. I’ll let the concerns for the Realm occupy yours.”

“You’re a part of the Realm. An integral part.”

“No, my part is making sure you stay alive to activate the stone and take your place upon the throne. I know my place.” Pulling free, Braedyn returned to his pack. He placed his pack inside the trunk along with his weapons. He draped their cloaks over everything as a cover. Closing the top, he locked it with another spell. Checking to make sure nothing was left out or missing, he went to the bed again. Slinging the smaller satchel over his shoulder, he grabbed the key and spun it between his fingers.

“Shall we figure out what there is to eat?” Con asked.

“Aye, I’m hungry for some hot food. We’ll be a bit spoiled.” Braedyn opened the door for Con.

Con grabbed his satchel, hung the strap from his shoulder, and followed Braedyn into the hall.

Braedyn locked the room and added the hidden spell to alert him. He dropped the key in his satchel. 

Walking downstairs, they went to the dining area that had a long dominant bar with hundreds of bottles shining behind it. Smack in the middle was another swan painting.

“Welcome to the Swan Pub. Bar or table?” a young hostess asked.

“Table. Please. Is there a menu tailored for elves?”

“Aye, we have a selection for elves and Fae.” The hostess picked up a pair of menus. She led them to a table and laid down the menus. “Your waitress will be around to take your orders.”

“Thank you.”

With a nod, the lady left them alone.

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

BRAEDYN

After a satisfactory meal of a savory stew, delicate fluffy biscuits, hard cheese slices, a plate of seasonal fruit, and a couple mugs of cider, they decided to return to the room. The sky was getting darker and most shops would be closing to comply with the sunset ordinance.

At the door, Braedyn paused the door spell and used the key to gain entry. Closing the door, he restarted the door spell.

“What is that magic? I can feel you do something over there.” Con removed his satchel and set it on top of the trunk. Turning, he studied the lock.

Walking across the room, Braedyn lit the single lantern with a twist of the knob that struck a small spark. “Something to alert me if anyone enters the room without our knowledge or permission. It’s a silent alert, but will get me moving. I did the same in The Last Raven room.”

“Good thinking. I’m using the facilities. Hopefully, it’s better than watering a tree. I did like the one back in Clearwick, but this one seems a touch fancier,” Con said and moved toward the smaller room.

Braedyn snickered. “Go ahead. I’m going to study the grimoires your mother gave me. I’m not ready for sleep.” Removing his satchel, he unbuckled the brace of daggers and set everything on the chair. He moved Con’s satchel over to the chair.

Con paused with his hand upon the doorknob. “It would be interesting to see what is within them. History and knowledge about your true family.”

“The general was still my father, in many ways, and gave me the grounding and raising I needed.” Braedyn knelt in front of the trunk. He disarmed the locking spell and opened the lid. Then he pulled back their cloaks. “Though, it would be nice to know where I came from before I somehow landed in the Southern Woodland Realm.” 

“Perhaps you’ll find the answers in those books.” Con stepped into the small chamber. “Hmm. Interesting set-up.”

“Don’t forget to aim. A personal chambermaid doesn’t exist here.”

“Quiet.” Con closed the door before Braedyn could reply.

Snickering again, Braedyn stopped when he realized something. “Oh, Cerin. Curse the darkness.” He snatched the soiled cloth from the pocket. Dragging the chair over in front of the window, he laid out the cloth. Then he unlocked and opened the window. He whistled the calling notes. ::Cerin! Corner window of the inn.:: He sent images of the inn to the hawk.

::On my way. I find you. Always.:: A hoarse kee-eeeee-arr lasted about two or three seconds.

Recognizing Cerin’s answering call, knowing the hawk was safe and would locate their opened window, Braedyn returned to the trunk. He pulled out his pack and opened it. 

By the time he pulled out the grimoires, the hawk appeared in the narrow window and back-winged to land on the sill. He clacked his beak and gave a soft kee-eeee-arr. ::Tight opening. No like the fit. Too small.:: Cerin continued to let Braedyn know his disapproval. 

Talons tipped and tinged on the marble sill. With another flap of his wings, Cerin hopped to perch on the back of the chair. He offered a couple of soft chwirks in greeting and continuing his tale of disappointment with the window. Then he lifted a wing to clean off some of the feathers.

“Greetings to you. Shush about the window. Can’t help it.” Braedyn shifted his attention to look at the hawk. “What was dinner this time? Hmm?” Tilting his head, he matched the hawk’s movement. “Squirrels? Chipmunks? More fish?” 

Cerin clacked his beak and adjusted his position. This was not his favorite type of perch, but something he was used to sitting upon. ::Squirrels. Fluffy tails make them easy to find and hunt. Chipmunks all gone. No good fishies. I like my furry dinner. Too much fluff on the tails for only a thin rat tail. No meat on it.:: Then he got down to the serious business of cleaning and preening.

“Wonderful. Make sure you produce your castings on the cloth. Like the other room. Not all over the place.”

Cerin clacked his beak again. ::I wouldn’t dare. Kept clean at room. Not happy with cloth, but use the cloth. I do.::

“Aye, you were exceptionally good. Now, I ask for the same tonight. On the chair,” Braedyn said again and pointed to the chair.

After setting the books on the bed, Braedyn untied the bedroll. He folded it in half and placed it next to the bed. Then he removed his boots and his moss-green vest. 

Pulling the silk-covered stone from his vest, he tucked it under the corner of the nearest pillow. Then he tossed his vest toward the open trunk and set his boots near it. He untucked his shirt and got comfortable. 

The door opened with the sound of swirling water. Con stepped out, closed it behind him, and walked around the bed. “Greetings, Cerin, hope you enjoyed your dinner,” he said to the hawk, who clacked his beak in return. Then he stopped and stared down at Braedyn.

“It was a squirrel night for him. No chairs left and don’t want to sit on the bed.” Braedyn lifted his hand and created a couple of light balls to provide enough reading light. “Can you close and lock the window?”

“It would be more comfortable on the bed,” Con said and tested the mattress with one hand. His hand sunk down to his elbow. “Perhaps not.”

“That’s not going to be comfortable,” Braedyn said. “Can’t expect too much at an inn. Though they should tighten the ropes after each guest.”

Muttering under his breath, Con moved around Cerin’s chair and closed the window. He locked it and leaned further to the side. “They lit the braziers on the walls. I can see the faint glow.” Then he twitched the heavy curtains closed.

“We’re closer to the Peaks. I don’t believe the cadgers will advance to this town. There is a heavier presence of well-trained guards and less of the cadgers. Someone mentioned something about a company of Fae soldiers traveled through the larger towns to train the local defenses.”

“I wish they made it to our Realm. We would have known what to do to defend ourselves.” Con settled on the edge of the chair to remove his boots. Then he unbuttoned his vest and laid it over the chest like Braedyn’s tossed aside one. He drew his fingers over the discarded vest. “Stone?”

“Under my pillow.” Braedyn lifted his gaze to watch Con. “Do you want me to go downstairs and request they tighten the ropes or insert several boards to support it?”

“Nay, would bring too much attention. It is only one night. Mention it when you check out,” Con said while he sat next to Braedyn. “Open the grimoires.”

Braedyn opened the first one, but realized the pages didn’t move. He could only open the front and back covers. “The pages don’t move.” He tilted the grimoire to see if that helped. Nothing happened. Only a slim envelope released from a magically hidden place and fluttered to land on his lap.

“That’s my mother’s handwriting.” Con picked up the envelope and stared at the elegant handwriting. “It’s your name.” He tilted the envelope toward Braedyn.

“Could you open and read it aloud for me?”

“Are you positive?” After Braedyn nodded, Con turned the envelope around. “This is my mother’s personal seal. No one but her touched this letter.”

“It’s a personal correspondence from her to me.”

“Written and sealed by her hand. Do you still wish me to read it aloud?” After another nod, Con released the red wax royal seal of the Elven Queen and rubbed his thumb against the sigil — an oak leaf and a sparrow with an arrow clutched in her talons. Carefully, he pulled out the folded pages and unfolded them. He rubbed the pages in a particular way that caught Braedyn’s attention.

“What’s wrong?”

“There’s a protected page here in the back. My mother is…” He swallowed. “Was powerful with protective and conservative magic. Especially with papers. She helped the librarians preserve most of the library’s contents.”

Braedyn placed a hand on Con’s knee. “Read the letter, Con. Please.”

Unfolding the letter, Con cleared his throat. Then he read aloud,

 

“Dearest Braedyn,

I apologize for the delay in telling you about these grimoires. Aedan and I planned on explaining about the grimoires and your arrival when you reached your majority, but… at the time. You weren’t in the right frame of mind to listen or learn about your past. All you wanted was to achieve your position as Con’s Captain. An achievement that thrilled Aedan, your father, and me. 

Your skills were equal to your father. Your biological father. We knew him. The three of us. Your father was the Captain of the Royal High Shields. Our Captain. Until he fell in love with a beautiful witch, a McShayne daughter and powerful in her magic. We blessed his mating and gave permission to leave our Realm and follow his witch. They were always welcome back along with their children.

Your father is Darragh of the Dark Swords. His title came from his use of a twin pair of short dark metal swords. Along with his Heartstone Bow, he was a dangerous and skilled opponent.

Your mother is Allainah McShayne with a white owl familiar called Senan. She wrote the enclosed letter we found in your bassinet along with the grimoires. I protected this letter for you. While I could not read your letter, your mother explained in a different note that she provides you the instructions on how to activate the grimoires and connect them to you, Braedyn, through your blood. You are the next bearer of the McShayne magic and history. 

These grimoires are part of your family’s legacy and magic. I hope they help you find answers you seek and settle into your magic.

Take care, son of my heart.

Lovingly,

Dierdre

 

“Oh, Mama,” Con said after reading the letter. “They knew your parents. In a way, she was your mother too.”

“Aye. She was. Perhaps not back then, but now I appreciated the fact that she stepped into that role. It wasn’t forced, just… there.” Braedyn stroked a finger along the grimoire’s cover. “No one said anything about knowing them.” 

“You never looked back. You always looked ahead. Throughout all of your training. Even when you became Captain of my Shield, you never looked back. Somehow they knew you wouldn’t want to hear about your family.”

“At least she wrote it down. Before I looked at the grimoires or anything else. Your mother told me. Their names. She told me their names.” Braedyn glanced at the letter. “Darragh and Allainah.”

“Beautiful names. Here’s the letter from Allainah.” Con slid the ancient letter away and checked it. His eyebrows pulled together. “I can’t read this language. In all my training, I never came across it.”

Braedyn leaned against Con to study the elegant handwriting. “’My dearest son, Braedyn.’”

“You can read that. It’s… gibberish to me.”

“I can read all of it.” Braedyn plucked the page to read the rest of what his biological mother wrote to him. Though, he didn’t read the words aloud. This time he kept the letter private. Con didn’t push him to share, but remained close.

 

My dearest son, Braedyn:

This is the last time I will write to you, but not the first. I wrote to you, the future older you, many times within the grimoires. I wished for more time with you, but it is not to be, my dearest boy. Your papa and I can hear the shouts, cries, and felt the deaths of my coven, my three sisters and their husbands. This is a night of death, but not for you, my beloved baby boy. Papa and I can feel the magic and strength deep inside of you. Your life will not end with us, but you will become our living legacy. A unique combination due to your mixed bloodlines. Without the coven, Papa and I only have enough magic left to send you away. 

We chose to send you far south to Papa’s homeland. The Southern Woodland Realm of the Elves. Papa was the Captain of the Royal Shields for their lovely Queen before we fell in love and he followed my path. We know the royal family will welcome our treasured child and give you all the love and support.

Tucked in your bassinet, I placed the two grimoires my grandmother bequeathed to me. I was one of four sisters and we each received two grimoires. The first grimoire details the McShayne family history from the ancient beginnings, then each daughter’s path, and ours ended with this last night. When you connect to the history grimoire, it will add new pages for your history and the histories of your chosen heirs.

The second grimoire details the magic, spells, recipes, and generations of Arcane studies that benefit and empower the McShayne family. I know with the addition of your father’s mixed bloodline, your magic will be harder to reach and control. Papa and I made sure to figure out and study our magical connections between my magic and his wielding. We spoke with other mixed bloodlines and wrote their teachings and advice. We hope this will help empower and enlighten you.

To connect with both grimoires, please prick your finger. Your blood is the key. Draw the bloodied finger down the spine of both grimoires. It will disappear and not harm the binding. The pages will fall free and writing will appear. If you read this letter with another, you might notice that only you could read my writing. This is another gift of the McShayne bloodline and the grimoire will explain. There is a special ink recipe you will need to create and use when writing to protect the pages and our specialized hidden language.

My beloved baby boy. My treasure. My legacy. I’m so sorry we were parted. Time was stolen from us. I wanted to see you grow up and come into your strength and magic. To see if you would take after Papa or me. Or if you are a unique mixing. No matter how you grow, please know, beloved Braedyn, that Papa and I will forever love you and be with you. Our words, our knowledge, and our love for you is found within these pages. Treasure the grimoires. They are your family’s most precious legacy.

Forever filled with love,

Mama 

Allainah McShayne

 

“Why can’t I read it?” Con asked.

Braedyn rubbed his thumb against the protected page. “The writing is a trick of the McShayne bloodline. Hiding it in plain sight from anyone who isn’t from the bloodline. My mother explained what was happening what would become known as the Night of the Witchfires. She also mentioned what was in the grimoires.”

“What about how to open the pages?”

“She explained that too.” Braedyn closed the grimoire’s cover. Then he turned both books with the spines facing him. “Could I have one of your daggers? Like many magical objects, they require a bit of blood.”

“Blood?”

“To prove I’m of the bloodline.”

Shifting to one side, Con reached toward the trunk and managed to pull one of his daggers free. He flipped it and held the handle toward Braedyn. “Not too much. Please. I need you to get me through this journey.”

“Just a few drops. I promise.” Braedyn took the knife and lanced his fingertip. When blood welled up, he spread it down the spines of the grimoires. He swiped the blade-tip against his pants. Then he returned the dagger to Con, who set it back. Sticking his fingertip in his mouth, he pressed his tongue against it to stem the blood flow. After checking on his fingertip, he opened the first grimoire. This time, he could feather and flip through the deckle edge pages.

A flowing elegant writing appeared – “The Living Histories of the McShayne Bloodline – This Grimoire Compiled by Allainah McShayne and her son, Braedyn McShayne.” His name. His true name appeared next to his mother’s name. It was strange to see McShayne after his name and not of the Dark that he received upon receiving his Heartstone Bow and first touch of the Heartstone Tree that bequeathed the name to him. The name that he realized now came from his birth father.

“Can you read this?” Braedyn tilted the book toward Con to reveal the front page.

Con shook his head. “No. The same gibberish.”

“Then it appears this is a solo read.”

“Unless you want to read a passage aloud,” Con said. “Perhaps I could pick up one of the books that I saw downstairs.”

“No need. I made sure some of your most treasured books were in your pack.”

“Truly?”

“I knew you would receive a bit of comfort from them. Even if they added some unnecessary weight, I figured they would mean even more to you.”

“Thank you,” Con said and caressed the backs of his fingers against Braedyn’s cheek. 

Braedyn leaned against them and smiled.

Con crawled over to the opened trunk. He reached further into his pack and discovered the slim volumes tucked toward the bottom. He pulled out the first one, smiling at what he discovered, and returned. Settling into place next to Braedyn, he leaned his shoulder against him. 

Smiling at Con’s delight, Braedyn positioned a couple of light balls closer to illuminate the pages.

Then he settled the grimoire upon his lap and discovered the history of his mother’s family.

§ § §

Many hours later, Braedyn closed the grimoire. With a groan from the tight muscles, he pushed to his feet and went to the window. Pushing aside the curtain, he realized it was late night.

“It’s late. We need to sleep.” He let the curtain fall and returned to the bedroll. He placed a hand on Con’s shoulder.

“Hmm? What?” Con lifted his head and blinked. “Oh, I must have fallen asleep against you.”

“Time for true sleep now. Can you get up and change?”

“Don’t think we’ll get much sleep on that mattress,” Con said and pushed himself to his feet. He groaned and stretched his back and legs. Then he scooped up the book and tucked it back into his pack. Walking around the bed, he changed into his night garments. Then he rolled up the clothes and returned to the trunk to tuck them away. He pulled out fresh clothes and set them on the chair. On his way back to his side, he grabbed the dagger to tuck under his pillow. 

While Con moved around, Braedyn gathered the grimoires and magically shrank the large books to small slim tomes that could easily be tucked away. He removed his clothes, folded, and situated them in the pack. Like Con, he pulled out his last set of fresh travelling clothes and set them on the chair. After changing into his night garments, he put the used clothes inside the pack. Then he locked the trunk with the spell. 

After checking all of locks, he checked for the stone and dagger underneath his pillow. Giving Cerin a final stroke, he dropped on the soft bed.

Both of them sank further.

“This is pathetic,” Con muttered.

“No other options.” Braedyn slid his legs under the covers and pulled them up. Then he tried to figure out the best position on the supportless mattress that felt more like a soft cloud than anything else.

Muttering again, Con moved until he could curl against Braedyn’s body. His head between Braedyn’s shoulder and a pillow. He placed a hand on Braedyn’s bare belly and chest.

Braedyn felt a response churn deep inside his belly. His cock plumped, but didn’t rise further. His body knew this wasn’t the night for those type of activities. Neither were they in the right mind-frame.

Grumbling, he rolled to the far side and reached his hand down until he felt the ropes. 

Lifting his head at the loss of his pillow, Con blinked. “What doing?”

“Not sure, but going to try something. Can’t sleep like this.” Not sure how to do this, Braedyn drifted deep into his magic and focused on what he needed to do to tighten the ropes. There was groaning and creaking, but he felt the rope twist. It wasn’t much, but slowly the ropes tightened and provided some support.

“How…” Con murmured.

“Magic.” Exhausted from the use, Braedyn rolled back into position against Con.

Curling against Braedyn to use him as the pillow, Con murmured, “Light balls.”

“Oh. Aye. Forgot them.” Braedyn flicked his fingers and reabsorbed the energy.

The room darkened.

They fell into a deep sleep.

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

BRAEDYN

Over a day after leaving Dimmond and keeping the Bracenia Stream between them and the lower hills of the Bonavern Peaks, Braedyn knew it would be some time to reach the Cressea River. They couldn’t use the folding road magic, so close to what must be the heartland of the cadgers. 

They already spent one night hiding within the edges of the Golden Forest. A simple dinner of bread, cheese, and salted meat purchased from the Dimmond marketplace filled their bellies.

::Shadows to the west. Moving. In and around the lower hills and shrubs,:: Cerin reported.

This was only the beginning. 

Braedyn felt those shadows moving and following since they left Dimmond. No one else followed them north. Not even a barge floated north for trade. The goods would be taken along the elongated eastern trek across the lower Golden Forest to the Twin Fork Valley. Longer, yes, but safer and more secure. A powerful dragon flew over the Dareldurn and protected the vast mountains.

::Go to the Forest.::

::We could get lost and never find our path to the Fae Court. No. The Cressea is our best path into the Forest.::

::Not if we can’t get there.::

::Show me the shadows.::

::My witch…::

::Show me…:: Braedyn repeated and paused his steps. His eyes clouded when Cerin opened his view to him. Through Cerin’s powerful ability, enhanced by Braedyn’s magic, he could see what Cerin mentioned. 

Their enemy surrounded them on the west as if waiting for the sun to drop in the sky. Soon they would cut off their northern route.

A decision had to be made now. 

It would go against his promise to his Prince. 

“What are you doing?”

Pulling away from Cerin’s vision, Braedyn blinked until his eyes returned to their natural bright blue. “Pardon?”

“You keep pausing and looking off into the growing shadows close to the mountains. It’s getting on my nerves. What are you looking for? Your eyes were clouded so I know you were looking through Cerin.”

“Cerin swears he sees something. I’m trying to spot them through his eyes.”

“What do you see?”

“Truth?”

Con tilted his head. “I expect nothing less from my captain.”

Braedyn let out a sigh while he came to a full stop. He lifted his gaze to Cerin. ::Come and perch. Time for a rest.::

::On my way.:: The hawk tilted his wings and swooped around in a lazy circle.

Leading his Prince into the Forest’s edges, Braedyn slid off his pack and set it down. He pulled out a waterskin.

Quiet, Con followed him, removed his pack, and dropped it on the ground. The he grabbed his waterskin for a drink.

After a few sips, Braedyn focused his bright eyes upon his Prince. He only moved them to follow Cerin’s drop and landing on a branch nearby with perfect accuracy.

“We’re surrounded by them.”

Braedyn nodded.

Cerin clacked his beak in agreement. Then he preened his feathers.

“How bad is it?”

“Not a full company. They’re unlike the ones who attacked the Realm. These cadgers can move through the shadows, but not in direct light. Either they are made different or…”

“A dangerous upgrade to the originals.”

Another simple nod.

Con swore under his breath. “What are our options?”

“There is only one which protects you and the mission.” Braedyn pulled the silk-covered stone and held it out. “Take the stone and run like all the creatures of the dark Netherworld are chasing after you deep into the Golden Forest. I hope you trip some kind of ward and an outer guard finds you.”

“That’s your plan? What kind of plan is that? Nay.” Con sliced a hand through the air between them. “I will not accept that. Nay. I will not leave you alone. You promised to see me through to the end. Together.” 

“There are no other options that give us time to get free The cadgers picked up our trail before Dimmond and have been getting closer since we left.”

“Why haven’t you told me sooner?”

“I hoped we could lose them or increase our lead.” Braedyn waved his hand around. “With all the Fae protections, we can’t initiate that kind of magic to fold the road. The Forest would reject our entrance. You need to run straight into the Forest and let her accept and guide you to the guards.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Head in the opposite direction.” Braedyn pointed back to the lower hills and mountains.

“Deeper into Bonavern. Where there are more cadgers.”

“They need something to track.”

“We can both flee into the Forest. It will reject the cadgers magic.”

“I don’t think it’ll happen soon enough. I’m not sure how far out the protection like that goes.”

Con dropped the waterskin on his pack. “So I run away while you act as bait for things that could capture you and turn you into one of them.”

“I would kill myself before things go that far.”

“They wouldn’t let you.”

“Then if our paths cross, you’ll do it for me.”

“What about Cerin? He’ll follow you to the very end.”

Braedyn studied his beloved familiar. “I’ll find a way to send him to you. You can take care of him. Perhaps he’ll become a wild bird or find another witch.”

“He will not leave you.”

Con spoke the truth about his stubborn bird. 

Cerin moved along the branch until he was closer. ::Not leave you. No. My witch.::

Braedyn sighed at Cerin’s mental touch. Neither of them would have a choice if things went wrong. He stared at his hawk. 

His beloved bird tilted his head and stared back. ::Not leave you.::

Con cursed at Braedyn. Sharper. Harsher. Spinning on a heel, he stalked off through the first row of trees beyond their hiding space. 

The golden-edged leaves and branches rustled. His sharp emotions sparked off his magical energy that the intuitive forest picked up. Still, the Forest accepted the Prince’s entrance.

Braedyn moved to the edge where Con paced. He kept Cerin on lookout. While he waited for Con to accept their only option, he let his mind figure out the details. Other than not getting killed within the first five minutes of battle. He would be hopelessly outnumbered.

Plus there would be Cerin.

His beloved courageous hawk would do everything to save his witch.

As he told Con, he wouldn’t let his hawk fall in battle. Nay, he would force Cerin to fly away, find Con, and survive. Cerin could connect to another witch. His hawk wouldn’t pay for his mistake of underestimating their enemies.

::Still not leave your side.::

::There will come a time when you must, my familiar. Perhaps in order to return to my side when I need it most.::

::Do not understand.::

::If it comes to this point, I will explain.::

Spinning back on a nimble foot, Con stalked back to where Braedyn waited. Barely stopping, he wrapped one hand around the back of Braedyn’s neck and dragged him close for a deep, hard kiss.

“Uumph…” Braedyn mumbled under the possessive, powerful kiss. He placed his free hand upon Con’s hip. He returned his Prince’s kiss, sought out the connection twined between them.

Con pulled back and pressed their foreheads together. “You will do everything within your power to stay alive,” he ordered in a royal tone that held an underlying magical command that rushed through Braedyn’s body.

With his insides thrumming to Con’s magical demand, Braedyn felt himself tremble. Though he kept his head against Con’s forehead.

“No matter what. I will find the Fae, demand they help me rescue you, and I will locate you. Send Cerin to me and he will be our guide back to you. This is how Cerin can save you too. Do you understand me, Captain of the Royal Shield? You will stay alive until I come for you.” He tightened his grip just a shade on Braedyn’s neck to make his point.

Swallowing past the lump in his throat caused by the magical thrumming, Braedyn cleared his throat again. His voice remained rough from the emotion. “Aye, as long as it doesn’t interfere with your priority mission. Don’t jeopardize the Realm’s fate for mine. Their return is a guarantee within the timeframe. Mine is…”

“You will stay alive no matter what,” Con repeated. His tone guttural, harsh, and filled with emotion. Another punch of magic swept between them. The Prince did nothing to tamper or hold its power back.

“Aye, my Prince.” Braedyn rocked on his feet from the power. There were times he forgot how powerful Con could become when determined or stubborn. “I will stay alive. For you.”

Con tightened his grip again and released it. He stepped back and pulled the tattered edges of his control together. With a crack of his vertebrae, he spun back his power and furled it back inside him.

“The stone.” Braedyn lifted his hand with the silk-covered stone.

Con raised his gaze to meet Braedyn’s bright blue eyes with his deep forest green ones. He covered the stone and Braedyn’s palm with his hand. Linking his fingers with Braedyn, he trapped the stone between them for a brief second and pulled the stone into his grip.

“You know what you need to do with it to restore the Realm. The phrase.”

Con narrowed his gaze, but nodded. “It remains stuck within my brain thanks to my parents’ lingering power and demand. Before the last moon, I will release our home. You will be standing right next to me.” Then he tucked the silk-covered package into a secure pocket.

With a soft cry, Cerin leapt off the branch, flapped his wings, and landed on Con’s shoulder. He nipped a few pieces of Con’s deep auburn hair.

“Take care of yourself and your idiot witch, pretty bird. Come and find me if you need to get him out of trouble. Understand?” Con asked the hawk while he fluffed and ruffled the breast feathers with the back of a single finger.

::I understand, Prince. I find way to you if I must leave my witch. Tell him, my witch.:: With a clack of his beak and another soft sound, Cerin lifted up with a powerful beat of his wings. He returned to another branch and perched. Circling around, he located a suitable spot and waited for them to act.

Braedyn repeated Cerin’s words to Con. “When it’s time, he’ll listen.”

They returned to where they left their packs. Both of them lifted the packs and slung them back on their shoulders.

Cerin followed along until he chose another branch. 

Con adjusted his straps and said, “He’s going to die for you.” 

“I’ll make sure he’s out of range. Somehow. He’ll fly.” 

“He’s stubborn. Like his witch.”

“He’ll remain out of danger.”

Cerin called out softly. ::Only if I must, but will find way to help. Or fly to Prince. Not leave alone.:: Then he took off with another flap of wings and went higher in the sky. ::Shadows move. Must decide now.::

The image of Con wavered and replaced with what Cerin saw in the sky. Braedyn tilted at the unexpected change. Blinking it away, he cursed under his breath. Then he scanned the areas around them. 

“What—”

“Run.”

“What?”

“Run. Now. As far and as fast as you can through the Forest.”

Con reached out a hand.

Braedyn whipped out his Heartstone bow and strung it. Then he readied several arrows. “Run!”

Con pulled his cloak around his body, then lifted his hood in place to allow the cloak to perform its natural camouflage. Once in place, he spun on a foot and raced deeper into the forest.

“Run!”

After one last shout to his Prince, Braedyn raced in the opposite direction toward the edge of the mountain. Speaking a spell that he read in one of the books, the arrowhead ignited in a brilliant white flame. Then he fired the flaming arrows at anything that came within reach. 

Creating his own path through the sparse trees and boulders that increased in size, he designed a twisting and confusing direction. He bid himself time and distance to do what was needed for a final stand. 

And give Con time to get away.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

CONCHOBAR

Racing through the Forest at the fastest speed possible, Conchobar didn’t want to leave Braedyn behind. His Captain. His protector. His friend. His… 

His mind paused and stuttered over the thought.

Consort.

Braedyn could be his true Consort, sit by his side on the thrones of the Realm, and rule with him. If they lived through this separation and returned the Realm to the Lands, he would ask Braedyn to be his Consort.

Something moved through the forest.

Darting through and crouching behind a pair of thick trunks, the branches filled with gold and green leaves providing cover, he stared through the natural shadows to find the unnatural ones.

Then the trees moved around him.

He felt the natural deep magic swirl and rise. 

The Golden Forest did not appreciate the intrusion.

Trees swayed. Branches flicked and snapped.

Then the unnatural shadows disappeared.

Con pressed his hands against the trunks. “Thank you for the protection, spirits of the Golden Forest. I am friend. I seek the Fae. Please help guide me.”

Branches touched his face, pushed back the hood to reach him. Leaves and smaller twigs were left behind.

With the Forest’s acceptance, Con lifted the hood back, checked to find his way north, and continued his path.

Not sure how long he wandered through the forest, Con finally found a place to rest for a few moments. He unslung the backpack and let it and himself slide to the ground. He rested back against a tree.

The Stone weighed heavy in his pocket. His heart even more with worry for Braedyn and Cerin. 

Pulling out a waterskin, he took a few long sips.

The trees rustled. Quietly alerting him that he was no longer alone.

Pushing the cork back in place, Con laid it on his pack. He rose, but didn’t pull a weapon. Something he was sure Braedyn would be yelling at him.

Five Fae in camouflage cloaks stepped out in a ring. Three had bows and arrows out. Two more had swords drawn.

A sixth Fae walked forward and pushed his hood back. Higher ranked than the others, perhaps the leader, he stood in the middle with Con.

“Well. Well. What did the Forest bring us this time? A wandering…” the Fae Captain paused while Con pushed his hood back to reveal himself, his noticeable pointed ears, his braided hair, and the telltale golden beads. “Elf.”

“What is an elf doing here?” one of the guards asked.

“The Forest welcomed me,” Con said.

“I doubt that—”

The nearby trees flicked all of the Fae’s ears.

“Ow!”

“What the—”

“Really?”

The captain rubbed his throbbing ear. “Who are you?”

“Conchobar Ó Díomasaigh, High Prince of the Southern Woodland Realm. I seek an audience with His Royal Highness, King Máedóc, on matters of great urgency,” Con said.

“Southern Woodland? Nothing is left of it but rubble and dirt.”

“Aye, I made it like that,” Con said.

“King Máedóc and High Prince Caderyn are dealing with important matters,” the captain said.

“Aye, I’m aware of any royal’s busy schedule. Either way, I must speak to them of matters of great—”

“Urgency. Aye, I heard the first time.”

“It’s been a long few months and difficult road for my companion, my Captain of the Shields, and I from Nialam to reach here. Cadgers surrounded us by the mountains and my brave captain led them on a foolish mission to give me time to reach the Golden Forest and the Fae. I need the assistance and support of your King.” Con pulled his sword and swung it underneath the captain’s chin before any of the Fae could move. “Now. Please find a way to contact the Mound.”

At first the Fae lifted their weapons, but in somewhat awe of Con’s reflexes they lowered them.

“If I may…” The captain pushed the tip away and rolled his hand in a circle to create a small communication portal. 

“Excellent.” Con twirled his sword and slid it back in its sheath.

“What is it?” a distant voice asked.

“Captain Galvyn. We require your assistance. We have a visitor allowed in by the Forest. He requires a meeting with the King.”

“On my way…” a distant voice said.

The small portal disappeared. 

Then a larger swirling portal opened to reveal Galvyn, Captain of the Prime Guard, along with two others stepping through to their area. Con recognized the male from previous meetings.

“High Prince Conchobar, this is a surprise. We thought all the elves perished with the city,” Galvyn said while he moved to stand in front of him. He offered a low respective bow.

“Greetings, Captain. I have little time to explain, but I truly require your King’s assistance and support. My captain is standing alone against cadgers. I fear for his life and that of my city,” Conchobar said.

“Of course, Your Highness. Captain, you and your band remain on patrol. We’ll escort the Prince to the Mound,” Galvyn ordered.

The Captain rubbed his ear again.

“Captain?”

“The trees flicked our ears, sir,” the Captain admitted.

“The guard didn’t believe the Forest allowed me entrance so the trees responded,” Con said.

Galvyn guffawed. “Remain on patrol, Captain.” He motioned toward the portal. “Your Highness, please step through.”

Conchobar picked up and settled his pack and stepped through the portal.

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CONCHOBAR

After arriving at the Mound, another company of legionnaires joined them outside the double doors. They surrounded Conchobar.

Galvyn pushed open the doors and stopped short.

Peering around the bodies, Conchobar caught sight of the blooming roses and the true-platinum crowns. Not quite sure of what was happening, he kept quiet.

The captain moved forward in a fast clipped step. He dropped to one knee and bowed. “My King, Royal Consort, forgive my absence during this great moment.” He spoke further in an ancient language.

“You can rise, and you are forgiven, Captain Galvyn. No one understood this was going to happen,” the King said and offered his ring.

Conchobar watched the captain kiss the King’s ring and the ring of the Consort. While he wanted to push through and interrupt, he held himself in check. This was a moment for the Fae, not a bedraggled lost elf.

“Congratulations to both of you,” Galvyn said while he rose to his feet. “The Legend of the Roses has come true. The Mound chose an absolutely wonderful King and his Consort to rule our Court.”

“Thank you, Captain. What were you doing? Who are the legionnaires surrounding? Protecting?” Caderyn skipped over the protocol.

“I can see your new position hasn’t changed anything,” Galvyn said, glanced over his shoulder, and waved his hand to move the legionnaires forward and aside. “The outer band discovered a lone elf wandering around, trying to locate the Mound. The Forest welcomed his entrance. He claims to be the Prince of the Southern Woodland Court.”

“I am the High Prince! You recognized me!” Conchobar said while he pushed forward. “King Máedóc and High Prince… err… King Caderyn, I am Conchobar Ó Díomasaigh, son of King Aedan and Queen Dierdre of the Southern Woodland Court. Please! I beseech you to listen to my pleas. My guardian and only companion was captured by the same… creatures that attacked our home.” 

Pushing through the legionnaires, knowing he appeared battered, worn, and weary from the long months of travel and fleeing, Con still stepped forward. His specialized Elven cloak was a touch ratty and covered in dirt and leaves. He reached up and plucked a few leaves and sticks. His knapsack remained upon his shoulder, while his weapons hung around him. This wasn’t quite the impression he wished to make, but he didn’t stop.

“Prince Conchobar?” Caderyn asked while he moved closer.

His Consort, a slim shorter male, followed him.

“Aye, I apologize for my rude entrance, but I require assistance to help my companion—” Con glanced twice at the Consort. His eyes widened. Then he shifted to see another pair of men moving into view. “Dear Goddesses of the Land and Sky!”

“Is there a problem with my Consort and companions?” Caderyn asked.

“They have the same eyes as Braedyn,” Con said.

“What?” the Consort asked.

“Another McShayne cousin?” the other male with the blue eyes asked.

“Please! Help me!” Con pleaded.

“Your Court disappeared completely—”

“Ancient magic initiated by my parents. They gave their lives to save our people. I carry all of them here—” Con slipped a hand into his inner pocket and drew out the silk covered black stone. Under the lights, blues and greens lit up the stone. Then there was a strange shadow glistening within the stone.

“In there?” the second man with the blue eyes said.

“Once I discover a safe place, I can restore the Realm, but not without Braedyn. Please, can you help me?”

Caderyn looked around and returned his attention to Conchobar. “The Court of the Golden Forest Fae will assist you. We know well how to hunt and destroy the cadgers that took your companion.”

Con almost collapsed with the relief, but held firm. “Thank you.”

“Follow us and we’ll speak in private. You can tell us all about your journey and your companion. We’ll figure a way to save your companion.” Caderyn looked upon the growing crowd. “Please excuse us while we handle this urgent affair. We shall continue the celebrations at another time.”

After the simple speech, Con followed the others to a private room, hopeful things would get done. And in time to locate a new land for the Realm.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

BRAEDYN

When the sky darkened, Braedyn was higher along the edge of the mountain range. The rocks changed. Shrubbery disappeared. There was little cover until he discovered a small protected impression and a shelf that gave him a vantage point. There was no other way off except for straight up, down, or the trail. 

With a soft cry, Cerin landed on a nearby stack of rocks. He fluffed his feathers and tilted his head. ::The trail disappears. What now?::

“No more running, Cerin. Not for me. Is Con far away?”

::Aye. The Prince is deep in the forest. I can no longer see his passage. He is safe. No one follows him. The shadows all follow us.::

“Good. You need to do the same.”

Cerin clacked his beak. Then he stomped his claws. ::Will not leave you.::

“Cerin, please, I need to finish this my way. There’s no other way to get free of them. You promised our Prince that you would fly to him.”

::Once I know where you go and hide. Then I fly to Prince.::

While trying to explain the dangerous situation, Braedyn used his elemental magic to crack open the stone on the floor of the half-formed cave, more like a deep divot from where a massive boulder broke free. He worked the crack open to build a deeper hole. Then he lifted and brought over stones to cover and disguise the hole.

With the hole opening and smoothing by one part of his mind, he removed his pack and pulled out one of the grimoires. Creating a couple of witchlight globes to hover, he flipped the pages to find the ancient witch’s oath of an Arcane practitioner. To finish his plan, he must accept his bloodline and follow the true path of a bloodline McShayne witch. With a few ingredients from his pack, he invoked a circle. Then he knelt before a makeshift altar and recited the oath:

 

I undertake this path of my own free will and for the good of myself and all kind — mortal and Otherkin.

I will follow the Arcane law — Do as you will — but harm none.

I do not seek power over others but to increase my knowledge.

I cast no spell against another.

I embrace the law of threefold return — what I cast out into the universe will return to me three times as powerful.

I promise to help and protect my fellow witches from harm.

I will attempt to gain a true and deep understanding of the Arcane.

I respect all life as sacred and treat the earth with love and care.

I thank the Triple Goddesses for this path and promise to uphold the best traditions of the Arcane.

 

A rush of warmth and light went through him, connected to him to the cardinal points, and the land. 

“That was interesting.”

Cerin cried out as the energy moved through their familiar bond. ::What was that?::

::A promise and an oath to my past. For my future.:: Braedyn felt the oath settling deep within him. Satisfied with the outcome, thanking his mother and ancestors, he flipped to the next invocation. 

Lowering the pack into the deep hole, he selected the older yew bow and arrows and set them aside. This bow he wouldn’t care if lost. It was the first he carved from a lightning-split yew tree. While it had memories, it wasn’t as treasured as his Heartstone bow. 

Then pulling the twin black-blade swords from their hand-crafted sheaths, he set them aside. They would be his last weapons. While he treasured them, now that he knew his father carried a similar set, Braedyn knew they would allow him to survive until his capture. 

After selecting his last weapons, he unsnapped the weapons harness, removed it and set it within the hole. Kissing the Heartstone bow in reverence, he set it in place.

Memorizing the invocation and steps, he closed the grimoire, but didn’t move. Pulling out a small sack that held writing instruments, he selected a thin empty scroll, feathered pen, and bottle of ink. Calling up the specialized crystals from the rock, crushing them into a fine powder, and adding them to the bottle, he pricked his finger and let five drops of blood fall. Closing the bottle, he shook the ink to blend the ingredients. 

Dipping the pen’s nib into the ink, he unrolled the scroll and used the closed tome as a desk. He wrote out the last missive to explain the contents. It would only be discovered and read by another McShayne. 

Placing the pen and closed bottle back, he used a melted drop from the wax stick to seal the scroll. He used magic to carve a symbol — a pair of twin swords with a hawk tail feather — into the wax before it solidified. Then he placed the items back in their smaller sack and tucked it into the larger pack. He set the scroll aside. Then he lifted the tome, kissed the cover, and set it atop.

“Thank you, Mother, for teaching me. I’m sorry our line might end in this fashion, no matter what my Prince might have intoned. The outcome is unavoidable and unknown,” he whispered. “I will ensure another McShayne scion finds their way to these grimoires and learn our story.”

Pulling off the cloak, he covered everything as a protective layer. It would also add some camouflage. He set the scroll on top of the cloak for the McShayne scion to read first.

Then with his magic, he lifted the multiple stones and covered the hole. He used them to disguise what he did until there was no sign of the carved edge. Reciting the invocation spell, he closed and disguised the protective deposit. It would open only to another with proven McShayne blood and magic.

Slicing his thumb along the blade’s edge, he pressed the welled blood to the stone to seal the invocation and the ‘lid’ of sorts with a lock. Then he closed the circle and the cardinal points.

Rising, he slid the swords into the leather loops at the back of his pants. Then he picked up the bow, strung it, and tested it with a few draws. Satisfied the bow was in excellent condition, he picked up the arrows and carried them to the forward edge of the shelf. Magically, he carved a cup size divot and dropped the arrows inside.

With more magic, he moved more boulders and built a half wall to provide some protection and funneling. It wouldn’t last long, but give him time to fire the arrows before readying for a close quarters fight.

The witchlights followed him to light the area. He added a few more to allow better aim. Perhaps it would also annoy the cadgers sensitive eyesight.

Cerin lifted to another stack of rocks. ::There must be another way. No fight alone.::

Braedyn used his voice to speak to his beloved hawk. His oldest, truest friend. “You need to fly back to the Forest, where it will be safe. I release our bond, Cerin. Search for Con. If I’m alive, you can try to bring them to my rescue. If I’m…” Braedyn shook his head. “You must find your own path.”

He stroke the hawk’s head feathers. Then he slid his hand against Cerin’s feet to encourage him to hop up.

::I do not like this way. This decision. Familiar stays with witch. That is the way. Since I was baby bird. I am yours.:: Cerin stepped up onto the Braedyn’s hand and moved until he was on his forearm. He nuzzled against Braedyn, nipped his hair, and offered soft noises.

“I know, sweet bird, you will always be mine. Now you must listen. Please, my truest friend, fly free. I need to know you are safe so I can face this dark path. I do not know the outcome. Nor will I let you perish in waiting for me.”

Cerin remained in place. ::I stay until I must flee.::

“Please, Cerin.” Braedyn cuddled the black and gray hawk one more time. Pressing a kiss to the soft feathers, trying to hold back the tears, he moved his hand away. 

::Nay. I stay with my witch. Until I must fly.:: Cerin tapped one taloned foot on Braedyn’s arm.

The clamor of the cadgers fighting their way up the trail. They were closing in on Braedyn’s shelf.

“Go. Fly free.” Braedyn lifted his arm high and fast to launch Cerin in the sky.

Flapping his wings hard, Cerin lifted higher. ::They come. They come! Too many for you. Must leave!:: 

Blowing out a deep breath, Braedyn took his place behind the protective barrier. He selected arrows, spoke the spell to light the arrowheads, and notch the end. Drawing the string back, he waited until he saw the eyes of the first cadger.

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

BRAEDYN

Time slowed down and stretched out.

::Three on corner!::

Noticing all of the small stones when he heard Cerin’s cry, Braedyn chose to hold back his arrows. Using magic, he created small stone projectiles and slung them across the distance when the enemy appeared. The action behaved like hundreds of slings. While the projectiles wouldn’t kill them, it pushed them back enough for him to fire the enflamed arrows.

While he couldn’t kill all of them, he could reduce the numbers.

Magically, he carved sheets of boulders to roll down the mountainside and wipe them off the path. 

Only one of the cadgers had enough magic to adjust the movement and prevent a complete avalanche.

When he found no more arrows, Braedyn cursed. He threw his bow back toward the deep divot. Backing away, he pulled the swords, twirled them, and took up a stance.

::My witch!::

::Fly, Cerin! Fly now!::

The cadgers pushed through the barrier, knocked it down completely, and rushed across the shelf.

“For the Lands and the Goddesses!” Braedyn shouted and twirled into action.

The sword dance took over every inch of his mind, body, and reactions. Ingrained into him since he was an inexperienced boy, learning with sticks, each muscle and fiber understood the dance.

Only now, he could speak the same intonation and enflame the edges with a deadlier fire.

A slice of heat scored his arm.

Another bite hit his thigh.

Crying out, Braedyn spun. He almost dropped a sword when his arm went numb. Somehow, he managed to lean out of the way to miss a bladed strike.

The cry of a hawk entered the battle.

::My witch! Strike! Down with the dark!::

A flash of black and gray feathers. A strike of the talons against multiple pairs of eyes.

Another cry. Drops of blood.

::Owie! Owie!::

::Cerin! Fly! Go to the Prince! Fly, my brave bird!::

::I will find you!:: Cerin lifted back into the sky, one wing a beat slower, but disappeared.

Braedyn lifted his sword to stop another strike, but the tip scored his cheek. He hissed at the pain.

“Stop! Master wants him alive!”

At the growled order, the cadgers stopped attacking. They backed up a few steps, but kept a tight ring around him, blades pointed at him.

Braedyn dropped to both knees. Something sluggish coursed through his body. Dragged him down into the darkness. 

What awaited him in the depths?

A pair of cool fingers pressed underneath his chin and lifted his face. 

A cadger of Dark Ælf and Night Drakul leaned over him. This one was different. It wasn’t a void. Some intelligence and magic swirled with him.

“Not completely changed over. I’m a higher level, designed by my Master, to control the baser soldiers,” the cadger replied as if he read the question on Braedyn’s face. With his free hand, he swiped his finger through Braedyn’s blood. “Now to figure out how you, of all Otherkin, managed to escape.” He licked the blood. “Interesting mix. Dark Ælf. Elf. Nothing unusual, but there… underneath the Elven blood. Interesting. Witch. I know that magical blood. Tasted it.”

“That’s the last you’ll taste of mine.”

“Don’t talk like that. You’ll be with us for some time, dear Witch-Elf.” The cadger captain grasped Braedyn by his chin and tilted his face. “Aye. My Master will want you. To be like me.”

“Never. Kill me first.” Braedyn yanked his chin away. 

“Can’t kill such a specimen. Then I would be destroyed for the failure. No. You shall join our ranks.” The cadger pulled a dart from somewhere and shoved it into Braedyn’s shoulder.

Braedyn hissed. The sluggish feeling increased.

“You shall join us. One way or another. Now… sleep.”

Unable to fight, Braedyn lost the fight. The swords dropped from his grasp. Then his body went limp.

One last thought rushed through him.

Cerin and Con were free. Running through the Forest. Free. Safe. Loved.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CONCHOBAR

The morning after his arrival, Conchobar sat in the King’s private sitting room. He explained everything to the Fae, the two McShayne cousins, and a dragon shifter. The knowledge of the McShayne cousins continued to surprise him. 

There was much to be figured out before they could launch a rescue attempt. The mountains were vast. The various caverns even more. Without knowledge of where to go, it could be too late to help Braedyn. Not that Con would believe it would come to that end.

In the end, Larkin, the Fae King’s Consort, led Con to a guest suite. He insisted that Con take a long bath in the heated mineral baths, refresh his body, restore his energy, and enjoy a fresh meal. Then to try and get some sleep. 

Con accepted the hospitality and followed the softened orders.

Refreshed the following morning, Con figured his way to the large room where he first entered to find the others and, possibly, breakfast.

There were sounds of commotion. 

“Someone get that darn bird! Get him out of here!”

“How did a hawk get in here?”

Hawk?

Con raced through the hallways and screamed, “Nay. Do not hurt the hawk. If it’s black and gray, it’s a witch’s familiar! Do not harm him!”

“What is happening?”

Con slid to a stop when Caderyn and Larkin appeared at the end of another hallway. “The hawk… I must see the hawk…”

“Hawk?” Caderyn looked to another hall. He tilted his head and heard the commotion. “Follow me.”

Reaching the large room, Con located the large hawk circling above the Faes’ heads. Something was wrong. His wing!

“Cerin! Come. Come, Cerin. Your Prince is here. I’m here.” Conchobar lifted his arm for Cerin to land and perch.

With a soft kree-aww, the black and gray hawk spiraled down and landed upon Conchobar’s arm. He held his right wing at an odd, uncomfortable angle. Though he nibbled along Con’s shirt and clacked his beak.

“Cerin. Cerin. What happened—” Con touched around the wing. He pulled his fingers back and saw blood. “Larkin! He’s bleeding. Cerin is hurt.”

Larkin rushed over. His marble fox familiar, Mistral Crispin, poke his head out of the bag Larkin wore cross-wise. He sniffed the air and looked to his witch.

Con recognized the look as one Braedyn shared with Cerin.

“Send a servant to find Morric and Xavier. I’ll need Morric’s assistance in the glass room,” Larkin said.

Caderyn snapped his fingers to stop a servant and sent the orders.

“See if you can cradle him, keep him secured, and follow me,” Larkin said.

“Come, Cerin, come close.” Con moved his arms around to cradle the hawk, who let out a soft sound. Then he ran after Larkin’s path.

They ended in a beautiful glass-encased room. It was a work and lab area of sorts filled with tables, shelves, and all kinds of equipment and supplies.

“There is so much energy and magic in here,” Con said.

Larkin looked around and smiled. “This is where Caderyn, Morric, and Xavier saved me.”

“Saved you?”

“Hmm. I was captured by the cadgers. Since I’m not considered Otherkin to them, I was used for my blood. And tortured. For several seasons,” Larkin said.

“Oh, Larkin…”

“My magical core shattered and part of me slipped into the Interwoven Maze. I walked the endless paths. Somehow I found my way back to the Mound’s gardens, where I often visited to encourage the growth and steal a few pieces,” Larkin said.

“Intriguing a certain prince with every visit,” Caderyn said while he placed a hand on Larkin’s back.

“There is that too,” Larkin said.

“Morric, Xavier, and I figured out a way for me to enter the Maze, locate Larkin, and guide him out while rebuilding his core. Somehow, it worked and his core is fully repaired and stronger than ever since our souls connected,” Caderyn finished the tale.

“How wonderful. I can feel the energy,” Con said.

“I requested to keep this room and turned it into my workroom. My home was destroyed while I was gone and I had to rebuild my life. Why not stay here with my soulmate and now… King.” Larkin kissed Caderyn and slipped away to the main table. 

Removing his bag, he placed it on the largest table. Mistral wiggled out of the bag and shook himself from his nose to tail. Then moved out of the way when Larkin spread out a soft blanket.

“That’s my boy. You’ll need to show our new familiar the ropes around here,” Larkin said with a few strokes on Mistral’s head. He moved to gather supplies.

Morric and Xavier, the witch and his dragon shifter familiar, rushed through the room. 

Morric rolled up his sleeves. “What is happening… A hawk?”

“Braedyn’s hawk. This is his familiar, Cerin. Only if Braedyn were injured and captured would Cerin leave his side and find me,” Con said. “Cerin’s injured.”

“Cadger blade. There’s poison on the blades. I recognized the foul scent. We need to remove it and heal the wound,” Larkin said. “Please, lay him on the table and keep him calm, Con.”

Con stroke his fingers along Cerin’s head feathers. Then he let Cerin step down to the table. 

Cerin clacked his beak and made soft sounds. He tilted his head when the fox moved closer. 

“Can they talk?” Con asked.

Larkin turned to study the familiars. “I think so. Not many familiars around.”

“Not including me, but I’m a whole different sort,” Xavier said with a grin.

After some kind of discussion, Cerin moved back to Con. He leaned over and nipped at the side of Con’s hand and drew blood.

“Ouch! Cerin…” Con said.

::Hear me? Prince?::

Con blinked and stared at the hawk. “Cerin?”

::Prince! Prince hear me. Foxy said you would if I nip and take blood. You mate to my witch. I connect to you too.:: Cerin said.

“You can hear him?” Larkin asked.

“I can. It’s amazing,” Con said.

“That’s what I thought when Mistral first connected to me,” Caderyn said.

::Wing hurt. Sore. Feel off.::

Focusing his attention back on the hawk, Con stroke the soft head feathers. “Larkin said you were hit by a cadger’s blade. They can heal you, but you need to lay down and let them heal you.”

Cerin walked back to center of table and awkwardly lowered. ::Please help. Not feel right.::

“Of course, pretty bird.” Con helped Cerin lay on his back and gently opened the wing to reveal the small slice. The wound puffy and angry. “Oh, Cerin.”

::I try to help my witch. Scratch those ugly things. One got me.::

“Brave bird. You were such a brave hawk for your witch.”

Larkin stepped over with a covered bowl. 

“Can you treat this?” Con asked.

“I learned a few things since my time in a cadger cavern,” Larkin said. “Cerin, breathe this in. It will help relax you and remove the pain and discomfort. We will need to pluck a couple of feathers and clean out the wound.”

Cerin clacked his beak. ::Tell witchy I do it.::

“Cerin agrees,” Con said.

Larkin lifted the cloth and let it drape over Cerin and the steaming bowl. “Breathe in the steam. Let the medicine work, brave hawk.”

The hawk’s breast rose and lowered with the deepening breaths. Then the wings and legs went limp as Cerin fell asleep.

“Is that good?” Con asked.

“Perfect.” Larkin set aside the covered bowl. “Time to work, Morric. Con, please step back.”

Con retreated to stand with Caderyn and Xavier while the healers worked.

“Will he be able to tell or show us where to find Braedyn?” Caderyn asked in a low tone.

“Knowing Cerin, he wouldn’t have left his witch until he memorized the exact location. Even hurt, he would stay. I’m amazed at how long he could stay aloft with such a wound close to his wing and breast.”

“When Cerin is healed and can fly, we’ll gather the troops and set out. Xavier, you can fly ahead as a reconnaissance. I know our witches will join. I made sure there was room for any prisoners or other wounded.”

“There’s always wounded in a cadgers’ cavern,” Xavier said.

“Perhaps this could be one that could provide some answers we seek,” Caderyn said.

“Answers to what questions?” Con asked.

“How were they created? Who created them? Where did they begin? How can we fight or finish them for good?”

“Good questions,” Con said.

“No answers yet.” Caderyn paused when Morric waved a hand.

“Xavier, we need something,” he said and waved over his partner.

“Seems I’m the only one who knows where to find things,” Xavier muttered and went off to help the healers.

“I know too, but I’m not telling him,” Caderyn said with a grin.

Con chuckled.

“Anyway,” Caderyn continued, “We learned how to fight them, but it’s not making much of a difference. As you saw during the night they attacked your Realm, it’s far more than a direct onslaught. And the numbers they can bring out can be overwhelming. We had no idea they were in Nialam Forest. With the wide swath of lowlands and no hiding places, I don’t understand how they crossed such a space.”

“Nor do I. All I know is my forest almost guided them to the Realm. We never stood a chance,” Con said.

“According to the last scouts, along with a pair of earth and plant wielders, they certify Nialam a dead forest. Deadwood. A toxic environment. Did any of your outlying farmers mentioned crops failing or animals dying?”

“Aye, all of it, plus the water was gritty and metallic. They gathered what they could and all came to the Realm. Along with their remaining animals. Nothing else could be saved. The situation before the attack was quite desperate.”

“We’ll make sure your new home will have farms. I have wielders who can quicken the process for harvests before the Zima Solstice. If there isn’t enough, we have plenty within the Mound,” Caderyn said.

“Thank you for the assistance.”

“What are the requirements for your new lands?” Xavier asked after returning from retrieving something for the healers. “Do you know without that fancy stone?”

“Aye. A healthy forest. The edges of a mountain range with a western edge for our necropolis. Outlying lands that can be turned into farms and orchards. A healthy river or lake,” Con said.

“I think I know of a place. If the Fae don’t mind giving part of the forest to you.”

“Which part?” Caderyn asked.

“The Southern Golden Forest against Dareldurn Mountains along the Hinfail Rill. If you have the wielders, we can increase the Rill, perhaps add a lake to give them the potential ability to create a port city for trade from the different lake communities and Duskborn. Plus, they’ll have my protection by Dareldurn,” Xavier said.

“That sounds… perfect,” Con said and glanced to Caderyn.

Caderyn snapped his fingers and a rolled scroll appeared in his hands. He moved them to a free table and unrolled what appeared to be a map. “Show me.”

“Nice trick, Fae King,” Xavier said with a chuckle. He pointed out the area on the map. “The lower forest from Flemrior Lake to the Rill. You mentioned about a potential new Mound to protect the lower forest. While the Emlams Fields gives a barrier between you and Nialam—”

“There’s only human settlements,” Caderyn finished.

“I would be interested in becoming the barrier,” Con said. “This incident taught me that it’s time for the Elves to become a larger part of the Otherkin and the Lands. We can no longer hide away. The potential of a port city for trade and a lake for fishing would be appreciated and bring in revenue.”

“After we rescue your companion…” Xavier trailed off.

“Protector. Captain. Guard. Friend.” Con smiled. “Braedyn is a bit of everything. I was an elfling when he arrived as a baby in a bassinet. Somehow, he always seem to have the older soul and behavior. Especially since he became a Captain of the Shield. My captain and protector.”

“Sounds like an excellent male. One I will enjoy meeting,” Xavier said. “After we rescue him, I shall take you to the location. Either by wing or portal. Then you can settle your Realm before the last of the moons pass.”

“Thank you.”

“A dragon sees all the Lands and how they interact while flying. The forest by the southern edge of my mountains need protection and caretaking. I believe your elves will do well there,” Xavier said.

“As do I. The Fae will welcome to have your Realm as our neighbors and friends,” Caderyn said.

“Thank you to you both for this support and opportunity. The elves will not let either of you down,” Con promised the powerful males.

“Hello…”

The males turned away from the map and back to the witches and the wounded hawk. 

Con rushed over and grimaced at the plucked feathers lying in a pile and the stark white bandage around the chest and wing. “Oh, poor bird.” 

The marble fox curled around Cerin’s healthy side to keep the bird warm and stable. He lifted his dark eyes to study Con.

“We removed the poison from his blood. Then healed the wound. The bandage is there to keep away any potential infection and stop him from pecking at the healing skin. It was a few outer feathers and mostly down that we plucked to cleanse the wound. His flight feathers are fine,” Larkin said. He lifted Cerin onto an opened blanket. Then he carefully wrapped the blanket around the bird. Cradling the bird, he held him out.

Con took the covered hawk and felt the soft breaths.

“He’s sleeping now.” Larkin stroke a finger against the head feathers. “The potion wore off. He’ll sleep for a few hours, when he wakes he can have a light meal, and sleep through the night. Tomorrow we can ask your questions, get the location, and rescue Braedyn. Cerin can join us, but I don’t want him flying long distances. Especially since he needs to regrow the feathers. Morric and I gave him a bit of booster magic. A familiar does have accelerated healing abilities, but this poison is damaging.”

“But Braedyn…”

“This is necessary to save Cerin’s life. I know Braedyn is in danger, but he wouldn’t want us to endanger his hawk. Not when he entrusted Cerin to you.”

Con nodded.

“I’ll have a basket with blankets placed in your room. He can sleep in there. We’ll also have a small bowl of water and another of food for him to nibble when he needs it. Don’t let him pluck at the bandage. It needs to remain in place,” Larkin said.

“Thank you. For everything you have done for Cerin,” Con said. 

Larkin smiled.

“Bring him back to your room to let him sleep. I’ll have a meal readied for all of us in the dining area,” Caderyn said.

“I’ll lead you around,” Xavier said.

“Thank you. Everyone.” Cradling Cerin close, Con followed Xavier out of the sun filled room and the maze of halls.

Soon. Soon they would be off to rescue Braedyn. 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

BRAEDYN

Groaning at the aches and pain, Braedyn dragged his eyes open. Slowly, he took in his surroundings.

Light was minimal. A trio of thin torches in sconces threw out a few flickers.

Thick dark bars trapped him within the prison cell carved into the cavern wall. There was just enough space for him to stretch out or stand. A thin pile of straw was a pathetic bed. A hole in the floor provided access for waste. High in the ceiling was another hole that drew in fresh air. There was a barred window on one side wall while the other was the cavern. He was the last cell of the block.

“You can wake and move, elf. Our jailers are away,” a voice called from the window above him.

Pushing up with another groan as his body protested, Braedyn dragged himself upright to look through the bars.

A Dark Ælf peered back at him with deep purple eyes. “I am Mophrici of the Clan Blackwood.”

“Braedyn of the Dark, Captain of the Royal Shield of the Southern Woodland Realm Elves,” Braedyn said. “Where are we?”

“Holding cells for the Master of our own personal hell. The captain who brought you in is the top bastard around here,” Mophrici said. “We lucky few are the chosen ones to become higher level captains, like him, of the dark arm of cadgers. From what little I heard, there is a lengthy process to create us. More than the base soldiers.”

“How long have I been out?”

“A full sun cycle. I count by the pathetic excuse of meals they shove through the bars. Bread and water in the morning. A hunk of salted meat, bread, and water in the evening. They keep us alive to survive the change.”

“And you?”

“Too many turns to count,” Mophrici said. “I stop keeping track after a month. A season or more. I didn’t see the need, not with what is facing us.”

“Is the Master here?”

“Nay. He stays somewhere discreet. When it’s time, the guards drug the chosen, drag them out, and down a hall. They don’t return. Only another prisoner is tossed into the empty cell. Dark Ælf, Elves, and full Night Drakul. Other creatures are taken elsewhere and changed immediately to the brainless soldiers that only know to fight and attack.”

“You learned a lot.”

“Not enough to get free.”

With his head clearing, Braedyn felt his magic stabilizing. He probed the cell and let his senses follow along that thin hole that went up. “It goes out.”

“What?”

“The hole in the ceiling above my cell. It ends up on the outside of the mountain. A natural chasm in the rock.”

“You’re an elemental?”

“Half witch. Stone and water. Can touch the others, but those are my strongest elements.” Braedyn continued to let his magic probe.

“Got a couple other stone wielders. Not sure how strong they remain.”

“Can these cadgers handle the light?”

“Not full light. Only the shadows and darkness. Firelight is the most their sensitive eyes can manage.”

“Then we bring the sunlight inside.”

“How?”

“I can enlarge the opening. But it needs something to reflect and create the effect.”

“Lemme check with the others.” 

Braedyn concentrated and began the burrowing a few hands span from the ceiling opening. He shaped his magic into a simple drill. Drawing strength from the mountain, he pushed his magic drill up the tube, ground through the stone, and increased the diameter. Even though there was no guarantee his outrageous idea would work, he had to take the chance.

“Braedyn.”

“Aye. I began the drilling.”

“There are others here who are elementalists with stone. They feel a quartz that can be polished. Like a mirror. If they can pull out these minerals and polish them without the guards knowing, I believe the light can be reflected.”

“That will work. I’ve seen that type polished to a high reflective shine.”

“You sound tired.”

“The drill takes extra energy I don’t have.”

“And not about to get on the rations they give us.”

“I’ll make it work.”

“Eager to get out of here?”

“A promise to keep.”

Mophrici snorted. “A lover?”

“My Prince.”

“Even better.”

“I did mention I was the Captain of a Royal Shield.”

“Of a Prince.”

“Aye.”

“He left you.”

“I told him to run. There were extenuating circumstances that complicated our situation. He is far more valuable than a mixed-blood elf.”

“And he promised to come back for you.”

“With help.”

“Help? Help from who?”

“The Fae.”

“Those arrogant Otherkin? They don’t care about anyone.”

“Supposedly, they are the main soldiers fighting back. They cleared out multiple caves. If anyone can find us, it’s the Golden Forest Fae.”

“Where in the Netherworld have they been? I haven’t seen a rescue.”

“We must be in some area of the Bonavern they haven’t investigated.”

“How will your Prince find you?”

“We didn’t figure out details. I hope I have an advantage the cadgers didn’t see.” Though Braedyn knew his beloved hawk would either remain close or fly off to find Conchobar and bring him back to this cavern.

“What advantage?”

“My familiar is a hawk. If I was captured, he will fly to the Prince and lead the way back.”

“Are you kidding? An elf with a hawk familiar.”

“Mix-blood witch elf with a hawk familiar.”

“The Master is going to love changing you. Why do you even want to try this crazy plan to get free? Others have tried and failed.” Mophrici snorted. “The cadger bastards always win. Their precious Master gets more soldiers for his army. The minute one of their darts hits us, we’re doomed.”

“I can’t believe that.”

“Because your Prince promised?”

“Because I’m not built to give up. Not since I was the mix-breed elfling fighting against everything in an elven Realm.”

“Guess we’ll find out what happens. When who gives up first.”

“Until that time, I’ll continue the drill and we figure out a way to get free,” Braedyn said. “Get the others to start pulling those stones forward and figuring out the angles needed to reflect the light. We can’t give them a place to hide. Someone else needs to figure out the bars and locks. No point in doing all this if we can undo the bars.”

Grumbling, Mophrici tapped his fingers against the bars. “I’ll see if anyone has a connection with metal.”

“How many others are in cells?”

“A dozen since you filled the last empty cell.”

“How often do the guards pull out a prisoner?”

“Random. There’s no pattern.” Mophrici snorted. “As long as something else is distracting the Master, I don’t care what is happening. Longer we can stay alive. I could be pulled this evening or tomorrow. Who knows.”

“That’s a pleasant thought. Who else will I confide all my secrets too?”

The Dark Ælf harrumphed a rough chuckle.

Sliding down the wall to rest his body, his magic continued to work. He wouldn’t be able to keep a continuous drill. It would have to be done in sections and spurts to conserve his energy.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

BRAEDYN

Unknown days later, Braedyn finished the drilling and boring. He created a simple plug to control the light until they were ready to release it. In between the drill times, he located the stones and pulled them forward at different angles to catch and reflect the light. When the quartz appeared, he began the laborious process to smooth and polish them.

All of this done in between patrols and the meal drop-offs. Lookouts passed along the word of when to cease activity and drop into a corner.

When he did everything possible, he collapsed. Drained from the constant pull of magic, he leaned in the corner.

“Elf-witch? Where you go?”

“Corner. Exhausted,” Braedyn told his prison friend.

“Is it ready?”

“Aye. Just need to remove the plug.”

“Got the word. All reflective stones are in place.”

“Need sleep.” 

“Elf-witch. We’re almost there—”

“Sleep.” Braedyn slid into dreamless sleep with Mophrici’s voice calling to him. 

§ § §

A sharp, familiar hawk’s cry echoed.

Exhausted, malnourished, Braedyn dragged open his eyes. “Cerin?” 

::Witch! My witch! Prince and I here. We here!::

::Cerin! My hawk, I hear you!::

The sounds of commotion and… was that swordplay?

“Elf-witch! Wake up! Pull the plug! Light it up!” Mophrici called out. “Seems that rescue your Prince promised is here. Light it up.”

Pulling on the last limits of his energy, Braedyn removed the plug. 

Light poured through the tube. Rays reflected off the polished stones.

His cell lit up like it was out under full sunshine. 

Bouncing. Reflecting. Increasing. The entire cavern filled with the warm rays of the sunlight.

Cadgers screamed in pain. They lost all sense of order. Circling and fleeing, they tried to hide. Many were cut down by flaming arrows. 

When one cadger dropped in front of his cell, Braedyn studied the arrow in its head. It wasn’t elven made. This was Fae.

Warriors flooded the cavern and fought against the cadgers.

One tall Fae strode through with a bow in hand. His multi-shaded golden-brown hair braided and outfit different from the others. A slim male appeared next to him, his hands glowed a soft green and blue.

“Yip. Yip!”

Braedyn looked down when a marbled fox slipped through the bars and entered his cell. He turned his hand and unfurled his fingers. “Greetings, little fellow,” he murmured. “What are you doing in here?”

The fox sniffed his fingers and nuzzled them. He looked over his shoulder and yipped again.

The slim male walked over, the glowing disappeared from his hands. He peered through the bars and offered a smile. “Braedyn?”

Braedyn met a pair of bright blue eyes that were eerily similar. “Did not expect to see that,” he said. His voice low and rough while his energy waned. He didn’t move from his corner.

“Greetings, cousin, it’s always a surprise to see the same bright blue eyes. Apparently this color eyes is a sign of our strength within the bloodline. I’m Larkin. The fox is Mistral, my familiar. Your hawk, Cerin, found his way to the Mound and your Prince,” the witch said.

“Cerin? I hear him.” Braedyn tapped his head. “Where—”

“Outside. He was wounded in your earlier battle, but all is well. He is healing, but I don’t want him flying or fighting just yet.”

“Safe?”

“Aye. He brought us to you. Hold on a moment—” Larkin located the tall Fae with the golden-brown hair and waved a hand. “Caderyn, he’s here. Bring in the others.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Caderyn said and drew back his bow.

Braedyn caught sight of the one who captured him huddling in a tiny corner left in shadows. “Nay! Don’t kill him!”

“He’s a cadger!” Caderyn argued.

“He’s a captain, a leader of sorts, and quite erudite and capable of giving you answers. He answers to the Master, the one who changes the cadgers. Detain him,” Braedyn said.

“Interesting. Didn’t think any of them had awareness.” Caderyn snapped his fingers. 

“I can say more than a few words. As long as they matter to someone or my purpose,” the cadger captain snapped back.

Before he could move away, specialized ropes popped into existence and wrapped tight around the Dark Ælf-Night Drakul Captain. The ropes glowed with a magic while they created a couple of complicated knots. Then a shield draped around the cadger captain to protect him from the light.

“Is this necessary?” the cadger asked.

“Do you need to ask that after all that you did?” Caderyn snapped back.

The cadger captain fell quiet.

“What can you tell us?”

“Everything you want to know. If you can remove this thrice-cursed spell from my blood. I will fight by your side if you can return me to my former self,” the cadger captain said. 

“Who are you?”

“I was called Lanudri, Prince of the Kanvon Woods. The ancestral home of a Dark Ælf clan, the Kanvoni, located in a valley within the Bonavern Peaks. My home was destroyed after a sudden invasion and my clan turned into cadgers. I believe I’m the last of my clan,” Lanudri said. His hands curled into fists while he fought through the personal and deep torment.

“I know the clan. We used to be allies,” Mophrici called from his cell.

“Trust my cell companion, Fae Prince,” Braedyn said.

“King actually,” Larkin whispered.

“King? When?”

“Just happened.” Larkin grinned. “Caderyn, listen to them. We can test our spells on this one and any others that want to live.”

With a sharp nod, Caderyn snapped his fingers to a squadron of legionnaires. “Bring this one to our special cells. It appears that he is a former Dark Ælf Prince and now a captain. We will treat him according to his rank, even from an enemy army due to our accords,” he ordered.

“Aye, my King,” the squad sergeant said. 

Another guard circled his hand and a portal opened. The squad gathered the captain between them and disappeared through the portal.

Braedyn let out a long breath.

Larkin turned to meet his gaze. “You are safe now. They can’t take you away or change you. Any of you.”

The same thought rushed through Braedyn. “I believe the realization of that hit me when I saw him leave. He was in charge. The one who stopped the soldiers from killing me when I was captured. Somehow, he could swipe a finger through my blood, taste it, and figure out the bloodlines.”

“That’s an interesting line of magic. Not many have that ability.”

“Part of the dark magic that created him with the drakul blood?”

“Perhaps. There is a lot we do not know or understand about them. One day we hope to locate the grimoire that was stolen from Cade’s mother. This so-called Master twisted its magic to create the cadgers.”

“Cade… The Fae’s mother?”

“Aye, she was quite powerful. The… Master is also Fae. He betrayed Cade’s mother and the entire Court with his barbaric and garish behavior. Cade and his father believe this… pretender murdered Cade’s mother, stole her magic, and absconded with the grimoire. This happened over a century of moon-cycles ago, but the Fae believe it took this pretender time to perfect his dark creations.”

“Until we fight what the cadgers are now,” Braedyn said.

“Could be his final version or we don’t know what he plans next.” 

“That captain could know. Seems to know a lot.”

“Cade, his captain, and the interrogators will question him. They will get the answers we need. When they’re done, perhaps I will learn more while I study this Lanudri and attempt to undo the magic. The lower based cadgers, the ones fused together, are better off dead. There is no surviving what was done to them.” Larkin caught Caderyn’s attention. “Cade? The bars?”

“One moment, Larkin.” Caderyn motioned to another guard. “Galvyn, bring in the others. Send squads to investigate the rest of the cavern. Locate any lingering cadgers, destroy any they can, detain any that seem like that captain,” he ordered. “Check for any stashes of weapons or other materials. Collect everything and bring it to the protected areas for a detailed inventory and investigation.”

“Aye, my King,” Galvyn said and passed along the new orders.

Caderyn spun his bow and tucked it in a brace along his back. Then he joined the witch in front of Braedyn’s cell. His triple-colored green eyes studied him. “Braedyn of the Dark?”

“Aye.”

At the confirmation, Caderyn offered a slight bow of his head. “I am Caderyn O’ Ceithearnaigh-Ard, King of the Solas High Court of the Golden Forest Fae. This is my Consort, Larkin McShayne.” 

“We already met. Waiting on you, Your Majesty,” Larkin teased. He bumped his shoulder against Cade’s side.

“Conchobar. He reached you. Is he safe?” Braedyn said.

“Aye,” Cade answered. “He’s safe and outside with your hawk who led us to the cave. After Larkin and Morric discovered your magical stash. You have one smart and loyal familiar,” Caderyn said. “Not sure if he’s better than a fox.”

Mistral snarled and yipped at the King.

“Love you too, furball,” Cade said. 

“Don’t you make fun of my familiar. After all he did take you through the Gray Realm,” Larkin said. This time he punched Cade’s arm.

::King likes me better than foxy. Though foxy taught me more about being familiar. I talk to Prince! Like this.::

::Such a smart wonderful hawk.::

::My witch…::

::Tired, my hawk. Very tired.::

::Be okay. Other witches help you like they help me. Promise.::

“Our cousin, Morric, is outside with your belongings from your magical deposit,” Larkin said when he got back to the situation.

“You discovered it. How?”

“It called loud, bright, and determined the moment we reached the edge of the Bonavern. Somehow it revealed the path we needed to take. Along with your hawk,” Larkin said.

Mistral whined and pawed at Braedyn’s leg.

“Can we do something about the bars? I’m rather over being in this cell. This straw is quite horrendous. A touch scratchy,” Braedyn said.

“Oh, how could we keep on conversing like this.” Larkin smacked Cade’s arm again. “Get this cell open, Cade.”

“What? Aye, blame it on me,” Cade said.

“You’re the one with the necessary skills. Get moving. Don’t forget the other cells. There are more prisoners. They need to be brought back for a healer’s touch. Mistreated. Malnourished. Deprived of sunlight.” Larkin waved his hands. “Get it open.”

Caderyn studied the bars and locks. “Let’s see what I can do. Looks fairly simple. Not iron. Excellent.” He put a hand to the lock. 

Something sizzled. Then the lock broke free. 

With a smile, Caderyn opened the door and left it open. Then he moved down the block of cells to open all of the locks and doors. He motioned to other guards to care for the prisoners.

“Transport anyone directly to the infirmary. Diarmid and the other healers are waiting,” Caderyn added.

“Help me around. Gotta see him,” Mophrici said.

At the familiar voice, Braedyn watched a charcoal gray skin, violet hair Dark Ælf appear. The same purple eyes confirmed his cellmate. “Greetings, prison companion.”

“Greetings, elf-witch. Seems you were right to believe in your Prince,” Mophrici said. “You freed us all.”

“Couldn’t have done it without everyone pitching in.”

Mophrici pressed a hand to his chest and motioned toward him. “In your debt, Braedyn of the Dark. Forever joined in battle by your side, should you need to call upon me. My Clan is indebted to yours.”

“There is no—”

“Prince Mophrici, I apologize, I didn’t recognize you in your cell,” Caderyn said while he returned. “Greetings. I heard of your capture and promised your father I would do everything possible to rescue you. He never gave up hope.”

“Prince?” Braedyn lifted an eyebrow.

“Gotta keep some secrets. Especially from those cadgers. Couldn’t let them find out about my clan.” Mophrici turned to Caderyn. “Then my father and the rest of our clan managed to survive the attacks.”

“Aye, they took sanctuary in the Stoughcroft Wilds. Your father promised to send us soldiers if we require them,” Caderyn said.

Mophrici seemed almost to collapse at the news. Then he managed to straighten his shoulders. “If I’m healed enough, I will be leading that squadron to stand by your side and that of our mutual friend, Braedyn of the Dark, and his Prince.” 

“I accept your promise, Prince Mophrici,” Caderyn said while he rested a hand lightly on Mophrici’s thin shoulder. He snapped his fingers to another squad sergeant and ordered, “Take him to the infirmary. Send a messenger to his clan with the news for his father. They’ll want to meet him there.” Caderyn released his touch from the Dark Ælf Prince. “Our healers will take excellent care of you until your clan arrives, Prince Mophrici.”

“Thank you, King Caderyn for your assistance and support. Please know my clan is indebted. Forever joined in battle by your side,” Mophrici intoned.

“And my clan to yours, Prince Mophrici,” Caderyn responded.

“Same from me, Prince.” Braedyn lifted a hand to return the earlier gesture.

Acknowledging the gesture, Mophrici motioned to the guards who supported him. He allowed them to take him through the portal.

“My King, we located a room filled with weapons,” a guard rushed out.

“What types of weapons?”

“All types, my King. It appears the cadgers use the weapons they capture from those they conquer.”

“Did you find a pair of matching black metal swords and a double sheath back brace?” Braedyn called out from his corner.

“Aye, they were on top. Do they belong to you?” the guard asked.

“Aye, they were a gift from my adoptive father and treasured.” 

“I shall fetch them for you,” the guard said. With a short bow to Caderyn, he rushed away.

“My King, we located a cache of darts and some type of liquid concoction,” another guard said with a box in his hands.

“Take that directly to Diarmid. The healer and the witches will begin to figure out the compound, what it does, and how to counteract it,” Caderyn said.

“Aye, my King,” the guard said. He motioned to another guard who opened a portal.

“That’s a piece of the information we needed,” Caderyn said while he stood next to Braedyn’s cell.

“Just a piece, perhaps Lanudri will have the rest,” Larkin said while he continued to check over Braedyn.

“Think they use the same liquid on their bladed edges. I felt sluggish after a few slices. I did not lose consciousness until the captain shoved the dart in me,” Braedyn added.

“Braedyn! Let me through!”

At that voice, Braedyn smiled. His Prince.

Conchobar rushed and pushed through the crowd. He joined Larkin in the cell and dropped on the disgusting straw. Then he cradled Braedyn against his body instead of the cold stone.

“What can you find, Larkin?” another male asked when he appeared out of the crowd. His bright blue eyes noted he was another McShayne. “Greetings, cousin, I’m Morric.”

“Braedyn. Cousins. Truly? Interesting. Didn’t expect to find anyone,” Braedyn said.

“Same here,” Morric said. “Larkin?”

Larkin’s hands glowed a soft blue. “Malnutrition. Sunlight depravation. Sleep deprivation. Injuries. Magical drain.” The glow disappeared. “You did a number upon yourself.” Then he pointed to the still glowing tube. “Did you have something to do with that?”

“Connected to stone and water. Needed to get light,” Braedyn said.

“On top of all your problems, you decided to drill through a mountain to get it while in a deprived state,” Morric said.

“Didn’t have to drill too far and only had to widen it.”

“You could have burned out your magic.”

“Too much Elf and Dark Ælf in my bloodlines,” Braedyn said.

“Listen to them, you idiot. They know what they’re talking about,” Con said.

Turning his head against Con’s chest, Braedyn smiled and lifted a hand to skim a finger against Con’s cheek. “You found me. Came back.”

“I promised. Didn’t I?” Con captured Braedyn’s hand and squeezed the fingers.

Braedyn smiled. “Aye. Aye, you did.”

“Cerin did most of the work,” Morric said with a teasing grin. “We were lost until that hawk appeared.”

“Good bird,” Braedyn said. “Where is he?”

“Outside with my mate, Xavier. They’re both flyers,” Morric said.

“Flyers?”

“His familiar is a dragon shifter,” Larkin said.

“Dragon. Shifter?”

“He’s Xavier Draeke, the black dragon of Dareldurn Mountains. He’s my mate. Not my familiar,” Morric said.

“Accept the truth, cousin, Xavier is both,” Larkin said.

“Dragon for a familiar. That’s a new one to me,” Braedyn muttered.

Since his body knew he was safe, it finally gave in to all the trauma inflicted upon him. His eyes closed and his body went limp.

“Brae—” Con cried out.

“Do not worry. He remains with us. Let him sleep,” Larkin said. “Con, we need a stretcher and portal. Warn Diarmid.”

Letting the others stay in charge, Braedyn slipped the last bit away. He welcomed the peace of the restful darkness.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

CONCHOBAR

A couple of days after the rescue, Conchobar led Braedyn to the private sitting area. He settled on a wine-colored divan with Braedyn next to him.

Still a little pale and weak, Braedyn insisted that they finish their journey and complete their mission to give the Southern Realm a new land. 

When Con relayed the message to Caderyn, the King called the meeting.

Allowed to fly through the halls, Cerin perched on the wooden back and settled on cleaning his newly grown feathers. ::More talk. Talk. Talk. Boring.::

::Shush. Preen and sleep,:: Braedyn said.

::We’re trying to find you a new home along with everyone else,:: Con added since he was now connected. 

Morric and his partner, Xavier, settled on a larger chaise. 

Sitting in the third chaise, Caderyn set his teacup on the tray. He leaned back while Larkin curled against him. 

Mistral hopped up and curled next to them.

“Grateful to see you up and about, Braedyn. Do you find everything comfortable?” Caderyn asked.

“I did. Everything has been wonderful,” Braedyn said.

“Excellent.”

“I take it that Con explained our Realm’s situation?”

“In a brief fashion,” Caderyn said. 

“Not all the details since I mentioned how you were taken by the cadgers by Bonavern and I needed their help to get you back,” Con finished. “That was the main mission focused upon my mind.”

“How long was I in the cave?”

“Less than a fortnight so we didn’t lose a moon. There’s still time. Once Cerin arrived, things moved at a quicker speed,” Con said. 

“After Xavier flew reconnaissance, we collected all the soldiers and supplies, portals were generated to place us next to the mountains. Your last known location,” Caderyn continued.

“Your magical stash drew our attention first. It was something neither Morric nor I could ignore,” Larkin said.

“Then Cerin took the lead and guided us to the other cavern,” Caderyn finished.

“And we found you,” Con said.

“Now that we’re caught up, how did things happen from a missing Realm to you on my doorstep?” Caderyn asked.

Con glanced at Braedyn, who nodded.

“Go ahead and tell him.”

Pulling in a long breath, Con explained the situation regarding the Southern Woodland Realm from the moment the cadgers attacked to activating the stone.

“A stone? You pulled an entire Realm into a stone,” Larkin asked.

“I did catch sight of it earlier, but please explain more,” Caderyn said.

Con removed the silk wrapped stone from an interior pocket. He kept it on his palm while he unwrapped the large black stone, now filled with other shades. 

The others leaned forward. To their surprise, they could see the entire Realm in miniature inside. Tiny figures frozen in action on the walls, bows drawn, swords raise, flames in mid-flicker, and others gathering at the far side by the gates to the necropolis.

“This is the night of the attack. Four full moons passed. We have two moons left to discover a new location that is suitable for the Realm and I can call forth the magic to release the Realm and our people.” Con covered the stone again. “We traveled to locate you, or, at least, the Fae of the Golden Forest. We hoped that somehow you could help us discover a new home. By activating the stone, my parents gave up their lives to save the Realm. I can’t give up their sacrifice for nothing. If we don’t release the Realm within the given number of moons, then all will be lost within the stone. The Realm and her elves will slowly disappear and not travel to the Endless Realm. I would be the last of the Southern Woodland Realm.”

“Then it’s time we discover a new location. We discussed this earlier while our witches healed Cerin. Now it’s time to make a decision.” Caderyn snapped his fingers. A large scroll appeared next to him. Opening it with a flick of his wrist, he spread it across the coffee table.

Everyone scooted closer to check out the scroll. It was a detailed map of the entire Golden Forest with the Munholm Mountains in the far northeast to the vast Dareldurn Mountains in the southeast.

“This is the Golden Forest,” Braedyn said.

“Aye, I mentioned this to Con. As a dragon, I can gather a better idea of where to settle. With Caderyn’s approval, I suggested there is no other forest that would be suitable. You need to have a connection to the mountains for your necropolis to reside,” Xavier said. “Water is important.”

“There will need to be hundreds of acres for farming and orchards outside of the Realm. The Realm contracts these farmers to provide the majority of produce and grains,” Braedyn said. “Water is a major resource, but you mean something else.”

“After meeting the riverman and hearing about the trade routes, I would be agreeable to opening trade negotiations,” Con said. “After what happened with the cadgers, I reconcile we can no longer remain alone. We need allies and trading partners.”

“You’ll have both with us. I have an excellent trade negotiator who can assist you in negotiating proper meetings and contracts with others,” Caderyn said.

“Plus you will have my protection. Dareldurn is my home and territory. Morric and I reside here in these twin peaks.” Xavier pointed to the spot on the mountain. “As I suggested to Con, I believe this will be the ideal spot. North of the Hinfail. Set against the lowlands of the mountains. With assistance from wielders, we can create a larger lake from the Hinfail where you can create this trade port. In addition, there is a fresh underwater lake that will provide an additional source of fresh water to the Realm with a simple series of canals for the farm irrigation. I call the lake Blindhollow. If Caderyn provides the arborists, we can move enough of the forest to create a vast opening. To gain the protection of the southern forest, most of those trees will need to be transplanted inside your walls to connect everything.”

“Arborists?” Braedyn asked.

“Fae elementalists who connect to the Forest and trees. They can touch the trees, request them to lift their roots, and move from one location to another without harming anything. We’re connected to the entire Golden Forest so our arborists can communicate with the southern trees. This will create a vast expanse without damaging the land or the Forest,” Caderyn explained.

“I wonder if the elven wielders can do the same,” Braedyn said to Con.

“It would be an interesting theory to try,” Con said. “Though I agree with everything you said, Xavier. I will allow anything that needs to happen to transplant our home and make it safe.”

“How can we get down there in time? It’s multiple leagues. We don’t have the time,” Braedyn said.

“We fly,” Xavier said. “As a dragon, it will take moments.”

“Either Galvyn or I can join you, one of us will create a portal. Then I can organize the arborists, gardeners, guards, and anything else you might require to rebuild your Realm and get you settled before the Zima Solstice. Even with magic, nothing will grow during the snows. There is plenty in our storage to nourish everyone,” Caderyn said. 

“Please give all of us another five turns of the sun to prepare. Then Xavier will fly the two of you and either Galvyn or I to the site at dawn’s first light. Check the placement with your stone, then if approved, the portal will be created to bring in the arborists and water elementals to create the new lake and plan the channels from the underground lake.”

“We’ll also need assistance with healing. Many guards have been hit with that liquid concoction found in the caves. Others were severely wounded, possibly killed,” Braedyn said. “It was a difficult battle that we were losing.”

“I will place Diarmid and his healers on alert to gather supplies and an antidote to the concoction,” Caderyn said.

“From our research, we discovered that no one should touch those hit with that stuff unless they are a healer. We do not quite understand everything about it. We’re not sure if others could be affected if they touch the liquid or infected blood,” Larkin said.

“I’ll try to make an announcement to all the elves once the Realm reappears. Everyone will still be in battle mode,” Con said.

“No matter what, please understand that you don’t have to face this ordeal and restructure alone. You’re now among friends,” Larkin said.

“And family,” Morric said to remind Braedyn.

“Cousins. Right,” Braedyn said.

“I believe we have at least one more cousin, if they survived the night of Witchfires. There were four McShayne sisters, Morric and I are from the two older sisters which is why we’re older and remember the night. Your grimoire mentions you were a baby when your parents sent you to the Southern Woodland Realm,” Larkin said.

“That’s correct.”

“Then you are from the one of the younger pair of sisters who married later to an Otherkin that wasn’t a pure witch. There is one more sister, who married and had a child, according to my mother’s grimoire. The last sister and her mate were settled in the southern Cottlemeny Snow Fields on the western edge of the Bonavern Peaks by the Treley River. Something about him being connected to water, especially ice and snow,” Larkin said. 

“Perhaps once the Realm is settled and secured, we can do a search for them,” Braedyn said.

“At the same time deal with the danger the cadgers continue to bring to the Lands and find a way to end it,” Caderyn said.

“That will obviously be a priority. I believe the best course will be to have some of your guards come to the Realm and train my elven guard to fight the cadgers. We were highly outmaneuvered and sorely lacking in any type of defense or offense. If my parents hadn’t activated the stone, the elves would have fled the Realm, but I don’t know how many would survive.”

“They wouldn’t let many flee, not if they were turning all of the captured into cadgers,” Caderyn said. “Though I agree with your assessment. When the timing is right, I will come with my guards to teach your soldiers the techniques we learned over the seasons of fighting the cadgers.” He rose and held out his hand. “From one king to another king, I make this vow of allegiance.”

“From one king to another king, I make and accept this vow of allegiance,” Con repeated. Filled with gratitude and relief that their mission was almost over, he stood and clasped Caderyn’s lower arm. He felt Caderyn’s hand tighten.

“An allegiance that I hope will last generations,” Caderyn said with a smile.

“Same here,” Con said. “Though, I’m technically not the elven king until chosen and accepted by our twin Heartstone Trees. Only the Trees can crown me with their branches.”

“Ahh, the legendary Heartstone Trees. I hope to look upon a pair, if allowed, it would be a great honor.”

“You are most welcome to watch the ceremony,” Con said.

“Excellent. Now that we have our plans in place, let’s enjoy a delicious evening meal. I shall get all of the preparations for this vast undertaking started.” Caderyn motioned the others to rise. He snapped his fingers to roll up the map and made it disappear.

“Show off,” Larkin teased before he raced off with Mistral at his heels.

“Cheeky witch,” the Fae King said before he chased his beloved Consort.

The others laughed while they followed.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

BRAEDYN

“Dear Goddess, I can’t believe we’re flying on a dragon,” Con called out while he tightened his arms around Braedyn and a large spike. 

Braedyn smiled when he could hear the glee in Con’s voice.

They were several leagues in the air, flying through the wispy clouds, on the back of the magnificent black and blue dragon that Xavier became upon shifting. Morric sat in front of them, comfortable in his position. Galvyn sat behind Con and clutched his own spike.

“It’s a magnificent way to travel. Once you get used to the sensation,” Morric said over his shoulder.

Massive leathery wings lifted and dropped next to them that propelled the dragon through the skies. 

As promised, they took off with dawn’s light against the Mound. 

It wasn’t long before Xavier lowered them. Then he began to circle a large swath of forest and mountain.

“There’s the Hinfail Rill and the connection with Dareldurn. That’s the forest area where Xavier suggested. The farms could go north and west of the city. They could also spread south of the river. No one lives within this area so we can easily create that new lake with no destruction of current properties. The next town is the mountain town of Duskborn, further down the Hinfail. What do you think?” Morric asked. He pointed out the different locations of interest.

“Promising,” Braedyn said.

“Should he land?”

“Aye, we can project the image of the Realm to get a better sense of placement,” Braedyn said after Con tapped him in agreement.

Morric appeared to have a mental connection with his dragon mate. Like a familiar. “We’ll land in a clearing by the river.”

Braedyn glanced down at the valiant gray and black hawk that kept within their sight, but at a lower altitude. There was no way Cerin was letting them leave him behind. ::Cerin. Begin a glide down.::

::I fly down and find a perch.::

::Good, boy. We’ll meet you on the ground. Close to the river.::

Angling his wings, Xavier made for a clearing near the river. He landed gently on his powerful legs. Then he lowered his body for everyone to disembark and slide down. Only Morric landed without stumbling. Then the dragon transformed back into his human form, dressed in dark leather pants that echoed his scales, a flowing linen top, and a pair of soft boots.

“Will never get used to that. No offense, Xavier, but I’ll stick to portals,” Galvyn said while he bent and flexed his legs.

Cerin cried out while he circled above them. He landed on a nearby tree.

“Excellent flying, my feathered friend,” Xavier said to the hawk.

Cerin clacked his beak multiple times. ::Told you all healed. No worries or leaving birdie behind.::

::Aye, my hawk, I promise not to leave you behind.::

Morric grinned. “I know that face. Getting scolded?”

“Of course,” Braedyn said.

“Mistral does the same to Larkin.”

Slinging his pack back to both shoulders, Braedyn adjusted his clothes and stretched his legs. It would take some time to become comfortable riding a dragon and he wasn’t sure how often that would happen. 

“Over here begins the forest and give you a clear line of sight to the lowlands. There’s enough stone within the lowlands for your necropolis. Or you can move a few furlongs in to reach the actual mountain range,” Xavier said while he led them through the forest. 

Within half a furlong, he stopped in another small clearing. 

Braedyn stopped next to the dragon and looked around. He noticed the massive ancient trees that filled the area and spoke of a healthy forest of some age. Far better than the thinner trees of Nialam. He pulled in a deep breath and reached out with his magic. He glanced to Con with a smile. “This forest feels healthy. Strong.”

Con looked around the area. “What about the placement?”

“This should be the eastern edge and looking due west at Dareldurn. Hinfail to the south. The Mound to the far north,” Xavier said to get their bearings.

“Try the projection, Con,” Braedyn said while he moved next to his Prince. Then he pulled out the silk-covered stone and handed it to Con.

Con unwrapped the stone and lifted it upon his palm. He whispered an archaic Elven word.

A spectral version of the Realm appeared through the trees and up against the lowlands.

Braedyn and Xavier moved west to see the placement of the necropolis against the stone. 

Galvyn moved south to study the clearance against the river. “All clear here by three furlongs. Even with a seasonal flood, the walls will be safe. There is plenty of room to create the new lake and port town outside the walls.”

“The necropolis is nestled perfectly in the stone with an exit to the western sky. This will work,” Braedyn told Con.

Nodding, Con whispered another word to stop the projection and covered the stone.

“You’ll have to do that again when the arborists arrive. We’ll map out the Realm to make sure all the trees are moved,” Galvyn said. He turned and created a portal that connected them.

Caderyn and Larkin were the first to arrive. 

“Is this home?” the Fae King asked.

“It will be,” Con said.

“Excellent,” Caderyn said and sent a message through the portal.

Soon an extended flow of Fae exited. As explained, they split and went to encircle the land from the river to the mountain. They understood about the astral projection.

“All in position?” Caderyn called out with a magical touch.

With everyone in ready position, he motioned to Con.

Once more, Con lifted the uncovered stone and whispered the archaic word to start the astral projection.

All the Fae marked the land around the edge of the outer walls. Another word went up and Con stopped the position.

Then the trees began their unusual dance.

At Con’s request and the trees’ acceptance, two massive oaks and two slim hawthorn trees took position at the four corners around the elven palace. These particular trees stood for protection, courage and wisdom. As four of the oldest trees around them, he wanted the forest’s acceptance of the Realm. Having these wise protectors along with the twin Heartstone Trees would truly anchor the Realm in the Southern Golden Forest.

The sun passed through the sky while the arborists and water elementalists performed their unique magic to transform the landscape. To assist with the elven belief that the necropolis exit must face the West, Braedyn worked with the Fae stone elementalists to adjust the lowland and mountain range that would line up with the necropolis. 

Soon, just before the sun began its descent, Caderyn and Larkin walked over to Con. He nodded to Braedyn, when he walked over. Then he motioned for others to exit the portal, this time led by the healer Diarmid.

“The arborists are ready. You can bring back the Realm. Once you settled the elves and explain what is happening, work on clearing the Realm of the wounded and dead. Then the arborists will begin the transplant of the trees to connect the Realm to the Forest. Without this transplant, the Realm will be vulnerable,” Caderyn said.

“I understand. Without the connection, our protective wards will not remain in place to protect us from unwanted entrance. Though we’ll make adjustments to allow traders,” Con said.

Braedyn said, “First. Bring back the Realm.”

“Is everyone free of the area?” Con asked.

“Aye, all is clear for you,” Caderyn said while he stepped back with Larkin.

Con removed the silk wrapping and gave it to Braedyn. He held the stone up in both palms. Then he closed his eyes, called upon his innate magic, and opened his eyes to focus upon the stone. As his father described, he kissed the stone and spoke the ancient incantation of the release spell in archaic Elvish. “By Stone, Fire, Earth, Water, Animal, Soul. Life, Love, Energy, Home. Connect the Southern Woodland Realm to its Home.”

The stone glowed in his hands. The hologram of the Realm appeared once more and became solid while the spell completed. Stones creaked. Wood shifted. Fires flickered inside the walls. Other stones tumbled from the broken eastern wall that had been almost destroyed by their enemy.

When the spell completed, the stone became black and inert. An internal crack ripped through the center. They wouldn’t be able to use the stone again.

Braedyn took the stone, wrapped it once more, and placed it in his pocket. He pulled his Heartstone bow free from the harness, spun it, and tapped the end. “We must get inside.”

“Aye,” Con said. He glanced back at Caderyn. “Give us a few moments. We’ll call you in from the wall.”

“Take your time. We’re here to support you and the elves,” Caderyn said.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

BRAEDYN

Taking hold of Con’s hand, Braedyn squeezed it. Together they ran toward their Realm. They used the broken wall as their entrance.

Screams. Cries. Moans. Then shouts of confusion, rage, and misunderstanding.

“Elves. Good elves of the Southern Woodland Realm. Listen to me,” Con called out. He used magic to boost his voice to rise above all the noise.

They stood in an open area where there were many soldiers, both alive and fallen.

Braedyn spun his recognizable bow and tapped the end on a nearby stone. “Listen to us! Quiet!” he hollered with his own burst of magic.

“Captain Braedyn? Prince Conchobar?”

Braedyn turned to see who called their names. He smiled when he saw the elf pushing forward through the crowd.

“Who is that?” Con asked.

“The last highest-ranking guard on the walls. Captain Rychell,” Braedyn said.

“Take over,” Con said.

Braedyn faced the captain while Cerin swirled around him and landed on his shoulder.

::They see me. I help reassure.::

::Good hawk.:: Braedyn stroke Cerin’s chest feathers. “Captain, aye, tis us.”

“What is happening? Where is the enemy? The night?” Rychell asked.

“All is well. Here is your Prince to explain,” Braedyn said and motion to Con.

“Listen, good elves, please gather in the meeting place between the twin Heartstone Trees and the palace. All will be explained. Please know the enemy is gone. The Realm is safe,” Con said.

“Pass the word to all soldiers along the walls. All soldiers must stand down and come to the meeting place,” Braedyn said. 

“What about the fallen?”

“Let them stay there for a moment. No one must touch the fallen. The wounded will be cared for as well,” Braedyn said. “Your Prince and I will gather the civilians.”

“Aye, Captain, my Prince,” Rychell said. Then he turned to the guards and passed along the orders.

“Where are the civilians?” Con asked.

“After the last orders I gave the youngest guards, most of them should be near the necropolis,” Braedyn said.

“Go to them. I shall gather everyone from the palace. Meet you on the steps,” Con said. He squeezed Braedyn’s hand.

“Meet you there,” Braedyn said. After Cerin lifted in the air, he broke into a jog to get across the Realm, navigate through the debris, and locate the civilians.

Five young guards fell in around him. 

“I recognize your faces,” he said when they got close.

“I am Geraint, Captain. You ordered us to get to the civilians and tell them to head for the necropolis. We know where they are,” Geraint said.

“Lead the way.”

“Is the battle truly over, Captain?”

“Aye. There is much to explain.” Braedyn fell silent while they jogged across the city.

When they reached the gates, civilians left the necropolis and looked around. The silence had drawn them out. Even before the soldiers could reach them.

An elderly elf turned to the small group, leaning on a Heartstone cane, a special gift presented by the Trees. “Young Captain Braedyn of the Dark, aye, you would be the one to come to us at this hour of intrigue.”

“Stateman Fintan, a pleasure to see you looking well and safe,” Braedyn said when he stopped. He offered a respectful bow to the elderly court statesman who helped provide council to Con’s father and grandfather.

“What is happening, young Braedyn?”

“Please know for now that the Realm is safe. The enemy is gone. The rest will be explained when all gather at the meeting place. We need everyone to go there posthaste. There are friends waiting outside our walls,” Braedyn said.

Fintan tapped his cane, lifted his voice with magic, and turned to the gathered civilians. “All travel to the meeting place. We will learn more there when our Prince explains. No need to flee our beloved homes.”

“Thank you, Stateman,” Braedyn said with another bow. “Do you need assistance?”

“Nay, young Captain, I shall get there on my own accord,” Fintan said. He patted Braedyn’s chest with one arthritic hand. “You protected our Prince? Aye? You and your hawk.”

“Always, sir.”

“Good boy. Your father chose well when he adopted you. I supported his decision. You grew up strong. Excellent asset to our Realm,” Fintan said with a sharp nod of his head. One of acceptance and support.

Braedyn was stunned at the elder’s no-nonsense stand of support and words. “Thank you, sir,” he murmured.

When the elder elf passed them along with the gathered civilians, Braedyn turned to the soldiers. The younger elves all looked upon him with respect in their eyes. They too heard their elder’s words.

“Are there any other groups of civilians?” Braedyn asked.

“Nay, sir, we gathered all of them here at the gates. Then we returned to the walls,” Geraint said. 

“We need to make our way to the meeting place. Spread out and double check any potential hiding places for anyone and bring them out.” Braedyn turned to move back through the city. The soldiers fanned out behind him in a regimented order.

When they reached the center, Braedyn stopped at the protective fence surrounding the twin Heartstone Trees and the Heart Keepers’ cottage. “Keepers, are you there?”

“Aye, we are here,” Keeper Llyr said while he stepped out. The eight other Keepers joined him, but two Keepers went to check the Trees. Each one caressed the white trunk and the black trunk. There were always nine Heart Keepers to protect and care for the twin Trees and the land for ten annuals. “All has gone silent. Even the Trees are quiet.”

“The enemy is gone. The Realm and the Trees are safe. Please come to the forward area of the fence and listen to your Prince. There is much he needs to explain,” Braedyn said.

“Aye, we will listen,” Keeper Llyr said.

Braedyn walked toward the meeting place with the soldiers falling in behind him. He motioned to Geraint to make some room through the crowd.

“Make way for the captain. All will be explained,” Geraint called out while he and the others pushed forward. Two soldiers remained behind to protect Braedyn’s back.

The young soldiers got him through the growing crowd of restless, worried elves. 

When they reached the stairs, where Con waited, having left the backpack leaning against the side of the massive front doors. 

Braedyn waved the soldiers to fan off down the side of the stairs. Then he jogged up the stairs. Like Con, he removed the backpack and set it down next to other one. He kept his weapon harness in place. Then he walked to the end of the highest step, spun the bow, and tapped the edge on the stairs. ::Cerin, come to us. We’re at the palace.::

::I hear. Find a perch by you.:: Cerin circled over the crowd, gave a few reassuring calls, and perched lightly on the closest ledge. He ruffled and fluffed his feathers, shook out his tail feathers, and settled into position.

“Elves of the Southern Woodland Realm. Your High Prince of the Court, Conchobar Ó Díomasaigh,” Braedyn announced, enhanced with magic. He added a boost so the Fae could listen in. Then he let Con take the ‘stage.’

“Good Elves and friends of the Southern Woodland Realm, I stand here to explain the truth. The battle has ended. Four and a half moons ago,” Con said.

Murmurs and voices rose.

Braedyn tapped the bow’s metal end to gain silence.

“Due to the sacrifice of your beloved High King and Queen, and an ancient gift from our Twin Heartstone Trees, I activated a special stone with ancient magic to collect the entire Realm in stasis. You all have seen the wonders of the Trees, this is but one more gift from them to save the Realm and her citizens. Captain Braedyn and I fled from our darkest enemy the night of the battle. We traveled almost the length of the Lands until we reached the Golden Forest and the Mound of the Solas Court. His Royal Highness, King Caderyn O’ Ceithearnaigh-Ard, welcomed and offered his assistance,” Con said.

“My Prince, where are we?” one elf asked.

“Southern Nialam Forest no longer welcomed or protected our Realm and allowed the enemy to locate our outlying farms and our home. Nialam became a deadwood. With the assistance of the Fae and the mighty Dragon of Dareldurn, we relocated to the Southern Golden Forest. Our necropolis is nestled against the Dareldurn Mountains. The Hinfail Rill is to our south with a new lake next to our southern gate. We shall build a trading harbor and marketplace to expand our connections to the Lands.”

“Your Highness, what about our King and Queen?” another elf, a female, asked.

Con lowered his head. He clasped his hands together.

Braedyn stepped closer and pressed their shoulders together. “You can do this. For your parents,” he whispered.

Lifting his head, Con faced the crowd and knew his next words would be devastating. “In order to create and activate the ancient incantation for the stone, our beloved King and Queen sacrificed all of their magic and, in the end, gave their lives to save all of us.” 

The crowd gasped with his words. Many cries of ‘no’ and pleas to the ancestors, gods, and goddesses moved through the crowd. 

Con forced himself to finish. “The ancient magic turned them into dust before my eyes and carried them to the ancient Endless Realm. Though I will create a memorial stone for them within our necropolis and perform the burial rites for my parents.”

“Then you are our new High King!”

“Only when the twin Heartstone Trees bless me with a touch and crown of their leaves. That is not what we need to concentrate on right now. We have wounded down. Fires all over. We need to rebuild our wall. Folks need to return to their homes,” Con said. “That is what we need to concentrate on.”

“How can we do all of this?”

“King Caderyn and his Fae are outside our walls, waiting for us to welcome them inside. They are here to help secure our Realm, connect it to the surrounding forest, and heal our wounded.” Con motioned to the four massive trees at the palace’s corners. “These four mighty protectors will help solidify the connection to this blessed forest.”

“Even those fallen. What about the dead?”

“They may not be dead. Captain Braedyn and I have learned much about our enemy. First, someone go to the nearest wall and welcome our allies inside,” Con said.

Braedyn motioned to one of the young soldiers. “You. With the fresh pair of legs. Go to that wall, get to the top, and wave them in. They will see you.”

“Aye, Captain!” the soldier said and raced off to the wall with an eagerness.

“You did well, my King,” Braedyn said, changed the moniker to acknowledge Con’s new position in their city.

“Not yet. Still have much to do.” Con reached back and squeezed Braedyn’s hand. “Don’t leave my side.”

“Never again.”

“They come! They come through the broken wall!” the soldier cried out after waving like crazy from the wall and calling out ‘welcome.’

“Good elves, please welcome our allies, the Solas Court of the Golden Forest with King Caderyn and his Royal Consort, Larkin McShayne. Along with the Dragon of Dareldurn, Xavier Draeke, and his mate, Morric McShayne,” Con announced when he recognized the new faces.

“Greetings to all the elves and welcome to your new home within the Golden Forest,” Caderyn called out, also using magic to enhance his voice. He waved to the crowd. “Please assist my soldiers, healers, and elementalists as we help settle your Realm and heal your wounded.”

Cheers rose from the crowd. Fae and elves greeted one another.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

BRAEDYN

After the civilians left to place their belongings back within their homes, cooks prepared meals and drinks for all to partake. The chefs and kitchen staff within the palace also created meals. Others moved to build tables and pull together chairs for anyone who needed to sit for a quick meal and drink.

::Stay in your perch. Keep watch over our bags. Let Prince and I help everyone. If anything goes wrong, let out a holler,:: Braedyn told Cerin.

::I stay. I watch all.::

::Good hawk.::

“Take over the civilian response. I’ll help the others with the soldiers and wounded,” Braedyn said.

“Are you sure this is the best division?” Con asked.

“Aye. Cerin will watch our packs.”

With a nod, Con moved off to assist where he could.

“Follow me to the walls,” Braedyn said to Caderyn, Larkin, and Morric. He motioned to the healer. “Diarmid, what do you need for the wounded?”

“Do you have a healing wing?”

“Nay, only a few rooms, nothing like what you have in the Mound.”

“Then I require a large open area outside first while we remove the poison. We’ll assess everyone and coordinate healing status. It needs to be protected, but a good airflow,” the healer said.

Braedyn pointed out an open area west of the palace that was undamaged by the battle. “There is an open storage pavilion that is currently empty. Pallets and blankets within the palace can be brought outside. You can set up a hospital of sorts. Then we can open the palace ballrooms to bring more inside.”

“Excellent idea. Healers, follow the soldiers for assessment. The rest are with me,” Diarmid said and waved over the Fae and Elven healers and support staff to the area.

With things organized, Braedyn led the way to the walls. Splitting Caderyn, Larkin, and Morric to each wall, along with soldiers, everyone moved through the various battlelines by the walls to check on the wounded. A Fae healer went with each group to triage. 

“According to Diarmid and Larkin, not all appear to be dead. Even with these arrow wounds. Unless it’s a direct hit to the heart or a bleed-out, we can save them,” the healer said while he touched different soldiers.

“Good to know,” Braedyn said. He motioned to Rychell and Geraint. “Send out soldiers with whatever they can use for stretchers. Gloves on all hands. Move the wounded to in front of the pavilion. Let the healers field triage the wounded and figure out which ones they can save. Spread out everywhere. We have fallen all across the city.”

“Understood,” Rychell said. He hollered out orders to soldiers from all courts to gather whatever they could for stretches, cover their hands, and coordinate efforts to find the fallen.

After spreading out on his orders, Braedyn assisted the company of soldiers under his care. They followed after the Fae healer, moved each wounded soldier to a makeshift stretcher, and carried them away. 

With everything covered on the walls, Braedyn followed Larkin back to the pavilion. While Braedyn helped build and create simple beds with different magics and construction, he checked on the others.

Nurses took over the care by removing clothes, cleaning wounds, and assessing the life functions. Younger assistants and servants carried and fetched blankets, sheets, and requested more from civilians.

To Braedyn’s surprise, everyone assisted and no one complained.

It was then he noticed how the other Royal Captains of the Shields did not leave the palace and assist everyone. There were several squads of Royal guards who didn’t assist. Sure enough, there were four guards at the palace doors.

“What is wrong?” Morric asked while he and Xavier stopped by the pavilion.

“Not quite sure. The other Royal Captains are nowhere,” Braedyn said.

“Royal Captains?” Xavier asked.

“My position. There are four of us. One for the king, the queen, the prince, and the general palace,” Braedyn said.

“The King and Queen died when they activated the stone,” Morric said.

“Aye and they didn’t tell their captains. Still, they would have realized what happened by now and come outside to search for the Prince and I for answers. Only…”

“There is nothing.”

“Dear Goddesses, something else for me to deal with after all of this is over. Dereliction of duty. Just what I need to oversee,” Braedyn said.

“How about we stick close to Con?”

“Please. That would make me feel better. I can concentrate on everything else,” Braedyn said.

Morric patted Braedyn’s arm. “We’re on it. No one will mess with a dragon.”

Xavier snorted a blast of smoke while he walked off.

Braedyn chuckled. Then he blew out a breath. He turned to focus on the next job.

Inside the pavilion at a table, Diarmid and Larkin prepared the antidote under careful and methodic movements. They created the first version from the liquid concoction found in the cadgers’ caverns. Diarmid even sent fetchers back through the portal to retrieve additional supplies from the bases of the antidote to bandages, towels, and blankets. Under Larkin and Diarmid’s orders, the healers administered the doses throughout the pavilion and the rows outside. Other wounded were healed through different fashions according to their wounds and overall health.

“All wounded accounted for according to the healers,” Rychell said when he located Braedyn. “The rest are…”

“Ready for their final trip to the Endless Realm,” Braedyn finished.

“Aye. Including two of our generals. One had an arrow in the neck. The other through the heart. They bled out before they hit the ground. Nothing could be done.”

“Dear Goddesses,” Braedyn murmured. 

“Where shall we create a temporary morgue until all of the preparations are made for their interment in the necropolis?”

“How is the necropolis wall?”

“No damage. There is the strip of land between the wall and nearest street.”

“Place our honored dead there, respectfully covered, in rows. Have our best shield builders create a shield around them for umm—”

“Decomposition smell?”

“Aye and to protect the bodies,” Braedyn said. “After everyone is moved from the grounds, the arborists can begin their work.”

“I’ll let you know when the work is done,” Rychell said and moved away to spread the next orders of the grim detail.

When given the word that all the fallen were removed, Braedyn went to Caderyn. “The arborists and others can begin their work. All the wounded and fallen are out of the way.”

“Excellent.” Caderyn motioned to someone and passed on the orders.

When the arborists began the dance of the trees through the broken wall, civilians and others were in complete awe of the skill and magic. With the exception of the four trees by the palace, hundreds of trees danced in on exposed roots. Arborists moved and spread them throughout the entire city. Civilians clapped their hands and welcomed the new trees into their yards or the different open spaces. Three trees were added to the twin Heartstone Trees pavilion to make sure it was connected. 

Along with the Heart Keepers, the arborists assisted them to make sure the twin Trees dug their roots deep into the new land. Then the Keepers helped the Trees reconnect the Realm to the surrounding forest and mountains. 

After helping put out all of the intermittent fires throughout the cities, the water elementalists carried in cool water to give all the new trees a drink of water to finish the replanting. They even carried in more water for the Heartstone Trees and offered it to the Keepers, who gave them permission to let it flow over the fence and into the pavilion. 

The Trees flowed their branches toward the arborists and elementalists in their thanks. It was a blessing to offer the Fae this step.

Once the trees were in place, the wall rebuilding could begin. This was the major item everyone wanted to accomplish before the evening grew too late.

“Captain Braedyn, could you give us a hand with your magic?” Captain Rychell called. “We need to rebuild the double wall.”

Upon hearing the request, Braedyn rushed over to the fallen double wall. “Aye. Would be pleased to assist.” This was the first time any elf willingly asked him to assist with anything magic. Perhaps things could change. He joined other stone and wood wielders and elementalists in rebuilding both walls. Adjusting his stance, he called upon his unique magic to move and adjust the massive stones under Rychell’s orders and coordination. Each stone could stack upon the previous one and notch together without the use of a joining cement. They were perfectly cut and aligned.

When the last stone of the inner wall was in place, cheers rose through the growing crowd.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CONCHOBAR

With Morric, Xavier, and Caderyn, Conchobar walked over when the last stone was secured in place. Using magic to amplify his voice, he said, “Thank you to one and all. That is all we can accomplish for this night. Please return to the meeting place, where the wonderful chefs created a simple, but heartwarming feast for all to enjoy. A celebration of our new home and land.” He motioned to Caderyn and led the way back to the meeting place.

As promises, multiple tables were set up with platters of different types of food. Large pitchers with drinks. Stacks of plates, cutlery, and glasses waited for everyone to line up for their shares.

Con and Caderyn led the line and accepted their portions from the servers. They took up places on the steps for the picnic part. Morric and Xavier were next to join them. Exhausted from his work within the pavilion, Larkin made his way over with a full plate. He leaned against Caderyn’s legs while he dug into the meal. 

One was missing from their group.

“Where is Braedyn?” Caderyn asked while eating the delicious meal.

“I don’t know,” Con said.

“There he is. Towards the end of the line. That group of young soldiers are still next to him,” Morric said and pointed toward the far end.

“How did he get back there?” Xavier asked.

“Probably checking on something and didn’t move until he needed,” Con said. “I’ve seen him move all over taking care of everything else while he sent me to assist the civilians.”

“Many elves have walked up and spoken to him multiple times. I believe more than ever stopped by him. Or is he usually this busy and popular?” Xavier asked.

“No, he’s usually left alone. It’s because of his mixed heritage. Many purebloods looked down upon him. Even when he achieved his position and the bow,” Con said. “It was amazing to watch him to work with the other wielders on the wall.”

“Perhaps this entire situation opened their eyes to who he truly is and what he means to the Realm,” Cade said.

“That is my hope. I always believed in him. From when we were elflings and banged wooden swords in play,” Con said. “I wouldn’t want anyone else to stand as my Captain of the Royal Shield and insisted on this position for Braedyn, who more than deserved it. Especially since the Trees blessed him with the bow.”

“What is that bow?” Morric asked.

“The Heartstone Bow is given to a special archer who achieved something only known to the Trees. When they stand next to the Trees in a ceremony called by the Heart Keepers, the Trees magically wind their limbs together and create the bow’s unique styling and shape. Then it is presented to the archer,” Con said. “The archer will go to a metallurgist to have the ends capped, a hand guard made, and a string stretched.”

“How many bows have the Trees created?” Morric asked.

“Six.”

“That’s it?”

“Aye. The achievement is known only to the Trees. The Keepers don’t even know until the Trees tell them to announce a Bow Ceremony and the archer they chosen. So no one can try and do something to gain one.”

“That is amazing.”

“You think some of the naysayers would have changed their minds when it happened,” Xavier said.

“Elves are stubborn, probably worse than the Fae.” Con smiled when Braedyn walked over with a plate. “What happened to you?”

“Caught up with Rychell to set up an evening guard shift. We sent two other guards to begin a clean-up of arrows and other fallen weapons. We don’t want any elflings to get hurt if that poison remains viable,” Braedyn said.

“You have a following,” Morric said and nodded behind Braedyn.

“A group of young soldiers that followed me since our arrival. They’re keeping close, no matter what I say. I confronted them during the battle, reprimanded them, and gave them new orders to follow. Since then, it appears they believe me to be their captain.” He lowered himself on the step, placed the bow next to him, and the glass. Then he balanced the plate on a raised knee and dug into the food.

The young guards settled in a small circle a few yards away.

“After everyone eats, I’ll take the Fae back through the portal to the Mound. We’ll rest there and return in the morning. Except for Diarmid and his healers because I know they will stay until all of their patients are back on their feet. Is there anyone else you wish to stay?” Caderyn asked after finishing his plate. He handed it off to a servant who walked around to collect everything in a hand-held tub.

“Nay, I do not believe anyone else needs to stay. Our walls are secured. The wielders will create the security wards in the morning. Then we’ll begin the rebuild of damaged buildings. Arborists, gardeners, and other wielders will venture out with the farmers to pick their new plots of land. Those will need to be built from scratch. Then the water wielders will begin to expand and build the new lake,” Con said. “At least, that’s the list in my head.”

“That’s an excellent start to the list,” Caderyn said.

“What about the ceremony with the Trees? The one to select you as our new High King,” Braedyn said while he passed his empty plate away to a servant.

“Oh, that…” Con stared at his empty plate.

“Aye, that rather important part,” Braedyn said. “The elves are lost without a King or Queen. They need a leader.” He grabbed his bow and pushed back to his feet. Exhaustion covered his face, but he didn’t stop or express it.

“Where are you going?”

“The Royal Shield need to be reorganized to provide protection to you and the palace. Until the wards are in place, the Realm is vulnerable. The cadgers may not know where we are, but I don’t want to ever underestimate them again. Nor am I taking any chances with your life.” Braedyn held out his hand to Caderyn. “Thank you for everything you have done for the elves. There aren’t enough words to express our thanks.”

Caderyn rose and locked forearms with him in a strong grip. “There are no need for thanks.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

BRAEDYN

With a half-smile, Braedyn released Caderyn’s grip, nodded to the others, scooped up his bow, and spun it around. Then he walked back toward the palace. 

On his perch, Cerin finished ripping into his squirrel meal. ::Excellent hunting in this forest. Lots of fishies in river. Like this place.::

::Glad you approve. Do try to keep the fur around you and not flick it everywhere. Manners, dear hawk.::

Cerin clacked his beak, but continued to rip into his squirrel meal. ::Packs are safe. Morric-witch put a spell around them. No one touch.::

Braedyn glanced back to Morric, waved to his cousin, and motioned down toward the packs. 

With a wave back, Morric motioned with his hand. Then he gave him a thumbs up.

“Must mean the spell is gone.” Braedyn stooped to gather up their discarded backpacks and slung them over one shoulder. The packs were considerably lighter than when they started this journey. Now it was coming full circle. ::Did you see any of the other Royal Captains?::

::Only Bedwyr poke his head out, nasty look, then disappear. No one else.::

::Strange. Will have to deal with them now.::

::None pleasant. None like birdie or my witch.:: Cerin finished the squirrel and cleaned off his beak, feathers, and talons.

“Time to figure out what is happening. Want to join me?”

::Not leave you alone to face them.:: Cerin landed on Braedyn’s shoulder.

Braedyn entered the palace to locate the three missing captains. 

“Captain Braedyn,” one guard said with a respectful nod.

“Why have none of you left the palace to assist the others outside?”

“Orders, sir.”

“Whose orders?”

“Captain Bedwyr. We do not leave our posts. For anything.”

“Where are Bedwyr and the other captains?”

“They went toward their office, sir.”

Braedyn walked down the hallway while Cerin glided ahead of him.

“Braedyn, over here,” Bedwyr said from one of the crossroads.

Braedyn accepted a respectful clasp from the King’s Captain. “Greetings, Bedwyr. I hoped we could meet and speak this evening. I’m sure you have many questions. There is also the matter of how the palace teams didn’t assist with the recovery efforts.”

“Why wasn’t I informed of the King’s decision to sacrifice themselves? We were sent out to protect the palace and keep the calm. As for the rest of it, well, we held our positions here. As required of our positions.” Bedwyr turned and led the way back to a room where the captains gathered and kept their desks and paperwork. The other two captains were there.

Cerin winged in before the door could close and landed on his perch next to Braedyn’s barely used desk. 

“The bird—” 

“Goes where I go, Bedwyr.” Braedyn paused while he read the room and its occupants. After dropping the backpacks on his desk, he tucked the bow in the weapons harness between the twin black-blade swords. “I knew nothing ahead of time. I learned about the royal couple’s plans when I made my battle report.”

“Why did they call you and not one of us?” Eoghan, the Queen’s captain, asked.

“The King sent me outside to assess the situation and speak with the generals. I dealt with battle situations and could get the information required and return unscathed. All of the generals were wounded. But I spoke with Rychell, the last captain on the walls.”

“And from what I heard encouraged the guards to keep fighting, even against those odds,” Eoghan said.

“All I knew was we needed more time. The Trees didn’t produce the acorns. Without those acorns, we couldn’t leave the Realm. We needed time and only the guards fighting back would provide it.”

“And this is what you told the King and Queen.”

“Aye, after confirming it with one of the Heart Keepers. He was leaving the palace and I was returning.” Braedyn studied the other captains. “Am I under some sort of suspicion? I was following the orders of our King.”

“Who is now dead and dust. Along with the Queen. None of us were there. Only you and the Prince,” Fiachna, the Palace Captain, said.

“Do you believe the Prince would lie about what happen? To his parents. That he watched them sacrifice themselves to save the Realm. To save your sorry arses.” Braedyn stepped forward.

“How dare—”

“Nay!” Braedyn pulled his bow and sliced it through the air between them. 

Cerin let out a sharp cry to make the other captains freeze.

“Enough! I will not listen to your lies, slander, and accusations. None of you dared to do more than the requirement of your ‘position.’ When the Realm reappeared and you heard your Prince tell everyone what was happening, none of you left the palace to stand with him, to offer your show of support, or even bother to help with the recovery of soldiers wounded and killed. None of you! You sit here, inside the palace, and conspire.” Braedyn sliced the bow again. “That behavior will no longer be tolerated. All of you will leave the palace and never return. All of you!”

“How dare—” Bedwyr said and stopped when Braedyn touched the bow to his chest.

Cerin fluffed his wings and let out another sharp cry. ::Shall I tear into him with my claws?::

::Nay, hold your position.::

::Until I have your orders, I stay.::

“How. Dare. You! Guards!” Braedyn hollered.

The five young guards poured into the room along with a handful of the palace guards.

“Aye, Captain Braedyn?” Geraint said.

“The captains are relieved of their duty for their treason and betrayal of Prince Conchobar and his parents. They will have a half hour to pack their personal belongings. Only their personal belongings. Nothing from the palace. Escort them at all times. From this room to their personal room and to the exit. They are to exit the premises and not return,” Braedyn ordered.

The guards all went wide-eyed and swiveled their attention from Braedyn to the older captains and back.

“Understood?” Braedyn asked.

“Aye, Captain, aye. One of us with five palace guards on each elf. I’ll remain here with the captain.”

“Aye, sir!” the guards said at once and snapped a sharp salute. 

With a few whispers, the guards split themselves up and moved to surround each former captain. They prodded the older elves to move.

“This will never stand. No one will accept orders from a mixed breed,” Bedwyr snapped at Braedyn while he passed him.

Cerin clacked his beak and moved on his perch.

“There is no one else to reverse it. I believe you are quite wrong in thinking that about me. The elves, both the guard and civilians, have thanked me on far more occasions throughout the night than you could imagine.” Braedyn turned to study the King’s former captain. “Do not even consider a rebellion. You three are the only ones who do not believe our Prince or wish to tempt the Fae into a fight,” he said. “If you attempt to consider a coup or other conspiracy, then you will be banished from the Realm.”

“Move, sir, you’re wasting time,” one of the guards said.

Without another word, Bedwyr strode away, surrounded by the guards.

After the room emptied, Braedyn gathered the packs and placed them on top of another desk. Then he dropped into the chair and rested his bow on the desk. He rubbed his fingers against his forehead to try and soothe the tension. This was not the meeting he planned. “What have I done?”

“Cleaned out the nonbelievers, sir.”

Braedyn looked up at Geraint, who followed him since he confronted them that long ago night for him. Though to the guard it remained the exact same night. Something that added to the tension and confusion in his head. “Why did you believe the Prince’s story about his parents? It’s quite outrageous. Even though I watched it happen, I still can’t believe.”

“Because the Prince never lied to us, nor did the royal family. Why would he lie about the two most important elves to him? The loss of the two most important elves to everyone in the Realm. We all know the Trees can create extraordinary magic. Why not something that can transport the Realm.” Geraint waved behind him toward the mountains. “That is not the mountain range I saw and recognize from this morning. The river sounds are stronger. The entire feeling of the forest surrounding us is different. This forest is welcoming and filled with life. Nialam was stodgy and quiet.”

“Braedyn? What is happening? A guard told me you removed the other captains…” Con stopped talking when he entered the room to find Braedyn and Geraint.

Cerin clacked his beak in greetings.

“Hello, Cerin, I see you keeping watch,” Con said to the hawk.

“This young fellow is Geraint and has been with me all night, the one that originally started everything. I believe he qualifies to become my apprentice. Assistant. I’m not quite sure,” Braedyn said.

“Sir… Captain… I’m honored.” Geraint saluted and bowed to Braedyn.

“Congratulations, Geraint, you deserve it,” Con said. “What about the rest of the young guards?”

“They’ll remain with me. I’ll step up their training for palace guards and the next Royal Shield,” Braedyn said. “They deserve it after all that happened.”

“They will be overwhelmed by your praise and decision, sir,” Geraint said.

“What about the Captain of the Palace? You need to at least fill that position since the others aren’t required. I’m certainly not changing captains if the Trees confirm my becoming King. Only your title will change to reflect mine,” Con said.

“Are there any other guards standing outside?”

“Aye. There were two at the main doors. Another two outside. And more were moving through the halls. I saw one guard moving between all the areas,” Con said.

“That would be Kay Glyndon, one of the lieutenants. When he heard what was happening, he said, ‘With all this treachery underfoot, there is no way I’m leaving the palace unguarded until all the traitors are out. I’m not going to follow them around and leave the rest of the palace vulnerable. I will stand guard. Who is with me?’ Then twelve guards stood next to him. The rest of the guards went with the three captains,” Geraint said.

“Bring him here. Please,” Braedyn said.

Geraint offered a sharp bow. Then he spun on one heel and left the room.

“What happened?” Con moved closer to the desk where Braedyn sat.

Crying out, Cerin swooped down and perched on the back of the chair once used by the Bedwyr. ::I teach bad elf lesson.:: He deliberately turned, lifted his tail, and dropped a large deposit on the seat.

Braedyn burst out laughing.

Con could only stare. Then he joined in on the laughter.

::Mean old elf. Good gone.:: Cerin clapped his beak, turned around, and preened his feathers.

“Too bad I can’t watch him return and sit his arse in that mess, buddy. He’s gone,” Braedyn told his hawk when he caught his breath.

::Cleaner can toss it out. Like him::

::Just like him, buddy.::

“Not the best of friends?”

“No. Bedwyr hated whenever Cerin was inside the palace, especially this room. He resented him. And me for having him. One of the many things we argued about since my promotion,” Braedyn said.

“You didn’t say anything to me.”

“Why would I? There was nothing you or your father could do about it. Other than replacing one of us.” 

Cerin flew over to a closer chair and perched there. He gazed up at the Prince. ::We not leaving. Bad elf could. But King would not be happy,:: he said to them.

“You’re correct, Cerin, my father would not have been please with the discord among the Royal Captains. Still—”

“Still nothing, Con. You can’t fight all of my battles, especially ones about prejudice. Cerin and I dealt with it while we could.” Braedyn waved a hand over the desk. “I barely used this desk, preferring the one in my suite of rooms next to yours.”

“I still want to know when something happens. It’s the two of us now. Just us.” Con covered Braedyn’s hand with his and squeezed. 

“Understood.” Braedyn turned his hand and interlocked their fingers for another squeeze. 

“That includes you too, Cerin,” Con told the hawk.

::I tell you. No worries. I see more than most think.::

“That’s our brave brilliant hawk.” Con stroke his fingers along the hawk’s soft head feathers.

Braedyn smiled at their interaction. “Did the Fae and my cousins leave?”

“They did. Except for Diarmid and the healers. They remain with the patients, though I offered them rooms in the guest wing by the medical area. Instead they created additional cots that they would share throughout rotating shifts.”

“Are the patients healing?”

“Some are. Some, like the two other generals thought dead, are taking longer to come around and required extra dosages and other supplements. Diarmid mentioned it could take time.” Con leaned one hip against the desk. “This is bringing up another issue that we need a proper medical facility and trained healers beyond simple magic. A plain hall with a couple of rooms isn’t much of anything. Diarmid couldn’t believe how we lasted so long without proper facilities.”

“Along with working toilets?”

Con smiled and chuckled. “Not going to forget that bit of ingenuity. Will definitely have to implement those wonderful contraptions within the Realm and the marketplace. Those who come to the marketplace will expect such forward-thinking details in the inns.”

“Inns and stores that will not be owned or managed by elves. Humans will be living and working here. Do you realize what you are opening up?”

“I understand, but I can also assign someone who can take over all of it. I only know we can’t keep living within a protected bubble. It burst and caused chaos and loss. Though, the Fae are protected.”

“But they still have and maintain contacts outside of the Mound. Caderyn and Larkin will help guide you, listen to them, and their advice,” Braedyn said.

“You’ll guide me too—”

“Not like them. I’m nothing like Caderyn. He’s like you, born to rule his kind, and accept the changes coming to the Lands. The interaction between Otherkin and the mortals. Every day it grows. We saw that in our travels, now we need to embrace it, become a more integral part of the Lands.”

“How did you get so worldly and assured of the right path?”

“Finally looked beyond myself, personal problems, and at the Lands around us,” Braedyn said.

“Time for me to do the same?”

“No, your job is to protect the elves and the Realm first. Then we can go beyond the Realm.”

“Though not like my father or grandfather. The Lands and this Realm aren’t the same as when they ruled.”

“Nay, they’re not the same.”

The knock on the door disturbed their quiet moment together.

“Enter,” Braedyn said after Con released his hand and stepped back. 

Cerin turned around on his chair.

“Sir, I located him,” Geraint said when he entered the room. “On patrol.”

Braedyn watched Lieutenant Kay enter, stop with a sharp click of his heels, and offer a salute.

“You requested my presence, Captain,” Kay said.

“Aye, greetings, Lieutenant. I figured you would be one of the few to stand your ground and protect the palace,” Braedyn said.

“Once we realized the Realm was safe when we heard the Prince’s voice and confirmed the King and Queen’s deaths, I wanted to take a squadron out to protect the Prince. Bedwyr rejected my suggestion. I was to remain on post.”

“There were issues with the captain, actually all of them, and now we’re going to reorganize things. The other captains have been relieved of their duties and exiled from the palace. How long have you been part of the Royal Shields?” Braedyn asked.

Standing at rest, hands resting clasped behind his back, Kay shifted his gaze from Con to Braedyn. “A century of annuals. The last fifty annuals as a Lieutenant, one of the potential heirs to the next captain.”

“Do you know what it means to be the Captain of the Palace Royal Shields?”

“Aye, I understand the royal duties and responsibilities that comes with the position. If I may be honest and my words kept within this room,” Kay said after looking around.

“Aye, you may. We would prefer that,” Con said. “Geraint, please close the door.”

Geraint rushed to close the door and returned to his earlier spot. He glanced to the side, then double-glanced at the chair. He nudged Kay to look over. The two guards held back chuckles. Then Geraint peered at Cerin and grinned. “Way to go, hawk.”

Cerin clacked his beak.

“Cerin’s final word,” Braedyn said.

Geraint nodded with a growing smile.

“Feel free to speak,” Con said to move them along.

Kay cleared the laughter. “There is more than treachery. Throughout the night, the one still happening to us with the attack, the Captain of the Palace hid within the protected areas. He never ventured outside or gave directions on how to protect the palace, the Realm, or anything else,” Kay said. “He was quite derelict in his duties.”

“That is… There were guards on patrol when I returned from the walls. Everyone was on guard and in their places,” Braedyn said.

“Because I and the three other lieutenants kept order among the guards, organized the patrols, the rotations, and increased the number of protectors. The orders and organization didn’t come from the captain, but from us. If I may…” Kay reached into an inner jacket pocket. “I wasn’t going to write this down, but the other lieutenants insisted that we protect ourselves. If the captain learned we stepped up without his direct orders, we would be the ones chastised, threatened, and punished. He could strip our titles and position within the Shield.”

“He would threaten that?” Con asked.

“Multiple times. He followed through on those threats with other solid members of the Shield, those following orders or stepping up when he didn’t.” Kay stepped over to the desk and held out the folded papers. “These are the steps the lieutenants and I took to be proactive and continued to protect throughout the night. There is also our collected recollections of the actions or inaction of the various captains.” 

Braedyn accepted them and flipped through them to find the section that matched what he encountered moments before he went to the royal wing.

“You removed a larger problem than we even knew,” Con said while he turned to study Braedyn. 

“Aye. So it seems. I only removed them from the palace and the Shields.”

“I will exile them from the Realm,” Con said and stormed away from the desk. He opened the door and went through to locate the fleeing captains.

Cerin snapped his beak a couple of times. ::Our Prince is stepping up. Good. Bad elves. No good for Realm.::

::Agreed.::

“That’s an interesting twist,” Geraint said. “I approve of this type of royal.”

“Same,” Kay said. A smile broke through his stiff appearance.

“Would you accept the position as Captain of the Palace, Lieutenant Kay? There is no one else I trust in the position to help me control and organize this place. We’re in a critical rebuild and expansion. Things will be changing and we need to adapt,” Braedyn said.

Kay stood in shock. His eyes widened just enough.

“Will you accept?”

“Aye… Umm…” Kay paused and nodded. “This is an honor, sir. I accept the position of Captain of the Palace.”

“Excellent. There is no need to replace the other captains at this point. When the Trees accept the Prince as our new King, I will step up with him.”

“That would be my understanding of how the captains change.”

“Until then, you can stand down for the rest of this evening. There’s not much left. We’ll pick up in the morning. You can choose a desk in here—” Braedyn waved to the one desk where Cerin left his ‘present.’ “We’ll deal with that mess.”

Cerin clacked his beak.

The younger guards couldn’t stop the soft chuckles.

“We’ll begin to reset everything from the ground up. I will bring in Captain Rychell for his input. Two generals died and the other two are recuperating. There is much to figure out, but not tonight.” Braedyn rubbed a hand over his face. “For now. Tonight. The palace is guarded. Aye?”

“Aye, with a series of regular patrols and rotation,” Kay said. “As written down in the pages. It will carry through to the morning. The lieutenants and I weren’t sure how this night would end.”

“Then we’ll continue to follow these orders. Once the former captains leave, things will calm down. For now, find a warm bed, get some sleep.”

“Thank you, Captain Braedyn.”

“Thank you for accepting, Captain Kay,” Braedyn said.

“Good night,” Kay said with a slight bow. “Including you, pretty hawk.”

Cerin tilted his head, then clacked his beak. ::I like this Captain. He nice to hawk. Like Geraint-guard.::

“Cerin says ‘thank you’,” Braedyn said.

“A vital member of our team. Our eyes in the sky, so to speak,” Kay said with a smile.

“That he is—”

“Ahh, that annoyance is finished. They will leave with the daylight,” Con said when he entered the room. “Did you accept, Kay?”

“I did, Your Highness. My enduring gratitude and thanks for your consideration,” Kay said with a respectful bow.

“Welcome to our new… team, let’s call it that.” Con smiled. “Can we call it a very late evening?”

“Aye, it is past time to call it a night,” Braedyn said.

“Guards are posted outside your royal wing, Your Highness. I umm… pulled them from your parents’ wing after learning what happened,” Kay said.

“That was a good decision. It will become another guest wing. I don’t desire to move my belongings and uproot routines. In the morning, I’ll discuss the changing situation with the palace staff,” Con said.

“Until then, it’s time to get rest,” Braedyn said while he rose. “I’ll escort the Prince to his wing. Go find your beds. Geraint, you and your guards can bunk down with the rest of the palace guards.” 

“Appreciate it. That would be nice,” Geraint said.

“I can show all of you some bunks,” Kay said.

“I’ll leave that up to you two.” Braedyn gathered his backpack and slung it over a shoulder. Then he picked up his bow.

“Are you sure, sir?” Kay said.

“Aye, we can find our own way. I’m sticking close to him too,” Braedyn said.

“I insist that only Captain Braedyn remains with me,” Con said while he collected his backpack and held onto the straps.

“Then have a good evening. We’ll close down the palace,” Geraint said.

“Appreciate it,” Braedyn said. “Good evening then.” He motioned for Con to walk out ahead of him.

Cerin winged out of the room and flew through the halls to their wing.

Together they moved through the quiet palace, the protective watch of the guards, and the darkened halls.

Opening one of the double doors, Braedyn motioned for Con to go ahead of him. Cerin followed in and located a perch. Then he closed the doors. As an extra measure, he threw up a protective ward that would alert him.

“Why?” Con asked.

“Protection. It’ll spread throughout the wing. I don’t trust those former captains. There’s too much darkness and hatred within them. Your parents kept them out of their plans for a reason. I believe they knew something was wrong with those three, but didn’t have enough evidence to remove them from office,” Braedyn said. 

Escorting Con to the far end where the bedroom suite was located, Braedyn went inside first. He sent in a few light balls to illuminate the room and aid in his search for anything out of sorts. 

Cerin followed and landed on another perch. 

Only fresh warm water, linens, and bedding indicated anyone had been there. Along with a low fire to ward off the chill. 

“All is clear. Your servants left you water, linens, and changed the bedding. I’ll stay in the next room,” Braedyn said when he motioned for Con to enter.

“You can stay—”

Braedyn moved his gaze to Con, saw the weariness within his eyes, along with the hope of him remaining close. “Not tonight. I’m not far, just in the other room.”

“What if I want to announce there is something more between us?”

“Now isn’t the time. You will be confirmed King by the Trees. The elves need to know you are available to marry and have an heir to continue the line. Not be in bed with a mixed blood guard.”

“You are far more than some mixed blood guard—”

Braedyn placed his fingers against Con’s lips. “Now isn’t the time. Listen to me, please. There are multiple situations and problems. Things are fragile. I’m not going anywhere, but remain by your side.”

Con leaned back and narrowed his gaze. “What we do in privacy is no one’s business. Did what happened between us mean nothing to you?”

“You know it meant something to me. Again, now isn’t the time.” Braedyn skimmed his fingers down Con’s face. “Good night, my Prince.”

With those words, Braedyn forced himself to walk to the far door. He opened and walked through the door. Whistling for Cerin, who flew to the nest he created in a corner, he closed the door, but didn’t lock it.

Leaning back, Braedyn closed his eyes while his heart ached. Especially when he listened to Con banging around and cursing Braedyn for being so stubborn. One of them had to keep their minds focused upon the enormous task placed there. So much had to be done to rebuild and support the Realm. They couldn’t be led astray because of wayward hearts.

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

BRAEDYN

Over a fortnight later, Braedyn could see how things were changing for the elves and the Realm.

Funeral rites were held for the two generals and the guards who didn’t survive the cadgers’ attack and they were entombed within the necropolis in simple ceremonies.

Thanks to the Fae arborists and gardeners, all of the outer farms were created and the Zima tolerant crop was seeded, watered, and fertilized. Barns and pastures built and opened to allow the herders to bring the sheep, goats, and cows to their new homes. Coops for the different chickens, geese, and ducks went up to give the fowl new places to nest and lay precious eggs. Since it was rare for the elves to eat animal meat, they knew it was another item that could be sold at the marketplace.

With the new lake finished and edges secured, the Fae and some humans from the Hinfail Rill locks built the towers and locks on either end where the river and lake met. The locks would support and control travel, bring in some money for the harbor build, and increased security. Another canal and series of locks connected the Rill to the underground lake, Blindhallow. The size of the harbor increased in size every day. Many elves and Fae took trips to the nearest harbor town, Tradehollow, to view how it was built and gain advice from the harbormaster and dockworkers about the docks and storage buildings. They entered the marketplace to see how it was laid out and spread word of the elves’ intent to open a future marketplace and trade opportunities further down the Hinfail Rill come the Vernal Equinox. Traders, shopkeepers, and innkeepers would all be welcomed to set up new locations. 

Along with the harbor, the land for the new marketplace was also laid out, trees danced off into new positions. The general infrastructure and roads were laid out first. Only when the Fae and elves returned from Tradehollow and later, Clearwick and Bellharbor, did buildings begin to get their foundations and walls.

When many cornerstones and posts were planted, Con ordered a celebration and naming of the lake and harbor. The lake was given the name of Lanpon Lake. The harbor marketplace was Winview Port. 

After much debate between Con, Caderyn, and elder civilians, it was decided the Realm should be expanded to adapt to the necessary changes. With the stone wielders and elementalists, the double walls were lifted and pushed outward to increase the interior land to the north, west, and east into the mountains. 

By the end of the fortnight, Diarmid released the last of the patients and closed the makeshift infirmary. He moved to oversee the building of a permanent infirmary in an open section of the expanded area.

At the end of one long day, there was a solemn occasion. After gathering a couple of personal items that represented his parents, Conchobar finished the design of their memorial tomb in the necropolis with the specialized stone wielders and caretakers. 

All of the elves donned their white garments that represent the pure light of the eternal afterlife in the Endless Realm and lined the path toward the necropolis. Caderyn, Larkin, Morric, Xavier, and some other respected and familiar Fae stood with the elves. Many elves tossed poppies, lilies, marigolds, and white roses along the path for the procession walkers to step upon, crushing the precious petals, and releasing the scent to rise upon the air to guide the spirits. Other held lit white candles to guide the procession.

The ancient burial procession started at the palace and walked along the path to the necropolis. 

Two caretakers led the way with each holding candlelit lanterns. They were followed by the three druids, who would oversee the celebration of death and travel to the eternal afterlife. A stone wielder carried the finished cover stone with the King and Queen’s names carved. Then two servants followed. Each one carried a box filled with the personal items Con selected for his parents.

Con followed next dressed in a flowing white tunic and tight trousers with simple sandals on his feet. The golden band of his position as a prince rested upon his forehead and dark auburn braided hair. He kept his head up and his hands at his sides while he walked this final path for his parents.

Dressed in his own white tunic, trousers, and simple sandals, with only his Heartstone bow slung over a shoulder and a plain quiver of arrows hanging on his hip, Braedyn followed the procession as Con’s designated protector and captain.

The closest household servants were the last ones in the procession.

At the closed gates, one druid stepped forward and turned to face the crowd. He lifted his hands and opened the rites.  

“Mother of us all gather us in your arms. You, who know the grief of losing a loved one, send us comfort. Father and protector stand by our side. You, who know life and death, send us guidance as we begin these rites for our beloved King Aedan Ó Díomasaigh and his Queen, Dierdre.” The ceremony to help the spirits of the King and Queen find their way to the Endless Realm continued. 

Then the procession entered the necropolis to the large royal tomb of the Ó Díomasaigh family. Con entered the tomb first with the two servants following. He would direct them to place the boxes. After the servants left, the druids entered and continued the burial portion. At the end, the stone wielder placed the cover stone in front of the opening and used his magic to secure it in position.

The wielder and druids left Con alone in the tomb for his final, personal moments. Braedyn remained just outside in protective mode.

Soon, Con exited the tomb. At his nod, the wielder used his magic to close the stone doors to seal the tomb once again.

“We shall see our loved ones once again in the Endless Realm. Until that time, memories and love shall keep them in our hearts. Blessed be to all,” the druid called out.

Other elves moved throughout the necropolis to lay their final flowers in front of graves and tombs of their ancestors and loved ones.

Con quietly thanked the druids and those who walked the procession with him. Only Braedyn noticed how his eyes glistened with tears.

Late that night, Braedyn didn’t leave Con’s side. He held his crying, mourning Prince close in his arms.

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

BRAEDYN

Another fortnight passed after the solemn ceremony, Braedyn stood in place within a meeting room while Con met with the elder civilians he chose as his advisors along with their friends, Caderyn, Larkin, Morric, and Xavier. They were discussing the next steps for the Realm.

The door open and a servant entered and bowed.

“Aye. What is it?” Con called out.

“Forgive the intrusion, Your Highness, Heart Keeper Llyr wishes to speak to all of you. He requested entrance,” the servant said.

“Let him in,” Con said.

The servant bowed and opened the door. “You may enter, Keeper.”

On silent feet, the Heart Keeper entered, dressed in the black and white robes with the silver stitched decoration of tree limbs along one side of his robes to denote his position. Llyr pressed his hands together and bowed. “Greetings, Prince Conchobar, royal advisors, King Caderyn, Witches Larkin and Morric, and Dragon of Dareldurn.”

“Greetings, Heart Keeper Llyr, is there word from the Heartstone Trees?” Con asked.

“Aye, Your Royal Highness. The Trees request your presence at sundown. It is time to confirm your position. Prepare yourself accordingly. Your servants will provide the proper outfit,” Llyr said.

“I will do as the Trees request,” Con said.

The Keeper bowed. Then he turned to Braedyn. “Greetings, Captain of the Royal Shield of the Prince.”

“Greetings, Keeper Llyr,” Braedyn said, surprised the Keeper would turn to him.

“The Trees also request your presence. You should also prepare and dress accordingly.”

“They do not confirm a title change.”

“This is the request of the Trees. I only speak their words and requests. I do not know the reasons behind their request or words,” Llyr said.

Licking his lower lip, Braedyn offered a partial bow. “Then I will do as the Trees request.”

The Keeper bowed again. Then he turned and left the room.

Braedyn watched the Keeper go and met Con’s gaze. He shrugged since he didn’t know what all that meant.

“Well, it appears today’s agenda is altered. From what I remembered reading my father’s journal about this day, my preparations will take several hours,” Con said. Then he closed the meeting. “I do hope all of you will be there for the Trees confirmation.”

“It is truly a wonderful ceremony to witness,” one of the elder civilians said to the outsides.

“If we’re allowed to stand as witnesses, we shall be there,” Caderyn said after he checked with the others, who all agreed.

Braedyn followed Con out of the room. They traveled across the palace to the royal wing.

Con turned and opened his mouth.

“Don’t even bother. I have no idea why I am being included,” Braedyn said.

“Someone has to know.”

“This is the Trees. Not even the Keepers know.”

“Excuse me, Your Highness,” Pryderi said.

They stopped and turned.

“Greetings, Pryderi. What is it?” Con asked.

“Per the rules of the Royal Confirmation Ceremony, you will need to follow myself and your servants to a special area for your cleansing and preparations. There will be palace guards in a protective barrier, those trained in the rules and steps of the ceremony,” Pryderi said.

“I don’t leave his side,” Braedyn said.

“Pardon, Captain, but because the Trees requested your presence, you shall proceed to your own area for cleansing and preparations. These servants—” Pryderi gestured to a trio of servants to one side. “Shall take you to where you need to go for your preparations.”

“But—”

“I apologize, Captain, but this is according to the rules set by ancestors — both royal and Keepers. All protection will be provided,” Pryderi said. “Your Highness, please follow me.”

“I will be safe, Braedyn. I promise. See you at sundown by the Trees.”

“Please stay safe. At sundown,” Braedyn said.

With a smile, Con turned and followed Pryderi through the hallways.

“Captain, if you could follow,” the leader of the trio for him, Tadhg, said.

“Aye, following,” Braedyn said and turned to follow the trio deep into an unknown area of the palace.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

BRAEDYN

Cleansed and scrubbed, Braedyn was rubbed dry with multiple soft towels. Then the servants massaged his skin with a fragrant oil made from the leaves of the Heartstone Trees. 

After the servants undid his braids, even the beads, they cleansed his hair, combing through it multiple times until it was silky smooth. Taking care to dry his long hair to retain the silkiness, they brushed it out again. Then they carefully created the unique braids that announced his training and position, along with the silver beads that dangled from three braids that fell by his left ear. 

The servants dressed him in a long silky white tunic embroidered with the branches and leaves of the Trees in a combination of black and white threads. Then he stepped into loose black trousers with the same delicate embroidery along each outer side. They slipped his feet into lightweight black slippers. There were no fastenings or undergarments.

“As a chosen bowman of the Trees, you are allowed to carry your strung bow, like you did for the funeral procession. There will be no quiver,” Tadhg said when the other servants twitched and smoothed the fabric.

Then one of the servants held out the strung bow.

Braedyn accepted his precious gift and slung it across his shoulder. Just the simple motion helped settle the nervous energy running through his body.

“Now you are ready to be presented to the Trees. It is time. Please follow us,” Tadhg said and motioned toward the door.

Keeping quiet, Braedyn followed the trio. Though it was a different path, perhaps to protect the secrecy of the preparation chambers.

At the closed main doors, their little group stopped. A pair of palace guards stood in front of the doors. 

Braedyn could hear the cheers outside.

“From here you walk alone on the path to the Heartstone Trees pavilion. When you step outside, you may smile and look upon the crowd. Do not wave or gesture. Keep your eyes forward upon the path. Do not engage with anyone except for the Keepers or the druids,” Tadhg said. “Understand?”

“I understand.”

“The Prince will follow you, but be chosen first. When you reach the protective fence, stand close, and give the right of way to the Prince to meet with the Keepers and the druids,” Tadhg said. “Understand?”

“Aye, I understand.”

“Listen to the druids, the Keepers, and the Trees, they will be your guides. May the blessings of the Heartstone Trees be with you, Captain Braedyn,” Tadhg said with the respectful motion of his hands. Then he motioned to the guards.

The guards turned to face the double doors. They pushed them open and stood against them.

Swallowing hard, Braedyn stepped outside and walked to the edge of the upper terrace. He looked across the vast crowd that filled the opened area between the palace and the Trees protected pavilion. Moving down the stairs, with guards lined up on either side of the path to hold back the crowd, Braedyn stepped on the path. The edges of the bark strewn path bit his feet through the soft slippers. The tiny pricks of pain helped him focus. He walked along, kept his gaze forward, though he could see his cousins standing close to the Trees’ fence with their mates, Caderyn and Xavier. The cheers of his cousins were sharper than others when he moved closer.

The three druids that performed the funeral ceremony stood near the fence, dressed in more elegant robes. They would assist with the blessing and confirmation of Con’s succession into the High King position. Though they weren’t allowed within the Trees’ pavilion. Only the Keepers and those chosen by the Trees could enter. 

When Braedyn stopped, he bowed low in respect.

“Greetings to you, Captain of the Royal Shield of the Prince,” the head druid said with a respectful bow.

“Greetings to you, Druid Berach,” Braedyn said.

The head Heart Keeper stood in front of the gate, dressed in a different set of black and white robes that had silver embroidery gilding the fabrics. When Braedyn turned to face the Keeper, he recognized the embroidery of the Trees’ willow-like branches and leaves that covered his own clothing.

“Greetings and welcome, chosen bowman of the Trees,” the Keeper said.

“Greetings to you, Heart Keeper Llyr,” Braedyn said.

“Please move to the side. The doors open for our Prince.” The Keeper motioned to the side.

Braedyn stepped to the side. He clasped his hands loosely behind his back, his thumbs brushed against the bow to anchor him. Like everyone else, he turned to watch the double doors open again. 

Dressed in similar clothes, except his embroidery glittered in the lingering sunshine, Con stepped outside and stood on the upper terrace. The only thing missing was the golden circlet around his head. He smiled while he looked upon the cheering crowd. Though he didn’t wave. 

Braedyn suspected Con was told the same rules.

The Prince, elegant in his simple clothing, gracefully moved down the steps until he stepped onto the bark-strewn path. Then, keeping his gaze forward, he walked the path until he reached the druids. 

“Greetings and welcome, Prince Conchobar,” Berach said. 

“Greetings, Druid Berach.”

“Are you prepared to enter the ceremony of confirmation for High King by the twin Heartstone Trees, venerated and witnessed by the Heart Keepers and ourselves?”

“I am prepared.”

“Then step forward and greet the head Heart Keeper.” Berach motioned with a sleeve-covered hand to the side.

Con stepped forward to the gate and where Llyr waited.

“Greetings and welcome, Prince Conchobar,” the Keeper said.

“Greetings to you, Heart Keeper Llyr,” Con replied.

“Once you enter the pavilion, you cannot leave for any reason until the confirmation is finished. No matter the outcome, you must remain until the Trees release you. Are you ready to enter?” the Keeper said.

“I am.”

The Keeper turned to the Trees, lifted his hand, and opened the gate.

While Braedyn moved to stand just outside the gate, Con entered the pavilion behind the Keeper. 

The Trees lowered their branches to caress the Keeper and the Prince’s head and shoulders.

“Kneel before the Trees, Conchobar, son of Aedan and Dierdre,” Llyr said and motioned with a hand.

Ever graceful in his movements, Con sank down to his knees upon the ground. He lifted his face to gaze upon the Keeper and the Trees.

“From this moment, what happens between you, the Trees, and our gods and goddesses will remain private and sanctified,” Llyr said and stepped away.

For some time, Con remained kneeling before the Trees, hidden by their branches. The Trees circled their branches around Con’s head. Then they wove one branch each into a crown. They snapped the branches and the leaf crown transformed to a golden leaf circlet.

LLyr stepped forward and secured a twin emerald brooch to the circlet. A brooch that had been secured to his father’s crown.

“Rise, High King of the Southern Woodland Realm,” Llyr announced with a touch of magic to enhance his voice.

While Con carefully rose to his feet, cheers rose high throughout the crowds as everyone celebrated the new High King.

“Do not leave the pavilion. You are still needed,” the Keeper said in a lower voice.

Con stepped to the side.

The Keeper walked to the gate and opened it. His eyes changed to ghostly white. “Enter the pavilion, chosen bowman, Captain of the Royal Shield of the Prince, child of mixed bloodlines.”

Swallowing hard, Braedyn stepped forward until he passed the gate and entered the grassy, well-kept pavilion of the twin Heartstone Trees.

“Braedyn of the Dark, do you enter upon your own free will and chose to enter into the ceremony?” the Keeper said in that ghostly tone.

Though he wasn’t sure what ceremony they were about to go through, Braedyn released his hands to let them fall at his sides. “Aye, I enter of my free will. I chose to enter the ceremony.”

The Keeper’s eyes returned to normal when the Trees released him. “Step forward and kneel before the Trees. What happens between you, the Trees, and our gods and goddesses will remain private and sanctified.”

Stepping forward, Braedyn glanced at Con and up at the Trees. The other Keepers stood in a semi-circle on the far side.

Then something brushed against him.

Kneeling when the branches from the willow-like Trees fell around his head and shoulders, he pulled in a sharp breath. The black and white branches filled with the always golden leaves skimmed across his hair and skin. He remembered this sensation when he had become a chosen bowman and give the Heartstone bow.

/Treasured chosen bowman. Once more you stand before us. How well we remember you./

Braedyn remembered the ghostly voice as well. The Trees spoke directly to him. He could speak back in his thoughts. /Greetings, dryads,/ he spoke to the spirits living within the Trees — twin dryads.

/You remember./

/I do. Why am I here? I’m only a captain and bowman./

/You are the chosen of our new King. Do you wish to be acknowledged as his mate and Consort?/

Braedyn’s eyes widened. He shifted his gaze to look upon Con, who tilted his head in a silent question, but as Llyr mentioned no one else could hear their conversation. /As much as my heart wishes for this acknowledgement, our Realm isn’t ready to accept me in such a position. The King and I can share our connection in private. When the elves are ready, we may decide to proclaim our relationship and wish for your blessings./

/Pragmatic and steady as always. We knew this would be your answer./

/How shall we explain what is happening?/

/Darkness is covering the Lands. It touched our Realm once. It will returned if not stopped./

/The Fae are searching for the leader and creator of the cadgers. It is a Fae, one who betrayed their King at the closest connection — the murderer of his mother. The elves will join the fight when it comes to the battle./

/And your cousins. I feel their connected bloodline through you. Strong. Powerful. Even more when all are connected in a circle. The fourth… is in the vast water to the west. He is waiting to be found. The darkness has not reached their shores, but it will find its way. You will need to find him first. New allies. Unique. Merfolk. Selkies. Sirens. All live within those waters and are powerful warriors./

/Do you mean the western ocean, the Domain of Turwin?/

/That is the vast water with the islands. He will be found there. Though he will travel to find you instead./

/Then I will ask my cousins to help find him./

/Now we are no longer in a deadwood, we can stretch out our roots and connections. We will try to learn more about these cadgers and darkness. We shall call upon you again when we have more information./

/As always, thank you for all the assistance. I hope the both of you are pleased with our new home./

/This forest is old, strong, and welcoming. The strength of the mountains against our backs reassure us. This is a good home. Now how to explain about this ceremony since you’re not a Consort. Ahh…/ The Trees’ dryads broke off the connection. Twin branches wrapped around his head. Another set of branches wound around his bow. 

“Braedyn of the Dark, Captain of the Royal Shield of the High King, scion of witch, elf, and Dark Ælf bloodlines, do you accept the confirmation as Bowman of the Trees and Protector of the Realm?” Llyr intoned.

“Aye, I accept the confirmation,” Braedyn said.

“Rise and be welcomed by all within the Realm. No more are you Braedyn of the Dark. Forevermore, you shall be known as Braedyn McShayne, Bowman of the Trees, Protector of the Realm, and Captain of the Royal Shield of the High King,” Llyr announced using magic to enhance his voice for everyone to hear.

The Trees broke off the branches. The branches remained their original colors but the leaves became pure gold.

Rising to his feet, Braedyn turned to face the cheering crowd. Right in front were his cousins, Larkin and Morric. They heard his true name being spoken for the first time, acknowledging his powerful and ancient witch bloodline. He moved forward to stand next to Con by the fence.

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

BRAEDYN

At some point during the festivities celebrating Con’s confirmation to High King, Braedyn stepped off to the side, trying to get away from the attention. He preferred his life in the shadows behind Con’s bright light and personality.

As if sensing his need for this, Caderyn helped him maneuver through the crowds. He managed to snag two goblets from a passing servant and handed one over to Braedyn. “Looks like you need whatever is in it.”

Braedyn swirled the liquid and sniffed. “A celebration cider made from last season’s apples. Only the best for these celebrations for the High King.” Then he took a long hardy sip.

“From what I can tell, what happened to you was not a normal event with the Trees,” he said while he twirled a cup. He sipped at the bright cider. “This is quite tasty.”

“The alcohol will hit you later.”

“I’m used to strong spirits.”

“Giving you a warning.”

“More like avoiding the subject.” Caderyn tilted the cup to Braedyn. “May I ask what happened?”

“Technically I shouldn’t say anything that happens with the Trees, but as you figured out…” Braedyn took another sip. “It wasn’t normal. This was my second intimate visit with the Trees.”

“The first?” 

Braedyn skimmed his thumb along the bow. “When I was gifted with my bow.”

“A high gift.”

“Rare. No one knows why the Trees select an archer to receive a bow.”

Caderyn leaned a shoulder against the pillar. He glanced to the side to study the milling crowd. “Do they talk to you?” He moved his gaze back to Braedyn.

Braedyn studied the Fae King who rescued him and the elves and knew the male could be trusted. “The Trees are connected to Dryads, ancient pure elemental creatures who live within various trees. These twin Dryads connected to our Trees and Realm many generations ago. It’s the Dryads who speak to the Keepers and the royals who are welcome to touch them. It’s not known if they speak to anyone else, like a random archer.”

“Let alone do it twice,” Caderyn said.

Braedyn nodded.

“What did they want?”

“To announce my becoming the King’s Consort, but I dissuaded them of the notion. The deeper connection is still new and tentative. I don’t want to test it under the scrutiny of the court and the Realm.”

“They see you as the hero of the Realm, the protector of your King. I don’t think you’re someone they look upon with hatred or disgust. At least not any longer. Your actions and behavior changed their thoughts,” Caderyn said.

“It’s still too new to test it out in the open after the dissent and hatred I discovered among the highest members of the guard.”

“I can see where you are coming from. It was the same with Larkin and I,” Caderyn admitted. 

“How?”

“After being kidnapped and tortured by cadgers, Larkin’s core shattered. He escaped through the Interwoven Maze, but became lost and unable to return to our reality. It took some… extraordinary steps by Xavier, Morric, and I to bring him back,” Caderyn said. Then he smiled when he caught sight of his mate.

Braedyn followed Caderyn’s gaze to locate his cousin. “I had no knowledge of his troubles. From his outward appearance, you would never tell.”

“Aye. Upon his awakening, our souls connected through some unusual form of magic and destiny. We’re continuing to figure out how it happen. When our souls connected, his core finished its healing and restored him to full health and vitality. This spirited witch is his true nature and identity. One I glimpsed a couple of times before I discovered him in the gardens, core shattered, mind lost to the Maze.”

“He’s quite amazing.”

“That he is. I’m learning more about him every day,” Caderyn said with another smile, filled with love. “When we step out to celebrate his recovery, the Mound was announcing to everyone that not only was he my mate, but we’re the fate chosen royal couple destined to rule. That was when Con entered the Mound.”

“Full announcement without any request to you.”

“The Mound doesn’t speak to us like the Trees. It’s sentient, but not speaking. Things come and go, disappear, reappear, and change about at the whims of the Mound. This time it was the roses blooming, branches touching us, and the crowns appearing on our heads.”

“There was more the Trees spoke about before announcing all of my new titles. They did that to cover our extended conversation,” Braedyn said.

“What about?”

“The future of the darkness. The fourth McShayne cousin.”

“I believe we will need to collect the others and find some privacy.”

“After the celebrations are finished. If we disappear, it will cause too much attention and interest.”

“Agreed.”

Braedyn took the final sips of cider to fortify himself.

“Back into the fray.”

“Aye,” Braedyn said. 

Caderyn clapped a hand on Braedyn’s shoulder. “One night and you can return to your shadows.”

“Thank you for this moment.”

“Welcome. Not everyone wishes to belong in the limelight. There was a long time when I didn’t want the crown or the responsibilities. I was happy with my lower rank as prince and leader of the military.”

“I didn’t want anything more than become part of the Royal Shield.”

“That is why Fate chooses beings like us to move into more prominent roles. Because we respect what is happening without taking advantage and twisting it. You will do more behind the scenes, in charge of the Shield, and for the legacy of Con.” Caderyn squeezed Braedyn’s shoulder. “You will get through this and come out a better male. It will make you a stronger consort when you chose to step into that position and stand next to your King as his equal in love, power, and commitment.”

“Thank you, Caderyn.”

“Come. Let’s go find the ones who stole our hearts.” With a grin, Caderyn ventured back into the crowd.

Braedyn followed the taller Fae male, knowing he will lead them true.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

BRAEDYN

After changing into his regular attire, Braedyn entered the private sitting area where Morric, Xavier, Larkin, and Caderyn settled among the different sofas and chaises. Mistral curled by Larkin’s feet. Cerin located a perch nearby.

::Where have you been?:: Braedyn sent.

::In the branches of the Trees. I kept quiet and out of sight. They let me perch there at times. They like me. I protect them and eat any rodents that try to nibble on their leaves or bark. You did good. Always.::

::Thank you, my hawk.::

A fire sparkled and flared in the fireplace. A tray with a pot of tea, cups, and light munchies waited on the table.

Con entered from the opposite door, having changed into more relaxed clothing. He went to a chaise and curled against the corner. 

Braedyn sat upon the foot of the chaise.

“Why are we here and not seeking our beds?” Xavier asked.

“Hush, dragon,” Morric said while poking his elbow into Xavier’s side.

“It’s regarding what the Trees told me,” Braedyn said. “At least what the Dryads within the Trees told me. Now they are out of the deadwood, they regained their connections outside of our Realm and know far more than we ever could.”

“’Tis true. Their reach is incredible,” Con said. “While any elf would never speak of their conversation with the Trees, it is considered sacred to us, I believe they wish us to share the knowledge.”

“What knowledge is that?” Xavier asked.

“The location of the fourth McShayne cousin. He’s alive and thriving, but could be in danger from the cadgers,” Braedyn said.

“Explain. Everything,” Larkin said.

Braedyn recounted his conversation with the Dryads about the McShayne cousin.

“The Domain of Turwin. The western ocean,” Xavier repeated.

Braedyn nodded. “Somewhere near the islands are merfolk, selkies, and sirens. At some point in his life, our cousin made his way there.”

“Have you flown over the western ocean?” Morric asked his dragon.

“Not far out over the deep blue water. I kept closer to the coastline, mapping it,” Xavier said.

“Is there a place where we can begin?” Larkin asked.

“The Trees mentioned our cousin could be traveling to find us. Perhaps we will meet in the middle, closer to a coastal port,” Braedyn said.

“There could be two places, both of them are busy seaports that connect to a river that flows back to the interior. One is by the Munridon Brook. The other is the Shawdurn Tributary,” Xavier said. “Is there a—”

Caderyn snapped his fingers and a rolled map appeared. He unrolled it and used magic to let it hover above the table.

“Show-off, though impressive since we’re not home,” Larkin said.

“Hmm. There’s a port here—” Xavier pointed to one place. “The other is here.” He indicated the second place.

“Which could bring us close to Nialam,” Con said.

“I don’t think the cadgers will remain within Nialam or spread further south. They can’t remain out in the open and need the caves to hide. They’ll return to Bonavern. They have a stranglehold upon the southern edge of those mountains,” Caderyn said.

“Can you create a portal to one of the seaports?” Braedyn asked Caderyn.

“Unless it’s somewhere I personally visited or someone I touch to use their memories, the portal will not connect. We could send out a series of scouts to travel further west. Find a safe route to Stoughcroft Wilds and the ocean. There is a western court of Fae in Stoughcroft,” Caderyn said.

“There should be a western Realm of elves within the Wilds,” Con said. 

“Sounds like a good place to disappear,” Morric said.

“Quite different from the eastern lands. The furthest I traveled is Slyport on the western edge of Goldosa Lake in Emlams Fields,” Larkin said. “Only a few seasoned traders venture to the Wilds and only in reliable weather and seasons.”

“Where should our scouts start, beloved?” Caderyn asked Larkin.

“Let them portal to Clearwick or Slyport. Connect with traders to travel across to the Shawdurn Tributary instead of venturing alone. If they portal to Springhorn, they can catch a ride on a barge for Munriden to the ocean,” Larkin said while he pointed out the cities. “If no one has been there, they can portal to the next closest cities, travel to those two places and venture from there. It will cut down on the time and potential danger from the cadgers. Clearwick is the closest to Bonavern, but they are cautious and careful.”

“From there, we can figure out how to locate the merfolk,” Braedyn said.

“In the meanwhile, we try to get answers from the cadger captain. Then start our search to locate the Master… The—” Caderyn swallowed hard. “The Fae who murdered my mother.”

“Locate the merfolk, our cousin, and seek and destroy the leader of the cadgers. Sounds like a good series of plans,” Morric said.

“First step, get a good night’s sleep. Good night all,” Xavier said while he stood up. He tugged his mate to his feet, waved, and led him out.

“You crazy dragon,” Morric said, laughing the entire time.

“While he is crazy, I do agree with his idea,” Caderyn said. With a snap of his fingers, he disappeared the map. Then he rose and held out his hand to Larkin.

“Same here. Good night,” Larkin said while he took Caderyn’s hand. They soon followed the other couple out of the door. A sleepy Mistral trotted after them.

That left Braedyn and Con alone in the room upon the same chaise.

Braedyn turned to face his Prince…now his King. He rose to his feet and held out his hand. “My King.”

“Stay with me?”

With a smile, Braedyn nodded. “Forever and as long as you desire.”

“Forever, my protector, forever.” With graceful movements, Con stood and moved into Braedyn’s arms.

Their lips met in a kiss that spoke of love in their future.
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