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            Prologue

          

          Somewhere in the Eastern Fringe; Year 4278 of the Reign of the Guardians.

        

      

    

    
      Tellen held tight to the Fire Witch as he opened a pit in the earth, plunging them both into its depths. Their pace accelerated as he opened channel after channel through the rock. His power was beginning to wane, but they were nearly there.

      His status as Earth Guardian afforded him control over the element, especially as he wore the Earthspark medallion. He had the power to will mountains to rise from the abyss or flatten into valleys with only a thought. Or he did before his medallion had been stolen.

      "Release me!" demanded the Fire Witch.

      She clawed at his chest, digging deep into his skin, but Tellen would not yield. He opened one final crevasse, and they collapsed onto the warm stone. The Fire Guardian groaned as she tried to roll to her side. Tellen pulled himself to his feet, grunting from the effort, and forced the vile woman against the wall.

      "What do you think you are doing?" she asked in alarm, trying to wriggle free.

      "The dragon deserved what he got. It's your turn. From now on, you'll live out the rest of your meager existence in the bowels of the earth, alone, until the day the Great King decides this world is over," Tellen said, his face hardening into a mask of indifference. "You've destroyed countless cities, killing thousands. You stole my beloved and fed her to that cursed king, forcing me to watch as he cut her down. Your reign of bloodshed is over, Fiora."

      He urged the rock to fold onto her arms and legs, pinning her against the wall. His battered frame shook with exhaustion.

      "You can't do this," the Fire Witch screamed. Her terror glistened upon her face. "I will get free, as will Cadaras, and then you truly will lose all you love. I will take everything from you."

      As the rock rolled onto her face, Tellen felt his insides shatter. "You already have."

      The woman's scream echoed throughout the cavern as she became encased by stone. Tellen fell to his knees. Grief and exhaustion finally overtook him. He knew he couldn't stay here, but neither did he have enough energy to make it back to the surface.

      Staring at the blank expanse of rock that now covered the Fire Witch, he forced his aching body to climb back through the layers of earth. He refused to fade away down here next to her.

      Tellen ascended as high as he could, but he wasn't going to make it. The fuel for his anger now lay ensconced far below him. A solitary tear slid down his cheek. He pushed himself far enough to find an open space, barely climbing out of the rock before his body gave out.

      "I've failed," he whispered, drifting away into oblivion. "I failed you all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Mask Of A Princess

          

          Solomon, Tellidus; Year 5287, Or 1287 Post Fall of the Guardians

        

      

    

    
      The ticking sound of the wooden clock on the wall connecting all three stories of the library echoed in the otherwise silent building. The massive granite edifice had been constructed centuries ago by King Dominic Rastus Comstock, who was renowned for his love of books and learning.

      The library had been built to house the vast amount of books King Dominic had found. Then he taught his people to use them. The library was filled with every book that could be found, creating the need for floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on every level.

      Evening sunlight streamed in through the upper story windows, filling an alcove with a warm orange glow. Nienna Comstock hovered over a wide table where a newly inked and nearly completed map of Tellidus Valley lay open. Named for one of the Guardians who helped create it, or so the legends say. However, every record of this Guardian had been destroyed after he broke apart the Comstock empire into the fractured kingdoms it was today.

      No one had heard anything of the elusive Guardians in well over a thousand years. They, the mysterious skin-changers, and nameless other creatures disappeared during the Guardians' civil war.

      The few histories that remained painted them as violent and primal beings who destroyed one another during a great battle. The sly skin-changers and their cohorts of rock monsters and demonic wolves were hunted down by her forbearers, and peace ensued. 

      Though her people were plunged into a darkness of innovation and knowledge after the Guardians' fall, the might of Tellidus grew once more. In fact, it flourished. Her people were masters of masonry. They built elegant buildings, bridges that spanned lakes, and knowledge was taught to all who had the determination to seek it. 

      After her education at  Alturis University, Nienna had found her place in life. Or as much as she was allowed to do. At the moment, she could easily have been mistaken for a tradeswoman in her green tunic and brown trousers, except for the wolf head ring on her finger. Her long dark brown hair was pulled back into a messy knot at the base of her neck, and she was surrounded by books and various objects arranged in neat piles.

      Her grey eyes raced from her notes on the corner of the table to the measuring instrument in her hand. Biting her lip, she set the last of the bordering lines. She glowed with pride as she took in her work. It was perfect. She had quadruple-checked everything. Her notes were as accurate as if she were still standing at the invisible line that divided the Northern Reach from the kingdom of Tellidus.

      A commotion somewhere in the library pricked her ears, but Nienna ignored it. She was so close to finishing her map. She was supposed to be dressed in a ball gown at the moment, but the work she was doing here would have far more significant effects than her plastering a fake smile to her face at the party. Her father had wanted the map done tonight in order to present it to his council members in the morning.

      Nienna had told her brother to take her family and leave for the party without her if she wasn't done in time. She hoped they would. Then she could arrive just before it ended, give her congratulations to the happy couple, and get off to bed. She had more important matters to deal with than a ball.

      She etched the name of the small mountain town of Silverlen, where a vast deposit of pure silver had been found. This small town would now be the means of significant wealth to the kingdom of Tellidus. The only problem was it took so long to bring the silver to the smiths' forges in the capital city of Solomon. That's where she came in.

      Nienna reflected on the day she discovered the deer trail that led in a straight line between Silverlen and  Solomon. She'd been on a weeklong excursion with other cartography students touring the new mine and helping to survey the land for the Alturis University professors trying to solve the problem of transporting the silver.

      During a break, she decided to take a walk through the woods, where she discovered what appeared to be a wildlife highway leading almost directly south. Convincing some of the other students to join her, she followed the trail as far as the Grimaldi Forest. From there, the group decided to finish their work in Silverlen, then continue down the path to its end. It turned out the trail ran to the outlying farms surrounding Solomon.

      Her family had been shocked to see her and her companions turn up in the capital to resupply and prepare for their return to Alturis with the excellent news. 

      The current road between Silverlen and Solomon took the user on a meandering two-week journey along the Eastern Fringe, bringing them too close to the Ghost Valley and Solace Prison in the Ridgebacks. Terrible things happened to those who ventured off the path and near the cursed peaks of Solace. Not even bandits liked to reside there.

      The route she'd discovered, however, would reduce that trip to four days. That deer trail was now becoming a real road.

      The town of Silverlen was glad to see a way to grow. Very little thrived in the northern part of the kingdom because of its altitude. But now, they would have a reliable means of commerce. It would also help fortify that portion of the kingdom, as it was often attacked by raiders from the lands beyond.

      Nienna stretched as she sprinkled sand on the map to keep the ink from smearing across the page.

      "You're late," a stern voice whispered in her ear.

      Nienna screeched, jumping away from the voice—and her completed map. She toppled over when she hit a tall stack of books lying on the floor, and everything, including Nienna, went spilling backward.

      Her brother, Owen, doubled over with laughter at the sight of her. Nienna's head popped up, and she glared at the broad young man towering over her.

      "Are you quite finished?" she demanded.

      "I'm—I'm sorry," Owen gasped between laughs. "I can't help it. You should have seen your face!" He wiped tears from his eyes.

      Nienna tried to roll to her side but couldn't manage to get herself untangled from all the books.

      "You shouldn't sneak up on people like that. It's considered rude."

      "I can't say I did much sneaking," Owen said. His laughing had slowed down to chuckles. "I yelled your name when I entered the library because I knew you were here. You're always here. You never did answer me, so I came looking."

      An excess of giggles escaped before he could finish. "I know how much you like secluded, well-lit areas, and there are only six such places in this building. I kept calling your name but still no answer. When I found you with your nose nearly touching the parchment, I spoke your name four times with no response. So, I thought I would try whispering, and it worked." Owen grinned. It was obvious he was pleased with himself.

      "You nearly made my heart stop," Nienna complained.

      "I did wait until you'd finished," Owen said, holding up a finger to forestall arguments.

      Conceding, Nienna shrugged from her toppled position. "Aye, you did at that. Now help me out of this."

      Owen reached down a large hand and easily pulled his slender sister out of her entrapment of books. Nienna's once messy hair was now quite disheveled. Owen pretended to brush the dust from her vest and trousers. She hit his hand away, and he smirked.

      "What happened to you leaving without me?" Nienna asked as she bent down to restack her books.

      "I tried, but Mother insisted that we are a family and should arrive as such," he said, leaning against the table to watch her.

      "I wish you would've told me so I could get ready then," she grumbled as she stacked another book.

      "I thought you were a big girl and would get yourself ready anyway," he said with a smirk as he glanced down at the wooden table. "Is this the map Father asked for?"

      "Yes," Nienna gushed, immediately forgetting about the party and her lack of preparation. "I've been working on it all day."

      "This will help ease his mood," Owen said. He blew some of the sand off the parchment and whistled. "If I hadn't seen you working on it, I wouldn't believe you'd done this."

      Nienna punched his arm. "Come on, be fair."

      "Honestly, I didn't think a girl could do this. This"—Owen gestured at the map—"this is even better than Professor Bates's work at  Alturis University, and he's supposed to be the best."

      Nienna couldn't contain the smug smile that spread across her face. "I know. I could never stand him as a professor, and the day he gave me a failing grade for having outdrawn his map of Coulter Valley, I vowed I would become known as the best cartographer there has ever been in all of Tellidus."

      Owen raised his eyebrows. "Now, don't get your hopes up too high. You don't want to be crushed too badly by the next round of cartographers leaving the university. Besides, you're going to get married off to some rich baron and live out the rest of your days running a household," he said sagely.

      Nienna looked at him with narrowed eyes. She began to draw her fist back to punch him again when Owen asked, "Speaking of professors, whatever happened to you becoming one? Or is that no longer your ambition?"

      The distraction worked. Nienna dropped her hand.

      "It was my plan, but there were no positions open. The dean said she would reach out if something changed, but I'm afraid I'll have to wait for a couple of years before an opportunity arises," she said, a little deflated.

      "Owen! Nienna!" Her father, a large man with short-cropped dark hair and a finely trimmed beard, barked as he came around the corner of the balcony.

      The siblings winced as they saw their father stand before them like a thundercloud. King Hammond Thaddeus Comstock was dressed in a white embroidered shirt and a midnight blue vest and trousers. His grey eyes stormed dangerously.

      "We. Are. Late," the king growled, punching out every word.

      Nienna quickly bent down to gather up her notebooks and stow them in her carry bag. Perhaps it would have been better to get ready first and work on the map afterward.

      Owen gave Nienna a patronizing look, then grabbed the map and shook off the rest of the sand from the now dry parchment.

      "I found her, Father, lollygagging up here like a little girl with dolls," Owen said importantly.

      Nienna took the notebook in her hand and whacked her brother on the shins. He hopped away before she could do it again. Her father's eyes began to crackle with anger until Owen handed the parchment to the glaring king. 

      "However, she did finish this."

      Their father glowered at the parchment until he realized what it was. His expression cleared like the sun coming from behind clouds.

      "Excellent work, Nienna," he said, not taking his eyes off the map. "This is more detailed than I'd hoped for. This map is exactly what we need in the meeting tomorrow."

      Nienna's cheeks reddened at the praise.

      "Now, let's go before your mother comes hunting us." Turning around, King Hammond led them down the grand staircase, all the while staring at the map.

      "I'm amazed he knows where he's going," Owen whispered to Nienna as they walked side-by-side after their father.

      Nienna stifled a laugh and nodded.

      The Commander of the Guard, Horacio Marks, was waiting for them at the bottom of the stairs. Commander Marks had been part of the king's guard for as long as Nienna could remember. He was a wiry man with dusk-colored hair and a scar that ran along the left side of his keen face. This man was also her father's dearest friend. As Nienna approached, he gave her a curt nod and a tight smile. Ever the soldier.

      King Hammond finally tore his gaze away from the map and handed the parchment back to Nienna.

      "I want you to present this in the council meeting tomorrow. You will do it much better than I."

      "Really?" Nienna asked, unable to hide her disbelief.

      "Of course. You found the trail and drew the map. You should be the one to present it. Are you up for it?"

      “Yes, sir," Nienna said, barely containing her glee. This map was her first actual project since she completed her education. Now her father was trusting her to present it to the Council of Advisors tomorrow. She wanted to sing as the family left the library through the oak double doors and out into the courtyard. 

      Evening had fallen, and the last rays of sunlight spiked above the jagged peaks of the Mountain Veil in the distance. The spring air was chilly to Nienna after being cloistered in the library all day. Owen turned to her as she shivered.

      "You should have brought a jacket," he observed.

      Nienna looked at him wryly. "Thank you for that insightful deduction."

      Owen gave her a self-satisfied grin and bowed.

      A carriage awaited them on the far side of the courtyard, drawn by two solid chestnut geldings. A sense of impending doom blossomed in her middle.

      The king entered the carriage first, followed by Owen. Nienna hesitated outside the door. She felt like she was entering the lair of a spider. Bound to end up as its dinner rather than exiting the carriage again. 

      The footman held out his hand and gave her a bracing smile. Nienna took a deep inhale and accepted the footman's hand. She entered the dim carriage, waiting for the spider to pounce.

      Owen and the king were silent as Nienna took her seat beside her brother. Queen Elora, her mother, looking resplendent in a dress of periwinkle that contrasted beautifully against her ivory skin and honey hair, glared at her daughter as though she had entered the pristine carriage covered in horse muck.

      Nienna did her best to meet her mother's eye but couldn't hold it for long. The family was supposed to be at the engagement ball for Owen and his future bride, Rivkah Parker, held at the bride's home. They were now very late. Because of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ball

          

        

      

    

    
      "You were supposed to be ready for the party an hour ago," Nienna's mother fumed. "You look as though you haven't left that library since you arrived home from the university."

      Nienna tried to protest, but Elora wouldn't hear it. The princess was glad the carriage was dim so that her mother couldn't see the extent of her unpreparedness.

      "What kept you all day?" Elora asked, her hackles raised.

      "I was working on the map to Silverlen as Father asked me to do," Nienna said in a timid voice.

      Her mother harrumphed. "There is a time to be a cartographer and a time to act like the princess you are."

      "The map is exceptional, Nienna," her father interjected before her mother could get too far into her tirade. "I think it will help the road builders know what to prepare. The elevation changes and terrain explanations seemed to be extremely thorough."

      "Thank you," Nienna replied, still feeling cowed by her mother's outrage.

      The queen's lips only grew thinner.

      It was rare for her father to openly praise her like that, especially in front of others. Owen elbowed her in the ribs as though to emphasize the point. She wanted to rib him back as though to say, "Yes, I know, how tender," but she was feeling too guilty to respond.

      Owen smiled. He had an annoying knack for reading Nienna's emotions.

      Elora broke back into the conversation. "I don't suppose you brought anything to change into?"

      "Um, yes, a change of clothes…." Nienna trailed off.

      Her mother tossed her a large satchel. "I didn't think so. Thank the gems I decided to prepare just in case you didn't have anything but your ink-stained shirt and trousers."

      Nienna peered inside. She saw slippers, several pins, and a brush.

      "There isn't a dress in here," Nienna commented.

      "The dress in question is hanging up next to Owen. It would have been ruined in the satchel—honestly, child. Don't you use your eyes?" the queen chided.

      Now that the queen had pointed the dress out, Nienna wondered how she'd missed it. As she looked back to her mother's livid face, however, she knew exactly why.

      The dress in question was a beautiful midnight blue. She'd seen it hanging on a dress form in the corner of her room for the past week but hadn't given it much thought. 

      "What's this?" Nienna asked, holding up a smaller bag.

      "That, dear, is for your face. Honestly, didn't you fix yourself up once in a while at the university?"

      Nienna pulled out a few of the contents. She recognized the rouge many girls would wear on their cheeks and lips to draw the attention of young men. She never sank to such levels.

      Curling her upper lip with disgust, she murmured, "Really?"

      "Yes. There will be no arguing. Had you gotten ready on your own, you could have made these decisions for yourself. As it stands, you must accept what I choose for you. No complaints."

      Nienna sat back in her seat and inwardly groaned. Her mother would dress her up like a winter turkey and feed her to the hungry crows in the dance hall. Owen looked out the carriage window, but she could still see the sides of his face turned up in his usual impish smile. He knew how she felt about makeup.

      The carriage soon pulled up to a large manor house with sprawling gardens and walkways. Torches lined the entrance into the grand home. A few others were climbing out of various carriages lining the drive. At least they weren't the only ones late.

      The door opened, and the family got out. Nienna clutched her satchel awkwardly while the footman fetched the dress.

      A man in a fine dark suit strode out of the double doors and greeted the royal family. "Good evening, Your Majesties. We are honored to have you at the Parker Estate once again. Prince Owen, it's always a pleasure." He shook Owen's hand but couldn't hide a grimace as if Owen had placed a slimy frog in the man's pudgy palm. It wouldn't surprise her if her brother did just that on a previous visit.

       The man's eyes locked on Nienna. He frowned in disapproval. She ground her teeth in return.

      "If you require a room to change attire, I can show one to you when we are inside."

      "Thank you, Kaso," Elora said, throwing a dark look at Nienna.

      The other latecomers held back, allowing Nienna's party to pass unhindered.

      Once inside, the man directed an attendant to conduct the king and prince into the dance hall, then motioned for the queen and Nienna to follow him. He showed them to a room not far from the main entrance and barked at an attendant to bring water and a basin.

      Elora ordered her to start changing out of her work clothes and scrub the ink off her arms and face.

      "Where did they pull this water from?" Nienna wondered aloud as her teeth chattered. "An ice pit?"

      Elora gave Nienna a smug smile and indicated that she needed to keep scrubbing her inked-on freckles.

      After a vigorous inspection, the queen allowed Nienna to change into her gown and slippers. The comb in her mother's hand was not gentle. However, she coaxed Nienna's hair into a respectable knot.

      The rouge came next. Fortunately, Elora used a more experienced hand than the university girls, setting the right touch of color to her cheeks and lips. The final look yielded the person Nienna tried to hide. Princess Nienna Reina Comstock. Second-born with no throne to call her own. Good for nothing but to be married off. Set aside as a spare should worse come to worst.

      Satisfied with her work, the queen led the way out of the room. Music flowed down the hall. It was a lively tune, and Nienna could hear stomping feet in time with the beat. As the two approached the dance hall, the doorman asked if they would like to be announced.

      "No, we are late enough," Elora said.

      The man faded back into the doorframe as they passed into the light from the hall. A swirl of evening colors in pink, purple, and blue greeted Nienna's eyes. Glittering jewelry winked like shooting stars as their owners twirled around. The sight was breathtaking. 

      A knot began to form in her middle. She never did well in these situations. She hated crowds. And at the moment, she felt like a chunk of coal sinking in an ocean of stars. She searched for anything and anyone stable in the ballroom to keep her grounded. 

      She spied Owen and his bride-to-be, Rivkah Parker, greeting guests in the back of the hall. King Hammond stood in an alcove deep in discussion with a handful of his advisors, who'd made a show of coming to support the young prince. She didn't recognize anyone else.

      "Jewelry." The queen cursed under her breath, bringing Nienna back to her current situation. "I forgot your jewelry."

      "I'm sure it will be fine, Mother," Nienna muttered. Having the jewelry on top of the makeup might have been too much. She generally tried her best to remain unremarkable and unnoticed at all times. It was easier that way.

      "The theme of the party is evening stars," her mother hissed back. "There isn't a thing that glitters on you."

      "Be careful, Mother," Nienna replied in a sarcastic tone. "I'm getting the impression you were planning to parade me around like a prized horse tonight."

      Elora did not respond.

      Nienna did her best to keep her head up. The air was stifling hot with so many warm bodies, and the clash of perfume was almost nauseating. Yet, she couldn't help but notice as the partygoers eyed her and leaned in toward one another to hear their neighbor's comments over the thrum of the music.

      Elora paved the way to the front of the hall, parting the dazzling crowd like a mason's chisel in stone to where Owen and his betrothed stood greeting guests. Her brother caught sight of Nienna and did a double-take, then returned his attention to the well-wisher in front of him.

      Soon it was the queen's turn to greet the couple. Elora spoke to Rivkah warmly, and the pair embraced. When she reached Owen, she straightened his lapels and gave him a small pat on the cheek. With grace born from years of practice, the queen parted the crowds once more and set off to find Rivkah's mother, Denise, most likely to sort out more wedding details.

      "I was wondering when you might show," Owen said, turning to Nienna. "Mother does nice work. None too few heads turned as you came across the room, and not all of them single. Even now, there are still a few gentlemen trying to catch the eye of the mysterious woman in blue." Owen raised his eyebrows.

      "Oh, go stuff yourself," Nienna said quietly so as not to allow her voice to carry. 

      "You do look stunning," Rivkah said, giving Owen a light squeeze on his shoulder. "He wasn't entirely jesting about the head-turning."

      Nienna gave her future sister-in-law a small smile.

      "Well, feel free to inform my mother. She'll be thrilled to hear her handiwork is admired. Anyway," Nienna said, clearing her throat to change the subject. "I'm sorry I made Owen so late. I lost track of time as I was working this afternoon."

      "It's quite alright," Rivkah said. "I didn't have to come down to the party until Owen arrived, so less time for people to try to win favors so they can ask one of their own."

      "Yes," Owen said, puffing himself up. "I hope we get a few more invitations to eat at noblemen's houses. Cookie won't have to worry about our meals for at least a month after the wedding."

      "Too bad none of them can cook as well as Cookie," Nienna said.

      "Hush, the both of you," Rivkah said, looking around. "Someone might think you're serious."

      "Who says I'm not?" Owen protested, looking at her.

      The future queen promptly stepped on Owen's foot with her heel, making him wince. Nienna tried to stifle a laugh. Rivkah was the perfect woman for Owen. Not only could she keep him and his jokes in check, but she could give it right back to him, albeit in a far more discreet manner.

      Nienna met Rivkah when she was eight at the Solomon Harvest Festival  held in the city forum each fall. Owen, who was ten at the time, had been fascinated by the young redhead who now stood beside him.

      Rivkah used to wear her hair in two braids down her back, and Owen took every opportunity he could to drag her around the party. Finally, she'd had enough and threw her fist straight into Owen's right eye. The blow knocked the obnoxious youth to his backside.

      Nienna had laughed as Owen propped himself up on his elbows. A dark bruise was already beginning to form.

      "Sis," he said in his most serious voice, "I'm going to marry that girl someday. That was an amazing punch."

      She continued to laugh as her brother picked himself up off the ground. She hadn't realized how earnest he was until about a year ago when he began to court Rivkah. Of all the noblewomen the prince could have found in Tellidus, Nienna knew of no one better or more genuine.

      Owen had grown from that scrawny boy into a strong man of medium build. His short honey brown hair and blue eyes were more after their mother, but the impish glow was all his own. One never knew what was meant by the look he gave you as he passed by until you discovered a bucket of cold water on top of your head. Or maybe that was just Nienna. 

      She smiled and left the happy couple to their business. Knowing that Owen and Rivkah would run the affairs of the kingdom and not her meant Nienna could continue in peace with her plans to be a cartographer. 

      The musicians were now playing a slow waltz, and couples began to fill the floor, swaying in unison with the tempo. Nienna wandered along the fringe of onlookers, averting her eyes from the blinding bedazzlement of the dancers. 

      She didn't recognize many people here tonight, and it made her feel like an outsider. She'd spent the better part of four years away from court and castle life, creating her own life and identity at Alturis University. 

      Upon graduation, Nienna tried to get her own apartment in Alturis city and work under Master Ziv Katra, a renowned cartographer of the Eastern Fringe. She'd continue to live under her pseudonym of Nina Rostock, keeping her distance from her lineage. She was about to sign a contract to lease the rooms when her mother sent a letter demanding that it was too dangerous for her to be in the city on her own. 

      Next, she had tried to secure an apartment in Solomon to work under Mistress Aurelia Lamboss so that she was closer to her family. Her mother stepped in again and insisted it was improper for a lady of her station to live alone. Her father tried to reason with his wife, but he'd been so preoccupied with the Silverlen Mine construction to do more than irritate the queen. Now Nienna was stuck in her old rooms and forced to live her old life. Despite her best efforts, she often had to wear the mask of Princess Nienna Comstock, second-born. 

      Nienna looked miserably around the glittering ballroom. The void of depression over her situation opened inside and threatened to drag her down to its depths. Just when she felt her position couldn't get worse, a voice drawled next to her.

      "Well, well. Look what the footman dragged in."
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      Nienna's smile faded immediately. She turned to face Prentice Parker, Rivkah's evil little sister. Though a year younger, the girl had been educated at Alturis alongside Nienna, doing everything possible to make her life miserable.

      "I thought I spoke to Mother about keeping out the riff raff this time," Prentice said. She looked as though someone had placed a pile of dung in front of her.

      "Did you see the state of her when she got out of her carriage?" chimed in Livia, Rivkah's second younger sister. At fifteen, Livia would be attending the university this fall. Nienna praised all that was good in the world that she didn’t have to be there with both of them.

      "It was disastrous," Prentice agreed.

      Nienna glared at the girls but turned to leave before she said anything she regretted. A hand grabbed her arm.

      "What's the hurry?" Prentice asked.

      Nienna's blood began to simmer. Both Prentice and Livia had the same flaming red hair and good looks as Rivkah. Unlike her sister, however, Prentice was mean-tempered with a habit of picking fights.

      Livia was thin, with freckles covering much of her body. Fairy-kissed, some called it. Demon-kissed was more like it. She followed Prentice's lead on everything. Nienna could never reconcile that someone as sweet and kind as Rivkah could have such awful younger sisters.

      "I've had a long day and do not wish to be sucked down to the leftover party debris by the likes of you two," Nienna said, wrenching her arm from Prentice's grasp and turned to leave.

      "You can't turn your back on me," Prentice ordered. "We're practically sisters now. You have to do as I say."

      Nienna whirled around, her blue dress wrapping around her ankles, and arched an eyebrow.

      "I have to do as you say? I, who am your elder? Your princess? I think not. You, as a nobleman's second child, should learn your place in this world and stick there."

      Nienna stormed off. She knew she would pay for those words as soon as they reached their mother. Even while at the university, Prentice had a knack for getting Nienna in trouble with the queen.

      She continued to walk around the perimeter of the dancers, though by now, she didn't see them. Her anger bubbled and popped whenever she thought of what she would like to say to the insufferable girls. Thoughts swirled around her mind, blinding her to all else until she felt a gentle tap on her arm. It was her father.

      "My lady," he said, bowing low. "Would you do me the honor of a dance?" There was a bright twinkle in his eyes. Her father always seemed to know when she was having a rough time.

      "Of course," Nienna said, sweeping into a practiced curtsy. Her first reaction would have been to say no, but her father would never allow it.

      The king offered his arm, and Nienna took it. They walked out onto the floor as the current dance ended. The next song was a lively tune Nienna knew well named "The Sparrow Man's Call." It was her and her father's favorite.

      They jumped into time with the beat, grasped hands, and spun in a tight circle. As they tapped their feet together, they linked arms and paraded around the other dancers.

      She felt like she was seven again when she used to dance upon her father's toes, twirling around the ballroom. Her father grinned as he saw that she could easily keep pace with him now.

      When the song ended, he panted, "I must say, you have much improved since we last danced."

      "It's astonishing what four years of lessons can do for a person." Nienna grinned, Prentice forgotten.

      Her father led her off the floor and asked a member of his guard to fetch them drinks. Soon another lively jig was playing. Nienna was pleased to see Rivkah and Owen taking center stage. The guard returned, and Nienna took a grateful swig of punch. 

      "Nienna," said her father. "Why don't you keep dancing with Lieutenant Perrill? I'll give him leave for the remainder of the night. I'm going to see if I can flush your mother out of wedding planning for a few moments."

      Lieutenant Perrill?" Nienna inquired, looking around. Just then, a familiar face broke away from the king's guards.

      "Hello, Princess Comstock," Aspen said, giving her a low bow.

      "Aspen?" Nienna asked in bewilderment. She was both pleased and a little flustered by the change in partners. The pair had long been friends, but their correspondence had become sparse when he left for the military academy in Waldorman and her to the university in Alturis.

      "I'll leave you to it," the king said as he gave Nienna a wink.

      Again, Nienna found herself on the dance floor. Aspen took her waist and raised her hand in his with eager anticipation. The next song was a waltz. They began to rotate slowly around the room. Aspen could not hope to match her father's natural grace when dancing, but it was nice to be with a familiar face. Many other couples joined them, including Prentice, who glared daggers at Nienna.

      Aspen and Nienna danced in awkward silence for several moments.

      "You've gotten taller since I last saw you," Nienna finally said.

      Aspen smiled. "Ah, yes, I have. I think before I left, we saw a little more eye-to-eye."

      Nienna smiled back, catching the pun.

      "When did you join my father's guard?"

      "I've been serving him since I graduated from the military academy. I'd hoped I would see you before now, but you didn't come back much during that time."

      Nienna felt a rush of guilt. She'd only visited twice the past year, ensuring each instance was as short as possible. "I had a lot going on at Alturis. Also, after graduation, my father requested that I take the long road home by going through Silverlen to make a supplemental map on my way back."

      "That's right! You're the one who discovered the trail for the new road to Silverlen," Aspen said as if he suddenly remembered.

      The song ended, and he extended his arm. "Would you care to go sit on the balcony for a bit?"

      "That sounds wonderful," Nienna said, relieved to be exiting the ballroom.

      She took his arm, and they walked off the floor. Prentice locked eyes with her, giving her a venomous stare. Nienna held more firmly to Aspen and refused to look at the redhead as they walked toward the open doors of the balcony.

      The spring air was cool but pleasant after the heat inside. Nienna noticed two men at the far end who argued furtively. The older man, with his grim expression and lined face, seemed dressed for travel, while his younger, taller, companion wore an arrogant expression and highly polished party attire.

      Aspen pulled her over to a bench away from the two men. Upon noticing the couple, the gentlemen parted, and the younger one passed back into the light spilling from the doors.

      "I must say, I'm surprised that my father dismissed you from duty tonight just to dance with me," Nienna said.

      "As am I, but I believe he knew how close we were before we parted. Maybe he wanted to ensure you had a good time tonight," Aspen said.

      "Possibly."

      Aspen moved to take her hand, but she pulled back.

      "Where do we pick up after all these years apart?" she asked. She knew she wasn't the same girl he'd once known.

      Aspen hesitated. "Well, for myself, I wish to get to know you again. I don't doubt we've both changed in the last five years. But if it's possible, I would like to be your friend again."

      Nienna gave him a shy smile. "I think I can accommodate that."

      Aspen smiled back, his gaze tracing a path in the gardens. "I'm off duty two days from now. Would you care to go horseback riding? I've found a spectacular lookout over the valley."

      "If I can escape my mother's talons, I would love to join you." She hoped she could sneak away. It could provide some clues as to what still lay between them.

      A short while later, they walked arm in arm back into the ballroom. Aspen went to get them something to drink, leaving Nienna standing alone.

      "May I have the next dance, milady?" the man next to her asked graciously.

      Nienna turned to find the young man from the balcony. She looked around for Aspen but saw Prentice hauling him by the arm to dance.

      Hiding her annoyance, she turned to the young man beside her. "I'd be delighted."

      The young man's smile did not reach his sharp eyes, but he led her confidently onto the dance floor. The steps were simple enough to allow for easy conversation.

      "Do you come to these events often?" Nienna asked as they moved in fluid unity. This man was no stranger to dancing.

      “No, my adoptive cousin has only been engaged once so far,” he said.

      “Who’s your cousin?” Nienna asked, glancing around.

      “The queen-to-be of course. Who else, besides the royal house, gets engaged and throws a party like this?” he scoffed.

      Nienna bit down on her retort. They hadn’t even been dancing for thirty seconds yet and she was ready to be done.

      “Which side of her family do you come from?” Nienna finally managed. That way she could avoid them, given they were as rude as this young man.

      "The Monroes. Jenna is Denise’s older sister." He cocked his head to one side, sarcasm thick in his words.

      In answer to Nienna's questioning look, he continued. "The Monroes were unable to have children, and I impressed them with my knowledge of masonry, so they adopted me. Now Mistress Monroe has taken it upon herself to play matchmaker. She's hoping I will find a pretty girl at the party and settle down."

      "Having much luck?" Nienna asked, unable to resist a touch of sarcasm herself. The young man stared at her intensely, forcing her to break eye contact.

      "No. The girls here are either too condescending or already have a beau. Is the gentleman you walked in with your betrothed?"

      "No," Nienna replied, abashed.

      "Did you used to be sweethearts?"

      "Once, years ago, but now we're trying to begin again as friends."

      "Sensible. People change drastically when they're apart," he sniffed.

      Changing the subject, Nienna asked, "How long have you been part of the Monroe household?"

      "Five years, but I've worked for them for many more years than that. I serve as the main architect under Frank's direction. I have many who work under me." His tone implied that she should be very impressed. 

      "Does the man you were speaking with on the balcony work under you? I didn't recognize him."

      His jaw tightened, and his grip on her hand became painful. Nienna instantly regretted asking the question.

      "That man was a servant, but not one of the Monroes'."

      Hoping this was a safer question, she asked, "Which part of Tellidus do you hail from, sir? You have an accent that I can't seem to place."

      "Please, call me Ross. Ross Galbraith, and I come from the southern border. Though very few have ever picked up on my accent."

      "What brought you here?" Her interest was growing despite the man's arrogance. She'd rarely met anyone from the southern border.

      Ross gave her an appraising look. "I'm estranged from my family."

      "Oh. I'm sorry," Nienna said, glancing away immediately. "I hadn't meant to pry."

      "Then what was your intent?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "I merely wished to get a glimpse of who you are, I suppose," she said awkwardly.

      "Hmph." Ross's lip curled into a slight sneer. "To do that, it would take a great deal more time than one dance would allow, and I'm sure I would bore you with the details. Besides, I can see many gentlemen trying to catch your eye as we speak."

      Feeling that things had taken a sour turn, Nienna wished the dance would end. A quick scan of the ballroom revealed Aspen with a similar expression.

      "And what about you, milady?" he asked. "What's your story? Why are you here tonight? Hoping to rekindle something with your lost lover or looking for someone new to fill your bare neck with diamonds, perhaps? A poor nobleman's daughter with no dowry showing off her beauty to gain sympathy from a rich baron, perhaps?"

      His insult hit her between the eyes. Her back went ramrod straight, and she found her lips curling into a silent snarl. "No. I'm not. I have plenty of gems to cover my neck. I just forgot them. I am here tonight because I must be, and there aren't any barons or otherwise impressive enough to tempt me." 

      "Forgot your gems or left them home?" he mused, acting as though he didn't hear her last comment. "For one who tries to hide in the shadows like a scared mouse, you stand out far too much. The makeup you wear is not natural to you. You're not comfortable in your dress. Your hair does not suit you. Though I will admit, it is a fair facade to look at."

      "If anyone is wearing a facade, sir, it is you. I can tell by your sarcasm that you generally keep people at a distance. Perhaps you fear what they might find," she retorted.

      His eyes flashed but it was immediately replaced by cool indifference. Nienna's anger seemed to please him. "Then we have that in common."

      "Which part, pray-tell?" Her voice came out in jagged words.

      "All of it."

      She looked at him suspiciously. Before she could ask anything further, a female voice cut through the music.

      "Ross!" a curvy woman called. Nienna recognized her as Rivkah's aunt, Jenna. She'd never known her last name. "Ross, I am so pleased you were able to find Princess Nienna. Is she not a splendid dancer?"

      Ross raised an eyebrow at her again as though to say, "Princess?" Nienna schooled her face into a benign expression.

      "Of course, Mrs. Monroe. I could not have found a more engaging dance partner," he said in a jovial tone. Nienna felt like she just experienced whiplash at the quick transformation in Ross's attitude. His whole being seemed to shift from closed and surly to open and genial. This man could be one of the skin-changers from the old legends.

      Turning to Nienna, Jenna said, "We are so pleased to have Prince Owen becoming part of our family. He and Rivkah are the perfect match."

      "I'm thrilled to have Rivkah joining our family as well. She'll be a wonderful queen someday," Nienna replied.

      "Won't she?" Jenna gushed.

      Turning back to Nienna's partner, Jenna said, "Ross, dear, Frank and I are going to retire for the night, but please stay as long as you like. Princess Nienna, I'm so glad I got to speak with you a moment."

      "I am too." Nienna returned her smile.

      "Good night," Jenna called and went in search of her husband.

      "Princess Nienna," Ross said as though tasting her name on his tongue. I feel there may be as much to your story as there is mine." He plunged into a mocking bow. "Perhaps someday we can swap tales. As it stands, it was a delight to be graced by your presence this evening." 

      He rose from his bow and swept off in the direction of Mrs. Monroe, leaving Nienna alone on the dance floor.

      It will be too soon when we do, she thought.

      Focusing her attention on the presentation to the council members tomorrow, Nienna thought of her perfect map unprotected in the carriage outside. She wondered how angry her mother would be if she slipped out to prepare her notes. 

      As though sensing her intentions, the queen’s face surfaced from the crowd and locked eyes with Nienna. The message was clear. No one was going anywhere until the party ended. 

      Nienna released an agitated sigh and set off in search of Aspen, but Prentice held him trapped in her clawed hands like a mountain cat with its dinner. His eyes searched the room for anyone who would help, but he was on his own. Nienna had no desire to confront the wretched girl again. 

      She found a chair in the corner of the room where it would be hard for anyone to ask her to dance. Hunger gnawed at her stomach like a rat on a sack of grain. She should have taken time to eat dinner this evening. 

      Not for the first time, she wished she'd been born to some lesser house in the kingdom. But she was a Comstock. Would this be her fate? Would she marry some baron, like her brother said, and host parties like this for political gain the rest of her life?

      No. She was the master of her destiny. She would find a way to get out of here, and when she did, she would make it a life worth living.
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      Nienna's head still rested upon her pillow, but sleep was gone. The face of the arrogant Ross kept popping up in her dreams. The insults he threw at her each time were worse than the last. 

      It was plain that his arrogance was a veil of deceit, but of what kind she didn't know. She was also burning to know why he'd been arguing with that servant, why he felt the need to lie and how he'd become the heir to the great Monroe fortune. She would have lunch with Rivkah and her mother in a couple of days. Perhaps she could get more information then. 

      Schemes on how to get the information she wanted were interrupted by the memory of Aspen asking her to go horseback riding in two days. He would not be happy about her canceling their outing.

      She pulled the pillow over her face. Aspen Perrill. Her best childhood friend and sweetheart. In their youth, they'd spent nearly every day together. He showed her many places to explore in the foothills around Solomon, and she'd shown him the secret places within the castle, especially the library. They'd known each other inside and out. She felt that wasn't the case now.

      Her door clicked open, and suddenly, her curtains were ripped back, allowing brilliant morning light to stream through the windows. She groaned and rolled over, hiding her face from the light.

      "Owen, do you ever sleep?" she complained. Her voice was muffled by the pillow still covering her face.

      "Master Owen is asleep," a brisk female voice said. "But your mother has asked me to assist you in your efforts to be prompt. You have breakfast with your parents in one hour. That should be plenty of time to get you up, properly attired, and down to the table."

      Nienna took the pillow from her face and stared at the woman in disbelief. "Are you serious? Does my mother honestly think I need a wake-up call? I'm perfectly capable of getting up and dressed on my own, thank you."

      Nienna put the pillow back over her eyes and began to burrow deeper into her covers. Until the blankets vanished, exposing her to the woman's scrutinizing eyes.

      "Your mother is paying me to do my job, and I will not fail my queen," she said, her expression stern. "Now get up, or I will call the guard to come tip you off your mattress."

      Nienna glared at the woman but threw the quilt off and climbed out of bed.

      "Who are you?" she demanded.

      "My name is Ola Berry," the woman said in clipped tones. Her severe expression and tall form made for an intimidating sight. She wore a light blue dress, and her greying hair was pulled into a neat bun.

      "I'm here to ensure you are early for every appointment you have from now until you depart the castle. If you have a problem with it, I suggest you take it up with your mother," Ola replied.

      "Don't worry. I will."

      In a short time, Nienna was freshened up, dressed, and on her way down to the dining room. Her olive-colored dress was tightly fitted in the bodice with a high collar that made her feel that she was being strangled.

      When she arrived at the table, she still had fifteen minutes to spare before breakfast was served. Her grandfather, Nilo Barius Comstock, sat alone, studying a document. Despite pushing eighty-five years old, he was still a vibrant and commanding figure. His grey hair was neatly trimmed and combed to accentuate the wave that ran along his brow. 

      He’d been king until the age of seventy, when a sickness had spread through the kingdom, killing many. Her grandfather, though he mostly recovered from the illness, never had the same strength again. Shortly afterward, he decided to pass the throne down to his son, Nienna’s father. Nilo may not be the acting king any longer, but her grandfather still kept busy acting as an advisor to her father.

      Nienna sat down stiffly in a chair as the dress restricted her range of motion. She waited until he finished reading.

      "Good morning, Papa."

      "Good morning, my little Princess," he replied. "How was the ball last night?"

      "It was... interesting. How was your evening?"

      "Delightful as ever," he said in his deep, comforting voice. He leaned back into his chair with a smile. His blue eyes crinkled in merriment, just as her father's did when he smiled. "I had some of Cookie's delicious cider and found a great book to read." 

      "That sounds like my kind of evening," Nienna said, sitting as far forward as the dress would allow.

      The two shared a knowing look. Like her, Nilo preferred small gatherings to large social events..

      One of the servants arrived heavily laden with a food tray, along with two other women carrying platters and pitchers. They set a plate in front of her grandfather first, then continued around to Nienna. Another tray appeared, piled high with hot scones and apple butter dripping down the sides.

      "I'd grab one now," murmured the woman in a conspiratorial whisper.

      Nienna grinned and snatched a hot pastry. Pulling at the tight collar, she bit into her scone. It burned her tongue, but the taste was worth it. She'd never been to breakfast early enough to eat these sweet morsels fresh out of the oven. She might despise Ola for interrupting her musings, but the scones were worth leaving her bed.

      A few minutes later, her parents arrived. A smug look settled across Elora's face as she saw Nienna sitting at the table.

      Her father, on the other hand, looked surprised. "I can't say I have ever seen you up this early after a party," he said. "And in a dress again."

      "I'm turning over a new leaf," Nienna replied. She shot her mother a look that only made Elora's smile broader.

      "I wish Owen would learn that skill. He likely isn't even conscious yet," her father grumbled, seeming to miss the exchange between the two women. He signaled to one of the servants standing against the wall and instructed him to fetch Owen.

      Ten minutes in, Owen arrived with sleep still in his eyes as he walked crookedly into the hall.

      "Morning," he said hoarsely.

      "Good morning," Hammond replied over his mug of cider. "Glad to see you awake."

      Owen only nodded and started filling his plate through half-open eyes.

      As they were finishing their meal, Elora turned to Owen. "Rivkah's mother and I finalized several of the details for the wedding last night. We agreed the wedding should occur at the harvest festival. That gives us six months to get everything sorted. You will wear your ceremonial uniform, and Rivkah will wear the traditional lace of the queens. Both of you will be fitted for your attire in the coming weeks to allow the tailors enough time to do their job. Nienna, Prentice, and Livia will be the bridesmaids." 

      Nienna looked up. "What? Why am I part of the wedding? It's not mine."

      Elora shot Nienna a stern glare. "You are a member of this family, are you not?"

      "Well, yes, but what am I supposed to be doing?"

      "You will simply walk to the front of the chapel and stand to the side with Livia and Prentice. It's not difficult."

      Nienna scowled. Easy for you to say, she thought. You don't have to be next to them.

      "Now, Owen, you will have to choose two groomsmen. Neither you nor Rivkah have any brothers, so you may choose who you like. But make sure they're civil." Nienna didn't miss the underlying threat of what would happen if his chosen groomsmen were not civil.

      Owen squinted at his mother, not seeming to follow the deluge of information.

      Returning to Nienna, Elora said, "Today, you will assist me with coordinating with the florists and decorators…."

      "Am I needed for all that? Father asked me to present my map at the council meeting this morning," Nienna said.

      "Nienna, you have barely been home in the four years you were away at the university. I think you can spend some time with me, your mother. Besides, your father can share the map just as well as you."

      Nienna gave her father a pleading look, but he was distracted by the morning's messages. She turned back to her mother.

      "I've been back from the university now for over a month. I made the map, and I need to present it to the council," Nienna said. She wouldn't back down.

      "You will accompany me today, and that is the end of it," Queen Elora said with finality.

      King Hammond looked up from the parchment in his hand. "Nienna needs to accompany me to the council meeting today. This road is her discovery. She's earned this."

      Nienna swelled with pride at her father's words.

      Elora narrowed her eyes at the king but wouldn't risk an argument in front of so many witnesses. "Very well. Owen, you will accompany me instead. It is your wedding."

      "I'd love to, Mother, but I'm part of the council meeting today as well," Owen replied, looking relieved he wouldn't have to tail his mother.

      "Fine. I'll get things sorted myself, and you'll have to deal with my decisions." Elora's voice turned honey-sweet. 

      Her grandfather, quietly observing the interaction, raised his eyebrows at Nienna when she caught his eye. She was beginning to wonder whose wedding this was.

      The rest of the meal passed in awkward silence until Elora finally excused herself. Her ladies-in-waiting had to jog to keep up to the angry queen. Watching her mother leave, Nienna decided that the queen would not be involved if she ever got engaged. 

      For if she had it her way, Nienna would be married on a mountainside with only immediate family and friends. One advantage to being second-born.

      "We better go," her father said, rising from the table. "The council meeting starts in fifteen minutes."
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      "Are there any questions?" Nienna asked. 

      Her heart was pounding after her presentation to the council. The granite horseshoe table of the king's advisors was abuzz with excited comments as the councilors discussed her map. Looking to her father on how to proceed, he gave her a firm nod of approval. She stood there patiently, waiting for the councilors' chatter to die down. 

      "I vote we start this project right away," Master Samuel Tally said, rising. Master Tally was Head Architect of Road Development and  sat attentively on the edge of his seat during her presentation. 

      Several voices cried, "Aye," but another voice rose above the rest.

      "I have a question, Lady Nienna," a man with a toothbrush mustache and a bald round face said, coming to his feet. Nienna saw Owen rolling his eyes. Her grandfather leaned back into his chair in resignation.

      "State your question, Councilor Vargus," King Hammond said, half-heartedly gesturing for Vargus to continue.

      "Do none of you remember why we have not built a road directly north to Silverlen already?" Vargus studied the faces of his counterparts. "This road that Lady Nienna has so cleverly proposed runs right through the Grimaldi Woods."

      "And your point being?" Master Tally cut in.

      Vargus sneered at the interruption. "My point is that those woods are cursed. No one lives in them, and for a good reason. Dark and dangerous creatures live among those trees."

      Nienna looked to her father and grandfather for confirmation. She'd never heard of it. The woods seemed as safe as any other she'd visited when she'd ridden through.

      The groans of the other councilors waylaid her concerns.

      "Master Vargus," Jasper Holt, the Agrarian Advisor, spoke up. "Many of us have spent time around those woods and have never seen anything amiss. You know this, and yet you continue to beat this horse beyond death."

      "The tomes in my family's library clearly express the dangers of those woods. They speak of skin-changers and demonic wolves…."

      "Thank you, Master Vargus," the king said, exasperated. His head was leaning on his fist as though this argument had broken out more than once. "We will consider your wise counsel as we proceed forward with the road. Necessary precautions will be taken for those who choose to travel this route."

      Vargus pushed back from the table. His toothbrush mustache trembled. "I warn you. I warn you all. You will bring doom onto this kingdom if you build this road through the woods. Nothing good comes from the Mountain Veil, and you will regret ignoring my words." The balding man gathered his papers and strode to the door, slamming it behind him.

      "Well, who's ready for lunch?" Owen asked, clapping his hands together. All eyes gave him an annoyed stare.

      "Don't worry about what Vargus said," her father said reassuringly to Nienna when the council meeting came to a close. "As I said, we will take the necessary precautions against bandits, animals, and whatever we shall meet on the road. This is too great of an opportunity to pass on."

      "Absolutely," said Master Tally, coming to join the pair. The man's face shone with excitement. "To be honest, I can't believe we haven't built a highway through the forest already."

      "Because we haven't needed to," replied Nilo, rising to his feet. His eyes narrowed as he looked at Master Tally.

      "Of course, Your Majesty," said Tally, backpedaling. "I meant no offense."

      "Your predecessor, Markus, was cheap. He built as few roads as possible. No one lives in those woods. So why would we bother?" Her grandfather's eyes twinkled at making Master Tally uncomfortable. "Build your road."

      Master Tally bowed quickly and escaped before her grandfather could tease him further.

      "What do I do now?" Nienna asked, turning to her father.

      "We'll talk more about this later. Right now, I want you to attend the day's hearings with us. We'll keep you out from under your mother's watchful eye for a bit longer." Hammond gave her a wink, and Nienna would have hugged her father if there weren't so many people around.

      However, several hours later, Nienna decided the only reason she was in the meetings was to entertain her elder brother. He would fidget in his chair constantly, unable to hold still, earning scolding looks from their father and grandfather.

      Despite the distraction, Nienna was fascinated to discover the topics of concern for the kingdom. She'd worked so hard to remain distant from court life that she was genuinely oblivious of her country's problems.

      Outside of the usual inputs and outputs of the kingdom, a few strange things seemed to be cropping up around the land. Disappearances, murders, and animal attacks were on the rise in the outlying settlements and towns. The people of Ballitus, the country on their southern border, were stirring up more trouble than usual. The northern raiders were becoming aggressive as things flourished around the Silverlen mine but so far, nothing the local militia couldn't handle.

      Once those giving reports had finished, the petitioners were allowed to enter. The first man wished to find a job for himself and his oldest son. He was directed to speak to the stable manager. 

      Following several similar petitions, a short, portly man entered. He twisted his large-brimmed hat in his hands. His brown hair was stuck to his head as though he had been sweating as he waited. His watery eyes darted around as he bowed low before the king.

      "My Lord King," the man said in a quavering voice. "I come before you today pleading for your aid." The man paused, and Hammond gestured for him to continue. "I–I come from Feltus, one of the mountain villages along the Eastern Fringe, Your Majesty, and I bring ill tidings."

      "What seems to be the trouble in Feltus, Master…?" the king asked.

      "Cornell, Your Majesty, Timothy Cornell, and the ill news I bring has to deal with the vegetation and the animals. It started with an isolated area in the woods, but now it's spreading. It's like a black fungus or disease has come upon the plants, and it's making the animals ill. We also have no clean water. All who drink from the pools have become ill. Some have perished. Many in the village are beginning to leave." Master Cornell wiped a calloused hand across his face to keep the sweat from dripping in his eyes.

      "They're leaving?" Hammond asked. His brow narrowed as he leaned on steepled fingers.

      "As I came down to Solomon, many of those folks informed me they've seen more blackened, diseased plants and wildlife farther down the mountain," Master Cornell continued. "We've climbed the ridge and determined the contamination originated near the top of Lombard Falls. There've also been disappearances here and there over the past months. Some are saying it's wild animals, as we don't have vagabonds that high. They say the creature is so silent you do not know it's there until it's too late. Two men from our village have been taken over the past month. Never to be seen again."

      The poor man was beginning to shake. Whatever he'd seen on that mountain had scared him.

      "Sounds like a wolf attack to me," her grandfather whispered. 

      King Hammond leaned forward in his chair, considering the man. His face wore its usual calm exterior, but Nienna saw the tightening around his eyes. This news troubled him. Feltus was an essential source of lumber for the kingdom.

      "What is it, exactly, you wish to obtain help for?" the king asked.

      "We desire one of your agricultural advisors to help us determine what could cause the blackness we are seeing. We wish to know if there is a way to combat this. That forest is our lifeblood, Your Majesty. We are a people of the trees. We provide much of the timber used in the kingdom, and if our new trees aren't allowed to grow properly, lumber could become scarce."

      "I think I could spare my advisor. What other aid do you require?" the king asked.

      "Our people have done as much as they can, but we still need help. If you could spare men to help us search the mountain for those we've lost, that would make a great difference."

      "How quickly do you desire aid?"

      "As soon as you can spare it," Master Cornell pleaded.

      "I would not be able to dispatch aid to you for at least two weeks. My advisor is detained in another matter until then. Will that suffice?"

      The man was not satisfied but said, "Thank you for your willingness to help us. We will forever be in your debt."

      The king nodded and dismissed the man. He then gestured to the guards to end the audience for the day. Nienna was immensely relieved. Her stomach growled in excitement at the thought of sneaking a bite to eat before dinner. Breakfast had been ages ago.

      Hammond rose stiffly and gestured for all the advisors to follow him to the smaller council chamber just behind a panel in the wall. He made his way to the head of the table. Her grandfather Nilo, Owen, and Nienna took their places to either side. The assorted councilors spread out around the remaining estate.

      Hammond pulled a grape from a food platter nearby and chewed it thoughtfully. "I'm troubled by news of Feltus. As well as some of the other odd things we heard during this audience. Disappearances are becoming common throughout the kingdom." Her father rubbed his face wearily. "We need to be vigilant in our efforts and wary of anything out of the ordinary." 

      The council members agreed.

      Suddenly, shouts and the sound of racing feet came from the hallway outside the chambers, and Commander Horacio Marks, head of the King's Guard, strode in and spoke in her father's ear. 

      The king gave his friend a puzzled look at first, but then it cleared as he glanced at his daughter.

      "Yes, I will take care of that as soon as we finish up," Hammond said.

      The remainder of the meeting passed in a blur. Nienna was certain the interruption was because of her, and she burned to know what it was about. 

      Her relief was visible when father finally said,

      "Meeting adjourned."

      She rose from her wooden chair and stretched. She pitied the council members who had to endure those miserable chairs day after day. Her father was giving some final instructions to Owen before turning to Nienna.

      "Nienna, why don't you and I go to my study. I have a few matters I wish to discuss with you," her father called.

      She readily agreed. Her stomach could wait. 

      "Marks," the king said, greeting his friend as he and Nienna entered the hallway. "Why don't you accompany us to my study."

      "Of course." Commander Marks inclined his head.

      Clearing his throat, the king turned to Nienna. "I wish to have you meet with Master Tally in the next day or so. I want to make sure he fully understands your map before he dives into the project. We need to ensure that everything turns out perfect."

      "Certainly," Nienna agreed eagerly. "I will find him this evening to set up a time."

      "Wonderful. It will put my mind at ease," the king said, leading the way up a granite staircase and down a wide hallway. "This road is vital to the kingdom. That deposit of silver is even greater than we imagined. It will bolster the economy once it is extracted and perhaps even allow us to open trade with kingdoms in the east."

      "Haven't you tried that before?" Nienna asked, her brow furrowed. Trade had always been tough outside of Tellidus.

      "We have. But if we can present enough of an incentive for Faust, the king of the eastern region, might open trade with us. We could gain access to greater weapons to help with our skirmishes in the south." 

      Servants melted into the walls as the king passed by, allowing him to walk unhindered.

      "The violence continues despite your best efforts at peace talks, then?" she asked. She noticed Aspen among the guards trailing them, and he gave her a wink.

      Her father sighed heavily. His shoulders slumped as the weight of the entire kingdom fell on him. "The soldiers of Ballitus are becoming blatant in their attacks upon our villages in the south, as you heard today. They continually raze the towns and flatten the fields. We may need to set apart land in the wagon wheel for those fleeing the violence."

      "What about those who are fleeing the mountains in Feltus? Where will they go?"

      "That poses another problem. But we will cross that bridge when we get there."

      "What of the northern raiders? I know things were tense between Silverlen and the locals while I was there, but isn't there a way we could appease them?" Nienna asked.

      "The raiders are still a threat, but in that matter, our people are not blameless. Newcomers cross over the borders into the Northern Reach, not realizing they are violating our treaty with the people and harvesting the animals tended by the tribes. Their leaders have made it clear that if we continue to move forward with this road, they will be a constant thorn in our side. All who cross over into their land will be cut down without question."

      "Is there nothing we can do?" Nienna asked. She was grateful the ruling title did not pass to her. Every decision her father made came with a multitude of consequences. The lives of thousands of people depended on what went on within the walls of this castle.

      "There are still many things we can do, but it will take some time and strategic maneuvers to make them happen. I only hope Owen is up to the task of the aftermath. I will not always be king, and he must be prepared."

      "If he sits still long enough, Owen can usually do just about anything," Nienna replied. She glanced out a window and saw the training grounds. It looked like new recruits had arrived today.

      "Aye, he can, and he will. Though I'm grateful Rivka is as level-headed as you. We may have to rely on her to keep things in check. Here we are," Hammond gave his daughter a nod and ushered her into his private study.

      Nienna took a deep breath as she entered. This room was one of her favorite places in the castle. The teal blue walls and the dark wood furniture made her think of sitting by the banks of a peaceful lake, listening to the cranes call to one another in the evening light.

      The king and the commander strode in, leaving the remaining guards outside.

      "Talmage," the king called to his servant waiting by the wall. "Please have three plates of food brought up here."

      Talmage bowed and left at once, leaving only Commander Marks, her father, and Nienna.

      "Horacio, tell us what happened in the hallway outside the council chamber."
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      Commander Marks pulled a stained and worn-out envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to Nienna.

      

      To: Cartographer Nina Rostock of Alturis City, Waldorman, Luz, Caspian, Jericho, Solomon City, Solomon Castle.

      

      Nina Rostock was the alias she used when outside of Solomon. It allowed her to move anonymously as most people outside the city had no clue what she looked like. 

      She flipped the letter over to look at the back. It bore the seal of the Alturis University with a dancing stag and an owl. She looked up at her father and Commander Marks. Both seemed as puzzled as she was.

      "The courier said he's been searching for the owner of this letter for a month. No one seemed to remember where "Miss Rostock" was from or where she went after her graduation from the university," said Commander Marks.

      Nienna ran a finger over the seal of her beloved school. Her heart began to pound. Could this possibly be what she hoped?

      "Open it," her father encouraged. 

      Nienna slid her finger beneath the seal to break it when there was a knock at the door. 

      "Enter," called her father.

      The servant came into the study bearing the dinner trays with practiced ease.

      "On the table there, Talmage," the king said. She set the letter on her lap until the servant finished. 

      Once the door was securely closed, the three leaned over the letter in Nienna's hands once more. She carefully broke the seal and unfolded the letter.

      

      April 17, 1287  

      

      Dear Miss Rostock,

      

      We would like to inform you that the Department of Geology and Geography has recently opened the position of Professor of Cartography and Survey Basics. Your name was on our list of potential candidates for this position, as you expressed interest upon graduation this spring. We will host your interview on May 22nd at 1:00 p.m. and invite you to come to Dean Harmon's office at this time. 

      

      Should you be selected for this role, you will be allowed two weeks to settle your affairs and move into the professors' quarters before the start of the summer term on June 7th. We wish you the best of luck in your career and hope you consider us as your next stepping stone.

      

      Best Wishes,

      

      MaryAnn Fig

      Secretary for Dean Belinda Harmon

      Department of Geology and Geography

      Alturis University

      

      Nienna brought her head up, searching her father's face for his thoughts. She'd prayed something like this would happen. Still, after her last several unsuccessful attempts to leave the castle and her mother, she didn't dare hope.

      Her father ran a hand through his dark hair as he thought, not meeting her eyes.

      "The interview is in three days," commented Commander Marks, pointing to the date on the paper. "You would have needed to leave yesterday to make it to Alturis on time.”

      Nienna's face fell. Her one chance at getting away from the castle, and she lost it because the courier had been unable to find her before now. Sometimes having an alias was a liability.

      But wait. She could make it. It was a four-day journey to Alturis at a leisurely pace, but if she cut across the countryside and rode with speed, she could make it. Possibly even with time to spare.

      "Would you let me go?" Nienna asked her father. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      "I've enjoyed having you around the castle again. But I also know how much you thrived in Alturis, being allowed to roam a bit more anonymously. There is no crown hanging over your head, and I don't want you to feel like you are forever bound to this castle. I give you my blessing," her father said, though the words seemed to stick to his tongue. "Though I still want you to meet with Talley before you move to Alturis."

      "Are you in earnest?" Nienna asked, not quite believing his words. "What about Mother?"

      "I shall discuss it with her in a couple of days. Perhaps when you return. Regardless, it is up to you. You must make your path."

      Nienna leaned back in her chair and gazed at the flames curling in the stone hearth. She could return to Alturis and live her own life. She didn't have to remain here to shadow her mother. She could be her true self, helping to shape future students, just as her many professors and tutors had done for her.

      "I wish to go back," Nienna finally said. "I want to teach." Her father gave her a sad smile.

      "You will still need escorts, Nienna," reminded Commander Marks. "Bently was reassigned after a riding accident last week, and Dexter seems to have indulged himself too much at the dining tables of Alturis over the last four years. He would hinder you on your ride."

      The commander paced in front of the hearth, tapping his chin with his fingers. "Perrill is one of my fastest riders, though young. I could pair him with Captain Orion Halifax, whom I believe you know as well. Orion has been training with the guard since he was a boy. He is trustworthy and tested in the field. Plus, an expert horseman, easily capable of keeping up with you. Is this agreeable, Hammond?" Commander Marks looked down at the king.

      "Perrill has proven himself keen to excel. If he succeeds in bringing Nienna back, then we can consider the change permanent. She will need guards who blend in at the university, and both Perrill and Halifax fit the description. I would like her to have one more guard if she is selected for the position, though. That way, there can always be two guards on duty."

      "I'll scour the ranks and see who I can find. In the meantime, I will get Perrill and Halifax ready to leave." Commander Marks bowed to the king and then Nienna, leaving the room without a backward glance.

      Nienna rose to her feet and gave the study one more glance. She would miss sitting in here with her father. The smell of leather chairs and woodsmoke permeating everything. But the excitement of what lay ahead was too great.

      "You promise me that you will be careful," Hammond said, wrapping Nienna in a hug.

      "I will, Father," she said, taking in his smell. "I'll be back soon, hopefully as a professor of Alturis."
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        * * *

      

      "That game trail has to be here somewhere," Nienna said. She twisted the reins in her hands. She and her two guards had lost valuable time on their way to Alturis because she couldn't find the trail she needed to get them up the mountainside. 

      She knew they were heading in the right direction. Her compass continued to point them east, but they had yet to strike on the trail. They were going to need to ride through much of the night to make it to Haskel Village by morning. That was the halfway point.

      Orion's thin frame climbed down off his chestnut gelding and searched for any leads. Dark was falling fast, and Nienna would be lost on where to steer them without the light. There was only a sliver of a moon tonight to help them on their way, and it would be hard to cut through the undergrowth in the dark.

      Aspen was doing his best not to yawn. He pulled his cloak more firmly around himself. To wake up, he jumped down from his horse as well and stretched. 

      The air was growing colder as the sun departed the sky. They were still at a low enough elevation that it wouldn't get too cold tonight, but they still wouldn't be comfortable.

      "Come on," Nienna urged her great black horse, Fingol, to turn parallel to the hillside and continue going south. "I must have started us out too far north from Luz."

      "Hold on," Orion said, holding up a pale hand. "I may have found something."

      Nienna turned back around. Hope glimmering in her chest. "What is it?"

      "Ha," he said triumphantly. 

      "You found it?" Nienna asked.

      "Yep. We needed to go up another fifteen feet. There's a distinct animal trail running parallel here and then shoots straight up the mountainside." Orion's teeth glowed like his white-blond hair in the dying sunlight.

      "Orion, you're amazing," Nienna said in relief. She didn't miss how Aspen's eyes narrowed at her comment.

      "I trained as a tracker at Waldorman," he explained, climbing back onto his horse. "I'm fairly adept at finding my quarry."

      "I'm going to have to adjust my notes when we finally stop. My journal said we would find the trail by that large oak tree, but as long as this is the correct trail, I'll need to mark the maple tree instead," Nienna said, encouraging the black horse into a trot. 

      Aspen took up the rear position, still yawning. It was going to be a late night.         

      The game trail Orion found turned out to be the correct one, and by midnight, they were within sight of Haskell Village. Lights from the town twinkled merrily as the three tired riders approached. They found the Wayside Inn and entered the still-lit common room. A tired barmaid was wiping down tables.

      At the sounds of guests, she turned to them with glassy eyes. "May I help you?" she asked.

       "Yes, are there two rooms available by chance?" Nienna asked.

      "Of course. Right this way." The barmaid tossed her cleaning rag as though glad of a distraction and showed them to two rooms on the first floor. "Do you have horses that need to be taken care of?" 

      "The stable hands already took them in," Nienna said.

      "I'm glad Chuck is keeping up on his duties tonight. He isn't our most reliable help," the barmaid confided.

      Nienna smiled. Chuck seemed perfectly capable when he'd taken all three horses to the stables.

      As dawn crested the peaks of the Eastern Fringe, Nienna and her guards were well on their way. They'd found the second game trail cutting up the mountainside much easier in the light of day. The deciduous trees of Tellidus Valley began to give way to the sturdy coniferous pines as they climbed.

      By nightfall tonight, they would be in the town of Jericho. From there, it would be a six-hour ride to Alturis City. Nienna smiled to herself. They were going to make it. 

      Her confidence, however, was premature. A sudden mountain storm crossed over the top of them, and the trio had to take shelter beneath the wide boughs of a blue spruce. It prevented much of the rain from falling, but it didn't stop everything.

      "This rain will cause some problems with moving the horses quickly," warned Orion. 

      "I know," Nienna said in a worried voice. They'd been sheltering under the tree for over an hour, waiting for the storm to pass. 

      "Spring storms in Waldorman always cause flash flooding," Aspen complained. 

      "Aye, it did," Orion said. "I never enjoyed cleaning mud out of the trainee barracks."

      "Let's hope we don't have to worry about flash floods," Nienna said, looking up at the angry sky.

      The trio eventually left the shelter of the trees. They had to press on. Nightfall came and once again left Nienna and her guards to guess at the trail. Tonight, however, Aspen decided to light a torch as the moon was still covered with clouds.

      "I wouldn't normally recommend riding while carrying a torch," Orion said. "But tonight, I'm too wet to care."

      "I'm glad you approve," Aspen snapped as he continued up the trail.

      Nienna didn't say anything. Her thoughts hovered on her interview tomorrow. 

      On the far side of midnight, they entered Jericho. They were cold and still damp from the rain. They had to wake up the grumpy innkeeper only to find there was no room. They'd have to sleep out in the barn unless they wanted to try one of the other inns in town, but Jericho was having a festival tomorrow. There likely wasn't room anywhere else.

      Nienna paid a discounted rate for floor space in the hayloft. There was fresh straw and sweet hay. But the innkeeper forgot to mention it was crowded. Bodies sprawled everywhere, making it nearly impossible to walk through. 

      Discouragement inched its way into her heart. It shouldn't be so hard to get to Alturis. Never in her life has this trip gone so wrong. Why did the Great King hate her right now?

      Spreading out their bedrolls in the only patch of straw left, Nienna and her guards lay down for what was the worst night sleep of her life. The amount of snoring, smelly people, was astonishing. She found the only way she would sleep tonight was on her stomach to dampen the smell and plug her ears to stop the noise. Rough hands shook her minutes later. 

      "Nienna," called Aspen. He shook her hard, forcing her to look at him. "Nienna, we have to get up. We'll never make it in time if you don't."

      Nienna bolted upright, knocking her skull into Aspen's chin. He cursed like she'd never heard before as he swung away. Lights flickered in her vision for a few moments before they cleared.

      "What time is it?" she asked, yanking her boots on.

      "It's nearly nine o'clock," Aspen said, rubbing his injured chin.

      "Nine," she squeaked. "That only leaves us with four hours!" She looked around and realized the hayloft was empty. And she'd overslept.

      "I know. Orion is getting the horses saddled now. We have to go."

      The two slid down the ladder into the main barn. Orion finished tightening the cinch on his horse and checked the rest to ensure the saddles were secure.

      "Finally," Orion said, relieved. "How did you get her to wake up?"

      "I just shook her hard enough," Aspen said, jogging his horse out into the courtyard.

      "Thank you," was all Nienna could say. Her stomach was tying itself in knots. She was going to be late and miss the interview all because she couldn't wake up. Maybe she did need someone like Ola Berry to make sure she got up on time.

      They parted crowds who were cheering whatever holiday the town was celebrating, breaking free on the outskirts. Once free of the throng, Nienna pushed her horse into a lope. Her guards fell into step behind her.

      Four hours later, Alturis came into sight. She was about to tell the others when she felt Fingol lurch forward, then stop. Something was wrong.

      "Nienna, what's..." Aspen began, but Nienna slid off the great horse to inspect his legs.

      "It's Fingol. He's hurt," she said, running her hands down his quivering legs. She lifted his feet and realized that he'd thrown not one but three shoes. When did that happen? Hadn't she checked his feet before they left? She couldn't remember. 

      Nienna stood up and placed a weary head against the black horse's neck. It wasn't fair. She'd worked so hard to get here. Within sight of her goal, she failed. They'd never get there now.

      She heard one of her guards walk over to her. He placed a hand on her shoulder, and she looked up. Orion stood there holding out the reins to his horse.

      "Climb on. Taren will get you there," Orion said. He gave her a nod of encouragement.

      Aspen rode up beside them. "You still have time. But only if we hurry." 

      "Why are you two being so kind to me after I've dragged you all through the countryside?" she asked, wiping away her tears.

      "Everyone deserves a chance," Orion said kindly. 

      "Thank you," Nienna said, hugging Orion, then quickly mounted.

      "We'll see you in Alturis," Aspen said with a nod to the blond man left holding Fingol's reins.

      Nienna glanced back over her shoulder to Orion. He would walk the tired black horse the rest of the way to Alturis city. Her guards, no, her friends had faith in her. Now, she had to have faith in herself.
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      The clock in the forum chimed out the hour—one o'clock. Nienna could still make it. As she ran down the stone path, she braided her hair, pulling out bits of straw she missed that morning. Her leather carry bag swung wildly at her side.

      She'd left Aspen with the horses near the forum. He promised to take them to the stables before coming to find her. Nienna thought briefly about Fingol and Orion. She hoped they'd make it soon. Guilt swarmed her for leaving them behind.

      Pushing those thoughts aside, she skipped up the broad steps to the Geography department and raced inside, nearly knocking one of the students over in her haste.

      "Sorry!" she yelled over her shoulder as the boy glared at her.

      She slid down the polished stone hallway, trying to maneuver a corner at top speed. 

      A small woman was exiting her office up ahead, turning the key in its lock.

      “Dean Harmon," Nienna called, and the woman looked up.

      "Nina?" the woman said in a confused voice. "What on earth are you doing here? We thought you had taken a job elsewhere and were no longer interested in teaching? You never responded to our letter."

      "I only received the letter three days ago," Nienna said, trying to catch her breath.

      "Only three days ago?" Dean Harmon asked. "We sent that letter over a month ago. Surely it found you before then." She sounded annoyed.

      "That letter has traveled the countryside looking for me. It finally found me in Solomon Castle doing some work for the king," Nienna panted. "May I still apply for the teaching position?"

      The dean brought her eyebrows together in concern. "As we never heard from you, I already selected a candidate."

      Nienna's heart came crashing down to her toes. She'd made it on time, but she was still too late. "Oh," was all she managed to say. 

      She turned to start her long trek back home when the dean said, "You say you only received the letter three days ago, and yet you still made it here from Solomon City in that time?"

      Nienna faced the dean. "Yes, Dean."

      "How did you get here? The roads do not allow for such swift travel."

      "I've discovered game trails over the years that lead down the mountainside in a more direct path. I used some of them to get here."

      "Show me," the dean said, putting her key into the lock on her door once more. 

      Nienna followed the woman into her office, where she pulled out some parchment and a charcoal pencil. She placed these on her desk and indicated Nienna should draw out her route.

      Pulling out her ever-constant journal, she flipped through some of the pages until she found what she was looking for. The well-worn leatherback book obediently stayed open, and Nienna began to draw.

      The dean remained silent except for an occasional question as Nienna drew the roads, game trails, and landmarks she used to get to Alturis. When she'd finished the rough map, the dean inspected it and Nienna's notebook.

      "I never knew such a route existed," Dean Harmon exclaimed as she held up the map. "I can understand better how you were the one who managed to find the one game trail that could link Solomon to Silverlen. If you can teach your students to draw in such detail as this, I think I will have made the right choice."

      "The right choice?" Nienna asked, confused.

      "About hiring you for the Cartography Techniques class and moving Annalynn to Introductory Surveying. She's better suited for that anyhow," the dean said with a smile.

      "I got the job?" Nienna couldn't believe it.

      "You've got the job," the dean affirmed. "Plan to be back here to get settled in ten days from now so you are ready for the start of the new term."

      "Yes, of course. Thank you."

      Nienna walked out of the geography building, stunned. Aspen and Orion ran up to her.

      "Well...?" Aspen asked. His eyes searched her face for any indication.

      "Did you make it in time?" called Orion.

      "How?" was all Nienna managed to get out as she stared at Orion.

      "I removed Fingol's final shoe and rode along the grass banks on the side of the road. He acted just fine as we rode here."

      "Huh. Maybe he just needed a break."

      "Possibly. Now give us an answer. Did we make it in time?" Aspen asked, annoyance permeating his voice. 

      “We made it," Nienna said with a grin. "I'm now a professor at Alturis University."
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      "Hammond, you can't let her leave. It's not decent. She will be all alone over there with no one but her guards. Young guards, this time. I will not allow this," Elora fumed at her husband. 

      King Hammond turned a weary gaze upon his wife. "My dear, Nienna is a grown woman. We cannot continue to hold her back from living her life. She's already been at Alturis for the past four years, and it would be poor character for her to rescind her acceptance."

      "Hang your poor character," Elora snapped. Turning to Nienna, she said, "I forbid you from leaving."

      Nienna shook her head as she continued to pack her trunk. "I'm leaving in the morning, Mother. That's all there is to it. Master Talley has asked that I come out to finalize the plans for the road, and then I'm on my way to Alturis."

      "You are my daughter. I raised you to be a princess, but all you want to be is a plebeian. You have a greater purpose than this." Elora was almost begging her daughter now. "Don't go."

      "My mind is made up. Alturis is where I wish to be, and I have a job. My dream job, Mother. Plus, I can't take one more morning of waking up to Ola." 

      Nienna stopped packing long enough to look her mother full in the face. She and her father had kept her position at Alturis secret until the very end, and she was glad. Her mother would do everything possible to stop her. 

      "I'm going, Mother."

      Elora searched for anyone in the room who would side with her. But the servants had left several minutes ago, not wanting any part in the argument. Seeing she wouldn't get anywhere, the queen's shoulders slumped. "I want you to stay."

      Pity welled up in Nienna's heart. For all the things her mother did to drive her away, she still loved her. "You're welcome to visit," she said. 

      It was a hollow offer. For if the king and queen were to visit, the alias of Nina Rostock would cease to exist. Then she'd be forced to return to Solomon so she would be safe from any outsiders who would use her status to get ransom money, or worse.

      Nienna took her mother's hands and kissed them. Tears were trickling down the older woman's cheeks. 

      "You won't be able to pick out anything for Owen's wedding. Not even your own dress," the queen tried to threaten, but the effect was lost on the choked back sob.

      "I know you will pick out what is best. The tailors have my measurements."

      Elora stifled another sob and retreated from the room.

      Her father sighed before standing. He strode over to Nienna and placed a hand on her shoulder. 

      "I'll miss you, but I know you're doing what you need to." He gave her a tight smile, his eyes like heavy rain clouds. Then he too left the room, leaving Nienna alone to ponder life outside the castle.
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      Her trunks were loaded and waiting by the front doors of the castle. She'd leave in the morning to meet with Master Talley to review their plans for the Silver Road. 

      Nienna pulled out her journal from her shoulder bag to check her notes as she walked to the stables. She and Aspen were going for one last ride before they left for Alturis. 

      As she rounded the south side of the barn, she ran straight into something, losing her balance and tossing her journal. She nearly fell to the ground before strong hands were setting her right. 

      "Watch yourself, girl," said the young man holding her up.

      "I'm sorry, sir," Nienna began, flustered. She looked up into the annoyed face of none other than Ross Galbraith. Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth became a thin line.

      "Well, next time, stop reading your book long enough to look around corners," he said shortly. "I could have hurt you with this crowbar."

      "I'll be sure to do that, Master Galbraith." Nienna gave a sharp tip of her head and pushed around him to pick up her journal.

      "Princess?" Ross said. He jogged to catch up to her.

      "That would be Lady Comstock if you please," she said, not bothering to look at him as she dusted off her journal.

      "Now hang on a minute," said Ross, grabbing her arm. 

      "No, I'm busy. Excuse me."

      Ross planted himself directly in her path and gripped her arms. "Lady Comstock." His voice was dripping with sarcasm once more. "I'm sorry for being in your path, but I would like to speak to you for a moment."

      Nienna glared up at him but didn't try to force her way past. When he saw she wasn't going to run away, he relaxed his stance. She noticed he was wearing thick leather trousers and a heavy cotton shirt. Unusual for a man of his status.

      A variety of tools lay scattered around the side of the barn. It was a wonder that she hadn't tripped on any of them as she walked with her nose in her journal.

      "What are you doing here?" She couldn't help the curiosity in her voice.

      "The barn's stonework on this side is cracking. I came out to look at it," he replied. His voice lost most of its sting.

      "What has caused the cracking," Nienna asked, despite herself.

      Ross turned to look at the stone and mortar wall next to them. "It's mostly due to age and weather. Water is one of the most destructive and pervasive forces in the world. If given enough time, it can break down stone." He ran his hand over an exceptionally long crack running up the side of the building. 

      Lowering his eyes, he said quietly, "Lady Comstock, I wish to apologize for my actions the night of the engagement ball. I drank far too much that night and allowed my temper and words to ruin your night."

      "You didn't ruin my night," Nienna said, thinking of Prentice. "At least not all of it."

      "Regardless, I was a poor dance partner and extremely rude. Please forgive me."

      Nienna studied him for any sign of his usual sarcasm, but he appeared genuine in his apology. She looked away as the corners of her lips turned up.

      "I was quite set on hating you for the rest of my existence, but I'm afraid I might have to forgive you," she said, bringing her eyes back to him. 

      "I'm sorry I won't be able to give you the pleasure of hating me. I'm sure it would have been quite fun." Ross cocked his head to one side.

      Nienna gave a small laugh. Then she tried to take a step forward to indicate she needed to get going. However, she tripped on a shovel and almost went sprawling. Ross caught her again and spun her upright as though they were dancing. He gave her a roguish grin as he set her on her feet once more.

      "I think I should pick up my tools before you try to fall into my arms again." He gave her a wink as he bent down to gather his things. 

      Nienna felt her face flush. She really needed to watch where she was going. His quick and agile movements made her think of how well he danced at the engagement ball. 

      "Did the Monroes teach you to dance?" Nienna asked as he gathered his tools.

      "I learned as a boy. Though, I never found it useful until now," he smirked. "I never thought I would need that skill as a mason. Mrs. Monroe would be proud of me. She still has her hopes I may keep a civil tongue and snare a young lady someday."

      "Still no luck?" Nienna asked in mock concern as she leaned against the wall.

      "No. And I see you have jewelry this evening," he said, indicating the Comstock signet ring of the silver wolf head on her right hand. "So I must assume I am too late to give you some. The Lieutenant must have finally made his move."

      "Hardly," Nienna said with a chuckle. "Besides, I'm heading to Alturis to teach this summer."

      "Just for the summer?" Ross asked, pausing as he picked up a small hammer.

      "No, I've been offered a full-time position at the university."

      Ross's smug smile slipped for a moment. "A shame. I should have liked to lure you away from the clutches of your beau. He doesn't seem to be up for the challenge of someone like you."

      "And I suppose you are?" she retorted.

      "That would be an exciting question to answer, wouldn't it?" he said, raising an eyebrow.

      "Too bad I'm still not looking for anyone. Perhaps I'll remain a spinster and teach for the rest of my life."

      Ross's obsidian eyes held her own. "We're all allowed to make our own destinies, live our own lives," he said seriously. "But make sure you know the costs."

      "What do you mean?" she asked. Bending down, she picked up a small pickax and handed it to him.

      He accepted the tool and placed it in a wooden box nearby.

      "I'm estranged from my family because what I wanted in my life was different from what they wanted for me. I don't regret my decision, especially as it's allowed me to meet such an intriguing girl as yourself. But the cost of freedom can be high."

      A great sadness seemed to cover Ross like a blanket. Nienna caught a glimpse past his facade and realized how lonely the young man was. She opened her mouth to say something when Aspen rounded the side of the barn. 

      "I must go," she said. Her heart felt suddenly heavy. She wanted to stay here and keep talking to Ross, but she'd also made a promise. 

      Ross glanced over his shoulder to where she was looking and saw Aspen coming towards them. His face darkened.

      "Will you be back at all this summer?" Ross asked.

      "Likely not. First-year professors are kept very busy. But if you can get away from your work for a few days, you should come to see Alturis's Summer Solstice celebration. It's truly spectacular."

      "Perhaps I shall," Ross said as he rose to his feet. A shadow of his arrogance returned.

      "Until then," Nienna said.

      "Until then," Ross said, taking her hand and gracing it with a kiss. 

      Aspen stopped abruptly as he witnessed the exchange with Ross and Nienna. His eyes blazed with anger.

      Ross' smug smile was in place once more. She realized he'd done that on purpose. She pulled back her hand and inclined her head. He began whistling the song "The Sparrow Man's Call" and walked off with his wooden box of tools in hand.

      "Who was that?" Aspen said as he approached. His large front teeth hid behind pursed lips.

      "That was Rivkah's cousin, Ross Galbraith," she responded, turning to find the young man halfway across the stable yard.

      "What did he want?" 

      "He works as a mason and is repairing this wall," Nienna said. "Are you ready?"

      "Yes, I have both horses saddled and ready to go," Aspen said. His eyes following Ross's retreating figure.

      "Then let's get out of here."
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      The pair quickly rode beyond the gates before anyone could come looking for them. Soon, they were riding into the hills beyond the castle walls. The rolling grassy slopes were alive with the scent of spring rain. Pregnant clouds hung around the edges of the sky. 

      They came to the top of a plateau and stared out over the valley. Pine and aspen trees slid down the hillside, framing the pastoral fields below. Great grey boulders stood like sleeping stone giants. The distant towns of Luz and Dorian could be seen on the fringes of the landscape. 

      "I don't think I'll ever get enough of this view," Aspen said as he gazed down at the sun and storm kissed valley. Every little detail was in high contrast. The grassy slopes rippled in the downdrafts.

      "It is beautiful," Nienna agreed, drinking in the scene before her.

      Aspen dismounted, and Nienna followed suit. He stood beside her, taking her hand. Confusion roiled inside of her after her conversation with Ross. But she allowed Aspen to hold her hand. 

      She breathed in deeply as they witnessed the battle between light and dark. The sunlight was unwilling to yield to the line of billowing clouds before it. As the dark clouds encroached on the light, the sun appeared to shine brighter, fending off the storm with its unique gift. The sun continued to retreat to the horizon until finally, the storm won, and the rains began to fall.

      The sky was inky black as Aspen walked with Nienna back to the castle stables. Their clothes were drenched, but they didn't mind. It was a warm evening. The rain had finally caught up to them as they approached the city. The bulk of the storm went farther east, breaking on the peaks of the Eastern Fringe in a fantastic display of lightning.

      Slinging on her shoulder bag, she wandered over to where Aspen was finishing with his bay horse.

      "I guess this is where I bid you goodnight," Nienna said, watching him put away his tack. Aspen placed his saddle on the rack and turned to face her.

      "I suppose it is," Aspen replied, leaning against the stalls. His wiry blond hair stood up in wild spikes after being out in the storm. 

      "Are you up for another ride tomorrow?" she asked him.

      "If it's with you, I'm ready to go anywhere," he said, taking hold of her hand once more. 

      Again, she allowed the contact. This felt just as it had years back, the night they parted for their schooling. She went to the university and he to the military academy. Many of the old emotions she held for Aspen came flooding back.

      Her heart began to gallop as Aspen met her stare. He started to lean in, just as he'd done so many times in the past. Nienna did not move.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat made the pair jump and look around. Her brother, Owen, stood at the end of the row of stalls. A look of terrible delight glowed upon his impish face.

      "Good evening," Owen sang out.

      "Owen," Nienna said with trepidation. Aspen quickly dropped her hand and took a step back.

      "About time you made it back. Mother has been searching for you high and low. The servants have been running frantically trying to find you. She needs some input on what you think about a gown she picked out for you before you leave tomorrow. I'd suggest you get your good night kiss and get to bed. You two have a long journey ahead of you." Owen gave her his most winning smile.

      "Lieutenant, a word please." Owen gave Aspen a nod and sauntered out the barn doors whistling a lively jig.

      "One day, I am going to wipe that obnoxious grin off his face," Nienna said through clenched teeth.

      "It is getting late," Aspen said awkwardly. "Good night, my lady."

      With that, he turned and headed toward the door Owen had just exited. Nienna trudged toward the opposite door and out into the still falling rain. 

      By the time she made it to her chambers, Nienna was exhausted in both mind and body. Her mother had shown her seven dress styles that she wanted to use for Owen's wedding. 

      She felt glad she'd been allowed to provide an opinion. Most of the dress choices were stuffy with high collars that would likely choke her to death. She only hoped her mother would stick with Nienna’s choice. 

      As she opened her door, she almost didn't notice the small white flower with a yellow center draped over her door handle. It was a bloodroot blossom. Nienna looked around curiously, but there was no one in sight. She smiled as she picked it up, for she knew exactly who had given it to her.

      Aspen had given this flower to her as he kissed her goodbye the night before he left for the military academy. It had been her favorite flower ever since. Nienna smiled as she took the bloom and walked into her chambers. He must have snuck back up here after speaking with Owen. 

      As she crossed the threshold, a piece of parchment crumpled underneath her tired foot. Picking it up, she saw unfamiliar handwriting. Her brow furrowed as she read.

      

      Dear Princess,

      Thank you for gracing me with your company this afternoon. I appreciated the opportunity to speak to you with a sober tongue and offer you my apology. I hope you know my sincerity. And with luck, that I may see you more as time goes on.

      As it stands, I wish to extend my congratulations on your appointment to being a professor. If you teach half as well as you dance, I think the university will have gained a great asset, even if you decide to become a spinster.

      Best of luck,

      Ross Galbraith

      

      She smiled at his joke, but how could he have known about the bloodroot blossom? Would he have asked Owen or Rivkah? Did they even know what kind of flower she liked? 

      Not possible. She'd never told anyone. And now, she wouldn't be able to speak with Ross again for several months. She and her entourage were riding to the road camp in the morning.

      Perhaps she could find him when she returned over winter break. Or maybe he really would come to the Summer Solstice celebration. What would Aspen say if Ross did show up? She dreaded how the two peacocks would fight to maintain her attention. 

      Nienna set down the note and flower on a table with a sigh and climbed into bed. 

      Men.

      Maybe she really would become a spinster.
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        * * *

      

      "Lieutenant Perrill, sit with me," Owen said, resting on a low wooden bench just outside the barn doors. The roof extended far enough to provide shelter from the falling rain.

      Aspen tried to swallow, but his throat had gone dry.

      "Now, Lieutenant." 

      He didn't dare disobey a direct order. He sat down next to the prince, fully aware of the heat coming from the man's gaze. He waited for Owen to speak.

      "Perrill, you have desires to excel in the castle guard, yes?" Owen asked.

      "Yes, sir," he replied. His insides squirmed. He wasn't going to like this.

      "You will do what it takes to maintain and promote yourself?"

      "Yes, sir," Aspen repeated. 

      Owen turned a piercing stare upon Aspen. "Then whatever existed between you and my sister before you left for the academy is dead. You are part of her guard. She cannot be yours, and she never will be. For if you get caught fooling around with her, I will dishonorably discharge you myself."

      Aspen's blood went cold. Were his emotions for Nienna worth the price of his career?

      "She's not meant for you," Owen continued. 

      "Then who is she meant for?" Aspen blurted out. He instantly regretted his words. The expression on Prince Owen’s face informed him he'd just crossed into dangerous waters.

      "That remains to be seen," Owen said flatly. "Now start acting like her guard, or I will have you thrown into the bricks. Captain Halifax will be sending me regular reports. I know you to be a good soldier, but you will jeopardize your entire career if you make a mistake here. You are going to Alturis to protect Nienna, and that is all. Am I understood?"

      Though Aspen longed to argue, his situation was precarious enough. He bowed his head as he leaned on his knees. "Yes, sir."

      "Good. Now get some sleep. You'll need all your energy to keep up with my sister."

      With that, Owen stood and walked off into the darkness of the falling rain.

      Aspen's thoughts warred within him. What was more important? Getting Nienna to love him or his dream of becoming Commander of the King's Guard one day? He sagged as Owen's words sank in. Perhaps it was time to train his sights on a more available girl.
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      Nienna stood in front of her tent at the road camp, sipping her hot apple cider. Mist clung to the grey land as the crew began to stir. Dawn was nearly upon them, and soon the workers would take up their tools and start another day. She'd been in the road camp for two days, and Samuel Talley, the project master, was executing things to perfection.

      When she'd found him after the council meeting, he invited her to come and watch the work for a couple of days. It was fascinating to see the men dig down into the earth, drag levels across it, smooth it, then lay down a layer of foundation squares. Following that came sand, other sediments, then fine gravel.

      For the road to Silverlen, this would be the primary construction. However, when they entered a town or city, an additional layer of polished, flat stones fitted neatly together would be laid on top, creating a smooth surface for travel.

      As the sun rose higher, the mist cleared to reveal the dew-covered valley. Summer was on the horizon. Wildflowers grew in great congregations throughout the landscape, and game could be seen munching on the sweet grass. She gazed out, admiring the view, relishing her freedom.

      "Are you ready to head up?" Aspen asked, breaking into her thoughts. Nienna gave a start, nearly spilling the last of her cider. She hadn't heard him approach.

      "Yes," she said, as her heart rate slowed. "My things are all packed. I was going to get Fingol tacked up after I finished my cider."

      "No need," Aspen said. "Liam was awake early this morning and just finished tacking up all the horses. We're all set to go." Liam Falkirk, another of her old friends, would join her guard while she taught at Alturis.

      "Oh," Nienna said, a bit surprised. "I'll get my things then."

      Nienna led the way up a small trail through the foothills of the Eastern Fringe. The wagon bearing her books and maps would be taking the slower main roads, but she and her guard were free to cut across the countryside. They passed several small rivers and scared up a herd of elk. 

      She savored the ride, soaking in the spring sunshine and brisk air as they pressed upwards. The great black horse perked up as they came to the top of the ridge late in the afternoon. He could sense they were coming home just as she could.

      Pausing as the trail flattened out, she turned to her guard. "Before we press forward any farther, we need to address something. None of you were part of my escort while I attended the university previously," she said. "So we need to get my story straight. After we top this next rise, I am no longer your princess. I am your employer who has an overprotective father. I am known to you only as Nina or Professor Rostock. Outside of Solomon, few know my face and don't connect my name with the princess. I urge you to keep it that way. Can you do that for me?"

      "Don't worry your pretty little head, missy," said Liam, waggling his eyebrows. "Our lips be sealed."

      The others nodded their agreement.

      "We are yours to command, milady," Aspen said.

      "Good," Nienna said as a grin slid onto her face. "Now, see if you can keep up."

      She raced her guards up the knoll and through an open field. They came out onto a road next to the vast Mandoro River, making its way south. They followed this road until the sun began to set, bringing with it the chill of night. Thunder from a thousand falls rumbled ahead.

      The Mandoro Falls were the biggest Nienna had ever found in all of Tellidus. They were a half-mile across, plunging into a large basin that fed the more minor falls around Alturis, giving the land the appearance of a fairy world. Dense forests hid parts of the city that flanged upward from the epicenter. Walking and riding paths crisscrossed among the trees, making it easy to get where you wanted in short order. In most places, the forests remained relatively untouched close to the falls but spread out into lush farmlands as the cliffs gave way to gentle, rolling slopes.

      The city itself was sculpted from the landscape, flowing like water around the great boulders and monarch trees. Smooth, tan stone was the base for all the buildings and walls of the city—the manicured gardens providing beautiful reliefs.

      Water spilling over the clifftops gathered at the bottom of the valley into the great Lake Alta that divided the university side of Alturis from the city. Several small islands dotted the lake's interior with gracefully arched bridges connecting them to either side of Alturis. The lake then emptied into the Ryle river making its way down to the KeyKoch Loch, the southernmost point of the Tellidine Kingdom.

      Tonight, however, vast amounts of fog drifted up from the water, creating a muddled picture of the city. Bright lights shone on the path downward. She started down the road. 

      With each step Fingol took, she felt herself relax in the saddle. She was home. Her true home. The place where she could take off her mask of the princess and become Nina Rostock once more. By the time they passed through the bustling city gates, full dark was upon them.

      The people of Alturis were as bright as their clothing. Cheerful voices called to one another, and laughter was everywhere. The fabric the people wore resembled flowing water, swirling around them as they walked. 

      The smell of sweetbreads, roasting meat, fruits, and vegetables combined to create an enticing aroma. Liam was sniffing the air experimentally.

      "Does this place always smell so delicious?" he asked Nienna.

      "It smells even better on festival days," she replied, taking it all in.

      She led the way through the winding, crowded streets, coming to the foot of the university. As they passed beneath the stone arch admitting them onto the campus, she heard her name.

      "Nina!" came an excited voice. "Nina, over here." It was her good friend Annalynn Jemmett. The girl was short with tightly curled black hair braided with streamers.

      "Annalynn," Nienna called back, leaping off Fingol. They embraced each other like sisters. As her friend pulled away, she gave Nienna a quizzical look.

      "I didn't realize you'd be back?" she asked.

      "I didn't either, but I received a note from the dean saying a position had opened," she said, grinning.

      "Me too! I can't wait to get started," Annalynn said excitedly. "Who are your companions?"

      "That is Aspen, Orion, and Liam." Each nodded or waved as she introduced them. "These three are my new protectors and friends. You know how my father is. Luckily they blend in a bit more than my last ones," she said with a smirk. Annalynn nodded approvingly.

      "A pleasure to meet you all," Annalynn said genially to the three men.

      "What subject are you teaching?" Nienna asked, forcing Annalynn to look away from her companions.

      "Dean Harmon requested that I teach the Intro to Surveying."

      "That's wonderful!" Nienna exclaimed. "I'll be teaching just down the hall from you. I'm doing the Introductory Cartography class."

      "You'll do fantastic there," Annalynn said. "That was always your favorite part."

      "As will you," Nienna replied.

      "All the new professors are throwing a party tonight. That's why I'm out. We needed more food."

      "What time does the party start?" Nienna asked, looking at her dirty clothes.

      "In two hours. That should give you plenty of time to freshen up," Annalynn said, giving Orion a coy look, causing him to blush scarlet.

      Aspen and Liam were taking in the sights and sounds of Alturis with wide eyes.

      "See you soon," Annalynn said and rushed off through the market.

      Orion watched the girl dance away between the vendors.

      "I don't believe I've ever been to a place where people act like it's a festival day every day. I mean, look at the way everyone is dressed," Aspen said. 

      "Welcome to Alturis," Nienna said with a grin.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen sat at the back of Nienna's classroom, watching the girl animatedly instruct her students. He'd been here for two weeks, and he'd learned more about drawing techniques and land formations than he'd ever wanted to know. It wasn't that Nienna was a lousy teacher. She was the best.

      He just would rather be practicing military strategies or learning new moves to disarm an opponent. Something daring or bold. Life in Alturis was downright dull. Everyone was so polite and cheerful all the time.

      He didn't have to sit in here every day, as he, Liam, and Orion took turns guarding the princess. Nienna insisted that she needed no protection at night. Still, Aspen knew if someone were going to attack, it would be at night when everyone was asleep. Especially with the spacious apartments in which the professors lived.

      As Professor Rostock and her entourage required four apartments, the Dean had given them their own wing in a newly constructed building on the fringe of the woods. Nienna's apartment doubled as her office to meet with students and faculty while providing rooftop access. This posed a nightmare situation for her safety. Any assassin with climbing ability could scale the walls of the building and slip in through her roof.

      Not to mention, the building was surrounded by large trees, waterfalls, and small streams. Intricate wood and stone bridges crossed the water, making it easy to get wherever one desired. You could even use the large stepping-stones to cross some of the streams. This place emulated creativity to the point of being nauseating with a complete lack of order.

      During Aspen's tenure here, he and the other guards were not allowed to wear their uniforms. So, they paraded around the university in civilian clothing, acting more like escorts than bodyguards. Though that wouldn't prevent the king from stringing them up should the girl come to harm. Nienna didn't want to attract undue attention by being flanked by Solomon guards all the time. However, the three men all carried some weapon hidden beneath their clothes.

      He sighed as he flipped through the pages of the book he'd brought. The university librarian had recommended it as a great adventure story, but he was too distracted to read. As he watched Nienna flit among her students, he couldn't come to terms with the fact that the girl instructing this room full of sixteen-year-olds was the same girl he'd grown up with.

      Over the past weeks, Aspen had witnessed a transformation in her. Back in Solomon, she was out of place. She ran against the grain of court and never wanted to sit center stage if she could help it.

      Here in Alturis, however, Nienna was outgoing, outspoken, and someone everyone wanted to know. She was well-liked by all the students in her department and well-respected by her fellow teachers and even superiors. None of them knew her true identity. They liked her simply because of who she was.

      The worst part was that Aspen loved this version of Nienna more, but she had never been so far out of reach. She had very little time to spare for her friends between classes, helping students and all the parties. Plus, she was never alone. 

      People thronged her, talking to her, trying to get her to laugh. Several young men, teachers, and students alike had tried to capture her attention, to no avail. She was oblivious to their advances.

      She and Aspen went riding reasonably often, but she always seemed distracted. When he asked her about it, she would say things like, "Oh, I was just thinking of something I needed to add to my lesson for tomorrow." Or "I finally get what Professor So and So meant in her lecture about…." Her thoughts were never on him.

      The giant bell in the forum chimed, signaling the end of lessons for the day. Aspen closed the book in relief. As the students left the room, he walked up to Nienna's desk and began tidying things up, putting papers into her shoulder bag.

      "How was the book?" she asked him brightly. Her smile was as warm as the summer sunshine.

      "It was OK. I wasn't really in the mood to read today," he said offhandedly.

      She gave him a knowing look. "That bad, huh?"

      "I'll have to dedicate more time to it later to know for sure." His eyes lingered on her as she packed a few more things into her bag.

      Her smile made his heart skip a beat. She didn't even realize how beautiful she was. Her purple teaching robes and gold bangles only enhanced her presence. Her long brown hair hung loose, highlights from the afternoon sun rimming her face.

      Leaving the classroom, they walked out into one of the many gardens that separated the dormitories and instruction buildings. The gardens seemed so unnecessary to Aspen. He'd trained for four years at Waldorman, a strict military city. Everything there was done with a purpose and precision. Alturis was built for beauty. Strolling gardens, statues, fountains, and arching buildings were everywhere.

      Eventually, they made their way back to their apartments. Nienna unlocked her door and left it open for Aspen to follow. Her office greeted them like a miniature library. Shelves of books adorned the forest green walls, along with several of Nienna's own drawings and maps. She placed her bag on the workbench.

      Aspen took up residence on one of her stools at the table in the center of the room. He did his best to keep his eyes off her, but it was nearly impossible. Her scent drifted around the office as she put various things away. He rubbed his hands over his eyes.

      Get a grip, he told himself angrily. You are a guard. She is your asset. Nothing more.

      "Are you all right?" she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      You are a guard. She is your asset.

      "I'm fine," he said, looking up at her. "I'm just tired. I think I might lie down before dinner." He had to get out of the room and clear his mind.

      "Sounds good. If it would be better, I can get Liam to walk with me. He's always hungry," she said, still watching him.

      "I think that would be best," he said. "I might turn in early."

      "Are you feeling well?" Her concern was only making his thoughts worse.

      "Well enough. Just tired." He tried to give her a reassuring smile but was sure it only came out as a grimace. 

      He turned to go to his rooms when Nienna said, "Oh, Aspen." 

      Aspen turned around quickly. Guard. Asset.

      "Don't forget tomorrow is when I take my class out to the farms. We'll be working with the survey class to make field maps."

      "Yes, milady," he replied and continued to his room, his heart at war. 

      Instead of going to his rooms, however, he headed out into the warm evening. The streets were busy as usual. Merchants were still hawking their wares to the passers-by. Walking down one of the food corridors, he heard his name and turned. He was shocked to see Prentice Parker detach herself from a gaggle of girls.

      "Sir Perrill," she said genially. "I didn't know you would be in Alturis."

      Nienna was not the only one who experienced a transformation when out of her parents' shadow. Prentice looked more relaxed and open than Aspen had ever known her.

      "I'm on assignment," he replied automatically.

      "Are you on duty now?" she asked. A coy smile played about her lips.

      "Not at the moment, no," he said honestly.

      "Would you care to join us for supper then?" she asked.

      "Um." Aspen hesitated.

      He didn't want to spend time with Prentice, but his only other options were to spend it alone, wandering the streets, or go back to his empty room.

      "Yes. Of course," he said, giving her a bow.

      Prentice's face lit up. "Wonderful!" she exclaimed and took his hand, leading him after her friends.

      Dinner was a surprisingly enjoyable experience. The younger girls at the dinner fought for his attention. He flirted without reservation and, by the end of the night, felt thoroughly refreshed. Perhaps he could still enjoy life without Nienna, he thought. His head was entirely on board with this decision. Prentice was a pretty girl and an easier catch. But could he convince his heart to let go of the only girl he'd ever wanted?

      Prentice bumped him with her shoulder and batted her eyes. It was obvious she was willing. Summoning all his willpower, he reached for her hand and interlocked their fingers. The girl's green eyes were victorious. She scooted even closer to him and chatted happily with the other girls.

      Aspen closed his eyes to block out the sight before him. He wanted to throw Prentice’s hand away and run back to his apartment. But he had to learn to love someone else. Or Prince Owen would have his hide.
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      Nienna sat on a stool eating an apple in her classroom, preparing for her next class, when her door burst open. A multitude of people filled the hallway, talking excitedly.

      "Nina, come quick," Annalynn called, poking her head in the doorway. "You need to hear this." 

      Nienna looked questioningly at Orion, who shrugged. They left the classroom and entered the buzzing corridor.

      "Come down to the lecture hall. That way, I only have to explain this once," said the exasperated Dean Harmon from the front of the crowd. 

      The hoard practically ran to the large lecture hall in anticipation. Nienna turned to Annalynn and asked, "What's going on?"

      "There have been earthquakes in several locations along the Eastern Fringe," Annalynn replied. "This hasn't happened in over a thousand years. There is talk about sending out a recon party to see what they can find out. Wouldn't it be so exciting to get out and do what we teach?"

      "Yes, it would," Nienna agreed. Though she still very much enjoyed teaching.

      "Quiet down," Dean Harmon called to the gathered crowd in the lecture hall. She stood on the teaching platform, majestic in her purple teaching robes and white sash. Her platinum bangles were wrapped around her upper arms, signifying her place as a university dean. "Find a seat, and I'll explain the report I received."

      Annalynn, Nienna, and Orion found an empty bench and sat with what looked like the whole of the Geology and Geography department staff.

      "Some of you may have heard there has been a series of earthquakes over the past few weeks. They occurred strictly along the Eastern Fringe, running as far north as Silverlen and as far south as the ruins of Celestine," said Dean Harmon. "At first, it was thought the Northern Raiders were trying to stop the mining efforts as several tunnels in the mines collapsed, trapping workers inside. But other eruption sites began to appear sporadically throughout the region. 

      "This report came to me directly from Solomon. The king has deemed it necessary to call on the university to investigate the cause of these eruptions." 

      An excited buzz filled the hall, drowning out the dean's words. The diminutive woman glared at her staff until they quieted down.

      "I plan to send out only one team of investigators to minimize the disruptions to our students," the dean continued. "Therefore, I will send Professors Rockwell, Bates, and Humphrey."

      Several of the younger staff groaned. Even Nienna felt a bit put out by not being included. She knew she could have done better than Professor Bates. Events like this only came around once a millennium, and she would be sidelined because of her age. 

      "They may select a few of our junior staff to accompany them, but I want the majority of you to remain here to teach. The summer solstice and end of term are coming up, and we need to prepare our students. Those who have been aiding in these three professors' classes will be in charge of them the rest of term."

      A few of the professors' aides looked thrilled to have an opportunity to teach some of the higher-level classes. 

      "Well, that bites," Annalynn said under her breath. "Something that will only happen once in our lifetime, and we can't be part of it."

      Nienna did her best to remain stoic, but her heart agreed with Annalynn.

      "It's time to return to your classrooms and prepare for your next lesson. The bell will be ringing soon." Dean Harmon dismissed them all with a wave of her hand as she exited the platform.

      Nienna and Orion walked back to her classroom down the white marble corridor. Annalynn muttered a grumpy farewell and returned to her classroom down the hall.

      As Nienna entered her classroom, it suddenly felt smaller. Orion placed a hand on her shoulder.

      "Don't worry about it. You'll get your chance soon enough," he said. 

      "I know. It's just hard to accept it," Nienna said with a sigh. "I've outdrawn Professor Bates on more than one occasion. I feel they should be selecting who goes based on their talent. Not seniority."

      Orion laughed. "You'll find that sort of thing wherever you go. Now, what can I do to help you get ready for your next class?"

      Nienna gave Orion some drawings she wanted to be pinned on the walls and set him to work. She pulled out her notes and shuffled them into order when a familiar voice spoke.

      "Greetings from Solomon, Professor Rostock," Master Jasper Holt, the Agrarian Advisor, said carefully. His words indicated that referring to her as "professor" instead of "princess" was hard to do.

      Orion paused in his work and bowed in respect to the advisor.

      "Master Holt," Nienna said warmly. "To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?"

      The man came forward and shook her hand but looked bemused. "I must say, Prin… Professor," he corrected. "You look to be an entirely different person since we last saw one another. I don't think I would recognize you if I hadn't known where to find you."

      Nienna flashed him a grin and tossed her hair over her shoulder. "I suppose I'm a bit of a chameleon. I blend into my surroundings."

      "It certainly suits you," he said, inclining his head. "This is my first time visiting the city. I was unaware of how many waterfalls surrounded this gorge. All the sediment carried downstream must be why the farmland near the KeyKoch Loch is so rich."

      Master Holt cleared his throat. "Anyway, to answer your question of why I am here. Do you remember a man who spoke about decay or disease issues with the forest near Feltus?"

      She nodded. How could she forget the meeting where she sat beside her fidgety brother as she tried to hear the happenings of the kingdom.

      "I originally sent two of my apprentices to look into the matter shortly after your brother's engagement ball, but they were overwhelmed by what they saw. I decided to go myself to the Feltus camps." 

      Master Holt ran a hand through his stubbly hair. 

      "This issue is bigger than any of us thought. The people continue to move down the mountain to freshwater, but it's becoming scarce. I need a way to track the spread. The forests have developed some type of mold or fungus, and every time I turn around, there seems to be a new section falling to decay." 

      Nienna shared a worried glance with Orion. The woods of Feltus were a major source of industry for the kingdom. If they were lost, Tellidus would become a greater target for attacks along the borders.

      "Now we're dealing with small earthquakes all along the Fringe. These have made it hard to assess the damage anywhere properly. Sinkholes have appeared, making it difficult to get around safely. In correspondence with Solomon, your name came up as possibly helping the situation. I was hoping I could enlist your help or the help of some of your colleagues."

      "Of course, but I would have to take the matter to Dean Harmon," Nienna said. "I can talk to her after my next class."

      "Wonderful. I need a map of the land, the areas affected, and then track the spread. I fear that if we don't get this matter contained and reversed, it will start affecting the valleys as well as places like Alturis."

      Nienna glanced out the columns of windows lining her classroom. The forests were just starting to come into summer. Brilliant green leaves waved in the breeze. She couldn't let the decay come to her home. And, if she were able to go, she could get a firsthand look at an eruption site. Then she remembered the impromptu meeting in the lecture hall.

      "Dean Harmon just established a team of professors who will be investigating the eruption sites. We will be short-handed here until they come back. I doubt I will be allowed to go."

      Master Holt drummed his dirty nails on her desk. "Where might I find this Dean Harmon?" he said finally. "I will coordinate with her. Perhaps I can have her team come to Feltus first as it was the most recent eruption site."

      "You'll likely find her in her office on the upper floor, near the middle of the hallway. Her name is painted on the doorframe. You can't miss it."

      Her hopes of getting out to the eruption site crumbled. Once again, Professor Bates was going to take her opportunity.

      "Thank you," Master Holt said. "I'll let your father know you are well when I see him next."

      "That would be great. Thank you," Nienna said, her heart heavy as she waved him out.

      Within minutes her students for the Cartography Techniques class arrived, chatting happily with one another. She took a deep breath and put on her practiced smile, welcoming the eager youths. The time passed quickly enough, but Nienna felt worn down by the time her final class of the day ended. 

      Orion picked up the loose parchment on her desk while she rubbed the chalk off her drawing board. The sudden bang of her classroom door made Nienna scream in fright. Orion had a knife out before they both realized it was Annalynn, back with another piece of gossip.

      "I knew it!" she crowed, oblivious to the knife Orion was quickly shoving back up his sleeve. The girl's dark curls bounced with delight as she skipped into the room. "I knew we'd be able to go."

      "Go where?" Nienna asked. 

      "To the eruption sites," Annalynn trilled. "Haven't you heard yet?"

      "I've been teaching my classes all afternoon. I haven't heard anything."

      "You, me, and Petra are going to lead a team of our own!" Annalynn squealed.

      "What?" Nienna said, dumbfounded. 

      "Yes! Dean Harmon just said..." But Annalynn couldn't finish because Nienna had picked up her skirt and ran from the room for Dean Harmon's office. It couldn't be real. How would the Dean let her, Annalynn, and Petra, also a new hire in the geology department, go on their own investigation? They were junior professors.

      Nienna ran up the stairs with Orion at her heels like a well-trained dog. She nearly ran headlong into Master Holt as she rounded the next bend at top speed.

      "Easy there," the advisor said as Nienna skidded to a stop.

      "Master Holt," Nienna panted.

      "Ah, Nina, Good. Let's all have a word in my office, please," Dean Harmon said, leaning out of her office door.

      Nienna straightened her teaching robes and walked into the office, followed by Master Holt. Orion took up guard outside the door.

      "I assume Annalynn alerted you to the change of plans," Dean Harmon said with a knowing look.

      "Ah, yes. She did," Nienna admitted.

      "That girl has a mouth for gossip," the Dean said with a shake of her head.

      Nienna didn't reply. She only waited.

      "Well, Master Holt informed me of his need for assistance with his mission in Feltus. I have already made arrangements for Professors Rockwell, Bates, and Humphrey to go to Silverlen, however. The condition at the mines is dire, and I still feel I need our most seasoned professors to do the work up there, especially with how unstable the landscape still is. And that's adding to the tension with the raiders.

      "However, the need in Feltus is also great. Timber is a vital commodity to our nation, but a mysterious disease is spoiling it. Master Holt has requested a small team to help him survey the land and draw a map of the diseased areas to aid those trying to fight it. As you know, Feltus has not been sufficiently mapped. Therefore it's been hard to pinpoint the exact locations for the townspeople to eliminate those trees.

      "I need you, Annalynn, and Petra to go to Feltus and help Master Holt with this issue," Dean Harmon finished.

      Nienna was ready to set out at once, but a question kept nagging at her. "Why me? I'm only in my first term teaching. Why let me go?"

      "Two reasons. Your students are well ahead of where they need to be for their exams and can easily take a week off to study. Plus, after how well you did the map for the Silver Road, I think you've earned it." Dean Harmon gave her a rare smile.

      "But you said earlier that you wanted all junior professors to stay here? Why not pick Roger? He's been here several years more than I and is a decent hand," Nienna said.

      "I need Roger to stay here and cover Professor Bates's classes. I don't know how long those three will be gone, but I imagine it will be several months. Do you not want to go?" the dean asked.

      "No, no. I want to go. It's just I don't feel I've been here long enough to be honored with something like this."

      "Consider this a test, then. Prove to me you can do this, and we'll talk about advancing you to teaching higher-level courses next year."

      Adrenaline flooded into Nienna. "Of course, Dean Harmon. I won't let you down."

      "I'm sure you won't. Now get your bags packed and be ready to leave in the morning."

      Nienna stood to leave with Master Holt. 

      "Oh Nina, one more thing," Dean Harmon said.

      "Yes, Dean?" she asked.

      "Please be back here within the week. I don't want your class to get behind."

      "Yes, Ma'am."
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      The following day, Nienna, Annalynn Jemmett, and Petra Ventralli found Master Holt ready with his assistants and a handful of castle guards in front of the stables. All three of Nienna's guards strode behind her.

      It would be a two-day ride to Feltus, but the advisor and his assistants were a cheerful lot. They stuck to the main road, staying the night in Waldorman. The next day, around midmorning, they reached the junction to go up and east toward Feltus.

      Master Holt asked Nienna and her companions endless questions about how they'd chosen their areas of study and why they became professors. In turn, he told them about the agriculture across Tellidus. She was always amazed at the variety of crops their small country was able to produce.

      Upon reaching the Lombard River, they broke for lunch. Master Holt grabbed a vial from his pack and went to the water's edge. He scooped up a bit of liquid, then added some grey powder to the vial, watching it intently. Nothing happened.

      "What's that supposed to do?" asked Nienna.

      "The grey powder helps me detect common poisons. This water appears to be free of contaminants. Hopefully, it will stay that way," replied Master Holt.

      As they finished their meal, Nienna noticed the birds had suddenly stopped chirping. Everything was silent.

      "Does anyone else hear that?" Nienna asked.

       The others grew silent while the guards drew their weapons.

      The ground shook as hoofbeats thundered to the clearing. Everyone sprang to their horses in preparation to flee from the oncoming mass. As soon as Nienna was astride her black mount, scores of deer burst through the clearing. Several large bucks led the barrage. Does and fawns intermingled in the bunch.

      Nienna and her companions cleared the way as the animals passed. Fingol's eyes rolled as he trembled, but he did not bolt. Finally, the last animals disappeared through the opposite side of the clearing. Anything that had been in the path of the deer was ruined, including Nienna's lunch.

      "What was that all about?" Annalynn asked shakily.

      "I don't know," responded Petra. "But I hope we don't encounter more."

      "I think," began Master Holt. "they were driven down by something farther up. Many of those animals looked ill. Several of the older bucks were foaming at the mouth as though they'd been poisoned."

      "I'm surprised you saw so much while trying to hold your horse in check," replied an agitated Liam. "It was all I could do to keep my dumb beast from bolting."

      "I think Master Holt is right," Nienna said, ignoring her stocky friend. "Those deer did not look healthy. Many had ribs showing, and the meadows here are lush. There's something wrong in the mountains. Everything feels agitated."

      "What do you mean agitated?" Aspen asked, trying to calm his steed. "How can a forest feel agitated?"

      Nienna couldn't explain and didn't try.

      "Come. We have a ways to go yet," said Master Holt.

      They continued their upward journey, following the small road that wound through the mountain. The river was no longer beside the road, but Nienna could still hear it in the distance.

      Darkness was falling like a blanket upon the mountain. Owls hooted in the distance. Nienna's sense of unease was growing. The last time Master Holt had tested the river, his vial had turned a light red color with a swirl of blue that would not mix.

      "What does the blue color mean?" Nienna asked as she watched over his shoulder.

      "Well, the light red color indicates trace amounts of contaminates. The blue color is a mystery. The powder is only supposed to turn red. I didn't encounter this a few days ago. We should exercise extreme caution," he warned.

      The group still had relatively full water skins, but it would be hard to give the thirsty horses a drink this evening.

      As they rode on, a branch broke in front of them. Nienna pulled Fingol up short. All the guards began to draw their weapons and peer about.

      "Halt!" barked a voice from the darkening trees. "State your name and business for being in these woods."

      Master Holt urged his horse to the front. "I am Jasper Holt, Agrarian Advisor to the king, with several companions. I've returned to continue my investigation of the source of trouble within your forests."

      The man clambered down from his perch and landed heavily in front of the advisor. Nienna was surprised to find that it was Timothy Cornell, the petitioner from the castle.

      "We didn't think you'd be coming back," Master Cornell said incredulously. He rubbed his bald head with a dirty hand.

      "I gave my word to your people I would return. I don't see why you would doubt," Master Holt said.

      The man chewed his words before speaking. "Have any of you drank the water before this point?"

      "We drank it farther down but only tested it since," said Master Holt. "We tested it not far from here and found it has started to become bitter."

      "Aye, it has. The people of Feltus have abandoned the last camp and set up a new one in the next clearing. This poison is slow-spreading but quick in killing," said Master Cornell. "Come, we will shelter you for the night and discuss this further."

      Master Cornell led the way through the trees. Soon, firelight blazed all around them, casting eerie shadows on the tents. Darkness had fallen fast, and the only visible light was from the watchfires about the camp.

      Cornell led them to a makeshift barn where several animals were tied up and munching on dried grass. Once their tired horses were cared for, Timothy pointed to a large tent with a hole in the roof where smoke trickled out.

      "We've found that we can boil the poison out of the water at this lower elevation, but it takes a great deal of time and fuel to keep this up. It's only been three days, but it is already time to move on." Timothy rubbed his face and sighed. "We are running out of options."

      Nienna looked around. Many of the people in the encampment looked haggard and weary from their struggles. Some looked ill. Her heart ached at the grief she saw. Once outside the grand tent, the militia stationed on either side of the door glared at the newcomers.

      One of the militia members called out to the occupants inside. "It's Cornell. He's brought the advisor and some others."

      "Tell the fish-eating old toad to leave us alone. We are in the middle of important matters," came a woman's curt reply.

      Annalynn started to giggle before catching herself. She blushed scarlet as Nienna shook her head.

      "Master Holt, the king's agrarian advisor, and his entourage have returned to speak with the wise leaders of Feltus," replied Timothy in lancing tones. There was a scuffle inside. Then two people appeared at the tent flap.

      "He's telling the truth. The advisor returned," replied the woman quietly to the man. They were older, perhaps in their fifties. The woman's chestnut hair was thin and frazzled-looking, while the man's raven tresses were streaked with silver.

      "Greetings, travelers," the man said in a genial tone that denied warmth.

      Nienna narrowed her eyes as her skin prickled. This man was a snake.

      "Welcome back, Advisor Holt," said the woman. Turning to Nienna and her friends, she said, "My name is Nadeen Meyer, and this is my husband, Jude. We are the village leaders. Timothy, whom you have met, is part of our council, as are many others. What brings you our way?"

      "I asked for help, as we had discussed at one of our previous meetings," Master Holt interrupted. Nienna could tell he was trying hard to keep his temper in check.

      "Oh right, of course. You were going back to the valley to get help. Yet the king saw fit to send us younglings," Nadeen said in a sad tone. "It appears we should have kept looking if this is all you could find."

      "Actually," Master Holt said in an even tone, "I enlisted help from the professors of Alturis to assess the damage to the woods and, if possible, help me find a solution for it. I have abundant knowledge of plants and wildlife. But I need help to map out the decay in the forest thoroughly and clearly."

      "Of course, sir," Jude Meyer said with a toothy smile. "We appreciate the need for being clear and thorough when our people are at stake."

      Nienna was struggling to keep her mouth shut. Insults against her friends generally didn't go unpunished, even when coated in fine speech.

      "Timothy, have you given our guests any supper? They look dead on their feet," Nadeen crooned. Nienna noted how the Meyers continued to distract from the topic of the forest.

      "I have not, Ms. Meyer. I felt it appropriate to bring them straight to you before we settled on a meal," Cornell said.

      "Fine, fine," said Jude. "Come in then."

      The leaders led the group into the sparse tent. They were reluctant to discuss the people's problems since Master Holt had left earlier that week, dismissing any solutions proposed.

      Nienna listened, taking notes in her journal. However, she felt these two leaders were hiding something. She did not trust them, and everything about this situation made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      "Well, you lot must be tired after your long ride. Come, and we'll show you where you can stay for the night and ensure you get some proper nourishment," said Jude, beckoning them to the door.

      The travelers were given a large tent with a blazing fire in the center. Nienna was grateful for the warmth. Snow had begun to fall, making the temperature drop. Summer was later than usual this year in the upper regions of the mountains.

      The meal tasted good, but it sat heavy in Nienna's stomach. Most of the supper had consisted of gravy of some sort over roasted tubers. Thin strips of meat were added as a garnish but did not satisfy Liam's need for protein.

      Everyone pulled out their sleeping rolls and spread them out on the hard ground. Aspen beckoned Nienna to do likewise, but she remained in front of the fire, thinking.

      He came to stand beside her. "Is everything all right?" 

      "I don't know," she said quietly. "I feel there's more going on here than we're allowed to know."

      "I agree," said Master Holt from his bedroll. "The Meyers constantly tried to distract from the matter of the forest."

      "This whole place creeps me out," said Annalynn from underneath her blankets.

      "I'm with you," Liam agreed from the other side of the tent.

      "Why would they shy away from the forest topic? Didn't the Meyers ask for our help?" Nienna continued despite the comments.

      "I think we must be cautious. Something is not right here, and I don't want you girls in any danger. Things have changed in my absence this past week. The leaders were more open before I left," replied Master Holt.

      Erik, one of Master Holt's guards, spoke up. "We should get an early start tomorrow. The quicker these girls get the job done, the sooner we can get them back to a safe place."

      "I think that is our best route. When you three finish, we'll send you back to Alturis and away from whatever is going on here," Master Holt said.

      Annalynn gave Nienna an uneasy look. When they set out from Alturis, the woods of Feltus seemed like a great adventure. However, this particular adventure gave her the feeling that she might not make it back to her classes within the specified week Dean Harmon had given her. Danger seemed to be lurking on every side.
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      Sleep had almost taken Nienna when something moved outside, jolting her awake. It sounded as though a massive bear was snuffling at their tent flaps. She'd heard of bears attacking camps looking for food, and none of those encounters ended well. 

      She sat up and stared around their tent. She wished she knew a bit more about self-defense. But it was not proper for the princess to be trained in weaponry, as her mother had reminded her on multiple occasions. If more excursions like this one to Feltus existed in her future, she might need to reconsider that rule.

      "I must be losing my mind," a purr of a male voice said in almost a whisper. 

      Nienna grew still at the unexpected voice. It wasn't one of her companions sleep talking. Orion's shadow tip-toed to the tent flaps. A long hunting knife poised in his hand. The snuffling sounds continued on. Then all went silent. 

      Orion sat down, his eyes trained on a crack in the tent flaps. Nienna was grateful he was on watch. She lay down and pulled her blankets closer. That sense of unease returned, more substantial this time. The dark tent felt close and foreboding.

      After several long minutes of silence, Nienna chided herself for being foolish. She was getting jumpy with all the talk of poison and decay. She got up, nodded to Orion, and then grabbed some wood by the door to rekindle the fire. She sat huddled in her blankets, watching the flames dance before her.

      "Did you sleep at all?" Liam sat up and looked at her with bleary eyes.

      "A bit," she whispered. She didn't want to disturb the others. 

      Liam rubbed the sleep from his eyes and stared around. "Have you got something to eat? I'm starving. That food barely tied me over for the night."

      "Sure. I've got some in my pack." Nienna reached into her saddlebags and pulled out an apple and some dried meat.

      "Thanks," Liam said as she handed him the food. They sat together by the fire until the others woke. The group pulled on their boots and cloaks before heading out into the frosty morning. The clouds hung heavy in the dull light. It looked like it was going to snow again.

      "Now remember," Master Holt instructed Nienna and her friends while tacking up his horse. "If you feel unsafe at any point, return immediately. Trust your instincts. I've found they serve me better than anything else. And one more thing. Stay together. I heard there was an animal outside the tent last night. I don't want anyone to get lost or worse." 

      He waited until they had each given him a verbal confirmation, then handed Nienna a small book. "Here are my notes. I would start on the northeast side of this camp. That is one of the original locations of this disease. The rest of us will be assessing the fault lines that have appeared since I was here last."

      "We will," Nienna promised. 

      "Good. We'll meet up this evening and compare our notes." With that, Master Holt and his team trotted off into the dim morning.

      "Are you ready?" Aspen asked near her shoulder. 

      "Let's go," she replied.

      Nienna and her companions rode to the northeast part of camp and set to work. The disease was prevalent in this part of the forest, and they had to take great care not to touch the wilted black plants.

      Annalynn, with Liam, set survey stakes to begin making the grid Nienna would use for her map. Orion and Petra collected samples of the earth. They analyzed them for minerals or bacteria that may be contributing to the disease. Nienna, with Aspen acting as her shadow, sketched the landscape and took leaf rubbings. 

      While she worked, she caught Aspen staring at her more than once. Each time he would give an excuse, but something was wrong. He'd been acting distant ever since that night in the barn. Owen must have said something to him, but she knew Aspen would never tell her.

      The snow that fell the night before melted, allowing warmth to return to the mountainside. As the snow receded, the devastation to the forest became more pronounced. Entire blocks of trees were black and oozing a white puss. The undergrowth was shriveled and dry. And according to Petra, even the earth was barren. Life had literally been stripped from the forest. Master Cornell's dire warnings back in Solomon were very real. 

      Nienna found a gathering of flat boulders and spread out her instruments. Aspen placed rocks on the corners of her parchment.

      "Is this how you made the map for the Silver Road?" he asked. 

      "More or less," she replied. The protractor in her hand made a graceful arc across the parchment. Adding in specific clusters of trees, Nienna used her finger to smudge the charcoal from her pencil, indicating where the disease was present. Next, she used a red pencil to mark the projected direction of the disease and estimate the speed of the spread, based on Petra's analysis of the death of the plant life.

      She smiled at her work, despite its grim nature. She loved the feeling of the parchment and tools beneath her fingertips.

      "Nien... Nina," Aspen began when a loud crack rang through the forest.

      "Brace yourselves," cried out Petra.

      Nienna heard it before she saw it. The earth was racing towards them like an ocean wave.

      Not my map, Nienna thought and raced to gather up her supplies before the wall of earth could do any damage.

      "Nienna, wait!” Aspen shouted, but it was too late.

      The wave of earth threw her into one of the boulders. The next thing she knew, the ground beneath her was gone. A scream erupted from her lips as she tumbled down into a pit, hitting the ground hard. The fall was short, but she felt herself sliding deeper and deeper into the earth on some type of chute.

      It was black beneath the crust of the earth. Rocks and other debris rolled with her, but she couldn't tell anything else. Suddenly her slide gave way to open air, and she dropped another ten feet, landing hard. Once the rock had stopped falling, Nienna rolled out of the debris with a groan. She could feel a throbbing in her hands and a lump on her head.

      The darkness was stifling. Nienna shivered as the cool air passed around her. All was silent except for the rustle of her clothing and shoulder bag. Something slinked down her face, and she shrieked. Touching her forehead, she realized it was blood and not a crawly insect. Hot liquid oozed from her cuts. Mopping at the blood on her face, she hoped it wouldn't last.

      "Hello?" she called out. 

      There was no reply. 

      Now what? She couldn't climb out the way she'd come in. Panic sat paraded on her chest. She was alone in the dark with no way out. As she was about to give in to her fears, Master Holt's words came back to her.

      "Trust your instincts. They will serve you better than anything else," Nienna repeated out loud.

      To her surprise, she felt an overwhelming sense of courage. Her gut told her to get up and walk. Gripping her shoulder bag, she felt something hard inside. Aspen had insisted that Nienna pack a few emergency supplies in case something happened while she was out with her classes. She'd thought it unnecessary. Dangerous situations didn't occur at Alturis. As she pulled the flint and steel from her pack, however, she was thanking all that was good for her guard's stubbornness.

      She pulled out the flint and a small amount of steel, then felt around before placing it on a stone before her. Then she struck the two flint stones together. Tiny sparks flicked out like the tongue of a lizard. She struck again. This time the small pile of steel took. Nienna desperately searched for something she could use as a torch.

      A thin length of rock, about the size of her arm, lay nearby. She tore strips of cloth from her cloak using her penknife. It was a slow business, but she turned the woolen fabric and rock into a torch. She had no pitch, so her torch wouldn't last long. 

      She wound the cloth around the rock and set it near her flint. This time she sent the sparks onto the fabric, which took instantly. The light was bright enough to show her she was in a low tunnel. The ceiling was maybe twelve feet high. The rock was white with black speckles, almost like the skin of some great beast.

      Boulders lay crumbled in haphazard piles. She was lucky none landed on top of her. With her torch in hand, she scoured the rubble for her journal and instruments. She found her map torn in two and placed the pieces in her carry bag.

      Deciding the best thing to do was move forward, she picked her way through the debris. One step after another, she plodded on in the suffocating silence, searching and praying for a way out.

      Ahead, she noticed something large and hairy blocking her path. She backed away from it as far as she could. Her thoughts hovered on giant spiders. But, when it didn't move, she drew closer, and the shape became more distinct. 

      It was a man. 

      And Nienna had no idea whether he was alive. Or dead.
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      Nienna couldn't make out much detail in the dim light, but the man appeared ancient. He had a dusty grey beard that tangled all about his ashen face. His clothes were in tatters, and no shoes on his feet. She hesitated to touch him, but she had to know if this person was alive or, she hated to think it, a corpse.

      She tried to discern if he was breathing but could see nothing. Tentatively she crept forward. 

      "Please be alive. Please be alive," she chanted. "Otherwise, I fear I'm going to dream about dead men tonight."

      She shook him gently, but nothing happened. She tried again, still nothing. His skin was the color of the grey granite used for the buildings in Solomon, though he must have been handsome at one point. He had high cheekbones and what once had been a strong jaw.

      She reached her fingers beneath his dirty collar to feel for a pulse. As she touched his papery skin, a slight tingle began the moment her fingertips pressed into the flesh. She pulled her finger back, and the sensation dissipated.

      "What was that?"

      When she touched his neck again, the tingle returned. This time, the man moaned softly. She jumped, snatching her hand back. He wasn't a corpse. This man was alive but must be asleep or unconscious.

      Nienna passed a hand over his face, brushing a lock of grimy hair from his eyes. He whimpered at her touch. Gazing down at the old man, she wondered how long he'd been down here. Had he fallen in here as she had?

      The man moved in earnest now. He rolled gingerly to one side, placing a hand on the ground and pushing himself up to sit. His frail body shook as he peered around with blurry eyes.

      He stared at the light from her torch in confusion, then took in the large chamber. When his eyes fell upon Nienna, he tried to jump to his feet, but he had no strength. She must look worse than she thought.

      The man tried to drag himself away from her but became trapped by the nearby wall. He looked back at her with fear-filled eyes. Nienna set down her torch and raised both hands with battered palms up.

      "I'm here to help," she said in soothing tones. "I'm a friend. How did you get down here?"

      The man stopped clawing at the walls and turned to look at her. His dark eyes searched her face. Nienna pitied him. He looked to be well over one hundred, maybe even one hundred and twenty, if people lived that long.

      "Who are you?" he rasped.

      "My name is Nina. I'm here to get you out," she explained.

      The man closed his eyes and didn't respond. His chest was heaving as he gulped in air. Nienna sat back, feeling the best thing she could do right now was give him space.

      "Are… are you all right?" Nienna asked, watching him with concern.

      Tears clung to his dusty eyelashes. "Nina?" he asked, not answering her question. "I didn't think I had come so near the surface."

      He rubbed his gnarled hands in his eyes, then pulled them back as though he didn't recognize them.

      "Sir," Nienna said again. "You've likely been in an accident and hit your head. We need to find a way out of here."

      He looked curiously at her.

      "I believe you are the one who has hit your head," he croaked.

      Nienna reached up to her forehead again to wipe away any blood before it could drip.

      "I fell through the ceiling," she said, pointing upwards.

      "The ceiling," the old man argued. "There should be nothing but solid rock for miles above our heads."

      Feeling a bit disquieted, Nienna said, "We are in the mountains near Feltus. The earthquake must have caused the floor of this tunnel to thin and collapse."

      He stared at the ceiling as though he could see through it.

      "What is the date?"

      "It's the seventh of June in the year 5278," Nienna said mechanically. "How long have you been down here?"

      "An impossible amount of time," he breathed. He closed his eyes again. "I should have been back to the surface before now."

      Nienna took a good look at the man. He wore a threadbare shirt and trousers that barely came to his knees. He'd been lost much longer than she had, or he came through somewhere nearby.

      Large tears streamed down his face. He looked lost, afraid, and angry all at once.

      "Who are you?" she ventured.

      "It's June 7, 5278?" he checked.

      "Yes, sir," she responded.

      "Who sits on the throne in Litigna now?" he pressed.

      “Litigna?” It was Nienna's turn to be confused.

      “Ballitus,” he added.

      "We are in Tellidus, sir. About as far away from Ballitus as one can get. The governing seat is Solomon. Hammond Comstock is king."

      "Who was his father?" the old man questioned.

      "Nilo, and his father was Reginald."

      He leaned against the wall staring beyond the boundaries.

      "Tellidus," the man mused. "I'd forgotten they split the kingdom in three. Though, it should have been four. How many generations have dwelled in this valley?"

      "The kings of Tellidus have ruled for fourteen generations, beginning with Saul Comstock,” she answered, growing suspicious.

      "Are you a descendant of Saul?" the old man asked. A hard edge had crept into his voice.

      "Yes, as many are these days," she answered.

      "Does the current king still rule with a hand of iron?"

      "Hammond is a kind king. He is fair in his judgment, establishes just laws, and keeps peace in his land. Though not every king in the past has been this way."

      "I'm certain they weren't. Tellidus has fallen to a gentler place than it once was."

      They grew quiet for a time. Then Nienna worked up the courage to speak again.

      "How did you get in here? 

      "Much the same way you got here, just in reverse," he replied cryptically.

      "What?" She turned and stared into his dirty face.

      "Nienna!" The shout reverberated around the stone walls, making both Nienna and the man jump. "Nienna, answer me! Are you down here?" The desperation in Aspen's voice was palpable.

      Nienna jumped at the sound of her name. "I'm here, and I found someone," she said down the tunnel.

      "You're alive," Aspen cried with immense relief. He raced into view. The light from his burning branch was dim, casting eerie shadows on the rocky walls. "I was so worried when that last tremor came through. Are you all right?"

      "I've been better, but I'll live. I'll be a bit black and blue for a while, I think."

      "As long as you are still in one piece, I think we can patch you up," he said as he approached. "How is the person you found?"

      "Alive and able to move," she replied.

      Aspen was covered in dirt as he came within reach of the brighter light of her torch. Worried lines crossed his face, and his eyes looked as though he'd aged a hundred years. He pulled Nienna into a tight embrace. "I feared the worst when you disappeared beneath those boulders."

      "I'm sorry. I should have just left my supplies and worried about them after the tremors," Nienna apologized.

      "No matter," he said, stepping back to a respectful distance once more. "Let's get you and your friend out of here.”

      The walk back to her slide was shorter than it had been when she'd left. "Let's get you out first. I'll send your friend up next, then I'll come last," Aspen said. 

      He coiled a length of rope around her torso and tugged hard. The cord slowly lost its slack, and Nienna rose to the surface at a steady rate. 

      "I see her!" exclaimed Annalynn from the mouth of the hole she'd fallen through. 

      Nienna could see Liam keeping track of the rope while Orion used his horse to pull her out. Petra and Annalynn grabbed her hands once she was past the hole's lip and pulled her out.

      "Can the rope be sent back down for Perill?” Orion called.

      "Yes, it will follow the chute right to his feet. But we need to pull someone else out first. I found a man trapped down there," Nienna said, untying the rope and letting it fall back down into the blackness.

      Annalynn handed Nienna a wet rag. Taking the hint, Nienna cleaned the crusted dirt and blood from her face.

      Within minutes, the old man popped his head out of the hole, and the rope descended for its final passenger. Nienna and the other girls helped him find a log to sit on while Liam and Orion fished for Aspen. Her hands tingled with that strange sensation again as she touched his papery skin. Petra gave him water and a bit of jerky while they waited.

      The man's moss and oak eyes never left Nienna. She did her best to avoid his stare. His eyes continued to search her for something but seemed dissatisfied with what they found.

      Aspen's head soon emerged, and the group quickly gathered up their supplies.

      "Does anyone want to ride the slide of death before we go?" Liam asked. Only Annalynn found this remark funny. The rest of them were trying to figure out how to get the stranger back to camp.

      "Let him ride my horse. I can walk," Aspen offered, bringing his mount over. He and Orion hefted the man into the saddle.

      Nienna wanted to get away from that spot as soon as possible, so she said, "Aspen, climb on with me. We need to meet up with Master Holt as soon as we can to see what he found out."

      Once her guards ensured the man was secure on Aspen's grey mare, her friend climbed carefully up behind her, almost as if he were afraid to touch her. Finding no good handholds on her saddle, however, he settled for her waist. 

      "Sir," Orion addressed the old man. "How did you come to be down in that tunnel?" Nienna had utterly forgotten to finish her questions once she was out of the tunnel.

      The man's raspy voice replied, "I'd fallen there some time ago. I was trying to reach the surface, but with no food or water, I collapsed. I'm not as young as I once was." Again his eyes flitted to Nienna. She looked away. Aspen's hands tensed at her sides.

      "What's your name?" Petra asked, riding beside him.

      "My name is Tel. I'm a hermit in these mountains." "Hermit" seemed to explain his ragged clothing.

      "Rest with us tonight. Then tomorrow, we can get you on your way home." Orion adjusted his saddle as he spoke, making his horse shake its mane in agitation. Tel glanced at the horse and then back to its rider. 

      "Thank you. Though I'm afraid I don't know any of your names," Tel said.

      Orion introduced himself, then named each of the party. Tel repeated their names to himself.

      "A pleasure to meet you all," Tel said. His voice was smoothing out to a pleasant baritone that resonated in Nienna's mind. She found herself wanting to hear him speak more.

      They soon arrived back at the makeshift barn. The village had nearly packed up everything in preparation to move farther down the mountain in the morning. Hanging up her tack, Nienna noticed the barn was empty of several of its occupants. She swung around, trying to spot Master Holt or his assistants. 

      "They aren't back yet," Nienna said.

      "What's that?" Aspen asked.

      "Master Holt and his group. They haven't returned." The sun was already beginning to slide behind the peaks of the Mountain Veil. 

      "I'm sure they'll get back here soon," Aspen soothed, though he looked worried himself.

      Orion and Liam helped Tel off Aspen's horse. The rest dismounted and put their animals away. They located food and shared their meal with Tel in their tent before a gentle fire warming their cold toes.

      Tel was quiet unless directly spoken to. His eyes continuing to stray to Nienna when he thought she wasn't looking. That night she pulled her bedroll closer to Aspen, putting as much distance from the hermit as she could.

      But sleep did not come as she waited for Master Holt to return. Has something happened to them? A sick feeling spread from her stomach. Something was very wrong in the forests of Feltus.
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      Under the dark sky, an old wolf slunk away from the foreign lights and sounds of the Feltus camp. It had been overwhelming to take in. He'd been locked away in the earth for so long, then found himself surrounded by too many people.

      Now it was time to run.

      Tel loped slowly into the cover of the pines and on into the night. As he reached a lookout above the sleeping village, he gazed down. An image of the girl covered in dirt and blood swam before his vision. 

      Her light was faint, but he knew it would grow. She'd been able to transfer some of her spark to him in those brief interactions. Only a handful of his followers had ever attained that particular gift. He'd wanted to stay and learn more about her, but it was too painful. 

      He was so far removed from his connection to the Earthspark that he'd aged, almost to the point of death. Tellen wondered what would have happened if he'd remained buried in the rock. Would he have died? Could he die? He didn't know. 

      To transform, he'd had to siphon the Earthspark from the girl after she fell asleep. It wasn’t hard. All he had to do was touch her finger with his own. She’d inadvertently given him some when she woke him up in that tunnel, but he needed just a bit more to get away.

      She wouldn't miss it. The fatigue it caused would be chalked up to her adventures yesterday. But her gift left a gaping hole in his chest. It was too familiar. 

      As the miles passed, his thoughts drifted more to his second in command, Teaguemund Demetrius. Teague's scent was all over that camp. He'd been there recently. Tel wished he had a way to contact him, but he'd lost his ring and his medallion thanks to the witch. He'd have to use his nose and track his friend down.

      After the small group arrived back in the village, Tel was escorted to a medical tent where an exhausted physician gave him a quick look. The girl's party was generous enough to share their meal and allow him to stay in their large tent. But the empty bedrolls of their missing companions created a dour mood.

       After a few hours of rest, he could take no more. He'd been still for too long. Like a rock frozen in a glacier. Unable to move. Unable to escape. 

      No one saw him leave. He melded with the shadows until he was near the edge of the village. He'd regained enough of his spark to take his wolf form, but it would take several days and maybe even weeks before he gained back enough power to command the earth once again. Though without his medallion, he would never move mountains.

      He sneezed away the thought and continued to lope rigidly through the pines. His black fur shimmered in places with white and grey, like he had been dusted with starlight. Green-brown eyes were half-hidden as he smiled. He'd forgotten what the crunch of pine needles in snow felt like.

      The moon began to peek through the saddle of the mountains. The wolf took in the sharp smells around him, breathing deep as he ran. The stiffness in his joints melting away with each stride.

      Soon he was all-out sprinting with his tongue slapping the side of his face. He ran like this for several miles until his lungs began to protest. Fresh water trickled ahead, and he slowed to a walk. His breath came out in a fog as the night chilled. Steam rose off in curls from his body. He sniffed cautiously and then approached a small stream flowing from the rocks.

      The water froze his throat as he lapped it down, but he didn't care. He was free. At least physically. His body had nearly turned to stone in those caverns. Tellen hadn't cared while he was there, but he was ashamed now that he was free. A millennium had passed. The world had nearly forgotten him.

      Finally quenching his thirst, Tellen shook the water from his grey muzzle and sat back on his haunches. His mind flew back to another moonlit night as he leaped out of bed, ran to his balcony, and out into the frigid air.

      His bare feet crunched on the snow-strewn precipice. Avalanches tumbled down the steep gorges surrounding his mountain home. Snow crystals floated up, kissing his face as he watched a tidal wave of snow rush downward and passed the fortress.

      Peroma. His home lay near the craggy peaks of the Eastern Mountains. He'd hewn walls from the clifftops themselves, providing impenetrable and unscalable walls. The fortress was built on this particular clifftop due to its rich resources. Its location also offered easy access to the valley of Tellidus, and its people, below. The avalanches were part of the fortifications that surrounded it. No armies could get past them unless they knew of the secret road.

      He reached for the silver chain that hung around his neck but came up empty. He looked down in panic. His medallion, signifying him as Guardian of Earth, was not there. It was the source of his power to command the earth and the beasts. He rushed back inside and rummaged around beside his bed. 

      Nothing. 

      He threw back the covers, frantically searching for the medallion that was the key to his power. 

      Nothing. 

      He had to find it. He was almost helpless without it.

      A branch broke behind Tellen, breaking his reverie. The hair on his back stood up, and he whirled around snarling.

      A large man stood several yards away, facing him. His hands were in the pockets of his coat. His strong jaw was profiled in the moonlight, while his hair seemed to glow silver. His eyes locked on the wolf.

      The canine did not relax, and the man did not approach. They simply stared at one another.

      Then, the wolf spoke in a deep voice. "How long have you been following me?"

      "Long enough to know it was you," the man replied. "Where have you been?"

      Tellen relaxed his stance and sat. "Lost."

      The man approached, crouching down so he could see into the dark eyes. Aros, Guardian of Sky, wrapped his arms around the starlit beast and held him close. Soon gnarled hands, not paws, were wrapping around his brother's broad shoulders. Aros pulled back to see Tellen in ragged clothes and no shoes upon his feet.

      "Tellen," Aros scolded, holding his brother at arm's length. "You've aged. How?"

      "Apparently, this is what happens when we lose our connection to our power." Tellen held up a withered hand.

      "But you look almost near death. We are eternal beings. Death isn't an option for us."

      "Since I woke, my power is returning. Though the Earthspark is reluctant to come to me, I can feel my connection growing."

      "But how did all this happen?" asked Aros. "Rei got captured, then you disappeared. We didn't know what to do. Serene and I searched everywhere. Teague and those not killed in the siege of Peroma searched until their feet bled. We'd given up hope of ever seeing you again. Ever since that fateful day, the Earthspark has slipped from this world until it no longer existed. It was all your men could do to keep their animal forms. The world has been dark without you, Tel."

      Tellen thought of the girl and her growing spark. Could she really be the first one to gain the spark since he'd disappeared?

      "I didn't realize all that had happened. I knew the world had forgotten me, but I didn't realize it was this bad." Tellen turned away from Aros to gaze at the forest around him. It felt foreign, like a creature meeting its master for the first time. 

      "Where did you go, Tellen?" Aros insisted.

      The memories of grief and anger so perfectly etched on his heart wrapped Tellen's chest in their embrace, causing him to shudder. "I sent that witch to the bowels of the earth, where she will never return. But without my medallion, I didn't have the strength to get back. I became disoriented within the rubble and eventually lost consciousness. My body nearly turned to stone."

      "What brought you back?"

      "I'm not sure. When I woke up, there was a girl. She said she'd been trapped in the lava chute after an earthquake had rolled over the land. She had the beginnings of the Earthspark. Then I could smell Teague all over her campsite. I think he can sense things are changing as well."

      "He lives?" Aros asked in mild surprise. "We assumed he'd fled this life after what happened to Fallon and Rei."

      Tellen's insides clenched like he'd just been hit in the gut. The memories were fighting to be free. To show him once more the scene of death that had broken him. "Did they receive a proper burial?"

      "We never found Rei. Demetrius took care of his sister. He disappeared afterward. None have seen him since, and the Sentinels at Peroma would allow none to enter. Not even me," Aros said condescendingly.

      "Peroma is not a place for the casual visitor," Tellen reminded him. A sense of pride in his faithful followers coursed through him.

      "Yes, yes. I know. You and your secrets. But, if you'd been more forthcoming about the dragons and that hearthstone of theirs, we could have avoided much of this trouble. Fiora would have never…."

      Tellen jumped back and snarled. His hands curved into claws. "Do not speak to me of that witch, Aros. I locked her away and never want to hear her name again."

      Aros straightened to his full height as he always did when assuming his elder brother role. "I know her crimes, Tellen. Perhaps better than you do now. Much has changed since you disappeared a thousand years ago."

      Tellen curled his lips into a sneer. "So I've been informed."

      "Our medallions are still missing," Aros continued. "And dark creatures have begun to resurface. We have to get our power back before we are overwhelmed. Your men have gone to ground, but mine still stand ready. Serene is doing what she can, but she's been forced to her stronghold and can't do much outside of it."

      "What creatures have returned?" Tellen asked.

      "A grimmole, for starters. We saw it roaming the eastern peaks and causing havoc. We found the remains of its victims. Then my men reported this evening that Hein wolves are on the move," Aros said with a sideways glance. "So when I saw a lone, dark wolf running up the mountainside as I was patrolling the peaks…" he trailed off.

      "You thought I was one of them," Tellen said. His arms fell to his sides. All his anger abandoned him, leaving him to feel weak once more.

      "And I'm glad I was wrong," Aros said, placing a hand on Tellen's shoulder.

      "But how did they escape?" Tellen asked in bewilderment. "We trapped those rotting sacks of meat in vaults, deep vaults that will never see daylight again."

      "I don't know, but I suspect it's connected to your medallion. Tremors have been seen and felt for weeks. There's no way they could escape without outside help."

      "You think my medallion caused these tremors?" Tellen asked.

      "That is my assumption. I believe someone is opening passages and releasing these foul creatures."

      Tellen's heart sank at the prospect. If the person with his medallion released the evil things of the earth, they might try to reach the witch too.

      "I will put out tendrils to my cohorts. In the meantime, let's see what scum we can eliminate," Tellen said.

      Aros gave him an austere smile. "Good to have you back."

      The Sky Guardian spread his arms wide, feathers sprouting from all sides. Tellen was soon looking at a giant dark eagle. The eagle screeched once and took off into the night. Tellen sighed. What happened in the last one thousand years? He shook his head, then sprouted wings himself, soaring behind his brother into the night.
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      Nienna's eyes searched the camp as she warmed Fingol's bit. She stood inside the makeshift barn readying her horse. Master Holt and his group never made it back last night. Now she and her friends were going to search for the missing advisor.

      Then there was the hermit Tel. He'd disappeared sometime in the night. Liam, who'd been on guard at the time, had fallen asleep. Orion was not happy. Everyone checked their packs to make sure nothing was stolen. To their surprise, however, Tel's borrowed blankets were left folded in a corner, and he'd somehow managed to bring them fresh wood for their fire that morning. 

      The villager, Timothy Cornell, had seen Master Holt ride north out of camp, and agreed to help Nienna and her friends find the lost advisor. Orion would serve as their tracker. Nienna prayed to all that was good, they’d be able to locate the advisor before something serious happened.

      Snow crunched outside the hastily built barn walls. Cornell was approaching. He nodded to Nienna and picked out his horse from the bunch. It was a sandy-colored, sure-footed mountain pony. The animal looked especially small compared to Fingol, who stood nearly three hands higher.

      Liam was nearby saddling Annalynn's horse Blue Bell while Petra loaded some instruments in her saddlebags. 

      "Please be careful today," Aspen said, coming up beside her. "I don't think I can handle another dive underground.”

      Nienna slid the warmed bit into Fingol's mouth. "I will do my best," she said, pulling the leather straps over the horse's ears. She looked up at him when he didn't respond. Several emotions were present on his face.

      "Aspen?" 

      "I'm fine. This is just my first extended tour from the castle since leaving Waldorman. I'm not sure how Orion deals with this kind of pressure all the time. It's murder." He shrugged, then went to finish tacking his mare.

      Timothy led the group away from the barn and beckoned for the others to follow quietly. Grey streaks of light shone over the peaks before disappearing behind the low-hanging clouds. The mood was somber.

      Orion hopped off his horse several times to locate tracks from the Solomon horses. "They went this way," he called to the group. "I can see the castle insignia from the horses' shoes on the tracks here."

      "They went to Lombard Falls, I suspect. I know Master Holt has already scouted the area, but it's gotten worse," came Timothy's gruff reply.

      The man wore a thick wool coat and deerskin gloves. He barely seemed to guide his pony as they picked their way through the dense undergrowth. Light snow began to fall as the world grew brighter. Soon it fell in large flakes, covering the ground. Nienna had to shake out her cloak to keep the snow from piling up.

      Orion glared up at the sky. "This is going to make tracking difficult."

      Aspen caught Nienna's eye. Worry was evident on his face. She had to admit fear was becoming her dominant emotion. She continued to picture various scenes of Master Holt and his assistants dead on the snow.

      Sunlight pierced the sky as they entered through a large stone arch, ushering them onto the main thoroughfare of an abandoned town. Untouched snow lay in small piles between buildings. There was no movement or noise.

      "How long has it been since your people abandoned the town?" Liam whispered as though afraid to disturb the stones.

      "It's been nearly two months, but it feels as though it has been years. We've already lost so much. A quarter of the town has died due to the poison, not to mention the animals. Many more have become ill, and we have no cure. Then there are the disappearances," Master Cornell said sadly.

      "Do you know what the cause of the disappearances is?" Orion asked. His eyes were scanning the buildings.

      "It's a creature so far as we can tell. You always know when it's near. The hair on the back of your neck will stand straight up. A new person seems to disappear every week. We've lost seven so far."

      Nienna thought back to two nights ago and the beast rustling outside their tent. She gripped her reins more tightly, grateful for the increasing light.

      "What do your village elders, the Meyers, do about it? Surely if it's an animal, it can be trapped," Petra said. 

      "Our leaders do nothing. They did nothing when the first disappearance happened. Then you add on the plague in the forest. It feels as though our leaders have given up. Our needs are great. So great that I fear we will lose everything. This land is our lifeblood. We are people of the woods," Timothy lamented.

      Nienna stared around at her companions. Each of them made a silent agreement. If they were able, they'd find a way to help Timothy and his people. And possibly find someone to replace the Meyers.

      "We've traced the poison near Lombard Falls," Timothy continued. "But I'm not nimble enough to get to the pinnacle. My legs and hands have become gnarled and unfit for gripping. I will only be able to lead you there. You're on your own after that."

      "Understood," Orion said. 

      They rode for another hour. Light snow continued to fall, but the clouds were beginning to break. Sunshine peeked through the cracks.

      "I see something," Petra called out. She pointed to a deep set of tracks and animal hair that a nearby bush had snagged.

      Orion hopped down from his horse and came over to her. He pulled the hair free and rubbed it between his gloved hands. "Wolf's hair. Though these tracks look too big to be a wolf."

      Then Nienna saw snow covered with patches of crimson up ahead. 

      "Orion," she said softly. Her words carried through the silent woods. He came to her side and paused as she pointed out the dark red splotches on the pristine snow.

      Her guard bent down and brushed snow off of something. It was a knife, stained black with frozen blood.

      "Girls, ride in the middle. Aspen, Liam, take up flank positions," Orion barked as he climbed back into his saddle. "Master Cornell, it may be advisable for you to return to the safety of the village. I don't know what we're up against here."

      Timothy inclined his head. "I will watch for you. If you haven't returned by dusk..."

      "We'll see you then," Orion said. His mouth formed a grim line.

      The group continued up the mountain, following the ever-blackening patches of disease in the undergrowth. Anywhere the malady rested, the snow melted immediately and steamed away in a noxious vapor. They found more blood as they rode. 

      Nienna's professional side kicked in, and she pulled out her journal. She made notes about the diseased vegetation, its location in relation to the trail, and the lack of signs of wildlife. Her frozen fingers made her writing sloppy but still legible.

      The sound of rumbling water caught her attention. She couldn't see the falls yet, but it sounded big. As they came around a bend in the trail, steamy grey mist swirled around them. She could feel her hair growing damp as they approached, making her shiver.

      She gasped when they fully rounded the bend. The water still looked clean and bright, but the cliffs and boulders around it were oozing black sap everywhere. Some of the fluid was carried away in the water, gathering in the pool below. The sun peeked out from behind the clouds. It glittered like polished onyx. Other spots seemed to ooze down the mountain, spreading the poison farther.

      Then there were the bodies. 

      Master Holt's assistant, Weston, lay nearby. Nienna's insides writhed as she caught sight of the man, forcing her to look away. One of the guards also lay dead. They'd found two of the eight missing people. Nine bodies of what appeared to be wolves were also present. However, Nienna had never seen wolves like this. 

      "Stick together," Orion said, slipping quietly from his horse. "We don't know what else is here." The others did the same. Nienna stuck close to Aspen and his drawn sword.

      The bodies were all stiff and cold. The massacre must have happened several hours ago. 

      "I don't see any sign of the others," Nienna said. "You don't think they..."

      "We'll find them," Aspen reassured her. 

      She wanted to believe him, but the horrible scene before her eyes told her otherwise.

      "I see more blood heading towards the upper falls," Liam called.

      "Let's go," Orion said.

      The group followed Orion away from the base of the lower falls. They soon found themselves standing in a granite bowl with snow in its base. Again, Nienna marked what she saw in her notes, writing down the steps it took to get to its center.

      The bowl's sheer stone walls provided no access. However, Nienna could see a thin trail of a staircase leading up to a higher level nearby. The sound of the upper falls above made the group look up. The ones above sounded bigger than those they had just left.

      As the group climbed up the steep path, the sun lit up the whole valley below. Fields rolled with the hills, creating a patchwork of brown, yellow, and green, contrasting with the stark white of the mountainsides.

      At the top, Aspen grabbed Nienna's arm, forcing her to a standstill.

      "You will be staying right here," he ordered. "I cannot permit you to put yourself in harm's way. Everything about this place is giving me the creeps. Something is wrong here."

      Nienna narrowed her eyes. "We're here to rescue Master Holt. I'm not going to stand here while you five go wandering off without me."

      "Nienna," Aspen's tone was firm. He was risking a lot by using her real name. "I am expendable. You are not."

      "But I am expendable. That's why they let me leave." The words hurt more than she wanted to admit. She couldn't deny the truth of her words. Second-born and expendable. 

      But she would be the master of her fate. 

      "Now we have to get up there. What if Master Holt is dying because of blood loss, and we're standing here arguing? It may take all of us to get him back down. This whole situation has me on edge, too, but that doesn't mean we get to shirk our duties," she protested.

      Aspen leaned in close to her to ensure she heard him over the roar of the water. "Exactly my point. I am under orders from the king to keep you safe. If you get killed because of some kinship you feel to the advisor, I will still get strung up for it. Not to mention what your brother will do to me."

      Nienna bit her lip to refrain from getting into a heated debate with Aspen in front of everyone. The two of them fought like this constantly growing up, simply because she would not always go along with what he said. She admired many things about her friend, but this was not one of them.

      "I understand you are trying to do your job. But so am I. Master Holt brought me on to get a map of the diseased vegetation, and we are nearly at its source."

      "What if the source is the reason Master Holt went missing," Aspen said, drawing himself up.

      "Is there a problem?" Liam called, coming toward them.

      Aspen froze. His mouth set in a tight line. "No problem. I'm just making sure Nina is cautious."

      Liam gave his friends a piercing look but nodded. He was no stranger to Aspen's bullheadedness. Biting back the angry words she longed to throw at the blond guard, Nienna marched after Orion. Aspen did not stop her. 

      They finished climbing up the rough-hewn steps, coming out on the top of the cliffs. A colossal black tree sat on a rock island in the pool of the upper falls. Ooze dripped off it like tar into the clear water below.

      The clifftop was void of anything except the tree. No Master Holt, but Nienna was sure this was the source of the toxins. The group spread out, looking for any clues as to the advisor's whereabouts. Pulling up her scarf to cover her nose, she walked about, making shorthand marks in her journal. Aspen followed her like a shadow. He ground his teeth when she glared back at him. 

      When she approached the tree, she noticed what appeared to be a black blade protruding from the trunk. She could feel malevolence arcing from it, creating a dark void. This whole place felt evil. 

      "I see more blood," called Orion over the roar of the water. 

      "There are boot prints over here," Annalynn added. "They lead away from the water into that meadow beyond." Her dark curls bounced on her shoulder in the cold wind.

      The group was about to follow the footprints when something massive blocked their path. The ground beneath Nienna's feet rumbled as the creature drew near. Her heart pounded in her ears. Every fiber of her being screamed at her to run, but she couldn't get her feet to move. 

      "What is that?" Aspen asked. Her horror mirrored on his face.

      "I don't know." Nienna couldn't tear her eyes away from the creature, stuck like a deer before a hunter. It was a great pile of boulders with legs. And it was coming straight at her.

      "You should have listened to me," Aspen yelled, yanking her arm, pulling her behind him back to the path leading down.

      The creature bellowed as it spotted the group. The sound made Nienna curl in on herself, filling her insides with dread. Her legs felt like lead as she ran after Aspen.

      Without warning, she slammed into a rock wall, yanking her hand out of the guard’s. The creature had covered the gap between them in less than a second, knocking her flat. She heard Aspen issue a war cry and saw him charge the beast. He was immediately thrown back toward the pool.

      Through the haze in her vision, Nienna could see the monster looming over her, howling in triumph. It was like the grating sound of a glacier mixed with a dragon's roar. The beast drew back its arm and sliced down at her. Intense pain lanced through the left side of her body. She screamed. She screamed until she felt her throat turn raw. The monster picked her up and sent her flying through the air.

      Nienna scrambled for a hold as she went sliding across the rocky shelf. Her legs slipped over the edge, but she forced herself to stop. Her left arm gave out quickly. Now all that was keeping her from tumbling to the bottom was her right hand.

      "Nina!" Annalynn screamed and ran after her friend.

      "Come and get me," Orion challenged, trying to distract the creature.

      Liam's thick palms wrapped around her wrist and hauled her back up to the safety of the ledge. She lay face down, panting, on the clifftop. Her body burned with pain. Orion's distraction didn't last long before the beast was making for Nienna again. She tried to crawl away as Liam stood protectively in front of her, sword in hand. The beast's scythe-like claws drew back again, but they never found their mark. 

      A black wolf sprayed with silver fur hurled out a growl behind the rock monster, causing it to spin around to face a new threat. With a ferocious snarl, the wolf attacked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            At Death's Door

          

        

      

    

    
      "That should do it," Tellen said, tying off the last bandage on the man before him. 

      "How can we ever repay you?" Jasper Holt asked. "We would have all died if you hadn't come along. I've never seen wolves like that."

      "Your gratitude will suffice." Tellen gave the man a kind smile. Though the man didn't know it, Jasper had a strong connection to the earth. He would make an excellent candidate to join his pack. Not that he had any desire to reform his followers.

      Jasper's companions rested beneath the rocky overhang. None had escaped the attack by the Hein wolves unscathed. Tellen and Aros had been trailing that particular pack for some time last night before finally catching up with them. 

      The wolves had killed two of Jasper's company before Tellen could intervene. However, with the aid of Aros and a borrowed long sword, they'd saved the remainder of Jasper's men from a terrible fate. The older man had managed to avoid anything worse than a bite to the leg. The others weren't so lucky. It would take horses to get them back down to the village. 

      He needed to find the girl but hesitated to do so. Her eyes had haunted him all night. They were too familiar. Painful memories circled him like vultures waiting to pick him apart. He had to leave.

      "You said Nina made it back to camp all right?" Jasper asked, cutting through Tellen's thoughts. 

      "Yes. She was with the villagers when we parted company," Tellen replied. "Hopefully, she is still there so we can get you off this hillside before any other trouble comes this way."

      Tellen feared what else had been set loose during the tremors shaking the valley if the Hein wolves had reemerged.

      Suddenly, Tellen froze, listening intently.

      "What is it?" Jasper asked. 

      Then he heard it too. Loud bellowing was coming from near the waterfalls. The scent of blood had drawn something in. The beast bellowed again, and Tellen’s insides turned to steel.

      “Not on my watch,” the Guardian said, grabbing his borrowed blade and jumping to his feet.

      "Where are you going?" Jasper called as Tellen ran to the waterfall. 

      "Stay where you are. I'll retrieve you as soon as I can," Tellen called over his shoulder then dashed around several large boulders. 

      It can't be, he thought.

      But it made perfect sense. The decay in the woods, the foul presence he'd noticed while near the falls. Why hadn't he recognized it? Aros had said a grimmole was on the loose.

      A woman's scream rose above the clamor of the falls, and Tellen shifted into his wolf form in mid-air, landing with a loud thud as massive paws hit the ground. He slid to a halt as he reached the rocky ledge at the base of the upper falls. 

      A sickly tree stood on a rocky island in the waterfall's pool, and there, chasing a girl and a sandy-haired man, was the grimmole. It was Nina and her friends. Two companions were struggling to pull her up the cliff's edge while the beast stalked towards them. They would die if he didn't act fast. 

      Tellen released a savage bark to get the monster's attention. The brute stopped, turning toward him. His hackles raised as he recognized this one. He'd been a sneaky and conniving grimmole. More so than most. He'd lost three men before he'd been able to subdue the beast and lock it in its prison.

      With the memory of those deaths, Tellen snarled and pounced. He knocked the grimmole off-kilter but missed the soft spot at the monster's neck. It managed to graze his side with its jagged claws, but nothing too deep. 

      The grimmole roared in fury. It charged, but Tellen was too quick. He snuck beneath the beast's legs as it lunged for him. It nearly went over the same ledge Nina had almost fallen off, and an idea occurred to him.

      Howling with anger, the beast righted itself, then dashed at Nina once more. Her friend Liam managed to get her to her feet. She was bleeding heavily down the whole left side of her body. Her skin was turning pale.

      The grimmole struck Liam aside, then stabbed Nina through the left shoulder. As it withdrew its scythe-like claws, it threw her onto a boulder, where she landed like a rag doll and tumbled out of sight.

      Seeming satisfied he'd killed the girl, the grimmole faced him once again. The beast was very near the edge of the clifftop now. Tellen leaped, pushing hard with all four paws. The grimmole threw its arms out, trying to balance, but it was too heavy. 

      It went head over heels down the cliff face, all the way down to the base of the lower falls. Tellen did his best not to get caught in the beast's claws as he fell with it. He wished his connection to the Earthspark were more substantial, but he'd have to manage.

      Once they'd finally stopped tumbling, Tellen rose shakily to his feet. He was bleeding in several places. With a groan, he morphed into his human shape and drew the borrowed blade. The grimmole growled as he approached. Its leg had snapped off during the fall, and sand was pouring out from where it had been. 

      With the image of his three dead friends firmly in his mind, Tellen limped over to where the grimmole was trying to stand. It bellowed at him just as he thrust the sharp blade into the soft spot at the beast's neck. The cry was cut short as the grimmole broke apart like a crushed boulder. 

      Tellen stepped back, breathing hard. He should have killed the beast instead of locking it away in an underground vault the first time. He'd made too many mistakes, and now it might have cost Nina her life. 

      With a grunt of pain, Tellen turned back toward the falls. As he approached the trailhead, he saw a group of startled horses. He recognized Nina's black horse and moved to it as fast as he could. His aged body didn't allow him to move as fast as needed, but a horse would help.

      The horses sensed his diminished power and trotted over to investigate. Nina's horse was undoubtedly the strongest of the bunch.

      "I need your help, my friend. Your rider is gravely injured," Tellen said. The horse gave him his full attention now.

      "I will need the rest of you to follow. More are injured farther up." Tellen groaned as he climbed into the saddle of the black horse. They raced up the mountainside with the other horses in tow.

      It took ten agonizing minutes to get them up to the ledge where Nina and her friends were. The girl lay face down. Tellen's chest squeezed tight as he took in the scene. 

      No more deaths, Tellen pleaded silently to the Great King.

      Sliding off the horse, he saw her friends gathered around, trying to get her to rise. 

      "Does she live?" Tellen called. Everyone whirled around; panic and fear floated around them in vaporous clouds.

      "She's breathing," Liam said. "But she won't let us touch her."

      "Let me see her." None of them stopped Tellen as he approached. They were all in shock at what they'd just witnessed. 

      He approached and knelt beside the girl. He could see her breathing in tight gasps. Broken ribs, perhaps? Blood was pooling all around her. He had to get that stopped before she lost anymore.

      "Where do you hurt?" Tellen asked before he touched her.

      "Everywhere," came her weak reply.

      He placed practiced hands on her neck. "Does this hurt when I press here?" 

      "Not more than it d-does," she said, though she refused to turn her head to look at him. 

      "Can you wiggle your fingers and toes?"

      "Yes. Whole b-body turns to f-fire if I try," she said shakily.

      Tellen ran deft hands down her spine, causing her to cringe and gasp with pain. He didn't stop until he'd nearly reached the end of the vertebrae. He felt at least two out of place. There could be more, but it was hard to tell with her torn-up clothing.

      He reached into a pouch on his belt and pulled out several small vials until he found what he was looking for.

      "Drink some of this," Tellen said, offering the minute bottle to her lips.

      "Can't move," she said. Her voice was growing faint.

      He'd have to hurry. 

      "Then let me." He held the vial to her lips and gently tilted her face, so the liquid drained into her mouth. She swallowed and then coughed, causing tears to stream down her face.

      "Will she be OK?” her friend, Aspen asked. He looked as pale as Nina.

      "We'll have to see," was all Tellen could say.

      Once he was sure the pain remedy had enough time to calm her, he gently rolled the girl to her side. She cried out in pain once more, then quieted. He twisted her shoulder and hip in different directions, causing a loud series of pops to come from her back. Nina instantly relaxed. 

      She moved more freely as he rolled her to her other side. The gashes from the grimmole's claws glittered like molten rubies. He twisted her hip and shoulder once again, then moved her back to her stomach. Running his fingers down her spine once more, he felt the vertebrae were in alignment once more. However, he didn't know if they would stay.

      "That will hopefully work long enough to allow us to get you onto your horse," he told Nina. Turning to the two girls kneeling on Nina's other side, he said, "Help me." 

      The two girls drew near, but the one with curly black hair stopped. "Sir, you're hurt," she said, eyeing the places the grimmole had broken the skin.

      "I'll be fine. But Nina won't be if we don't move fast."

      He pulled out several strips of cloth and with the girls’ assistance, wound the bandages around Nina's waist and leg, stopping most of the blood.

      "You're the hermit we found yesterday," the girl, Petra, stated.

      "I am." He continued to clear the debris from Nina’s shoulder so it too, could be bandaged.

      "You look so much younger today," the redhead said curiously.

      "Food and bath can do a lot for a person," he said.

      They wouldn't understand about the Earthspark. Aros had told him that the wretched king destroyed all knowledge of the Guardians.

      "Where did you learn healing?" the one called Orion asked.

      "I've been practicing it for many years. You must when you are a hermit."

      Tellen directed Orion and Liam to lift Nina to her feet, then signaled the horses forward. The black gelding trotted over.

      "Tap leg," Nina whispered. "He'll bow."

      "What?" Orion asked. "I think she's delirious."

      "Tap her horse's front leg," Aspen said. "She taught him to bow when we were kids."

      With the young mens’ help, they hoisted Nina into the saddle. Tellen climbed up behind her, his own injuries crying out. "Follow me. I found your missing companions."

      The others swung into their saddles, and they all left the falls. The Guardian led them to where Jasper and his companions still rested under their rocky overhang.

      "What in the wandering woods happened to her?" Jasper cried out when they approached. He tried to stand, but his bitten leg wouldn't support his weight.

      "Master Holt!” exclaimed Orion. "You're alive."

      "Yes, thanks to that gentleman here." He pointed to Tellen. "Now, what happened to Nienna?"

      Nienna?

      "Your young friends here can explain what just transpired. I will see you all back in the village as soon as I know she'll make it," Tellen called as he spurred the horse farther up into the woods.

      "Wait! Where are you going? You can't take her." Aspen pushed his horse to block Tellen's path. He clenched his right fist. Tellen saw dried blood on the side of the boy's palm.

      "I cannot treat Nina here. I need supplies from my home. That grimmole will have left shards in her, and they will claim her life if I don't remove them. I need the rest of you to get your friends here back to the village."

      Tears streamed down Nina's cheeks. "Please, Aspen," she whispered. 

      Tellen looked down at the girl in front of him. Her skin had gone from pale to ashen. He had to hurry.

      "At least let me come with you," Aspen said, refusing to move. 

      "I cannot," Tellen said, his temper rising. They were wasting precious time. Nina's heartbeats were slowing. He could sense it as his hand pressed into the skin of her arm. "My home is not for the casual visitor. You would likely die before you even reached my gate. I give you my word, by the Great King, I will return your friend to you."

      After a long look at Nina, the boy finally moved aside. "Don't delay, or I will hunt you down." 

      The threat felt sincere, but Tellen doubted he would ever find him. None came to Peroma without his permission. 

      "I will see you all soon."

      The black horse and his riders dove into the growing darkness of the trees. The girl was already at Death's door. Tellen prayed he could get to Peroma in time.
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      All was silent except for the crackle of a fire. Nienna slowly opened her eyes to find that she lay before a steady blaze in a grand hearth. The warmth soothed the many bruises covering her body. 

      Scanning the room, she saw it was cozy and once had been beautiful. Now it was dilapidated with cracks running through the black stone walls like roads on a map. She felt as though she were in a cave of sorts, with several furry companions that turned out to be an odd assortment of cushions, blankets, and furs.

      She started to sit up, but pain raced from the center of her back, wrapping around her until she couldn't breathe or move. She remained as still as possible while her muscles relaxed again. Tears slid beneath her lashes and rolled down her cheeks. Finally, her lungs released, and she gasped for breath.

      A hand felt her forehead. As the tremor passed, a soothing voice asked, "Where are you hurt?"

      "My back," she whimpered. Her mussed brown hair grew moist from the tears.

      "Sounds like we need more willow bark." It was the hermit, Tel.

      The events at the waterfall flashed before her. The rock monster, the terror, the pain. A wild horse ride through dense trees and up steep slopes that bumped and jarred her every nerve. Eventually, the pain became too much, and she passed out. And Tel had been there through it all. 

      Clearing the tears from her eyes, she watched him dash over to a corner of the room and return with a small leather pouch and an earthen mug. He filled the cup with steaming water from a kettle nestled near the fire. Then poured some of the contents from the pouch into the hot liquid.

      He tried to spoon-feed the mixture into her mouth, but Nienna struggled to unclench her teeth. Tel was patient. Once the spasm had subsided, he held the spoon with willow bark tea out to her again. 

      It was a touch too hot, but the moment it hit her tongue, sweet relief began to spread throughout her body. She sank back into the pillow in a cold sweat. Tel mopped at her forehead with a warm rag. 

      "Where are we?" she asked. They must be somewhere farther south and east of the falls, judging by where they set off into the trees. 

      "We are in my home. Or what's left of it." His dark eyes scanned the small room, fixing on the cracked stones.

      "And where is that?" 

      "I can't give you that information. Perhaps someday, but not now. That knowledge is not safe for anyone." Tel studied her, searching her face for something, but she couldn't tell what. 

      "What is so dangerous about knowing where I am?" she pushed.

      "Because there are many dark creatures who would love to know how to find me, including that grimmole who nearly massacred you."

      "The rock beast? Does that thing still live?" Nienna said, reflexively sitting up again. Terror filled her heart at the thought. She cried out as the pain in her back flared up once more.

      "Easy, easy," Tel said in his soothing voice as he pushed her shoulders back down. His once gnarled hands looked stronger. "I took care of that monster. I do, however, need to finish cleaning up the mess he made of the woods. But, I wanted to make sure you would live first."

      Nienna lay back on her cushions once more. "I must have looked quite a sight."

      Tel stood and walked to the hearth to add another log. "The brute shredded your clothes, and blood poured from your whole left side. You had gouges from your cheekbones to your thigh." 

      The older man turned to face her. "He left fragments of his defiled rock all over those wounds. It took me several hours to clean them out. If I didn't find all the shards, they would claim your life."

      "And did you find them all?" Nienna asked. Unsettling feelings crowded into her as she realized she was alone with this older man, who had seen her exposed as he cleaned rock fragments from her gashes. Slowly she pulled her blanket up to her chin, trying to cover as much of herself up as possible. 

      "I believe I did. I gave you a sleeping draft, but you still twitched in your sleep. The knife slipped a few times, and I made you bleed more." Noticing her pulling the blankets up, he said, "I promise, I did nothing untoward and maintained your modesty throughout the procedure."

      His words did little to assuage her fears. "How long have I been here?"

      "Two days, though you've recovered better than I hoped."

      "My friends must be worried sick. Was anyone else injured?" Nienna asked. She sat up suddenly, crying out in pain as scabs along her left side tore open.

      "Please, lie back. I promise you are safe here. Safe from everything. I'll return you to your friends as soon as you are well enough to travel." She pushed his hand away as he tried to help her lay down again.

      "Don't." 

      Nienna shivered despite the fire's warmth. She didn't know where she was, and her friends likely didn't know where she was either. What had she been thinking when she asked Aspen to move out of the way so this stranger could run away with her? 

      Hurt flickered across Tel's face, but Nienna didn't care. She needed to get out of here. Plus, she had a job to finish.

      "Master Holt," she said, her teeth gritted through the pulsing pain on her side. "You found him?”

      "Jasper Holt, you mean?" Tel settled back on his heels. "Yes, I found him and his other five companions. They'd almost been made into dinner for a pack of Hein wolves. I killed the wolves with the aid of my brother and bound up your friends’ wounds. I was on my way to find you when I heard the grimmole's bellow."

      "The rest of them live?" Relief flooded through her as she thought of the Agrarian advisor and his men safe.

      "They do. I took care of all the wolf bites. However, it would be good to check on them. Infection can always be a problem where those vermin are involved."

      "What did you call the rock beast that attacked me? A grimmole?"

      Tel's face darkened. "Yes. Filthy beasts the fire witch made in mockery of the gentle golems. They’re a mound of boulders with legs with a desire to destroy all that is good and whole."

      "Are you telling me that golems, the creatures made of clay and straw, are real?" she asked, incredulous.

      "As real as you and I."

      Nienna shook her head in disbelief. "There are no such things."

      "Then what was it that nearly flung you off those cliffs?" he asked. He raised an eyebrow at her.

      "A mound of boulders with legs," she admitted. "But I thought those things were just stories."

      Tel looked crestfallen. "Aren't you taught about such things anymore?"

      "Should we be?"

      Giving her a closed look, he said, "You might want to start paying closer attention to those stories."

      Nienna grew up hearing about skin-changers and demonic wolves, mostly by her brother to give her nightmares. Was it possible there was truth in those old legends?

      Tel sighed as though he carried the weight of the world. She'd often seen this in her father. "How do you feel now?" he asked, keeping his distance.

      "My pain is much less," Nienna said. Her mind was still trolling the stories of her people.

      "If you will allow me, I need to check your back. With the way you were writhing in pain, I'm certain you have a vertebra out of place again." He kept his movements small and slow, the way she saw the castle trainers do with young horses.

      Master Holt's instructions to trust her instincts came back to her. What were they telling her now? 

      She felt calm. Nothing about this man gave her the impression she was in danger. In fact, she almost felt safer with him than she did walking around the campus of Alturis.

      After a minute of internal debate, she finally nodded. The throbbing in her back made up her mind. Gritting her teeth, she managed to roll over, feeling vulnerable before the older man. 

      Tel ran practiced fingers down her spine.

      "Ah. They just don’t want to stay in position. Please roll to your right side."

      Nienna slowly obliged. With a gentle hand on her shoulder and the other on her hip, he pushed and pulled until he made her back sound like dried corn kernels popping in a pan of hot oil.

      "Other side please," Tel said.

      It was harder to roll onto her left side with all the bandages, but she managed. Again Tel pushed on her shoulder and pulled on her hip until her whole back popped loudly. Nienna sighed with sweet relief. Much of the dull ache in her back dissipated. Tel had her roll to her stomach once more.

      "It feels like I got it all back in, again. We'll have to keep an eye on it and adjust as necessary. When your muscles recover, there will be some stretches and exercises I can show you to keep your spine aligned," he said as he ran his fingers down her back once more.

      Sitting up gingerly, she said, "Thank you. I would have been useless if I had to endure that the rest of my life."

      Tel half smiled as he rose to his feet and walked over to a corner in the small room. "The pain would have eventually gone away, but your back would never be the same. But now, I think you should eat, and then rest. When you're ready, there's a washroom down the hall with fresh clothes. I will be back to check on you later."

      He placed a tray filled with nuts, apples, and other dried fruits, along with a small carafe of water, on the floor beside her. Her stomach gurgled at the sight of the food.

      "Thank you, Tel," Nienna said. The kindness of this man astounded her. She was practically a stranger to him. 

      "You're welcome, Rei. I mean, Nienna." His eyes grew over-bright as his face reddened. He left the room without another word.

      "Who's Rei?" wondered Nienna as she watched him go. "And how does he know my real name?"
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      Tellen ran away from his sanctuary as fast as his four feet would carry him. 

      "Fool," he berated himself. "What were you thinking?"

      What had he been thinking? As he watched Nienna on the cushions in front of the hearth, all he saw was Rei and the many times she’d relaxed in that very spot. Oh, how Tellen's heart ached. 

      Even though he'd spent a thousand years buried in the earth, he'd had no chance to grieve for his beloved Rei. His body aged as his connection to the Earthspark grew weaker, but his mind remained unchanged, frozen like an insect in amber. And now this girl, who looked very much like Rei, had come into his life to plague him. To remind him of a love he'd never find again.

      He stopped at the top of the ridge and looked down upon the moon bathed valley below. Tellen heard Lombard Falls in the distance. He shook his shaggy coat angrily. He needed to concentrate if he was going to break the curse on the forest. That grimmole had weeks to place his hold on the land. It would not be easy to get rid of his foul disease.

      The sharp stones cut into the fleshy pads of his feet as he came down the trail to the falls. The blackened tree stood amid the pool like a black void, sucking in the moon's light like a leech. The grimmole's sword protruded from the trunk.

      Tellen stopped before he reached the landing. The stink of death was still present from his encounter with the Hein wolves, forcing him to breathe through his mouth.

      Something moved in the darkness ahead. Passing clouds briefly obscured the bright moon, hiding whatever it was from his sight. But the fresh stench of rotting flesh told him more Hein wolves had arrived. Tellen cursed to the darkest pit of hell whoever was releasing all these creatures, especially when he was so weak.

      The moon reemerged from behind the clouds, shining down on the backs of two small Hein wolves, scouring the area for anything to eat. Tellen thanked the Great King that Nienna's guards had taken their dead when they rescued Jasper and the others.

      Tellen slunk along the rocky wall, using the shadows to hide. These wolves must be young, or they would have scented him by now. Without warning, he dropped onto the back of the nearest Hein wolf. He bit down with crushing force on its neck as it tried to shake him off. Its foul blood seeped into his mouth, making him want to retch. 

      The second wolf tried to aid its companion by biting at Tellen's forelegs, but he released his first victim and went for the softer throat of the newcomer. It went quiet within a couple of minutes. The first wolf tried to run away. 

      Tellen tracked it into the woods for several yards. It yelped at the sight of him and ran faster, but it was too injured to do more than a slow lope. It, too, was overtaken and silenced. Now the bile he'd been forcing back surged forward and purged his mouth of the awful blood. 

      He needed to find water. Fresh water. Not the filth that was pooling at the base of the grimmole's sickly tree. He climbed back up to the water above the tree, cleansed his mouth, and freed his fur from the Hein wolves' blood. Now time to get to work.

      Tellen found his human form and walked to the tree. He was going to have to wade in the dark water to reach the trunk. He'd never attempted something like this without his medallion. He wasn’t sure he had enough strength to do what was needed.

      Steeling himself, Tellen stepped into the inky water. Already, he could feel darkness trying to pull at him as the liquid went over his boots and onto his feet. But he was a Guardian. He was untouchable by such evil. 

      The grimmole's blade, sunk halfway to the hilt in the trunk, glittered in the moonlight. For such rough creatures, the rock beasts created very delicate instruments of death. The thin blade should slip in the clumsy grip of a grimmole, but this was their preferred style.  

      "I am a Guardian," he said aloud. "I can do this."

      Tellen gripped the hilt in both palms. The blade immediately blinded him with images of evil acts. Evil thoughts tried to grasp hold, to subdue his will. But he was a Guardian.

      Sweat beaded on his forehead. His whole frame trembled as the Earthspark was sucked from his body. He knew this would happen. It happened every time he'd had to do this. But this was different. There was nothing to replenish his strength.

      He released the hilt and staggered back. Fear and anger danced in his heart. Perhaps the humans would just have to lose this part of the forest until he could find his medallion. 

      "Try again." The voice of the Great King filled his mind.

      "I can't," Tellen pleaded. His insides felt scorched.

      "You are stronger than you believe. Try again. You can't let this plague stay."

      When Tellen didn't move, the Great King prodded him harder. "Get up. Do it for her."

      "But she's not here." Heartache weighed him down like iron chains.

      "Then do it for them."

      Images of all his friends, men, home, plants, and wild animals bloomed in his mind. The darkness from the black blade fled before the visions of all he loved. He knew he had to finish this because no one else could. 

      He grasped the hilt for the second time. Pain wracked his body as the darkness again tried to overthrow him. He collapsed at the base of the tree, gasping. 

      How far the mighty Guardian had fallen.

      Stop giving in to your doubts. Tellen felt the Great King's frustration. Believe.

      "Why has this happened to me?" Tellen called to the stars.

      Because you need to see your true strength.

      Tellen knelt on that rocky island and thought. Right before he lost himself to the earth, he'd done several incredible things without his medallion. He hadn't thought about it. He just did it, giving in to his raw emotions. 

      Squaring his shoulders, he stood once more and gripped the handle. Those terrible scenes of carnage, cruelty, and pain tried to take hold once more, but Tellen clung to the images of life and goodness given him by the Great King. If someone like that believed in him, he needed to believe in himself.

      He dug to his very core, where the Earthspark lived. Just as it had the day he locked Fiora away in her deep prison, green tongues of light twined around his shaking arms. With a mighty yell, the blade slipped free and he staggered back. The water nearly made him lose his balance, but he managed to stay upright.

      The blade was silent as he held it up. It had accepted him as its new master and would only show death if he wished it. The moonlight glinted off the side of the onyx metal. The tree would never recover, but the forest could heal.

      His heart still beat out a strong tattoo as he trudged up the bank to where the wolf carcasses lay. He carefully wrapped the blade in a piece of leather he'd brought with him and secured it with leather ties. 

      He'd done it. He couldn't believe he'd pulled the blade without having his medallion. 

      "Thank you," Tellen whispered to the stars above him.

      The Great King's presence drifted on a breeze. "You are stronger than you believe."

      Tellen strapped the sword to his back. The surge of power from the Earthspark had awakened his sense of purpose once more. He also felt the change in his body. His form was younger, more agile, more alive. 

      The whisper of a swishing tail caught his attention, and Tellen looked up. Above him, on a ledge near the falls, crouched a mountain cat. A snow leopard, too far south for summertime.

      "Teague," Tellen said in surprise. 

      The snow leopard leaped down from its perch and stood before him. His cobalt eyes searched for some form of deceit. Finding none, Teaguemund Demetrius, his most loyal friend, stood before him.

      "Tel?" Teague's voice rasped. It was apparent to Tellen his friend had not spent much time in his human skin in the last several years. 

      Teague threw his arms around Tellen and refused to let go. Tellen looked up to the heavens, once again thanking the Great King for his watchful care. Teague had been more his brother than the Sky Guardian, Aros, ever had.

      "I searched for you for years," Teague choked back a sob. "Where were you?"

      Tellen pushed his friend back and studied his face. Teague's dark hair hung below his ears, but his cobalt eyes pierced the darkness. Innumerable scars crossed his face and his arms. Teague's knack for finding trouble seemed to be intact.

      "I lost my way when I sent the Fire Witch to the depths. But I'm back now."

      "Was it the girl? I've been watching her since she first arrived at the Feltus camp. I thought I detected you among the villagers, but it was so faint I thought I must be mistaken. Tellen, her light..."

      "I know." Tellen stared into the darkness to where Peroma lay. "Her gift is growing. Soon, she'll attract every dark creature there is."

      "I think she already has. That grimmole was near Waldorman three nights ago. I'd tracked it from the villagers of Feltus to the military city.”

      "That would be the night before I killed it," Tellen mused. "Grimmoles don't typically move that fast. Perhaps the movement of the people of Feltus attracted its attention more than the girl." 

      "Tel, there's something wrong with that town," Teague said. "It felt the spark there, but it was sinister. The place makes my skin crawl."

      "I know. I've felt it too. I went searching for the source yesterday. But I found only remnants. Whoever it was has fled. Likely with my medallion, too."

      "Your medallion is still missing?" Teague looked stricken at this news. He'd nearly been stabbed to death trying to stop the ones who stole it.

      "I never found it."

      "What about Rei? Did you find her?"

      Visions of what Fiora forced him to witness that awful day slammed into his head. He couldn't face what happened. Not yet.

      "No. I never found her." He forced his eyes shut, clamping off the destructive visions.

      Teague swallowed. "Have you found any of the others since you returned?"

      "You're the first of my followers. I found Aros a few days ago and traveled with him, tracking the Hein wolves you see dead here. We got most of those monsters, but several escaped. Aros was going to continue to track them, but I left."

      "Because of the girl," Teague surmised.

      "Yes. The grimmole attacked Nienna, and she's currently resting at Peroma." Tellen looked back up the valley. 

      "You brought her to Peroma? I haven't been there since you disappeared." Teague rubbed his arm like a guilty child.

      Glancing at his friend's ragged clothing and unkempt appearance, Tellen said, "Then I think it's time to return."

      "Tel, I don't know if I can," Teague's voice raised an octave. Tellen could almost taste his fear. "The last time I was there..."

      "You nearly died, and I brought you back from the brink. You are a hero, Teague. I will forever be in your debt." Tellen placed a hand on Teague's shoulder, but he shrugged it off.

      "I failed you, Tellen. I am not worthy to walk through those gates again. Because of me–“ Teague's voice broke. A large tear glimmered on his cheek. He squared his shoulders, though more tears followed. "Because of me, Peroma fell. I failed to stop the demon who stole your medallion. I failed to keep my family safe."  

      "The blame does not wholly rest on you, Teague. I had grown careless, and everyone paid for my mistake. Fallon's death is as much on my hands as it was on that blasted king. I need you, Teague. You're my only friend."

      Tellen's words appeared to move Teague. Though he still seemed defeated, he nodded his head. "I'll come," he said after a minute.  

      "Good. Maybe next time a grimmole emerges, I won't have to pull out that cursed blade by myself," Tellen looked sideways at Teague.

      "Perhaps the girl you found can do it. I hate those things."

      "As do I," Tellen said, patting the sword strapped across his back.

      Together, Tellen and Teague left Lombard Falls, and soon, Peroma came into view. His home still lay broken, but now he had hope. He would see it rebuilt and returned to its previous glory. Once again, he would be master of the earth.
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      It had been hours since Tel left. Nienna had no way of knowing if it was day or night, but she'd slept as long as she could. Moving slowly, she came to her feet, thanking all that was good that she could stand once more without blacking out. Her side still ached dully, but even that was fading. 

      She walked out of the chamber and into the dim hallway. Nienna felt exposed to watching eyes, though she could see nothing. The passage was forbidding, but her need to feel clean was insistent. She decided to bring a light to help dispel the gloom. She wasn't about to go blundering around in the dark in a strange place like this. 

      Finding a burned torch on the wall next to her, she lifted it from its sconce and walked back to the fireplace. She held it out to the now smoldering fire. The blaze snapped to life on the end of the torch.

      Raising it high, Nienna commenced on her search for the washroom. As she tiptoed down the hallway, she did her best not to jump at the mice scurrying away from light. The feeling of being watched never left her. Nienna checked each door she came across until, at last, she found what she was looking for.

      The small washroom was attached to what must have been a servant's quarters. It was a simple stone room with a privy closet, a hand pump, basin, and soap. A small mirror hung above them. 

      Catching sight of herself in the mirror, Nienna scrutinized her reflection. Her clothing was a mess, but her face seemed untouched except for a nearly healed cut running the length of her jaw.

      She worked the handle of the pump until water emerged. The liquid was frigid, but she pushed through the shivers, scrubbing vigorously at her hair. As she washed, she inspected her bandages. The wounds they concealed looked as though they were a week old. Surely she hadn't slept that long after her meal.

      She unwound the ones around her torso. All the wounds were dark red with dried blood, but the edges had healing flesh. The injuries ranged from her left cheek down to her hip.

      Nienna tried her best to replace the old bandages with fresh ones she found on a shelf after getting clean. It wasn't perfect, but they were at least snug. Her still-wet hair dripped down her back as she finished, but it felt wonderful to be clean and in fresh clothes. 

      She wondered where Tellen had come by them. They fit her perfectly, almost as if they'd been tailored specifically for her. The tunic sleeves were the exact length of her arms, and that was hard to come by. Most tailors went for the average size of a woman's arm. But Nienna's arms were longer than the majority. Not for the first time, she wondered who Tellen was.

      Gathering up her useless garments, Nienna opened the door and walked back to the small chamber with the hearth. The torch in her hand wavered as unseen eyes followed her. She dumped her ruined clothing in a heap beside her pillows but remembered her cartographer pen was still in her trouser pocket. She'd been surprised she hadn't lost it in all the excitement.

      Fabric rustled behind her, making her whirl around. Nothing. She must be hallucinating. Shaking her head, she looked for the pen once more, but a whisper of voices caught her attention.

      Nienna strode quietly to the door she had just come through and looked out. Again, there was no one there, but the whispering continued. It was indistinct at first, but she made out a word.

      "Rei."

      Rei? That was the name Tellen had called her. It couldn't be a coincidence. She tiptoed out into the hall. Again, the unseen eyes followed her every movement, but they seemed to beckon her on this time.

      Suddenly the empty corridor echoed with the sound of running feet.

      "Tel?" she called, but there was no answer. Her heart sped up. Was this place haunted? Glancing back at the beckoning fire, she lifted the torch from its sconce once more and followed the voices into the dark. The search for her cartographer's pen forgotten.

      The voices continued to tease her with words like "Rei" and "follow." A few other words she managed to make out were "traitor," "dragons," and "medallion" as she became lost in the myriad of passages of the fortress. Tel's home must have been magnificent at one point in time. She'd seen enough sculptures in Alturis to recognize masterpieces when she saw them. And although every work of art lay in pieces, the craftsmanship was unparalleled.

      Nienna decided several hundred people must have lived here at one time. But due to a battle or some natural disaster, the occupants had either been killed or forced to flee. She saw slash marks throughout the corridors and several worm-eaten doors nearly falling off their hinges. Dust hung heavy on everything.

      The corridor she was following opened into a wide granite entryway. What must have been a grand staircase stood in its center. It was now chipped and cracked in several places but still looked sound enough to use.

      She glanced back down the way she'd come. Perhaps this wasn't a great idea. What if these voices led her into a trap? Old fortresses like this had booby traps, didn't they? The whole upper floor didn't seem to be as sound as the lower levels.

      "A secret. A traitor. A stone," the whispering voices taunted.

      With a hand on the banister, Nienna looked up. After all the horrible feelings she'd had in the forest around Feltus, she was surprised to find that she only felt curiosity in such a dark place.

      Taking a breath, she strode forward.

      Gaining the upper level, she noticed several of these rooms had smashed in walls and blasted masonry strewn on the floor. She made her way down the crumbling hall, pausing at a pair of large, ornately carved wooden doors still intact. Cautiously, she pushed open the right door just enough to slip through.

      It must have been the master of the fortress's bedroom, though much of the furniture was now in ruins. On the far side, Nienna found a set of double doors. A frigid breeze drifted through the crack under the door.

      Opening it, she found herself on a snow-covered balcony with a dizzying view. She took a couple of steps back as she gazed out over the sheer drop hundreds of feet below. Heights always terrified her, and this was no exception. Looking out, she saw the sun rising, giving light to razor cliffs so sharp they barely collected snow. It was an exquisite view, in a feral way.

      Gazing past the cliffs, she saw Tellidus Valley spreading out on the horizon, bathed in pink and purple light. Nienna stayed out on the balcony, drinking in the beauty of her homeland until her hair froze. Stepping back within, she closed the doors and continued to explore the room.

      She found another door along the wall leading to a washroom, though much grander than the one she'd used downstairs. Back in the hallway, she continued until she came to a bend. There were no windows down this corridor, so she was grateful for her torch.

      "Rei."

      The whispers were just ahead of her. She padded down the hall after them. A door to her left cracked open on rusty hinges. Grimacing at the sound, she heaved the door open farther to allow herself inside. It was an armory.

      Swords, pikes, axes, and shields all adorned the walls. Most were generic weapons of no particular value. But as Nienna moved about the room, she came to a wall of shields painted with several family crests and a tremendous array of decorative weapons that put her family's stock to shame. Silver and emerald swords of varying lengths were encased in glass, looking untouched by time.

      A case nearby was lined with green velvet but held nothing. The one next to it housed twin knives and a staff made with cherrywood handles that gleamed as though it had been freshly polished. The bright steel blades had swirling designs carved into the metal. This piece appeared made for a woman.

      She felt a strong desire to meet the woman who carried it. She imagined her as a fierce, lithe creature who walked about with deadly grace. 

      Nienna set the torch in a sconce near the middle of the room, and walked over to the shields with the family crests—foreign houses with bizarre animals on most. The detail, however, was impeccable. It must have been a master painter who did all these. As she kept walking, one, however, made her stop.

      It was the crest of her family—the heirs of Saul Comstock. The black wolf's head glared at her. It was a mirror image of her ring.

      Next to it, she found the crest of the old Comstock empire. She remembered her history tutor telling her the land from the western sea to the Eastern Fringe had been under the rule of Greyson Amalfi Comstock, her ancestor. When the king grew old, he divided the kingdom into three. One portion for each of his sons. After the brothers died, however, all contact ceased between the different realms. Each seemed to shrink into themselves, and few ever traveled their borders again. No one could tell Nienna why.

      How did the family crests of her ancestors end up in this broken-down fortress? How old was this place?

      As she peered closer, a ghostly image of a woman appeared next to her. Her voice came out as a whisper. "There was a traitor in our midst."

      Suddenly Nienna found herself slammed against the wall of shields, causing several to fall to the ground. A massive hand grasped her throat while the other held a knife against it. A snarling face was inches away from her own. The anger in the moss and oak eyes was as sharp as the blade at her throat. She flinched away from her captor, and the metal bit her skin.

      "Tel," was all Nienna could squeak out.

      More shields tumbled to the floor, forcing Tel to release her to protect himself from the falling metal. Nienna collapsed on the floor, gasping for air.

      Straightening, Tel dropped his knife and backed away from her, his face contorted with fear.

      Seeing her opportunity, Nienna ran for the door. She didn't make it far before her back seized up again, and she crumpled to the unforgiving stone. Pain shot up her spine, wringing the air from her lungs. Blood dripped from the wound on her neck, creating a small pool.

      As the pain subsided, Nienna sucked in a sob. Gentle hands touched her shoulders, but she pushed them away, creating another arc of agony.

      "Breathe," Tel said, as though nothing had happened.

      "Get your hands off me," Nienna said shakily. She needed to get out of here. This man needed help, And it wasn't going to be from her.

      "What are you doing up here?" he asked. His voice was calm but pointed as his dagger.

      "I was following the voices," Nienna rasped. She didn't dare move from her spot on the floor in case it sent her back into a fit again.

      "What did they tell you?"

      "Something about a traitor and a secret." She kept quiet about Rei. She didn't need him to finish the job he'd started.

      "Peroma holds many secrets. Some lesser ones in this room. But I cannot allow you to be in here. These are all that survive. All I have left of them."

      "Do they haunt this place?" she asked. Her back finally released, and she drew in a breath.

      "Not by them, but by others who have sworn fealty to me."

      "Who are they?" Nienna asked. Her mind was racing, searching for a way out of this castle inhabited by ghosts.

      "The Sentinels."

      "The Sentinels?" she asked. A story about a ruined castle kept by ghosts near the peaks of the Eastern Fringe rose in her mind. Could she possibly be in it?

      "They are the spirits protecting this fortress, keeping out all the unworthy. They also saved your life a moment ago. Without their interference, I likely would have killed you."

      Nienna shuddered at the thought.

      “I’d fallen asleep in here. You startled me, and I overreacted. I've been attacked too many times before. Sometimes the animal emerges before the Guardian."

      Peering up at him from underneath her arm, she asked, "The Guardian?" 

      He studied her for a moment. "I am Tellen Ramforth, Guardian of the Earth."

      "The Guardians don't exist. The old tales said they wiped each other out." Nienna inched up to her hands. A few more minutes, and she might be able to get out of here. This man, whoever he really was, could not be the Earth Guardian. Alone too long in a cave perhaps, but not a Guardian.

      "Our medallions of power were stolen from us. We faded from our former glory. My final act was to send the Guardian of Fire into a pit after she destroyed everything I cared about. I passed out before I returned to the surface. The next thing I knew, you woke me up." 

      She noticed that his face was leaner, younger. His age was now somewhere between twenty-five and thirty. Tellen's hair was a mess of short dark curls, with no trace of grey. He'd somehow reversed his age.

      "Can you prove it?" By now, she'd managed to sit on her knees. If this indeed was the Earth Guardian, then she needed to get back to her friends fast. Every story she'd read said the Earth Guardian was the worst. He was in league with the skin-changers and rock beasts. Like the one that attacked her. Could he have set that up to get her alone?

      "My power has not fully returned yet, but I will show you what I can. Will you allow me to touch your neck?"

      Her insides froze. The last thing she wanted was for him to touch her again. His black knife was still nearby. Noticing her gaze, he kicked the weapon away.

      "I promise I won't hurt you again." He held up both his hands to show her they were empty.

      Not seeing any way out of this, she nodded.

      Tel, or Tellen, moved to sit beside her. He wrapped a gentle hand around her throat, and she pulled back.

      "Don't move." His face was so close to her own that she could feel his warm breath. He smelled of pine needles and wild meadows. Had that always been his scent?

      Tellen closed his eyes, and a slight green glow lit up around his palm. She forced herself to stay rooted to the spot. Then the light touched her. It was as if a cooling liquid poured onto the wound at her neck. She could feel her skin knitting back together. Soon the pain of the knife's mark was gone. 

      Nienna stared wide-eyed at the man before her. He trembled slightly, and a sheen of sweat shone on his forehead. 

      "H-how does your n-neck feel now?" His voice shook like his hands. 

      She brought her hand up and felt where the cut had been. There was nothing except a residue of crimson liquid.

      "How?" she asked.

      "Through the Earthspark." He held up his hand for her to see emerald green flames licking his palm.

      "But the Earthspark destroys. It doesn’t heal.”

      Tellen closed his fist. His eyes were sharp once more. "Saul Comstock started that falsehood."

      "You make Saul sound like a villain," Nienna said, glancing over to his shield on the floor.

      "That's because he was. He seduced someone close to me into betraying us all." 

      Nienna twisted her wolf ring, trying to hide its face. The mark of the house of Saul. The very one painted on the shield in Tellen's armory. Surely her ancestor couldn't have been that bad. Perhaps Tellen was bitter over his loss and needed someone to blame.

      "What would have motivated him to do that? Did you steal something from him? The fault couldn't be his alone." Nienna could feel the heat of his gaze. 

      "Spoken like a true child of Saul,” Tellen said, his hackles raised. “I worked closely with his family, helping them learn to take care of this land and their people. But Saul grew greedy. He wanted the empire, not just a kingdom of his own. In revenge, he sided with the Guardian of Fire and helped her destroy everything I held dear. They took my family, my home, and my friends." 

      His trembling from a few moments ago dissipated in the wake of his anger. His voice was rising in pitch and volume.

      "Now, I'm forced to care for one of his spawn, who somehow developed a connection to the Earthspark."

      "Spawn!" Nienna said, outraged. "I have done nothing to you, sir, except free you from that lava chute."

      Tellen turned and stomped out of the door. Before he disappeared down the hallway, he paused. "Prepare to leave. As soon as night falls, I'm taking you back to Feltus." Then he was gone.

      Nienna clamped her open jaw shut. She wanted to hurl every one of the fallen shields at the back of Tellen's head, but he was probably already downstairs. Besides, it would take all she had to get up and climb back down those stairs.

      "I hope night comes very soon," she said as she pulled herself up with a grunt. "Because I've had enough of that man."
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      Nienna fumed as she sat in front of the fire on her cushions. Spawn. He'd called her spawn. How dare he? Never in all her life had she ever been treated that way except by Prentice. Her teeth ground together as she thought of the cruel redhead. If he hated her so much, why did he even bother to save her life?

      She pulled her blankets tighter around her shoulders as a set of chills overtook her. A cold breeze blew through the room, causing her to shiver more.

      "Come." The voices of the Sentinels had returned.

      "No," Nienna called back to them. She had no desire to be led somewhere, only to have Tellen find her and cut her throat for real this time.

      "Come," they insisted.

      "No," she said again, pulling her blanket even tighter. All she wanted was to get out of here.

      Without warning, the floor began to spin upwards, knocking her flat. When she landed, however, she was in one of the bedrooms she'd explored earlier. The room was just as dark and dingy as it had been with its broken furniture and shuttered windows.

      "What have you done?" Nienna demanded of the Sentinels. 

      But there was no reply. What she did hear was the sound of a woman outside her door screaming.

      "No! No, no, no. Teague! Stay with me. Please. Tellen!" The woman's scream echoed off the stone walls.

      Nienna cautiously approached the door. Careful not to step on anything that would make her fall. She didn't need her back going out again. She pushed the door open just enough to peek through. An awful scene met her eyes. 

      A man was lying on the stone floor. His chest was punctured in several places, his breathing sparse. The woman crouched over him, lifting his head with the same raven dark hair and ice blue eyes as her own. The man's face was void of color.

      The door next to hers burst open. Tellen ran out wearing a loose white shirt and trousers. No shoes. Nienna jumped, then cringed as a wave of pain and nausea threatened her. Her back seized for a moment, and she couldn't breathe. 

      "What's happened to him?" Tellen cried, coming to kneel beside the fallen man.

      "I f-found him in the corridor like this. I d-don't know what's happened. D-Dridan rushed past me in pursuit of something and b-burst through that window." The woman pointed to a broken window a few paces down. "A-and then I saw Teague l-lying here." 

      Her sobs prevented her from saying more.

      "Teague, can you hear me?" Tellen asked, feeling for Teague's pulse at his neck. "His heart is barely beating."

      "Heal him, Tellen. W-what are you waiting for?" the woman demanded.

      "I can't, Fallon. My medallion was stolen by whoever did this." Nienna saw regret encase Tellen. 

      "You can do things without your medallion," Fallon snapped. "Now do it. Don't you dare let my brother die. Not after all we've been through with you."

      Tellen looked stricken. "I will try Fallon, But I'm not strong enough to heal something like this without it."

      "Please."

      Tears were filling Tellen's own eyes, but he nodded. Just as he'd done when he healed the cut on Nienna’s neck, Tellen placed his palm over the wound that looked worst and closed his eyes. A faint emerald glow lit the space between his palm and Teague's torn chest. 

      Tiny tendrils of light trickled into the man, but Nienna knew it wouldn't be enough. She opened her door just a little wider. No one paid any attention.

      Sweat beaded on Tellen's brow. 

      "More Tellen." Fallon was getting desperate. "Please help him live."

      Tellen's own face was going pale from the effort, but he set his jaw and summoned his power once more. With a forced exhalation, he pushed every last ounce of strength he had to give to his friend. The glow was brighter this time. As the final ribbons of light faded, the man sucked in a mighty breath.

      The Earth Guardian slumped forward, barely catching himself before he hit the floor.

      "Teague," Fallon cried, flinging herself onto her brother. She helped prop him against the black stone.

      Teague patted her on the back. 

      "I'm sorry. I-I can't finish healing you," Tellen said, turning his head to the side to look at his friend. 

      Nienna was shocked to see Tellen's face so ashen. He looked as though he'd been ill for weeks.

      Teague reached out his free hand and clasped Tellen's arm. His voice was faint. "I owe you much already. Don't be sorry."

      "What happened, Teague?" Fallon asked as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

      "I was patrolling the corridors, as I do every night when I noticed someone sneaking from Tellen's rooms. I confronted them, but it turned out to be two of Fiora's demons. I wasn't as prepared to face them as I should have been. I've failed you, Tellen."

      The hand the Guardian laid on Teague's shoulder shook violently. "You have not failed me, Brother. I have failed you. Our defenses have grown weak."

      As if to emphasize the point, a resounding boom echoed up from the atrium. Men and women shouted, trying to barricade the great doors. 

      "Fallon, I need you and Rei to direct matters downstairs." Tellen brought one foot up to stand while leaning heavily on the wall for support.

      "What are you going to do?" Fallon stood as well and braced Tellen before he fell. Nienna could see the longing in her angled face. She loved him.

      "I'm going after those demons. I have to get my medallion back."

      "Tel." Teague's voice was somber. "Rei's gone."

      "What do you mean she's gone?" Tellen asked, moving to the room from which Nienna was watching.

      "Her door was ajar when I was walking by. I peeked in because she never leaves that door open. She's gone. I couldn't tell if there was a skirmish or not." The implication was clear. He thought Rei was the reason the fortress's defenses had fallen––that she'd helped to steal Tellen's medallion.

      Tellen froze. He glared down at the siblings with wolfish intensity. "They must have taken her too."

      "What if she was the one who set this all up?" Fallon accused.

      Tellen turned on her, a silent snarl on his lips. "Rei is just as loyal to me as you two. As anyone here. She loves you as a brother, Teague. Why would she let you get hurt?"

      Teague eyed his master cautiously. "I agree that she likely wouldn't want me hurt. But Tel, the evidence..."

      "The evidence proves nothing except that Rei is missing along with my medallion, and I'm going after them." He walked crookedly towards the broken window.

      "Tellen, stop. This is madness. The fortress is under attack. We need you here." Fresh tears cascaded down Fallon's porcelain cheeks as she stood in front of him.

      "Fallon, you are one of my most brilliant strategists. You have everything you need to protect the fortress. Do me one favor, though."

      Fallon remained silent, but her lip trembled as she fought more tears.

      "Protect each other. I can't lose you two as well." Tellen placed a fist to his chest. "Family, Love, Honor." 

      "Family, Love, Honor," Fallon repeated half-heartedly.

      Teague whispered the phrase as well.

      The Earth Guardian gave Fallon a brief hug and a nod to Teague. Then he pulled himself up on the window ledge and leaped out into the night. Fallon ran to the window, careful to keep her hands off the broken glass. Her angular features were marred by grief.

      "No!" Nienna cried as she watched him fall. But again, no one saw or heard her.

      "Did he make it?" Teague asked from the floor. "Did he transform?"

      "He did. He took an eagle form, though it took most of the fall to get his momentum."

      Nienna stared incredulously as the pair exchanged words. It was as if they were chatting about the weather.

      "He gave me far more than he should have. I could feel how drained he was before he broke contact. That was the hardest healing he's ever done for me." Teague looked at the ground before him miserably.

      "We'll go to our deaths when we walk down those stairs, you know," Fallon said. Her voice was miles away.

      "Then we better not miss it." Teague held out a hand, and Fallon helped him to his feet. The blood on his healed chest still shone ruby red. He draped his arm over his sister's shoulder, and together, they walked down the corridor to face their end. 

      Nienna stood there, not knowing what to do. Then a rough hand grabbed her arm, forcing her to turn around. Tellen's face was inches from her own and seething with anger. "What do you think you are doing up here? Are you trying to bring my wrath on you?”

      "I-I don't know. I was down..." Nienna swayed on the spot, and Tellen grabbed her other shoulder to keep her from falling.

      "I was downstairs." Then Nienna collapsed, losing herself to darkness.
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      The girl would have hit the floor if Tellen hadn't caught her. He felt her forehead. It was sweltering. How had he missed the fever? A fragment of the grimmole's shards must still be in one of her wounds.

      He carefully picked her up and carried her downstairs. The shades of the sentinels wafted around him, cowering like beaten dogs. He guessed they'd been up to no good once again. When he'd reached the small sitting room, he laid Nienna gently on the cushions.

      He tilted some liquid down her throat to quench the fever, then checked each of her bandages. The wounds were nearly all healed. How was that possible? He didn't give her enough energy to heal everything, only the thin cut on her neck, and that had left him weak and shaking. He left off the dressings. Things appeared to be healing just fine. Concern still nibbled at him.

      This girl may be a child of Saul, but he must admit that she was not her ancestor. She'd done nothing wrong. Tellen stared at the wolf ring upon her left hand. His lip curled with hate as he stared at the symbol of his enemy. He would never be able to forgive the old king for his crimes. Never. But he didn't have to bury the girl beneath that man's transgressions.

      Tellen sighed and stood. His anger from earlier evaporated. Walking back to the empty hallway, he disappeared in the blackness. Everything was dark and silent. Just as it had been since the day his world collapsed. The day he lost everyone he cared about most. He shivered in an invisible breeze but found nothing except memories.

      He didn't know how the girl ended up in Rei's old room, but time and space melded at odd points in this fortress. It had always been so from the day it was built. If she’d been downstairs, then he was sure the Sentinels had taken her and shown her something else. But what?

      Tellen strode away into the darkness as a wolf lopes through the moonlight. He climbed the stairs and arrived back at the armory once more—time to clean up his mess.
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        * * *

      

      Tellen tried not to think as he hung the shields back up on their pegs in the armory. He wanted to talk to Teague, but his friend hadn't been able to face his inner demons and enter through the gate. Instead, he was roaming the woods, tracking down any clues he could find of the medallion.

      The Guardian was angry with himself for losing control of the animal within and attacking the girl. He was no better than the Hein wolves he hunted. Even if she'd wandered where she wasn't supposed to, it did not give him liberty to turn on an innocent. But Raza knew better.

      The leader of the Sentinels knew precisely what she was doing, but what game was she playing? Outside of the main level, there were many secrets hidden within the fortress's walls. Lesser ones existed on the upper floors, but they still weren't for the casual visitor. 

      He picked up a shield with four painted panels. It was one of his first creations. He'd made it before he and his siblings parted ways. He traced the insignia of the compass points representing the Guardians' symbols of power. North for Aros, Guardian of Sky. East for himself, Guardian of Earth. West for Serene, Guardian of Water. And in the South, Fiora, Guardian of Fire. Bringer of death. He hung the shield up before he put a hole in the southern symbol.

      He felt the puma's presence before he saw her. The captain of the Sentinels had finally worked up the courage to show herself.

      "You're becoming a bur in my side," Tellen said by way of greeting.

      Raza sat before him on her cougar haunches. She'd died in that form and remained a shade of the wild animal.

      "It's a pleasure to see you, too, Master," she said sarcastically.

      "You forget your duty. You protect my home from outsiders. Not welcome them in with open arms. You should have never brought that girl to the armory," he said, picking up another shield.

      "I think it is you who are forgetting yourself. You would never have attacked an injured and unarmed girl in your right state. You let the wolf have control. If we hadn't intervened, you would have killed her. We are protectors, not killers."

      Tellen whirled to face her. "Do not presume to lecture me, Raza. You've been trapped as that puma for a thousand years."

      A sad smile appeared on the lioness's face. "That may be true, but I am not subject to the beast. My mind is still my own. I am not lost in my past."

      Tellen didn't reply. Instead, he hung the shield and reached for another. "Why did you bring her here?"

      "I thought that would be obvious." She flicked her tail in that annoying way cats have.

      "Why would it be obvious?" he growled. Sometimes he wished he'd never allowed his followers to remain as Sentinels when they lost their mortal frame.

      "Do you not see it?" Raza said, confused.

      "Enlighten me," he said.

      "This girl glows with the Earthspark. It is still faint, yes, but I believe it will bloom into something we have not seen in an age."

      "I don't need her and have no wish to reform my followers."

      "This girl needs you. She's going to become a target for every dark thing out there. You know as well as I that things are awakening. Besides, we need her, even if you don't," said Raza, pacing.

      "She's a child of Saul. We don't need help from his line. It will only end in ruin," he said stubbornly. He walked over to an empty case lined with green velvet, resting his hands on the glass. "The Earthspark has not shown itself since I disappeared. Perhaps it's better to leave it in the past."

      Raza padded over to where Tellen stood.

      "I still feel that you shouldn't turn your back on this. You cannot keep running from what happened. You remain a Guardian, even as I am a Sentinel." She stood on her hind paws so she could look him in the eye. 

      Tellen noticed a thin metal object gripped in Raza’s right paw. It looked like a writing instrument. 

      The puma continued. "You hideaway, locked in the wolf's grip while the world passes. We are protecting treasure without a master. These weapons are tools. And tools that have no purpose are wasted, as are you. Consider this a second chance at living. We can care for Peroma."

      "Until you decide to lead some other stranger into the heart of the fortress."

      "You know we wouldn't do that. This girl is special. You will see it in time." 

      With that, Raza faded away, leaving Tellen feeling more alone than before as he stared at the empty case. Then his eyes rested on the polished cherrywood staff in the case next to it. He opened the glass door and gripped the smooth wood. Pulling it free, he held it out in front of himself—a wasted tool.

      Freeing his mind of all his fear and self-doubt, Tellen moved the staff in wide arcs in front of him. He increased the speed, reveling in the feeling of the weapon in his hands. He surged forward, disarming his ghostly opponent. One by one, his fears abated until, with a final thrust, he found himself face to face with Saul Comstock's shield.  

      Tellen tapped the black wolf's nose with the staff's blade. Sweat trickled down his back as he stood straight. Eyeing the weapon in his right hand, he thought, a wasted tool no more.
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        * * *

      

      The ghosts were silent. No sound of battle echoed through the halls. No running feet pounded on the stones.

      Nienna had been poking at the fire with a stick for hours, waiting for something to happen. The eyes she felt were watching her earlier seemed to have departed, leaving her alone in the desolate fortress.

      The last thing she remembered was Tellen's infuriated face bearing down on her, and then she'd blacked out. When she woke up, she was alone next to the dying embers of the fire. Her head pounded, but her back felt fine. 

      The bandages around her torso were gone. She was surprised to find the claw marks from the grimmole had closed and scabbed over. She wondered why Tellen healed more of her injuries, especially after their last few encounters.

      "As you weren't carrying any weapons when I found you, I thought I would provide some," came Tellen's deep baritone.

      Nienna jerked upwards, holding the stick out defensively in front of her. She nearly tripped on some stray cushions, but Tellen steadied her. She pushed his hands away and kept her stick up, ready for whatever may come.

      "Will you quit sneaking up on me?" Nienna blurted. "You'll stop my heart one of these times."

      "Human lives are short anyhow," Tellen commented, setting his bundle down.

      Nienna pursed her lips. "What have you brought?"

      In answer, Tellen unrolled a considerable length of black cloth, revealing an assortment of knives. She recognized the cherrywood handles of two of them. They'd been in a glass case earlier.

      He reached behind his back and withdrew the cherrywood staff she'd admired in the armory, placing it on the stone floor, along with the matching knives. Nienna took a step back.

      "These are for you," he said.

      "What am I supposed to do with them?"

      Tellen looked at her in surprise. "Use them, of course. Surely you know how to use at least something?"

      "The most I've ever wielded is my penknife," she said, still keeping her distance from the weapons.

      "You're joking. You seemed savvy enough in the forest. Surely you've used more than a penknife."

      "I am very serious. I am a princess. Princesses have guards with them at all times who carry weapons. I've never been allowed to carry or learn to use weapons."

      "Princess or not, didn't you learn how to defend yourself?"

      "No. I worked on horsemanship and drawing," Nienna admitted.

      "Then I feel it's high time you learn. Here." He held out the staff first. The blade attached to one of its ends sparkled in the firelight. "It was made for a woman, so you should be able to handle it just fine."

      Nienna did not reach for the offered staff. Instead, she asked, "Why would you give these to me? Weren't these some of the treasures you nearly split my neck open over?"

      Tellen's face clouded immediately. For a moment, a shadow of the beast blazed in his eyes. Nienna readied herself. He did not miss her subtle reaction and forced himself to relax.

      "These are some of the treasures that I guard, yes. But they are also tools. Beautiful tools. But tools all the same. They do no one any good sitting locked away in a stone vault."

      "What do you expect in return if I accept these gifts? I know the value of the silver used on those knives. It could buy the materials for a whole mile of road."

      "I expect you to learn how to use them and defend yourself. I will teach you, if you like, or help you find the proper teacher if you do not trust me."

      Her mother would be mortified if she heard Nienna had taken up weaponry. That alone was motivation enough, but the sharp tools frightened her.

      "But I have guards. Their job is to protect me," she pointed out.

      "And how effective were those guards against the grimmole? Did they know how to protect you from a threat like that?" Tellen's intense form stood directly in front of her.

      Something that had been bothering Nienna since Tellen stormed out, calling her "Saul's spawn," came to her.

      "Why did you save me from the grimmole, bring me here, and tend to me if you knew I was Saul's descendant? Your hatred for him is clear." 

      Tellen's gaze bore into hers as though searching for something, pleading for her to understand, so he didn't have to say it. She waited.

      "I saved you, healed you, and am giving you these weapons for a few reasons."

      Nienna raised her eyebrows for him to continue.

      "You look so much like Rei. Your light grey eyes, your temperament, long hair. I saved you initially because of these similarities. But you are very different in your personalities. She was bold where you are timid. Collected, where you are a loose cannon."

      Nienna pursed her lips. "Who was Rei?"

      "Someone who meant more to me than life itself."

      Tellen pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ve tended to you because it was the right thing to do. Plus, you're developing an Earthspark of your own, and will need to know how to protect yourself from creatures of darkness. According to my brother, you are the first person in a thousand years to develop this gift. That is how you woke me in the tunnel. As such, I am bound to see you safe, and learning weaponry to defend yourself is part of that.”

      "Wait, you mean to tell me that my hand will glow green as yours did when you healed my neck in the armory? Can I heal people?" She held up her hand to inspect it. 

      Tellen narrowed his eyes and chewed his words before letting them come out.

      "You may not have that ability. The Earthspark manifests in many different forms. The gift of healing was scarce."

      He held out the staff to her again. "This will go on your back, crossing your body. Never ride your horse without the sheath in place on the knifepoint." He indicated the twelve-inch blade that protruded from one end. 

      This time she accepted it but held it out from herself, gripping it like a snake trying to bite her face.

      Next, he handed her a beautifully tooled belt with a sheath on either side. "Tie this to your waist," he instructed. 

      She carefully set the staff on the floor and took the belt and cinched it around her middle. Once she'd done that, he handed her the cherrywood knives. The grips were comfortable in her hands. "Place those in the sheaths.”

      "But Tellen," she protested. "I have no idea how to use these things. Wouldn't it be better just to learn to use one?"

      "You won't be able to use every weapon in every situation. I'll teach you to use the staff first. It's best to keep your enemies at a distance. But if they get in closer, you need to be able to defend yourself. Hence the knives."

      Nienna secured the knives at each hip, and took up the staff again. She could see his logic, but she still didn't like it. However, part of her had to admit she felt safer carrying her own weapons even if she didn't know how to use them.

      "Thank you, Tellen," she said. Her voice was quiet. The value of the weapons he'd given her was worth more money than she could make in three years as a cartographer.

      He softened his stance at her words. Turning away to strap on his weapons, he replied. "You're welcome."

      Nienna admired the staff in her hands. The blade looked sharp enough to split one of her very long hairs. In the middle of the grip, Nienna noticed something carved into the otherwise smooth handle. Peering closer, she saw the head of a wolf—the exact one on her ring. Beneath that was a name, "Auryon."

      What happened to your last master? Nienna thought.
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      Nienna's breath steamed from her mouth as she dismounted. Her fingers were stiff from riding through the night, but her arms ached due to Tellen insisting that Nienna learn the primary uses of her new weapons before leaving the fortress. He'd been a patient albeit unyielding teacher.

      Tellen had walked ahead of her like a shadow as she rode Fingol away from Peroma. The great fortress loomed like a giant on the ridge, watching them go. The mystery of the staff's previous owner still burned within, but she didn't dare ask for fear of how the Guardian would react. 

      She gazed back to the peaks that surrounded Tellen's home. They had a peculiar curve to them. They were like the claws of a bear, curling outward from where the fortress stood. She'd never seen these peaks before amongst all her travels along the Eastern Fringe. 

      Glancing down at Tellen, she wondered how he would feel if she sketched them. He'd been so secretive about its location. If he genuinely didn't want her to know, however, wouldn't he have blindfolded her?

      Nienna pulled out her pencil–her cartography pen was still missing–and journal from her saddlebags as quietly as she could. If Tellen heard her, he didn't acknowledge it. The trail down the mountain was flat at the moment, making it easy for her to quickly sketch a rough outline and jot down a few notes in the margins using the moon at her back as a light.

      The pale orb had just begun to rise over the glittering peaks. Silver beams of light bounced off the snow, giving the impression of traveling through an enchanted land—the lithe form of Tellen prowled ahead of her.

      She drew the three jagged peaks set behind the fortress. The middle one curved like a pointed hat that slumped to one side. Then she sketched the dark valley that lay between the peaks.

      After she had completed her rendering, she flipped the page over and made notes about her path down the summit. She described the road that led down the mountain and the crisscrossing paths they had intersected. When she'd finished, she discreetly tucked them back in her saddlebag. Tellen remained a silent shadow. 

      Nienna rolled her shoulders. The weapons strapped to her back and hips felt cumbersome. Their unaccustomed weight threw her off balance. More than once, Fingol flicked his ears in annoyance as something bumped against his side. At these moments, Tellen would turn and place a hand on the black horse's neck and whisper reassurances to him. 

      The Guardian kept his eyes forward, always alert and careful not to look at her. She couldn't tell if he was still angry at her or not. His expression was unreadable from where she sat. He'd been silent their whole journey. Nienna was dying to ask questions, but something told her to remain quiet. The forest seemed to watch her with menacing eyes despite the glow from the moon.

      Leaving the cover of the trees, they entered a broad meadow. Fingol snorted and shuffled sideways. Sudden dread filled her.

      "Easy, easy," Nienna soothed, but the horse remained agitated.

      "I really am a fool," Tellen swore. "I should've taken you down in the daylight. Run!"

      "Run?" Nienna asked in confusion. 

      Horror replaced her uncertainty as Tellen's body sprouted hair. Black hair brushed by starlight. A bushy wolf's tail and long legs stood in place of his limbs. Angry fire filled his glittering eyes. The wolf who'd attacked the grimmole stood before her, snarling.  

      "You're a skin-changer," she whispered. So many things were falling into place.

      A scream, followed by hissing and chittering, rent the air. 

      "Are you deaf?" the wolf snapped. "Run!" He turned to face the oncoming threat. 

      Nienna couldn't get her legs to respond to tell Fingol to go. Lucky for her, the horse understood Tellen's last command.

      The black gelding bolted down the hill at breakneck speed, skipping over downed logs Nienna couldn't see in the dark undergrowth. She lost her grip twice on the saddle as he jumped over hidden obstacles. Chittering sounded in the trees above her. She looked up as Fingol hopped over a small boulder. 

      Nienna wasn't prepared to catch herself when Fingol came down. The weight of the weapons finally took her off the side, and she tumbled to the prickly undergrowth. Her head struck a rock, and stars momentarily burst into her vision.

      As the erratic lights popped out of existence, Nienna raised her bruised forehead. Two glowing, yellow eyes appeared low to the ground. Others approached, hedging her in on all sides. The creature in front of Nienna came near enough she could see the wide yellow eyes set in a disk of ash-colored feathers, like an owl's, along with pointed fangs that curved back like a snake's.

      It looked to be about the height of an average man, with the wings of a bat. Clawed fingers splayed as it crawled through the low bushes. The creature grinned at her with a hungry smile. Sweat gathered on her back.

      Without warning, the creature sprang from its crouch, aiming for her throat, claws and fangs extended. Before the beast could reach her, a black shadow clamped down on the thing's neck, snapping it in two. The mutated owls howled in anger as they witnessed their comrade's demise. The angry chittering made her flesh crawl. Nienna stared up, wide-eyed to see Tellen, the wolf, standing protectively in front of her.

      The creatures swarmed.

      "Go!" yelled Tellen.

      She wobbled to her feet, but before she'd gone more than three paces, one of the chittering creatures jumped on her back and bit down hard on her shoulder.

      Crying out in pain, she tried to grab at the creature, but it only laughed and bounced away. As she regained her feet, waves of vertigo hit her causing her to stumble. Bright spots burst through her vision. She shook her head as she moved forward in the darkness. Now was not the time to blackout.

      Nienna ran, but the mutated owls were charging through the undergrowth with ease. The ground was strewn with plants and rocks, making it treacherous. She leaped over a log but crashed down with bone-jarring force when her toe caught on a stray limb. Orange and yellow lights flashed before her eyes again. Hot blood surfaced on her palms, and a vice-like panic gripped her chest.

      She was going to be eaten alive. Her legs gave out again as she tried to climb over a small bush. She crashed to the ground, striking her knees on loose rocks. The creatures were right on her heels, chittering excitedly.

      Claws pawed at her, scratching her face and neck. She tried to fend them off with her hands as blackness enveloped her. Something large was bounding through the trees. She was going to die.
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        * * *

      

      Nienna awoke to evening light overhead. Wildflowers of all colors and sizes surrounded her. The blooms reached well over her head. The scent of purple lupines, tiny yellow daisies, red brush, and bloodroot blossoms was everywhere. The perfume was intoxicating.

      She stood up and saw she was wearing her favorite green riding dress, tan leggings, and boots. Surveying her surroundings revealed she was in a high mountain meadow, hemmed in by rolling mountains. Pine trees and quaking aspens ringed the meadow.

      The impression of a valley on the far end caught her eye, along with a rocky outcropping jogging around one side.

      She knew it. She'd died. If she had to pass on, however, the beauty of the meadow was a nice welcome from the terror she'd experienced. She felt safe here. 

      With her hand brushing against flowers, Nienna strolled through the meadow in the direction of the outcropping, turning when she heard something running toward her.

      She turned and watched as a dark wolf mottled by sunlight approached. His hazel eyes locked on hers. As he advanced, he slowed to a walk and pushed up onto his hind legs. Tellen suddenly stood before her, strong, handsome. This was the Tellen from her vision, she realized. The one who'd healed the dying man.

      "I'm glad to see the sleeper has finally awakened," he said, watching her like a wild animal.

      "Can one be awake when they have died?" Nienna asked.

      Tellen studied her. "Though it might be more pleasant than what you left, you are not dead," he said calmly.

      "Is this not Elysium?" she asked. "This place is entrancing."

      "You have not passed from the mortal world," Tellen affirmed.

      Nienna looked curiously around her. "Where are we, then, if I'm not dead?"

      "We're in a place of my choosing. What do you remember last?"

      "I remember being bitten by a demented owl. You were there. You kept me from being devoured, though my vision was fading. Orange and yellow spots kept appearing. What happened?"

      "Eagle harpies attacked us. A demented owl is a fair description, though. After you tripped, they pounced on you, looking for anything shiny or valuable. They are scavengers for trinkets but cause mayhem wherever they go."

      "I thought I was going to be eaten by those things."

      "They weren't going to eat you, but they were trying to carry you off. I stopped them and took you someplace safe. The harpies only come out at night. Once light dawns, I can finally take you back to your companions," Tellen said.

      "Is it not light already?" Nienna asked.

      Tellen looked uncomfortable. He began to pace. "This isn't exactly a real place. Well, it is, but it isn't."

      Nienna gave him a blank stare. "I have no idea what you mean."

      He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "I don't normally share the Dreamscape with those who have not taken an oath to serve as a Pathfinder. Outsiders are not permitted."

      "So why am I here?"

      Tellen paused with his back toward her. "I had to make sure you were OK," he said quietly.

      "How did you find me?" Nienna was surprised and touched. Perhaps he didn't hate her as much as she thought.

      "You aren't easy to miss. You shine like an outright beacon traveling up the mountainside. The Earthspark is always brighter in someone who first discovers their gifts. I should have remembered that. Some things still feel painfully fresh, while others feel as though it's been millennia. Your light has increased tenfold since we met in the lava chute. That's why the harpies were trying to haul you away. They are scavengers for all things shiny, and light."

      "How can I have this light when I don't see it?" she asked. She looked down at herself, but all appeared as it should.

      "It is hard to see our gifts for what they are. Some never see them."

      "Can creatures of darkness see it in us?"

      "Unfortunately. Creatures of light who do not directly possess the gift can sense it to a lesser extent.”

      "That seems rather unfair, don't you think," Nienna said.

      Tellen gave her a wry smile. "I didn't create the rules."

      "Then who did?" she asked.

      Tellen's eyes grew solemn.

      "I'm going to see if the harpies have passed," he said.

      "How? You still haven't explained where we are or how I got here," she demanded.

      “This place is located on the eastern side of the Fringe. I can only visit places in the Dreamscape that I have seen with my waking eye. We got here due to the Earthspark, which is a vast source of power. That's why I am its Guardian," he replied.

      "How did you become a Guardian?" Nienna asked.

      "I was born this way. I am one of the eldest children of the Great King. Tasked with creating this world with my siblings."

      Nienna remembered the shield with the four quadrants painted in white, red, blue, and green.

      Tellen continued, "Surely your people are still taught from the ancient texts. I know that Greyson Comstock taught them when I departed the world."

      "If Greyson taught them, his son, Saul, did not."

      "Then much has been lost from the world. The Guardians will be less than legend to your people by now."

      "What have we lost? Why is it so important to remember the Guardians?" Nienna asked. Her mind was struggling to wrap around the concept of the Dreamscape.

      "It is not so much the Guardians you must remember, as it is the Great King. He gave breath to all."

      "If it was so important to remember the Great King, then why did you disappear? Was it because of Rei?"

      The moment the words left her tongue, she knew she'd crossed the line. Tellen's nose appeared mere inches from her own. His lip curled in a silent snarl.

      "I do not have to explain myself to you," he said.

      "Then take me back to wherever we were, and I shall be going. I need to get back to my friends," Nienna said, glaring up at him.

      Tellen did not reply. Instead, he turned away and stomped off toward the rocky outcropping. Nienna thought about going after him, but the air around her grew hazy, and when she next blinked, she was lying on her back looking up at a grey sky. Her back pressed into the staff still strapped there.

      A hand was interlaced with her own, and she could feel someone next to her breathing steadily. She looked over to the owner of the hand and bristled to find that it belonged to none other than Tellen. He tightened his grip on her hand and brought a finger to his lips, signaling her to remain silent. 

      His eyes fixed on a spot to her right. The chattering of the harpies was close. Except for this time, she could make out words.

      "I thought you said you saw the light over here," grumbled one of the voices.

      "I did, at least until you knocked me out of the sky. If you hadn't been so slow, we could have caught it," complained a second voice.

      "Don't blame this on me," said the first. "You were the one who insisted on crawling along the ground like an ant. We're lucky we didn't get killed with the others."

      "Shut it and keep looking. They can't have gone far," said the second.

      Rustling noises continued until the dark grey of the early morning became purple, then faded into pink. Tellen did not relax his position, retaining his grip on her hand. 

      That was when she noticed it. A tingle in her left hand. Tellen was doing something to her spark. She could swear she felt his thoughts churning, trying to figure out his next move if the harpies came around that bush and discovered them lying in the depression. If he shouldn’t just spring out and take care of them now. Above all, “he had to keep the girl safe.” 

      She looked sideways at him, but his eyes were still focused on the bush. Was it true? If so, why was he trying to protect her? She seemed to do nothing but agitate him.

      "We're out of time," whined the second voice.

      "Let's get to the cave. We can find the light again tomorrow."

      Nienna could hear the creatures fly into the air. They were safe for the moment.

      With a deep exhale, Tellen finally released her. Nienna shook off his hand and rolled away to come to her knees.

      "What do you mean by holding my hand like that?" snapped Nienna.

      "I meant to save your life," growled Tellen, pushing himself to sit as well.

      "Where are we? I thought we had been standing in a meadow?" Nienna asked as she stood up, trying not to cringe at the pain in her shoulder where the creature bit her.

      "We're still in the forest, but we're in a ravine where we could get away from the harpies," he said, getting to his own feet. "I don't enjoy biting those nasty things. It takes ages to get that taste out of my mouth."

      "How did we get from the meadow to here?" she asked, not letting the subject go.

      "We never left here physically," Tellen admitted.

      "Then how did we get there?"

      "I took you there in a dream."

      "People don't talk to each other in dreams," she pointed out.

      "It is possible in the Dreamscape and we just did it," he argued, his mouth shrinking to a thin line.

      "What does that have to do with you holding my hand?" she asked angrily. 

      "Had you burst upright when you woke up, you would have alerted the harpies to our location. And without our hands touching, I can’t shield your spark. If they had seen your light even faintly, they would have been on us in a moment. Your light is like nothing I have seen before. It's almost a nuisance with how bright it is," he retorted. "By taking some of your light, I was able to hide us. You were bleeding too much for me to carry you far, anyhow. Come on, we need to find Fingol." He turned his back on her and began walking up the ravine.

      Nienna glared at the back of Tellen's head as he vaulted over a boulder and marched up the tree-covered hill. It grated on her how he always walked away when he was angry.

      Looking down at her hand, she flexed it. The tingling sensation was gone. Looking up at Tellen’s retreating back, she shook her head. She’d imagined the next time she held someone’s hand it would have at least been someone she liked.

      With a sigh, she set off after the Guardian, going at a much slower pace. Her shoulder ached, her head throbbed, and her knees felt as though someone had taken a piece of metal and stabbed through them like a skewer. To her surprise, however, her back still felt just fine.

      When she finally got to the top of the hill, dawn's light shone down on Fingol, grazing in the late spring grass of the meadow. All her belongings were strewn about him, and his saddle was askew. Aside from that, the horse acted like it was a typical day. Tellen sat down heavily on a log near the horse, holding Nienna’s water skin.

      Walking among the twisted aspen trees, Nienna found her journal with its pages in the dirt. She picked it up and leafed through it. A few sporadic pages were missing, but everything she'd sketched and noted last night was gone.

      "What are you missing?" Tellen asked though he didn't sound like he actually cared. He was busy pouring drops of a transparent liquid onto his arm.

      "I'm missing pages from my journal," she said. She watched him carefully. She wanted to be ready in case he turned feral again.

      "The harpies are probably laughing over the love notes you had tucked in there," he responded sarcastically, not looking up.

      "This is my cartography journal. The place I keep notes on all my projects, things I need to revisit or sketch out later." She swallowed hard. Her tongue seemed too heavy to speak. "I made notes and rough sketches as we left your home last night, and the harpies stole everything.”
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      Tellen stopped what he was doing. "Run that by me again." His eyes glittered dangerously. He was a predator about to catch his prey.

      "Last night, as we were leaving your home, I made some notes and sketches. I wanted to compare my notes to maps I have hanging in my office. I've never seen those peaks before, and I've traveled over every inch of the Eastern Fringe. Mountains don't just appear by magic."

      Tellen brought his hands up, hiding his face behind them. He breathed in deeply, but Nienna could see his fingernails extending out into claws. She quickly backed up and fumbled for the staff at her back. 

      When his hands slid down his face, her instincts screamed at her to run but knew she wouldn't make it if she tried. Tellen's eyes were the same, but his teeth had grown longer and more jagged. 

      "What part of "my home is not for the casual visitor" did you not get? There are things hidden there that need to remain secret. You've given these harpies, and any they are working with, the map they need to walk up to my front door."  

      She'd heard stories of the half-wolf half-man who would roam the forests on full moons, eating those lost under the boughs of the pines. The manic expression Tellen wore was enough to make her think it might be another legend with more truth to it than she'd initially thought.

      He turned around and tried to calm himself. Nienna was still rooted to the spot, unable to move.

      "If you weren't innocent of any malicious actions, I would strike you down now." His shoulders slumped as he spoke. "But I can sense the truth of your words. You wanted knowledge and understanding. Those blessed with the Earthspark have a greater desire for those two things than most. I assume you remember how to get back to the gate." 

      "Yes," she said in a whisper.

      Tellen got up from his log and pushed aside the staff so he could grip her shoulders. His grip was firm but not hurtful.

      "Forget it. That knowledge is not safe. That was the reason I took you on the road at night. I hoped you wouldn't know the path we took. Very few are permitted to know the secrets held there. The Sentinels would not forgive you if you came uninvited."

      Tellen walked back to his fallen tree and sat down again. She noticed his forearm was slashed open in four places, like puncture wounds from teeth dragged over the flesh.

      "I'm sorry, Tellen," she said. Guilt encased her as she watched his defeated form. Deep inside, she knew it had been a bad idea from the start.

      He scowled up at her without saying anything, then returned to wrapping some clean linens around his arm. He growled as the bandage slipped from its place once again.

      "Allow me," Nienna said, replacing her staff at her back and walking over to him. She reached out for the bandages. Tellen glared up at her but did not protest as she took them from his hand. She knelt in the tall grass in front of him. His shirt sleeve was torn and several scratches traced his face. 

      Using a clean cloth from her saddlebag, she poured some water on it and dabbed at the dried blood. Tellen closed his eyes as she cleaned his rough cheek. Then she wrapped the linens around his injured arm.

       "I never did thank you for saving me last night." She rolled up the extra linen in her hand.

      "No, you didn't," Tellen said abruptly. "That's the second time I've had to save you."

      Nienna clenched her teeth but didn't react to his words. After a few moments, the tension drained out of him. He nodded in acknowledgment but wouldn't meet her eyes.

      Wincing as she got back to her feet, she finished collecting her items and brought Fingol over to where Tellen sat. 

      "Let me see to your shoulder," he said, gesturing for her to sit beside him. “The harpies have venomous saliva. I think I got most of it while you were unconscious, but we need to clean it all the same."

      She sat beside him, and Tellen poured a small amount of water on her scratched shoulder, causing it to burn and soaking her borrowed grey tunic. Whatever he'd poured onto his arm was then used on her. She sucked in a sharp breath as the liquid penetrated the wound. It stung like a wasp and then vanished. The dull ache in her shoulder disappeared with it.

      "What was that?" she asked. She circled her arm a few times to make sure it still worked..

      "That was diluted Tenelux. It removes the venom used by the harpies. I put a few drops on you earlier, but I wanted to make sure I got everything." Tellen took the extra linen from her. His hands moved with precision as he wrapped the bandage around her shoulder.

      "Are you missing much else?" Tellen asked when he'd finished. He stood and held out a hand to help her stand as well. All traces of the wolf were gone.

      "A quill, my bag of sand, and a couple minor buckles from my saddle. But I can easily replace those when I return to Alturis." 

      "You teach cartography, you said?" Tellen asked, trying to keep the conversation light.

      They walked over to where Fingol was munching grass as quickly as he could before they left this luscious spot.

      "Yes. I spent four years at Alturis University, learning all I could on the subject. Now I'm teaching it. Or I'm supposed to. I've been away for almost two weeks." A knot began to tie itself in her stomach. She needed to get back to Feltus and then Alturis as soon as possible. Master Holt needed her report on the growth of the disease, and she needed to get back to her classes.

      "I'm afraid I don't know where that's at. I feel like this landscape has changed so much from what I once knew that I may need a map of what the world is like today."

      "I'm sure I could supply one for you," she smiled timidly at him. "So long as you want to know about Tellidus. I've never been outside our borders, and no maps exist to show me what's beyond."

      Nienna realized something at that moment. "Tellen? This land was named after you, wasn't it?”

      They stood beside Fingol, facing one another. Tellen reached out a hand and stroked Fingol's side.

      "It was. Long before the Comstocks extended their empire north, the people here were free to share their gifts of the Earth. I built my home here where my followers were greatest. It was a beautiful and plentiful place. Harvests were always abundant, and animals roamed where they chose. Very few cities and roads existed. It was a much simpler place."

      Tellen had a far-off look as he remembered his past. 

      Nienna wished she could see what it had been like. Thoughts of the Silver road she had aided in bringing about bubbled up in her mind. Watching Tellen now, made her question if she'd done the right thing in disturbing the pristine forests that lay between Solomon and Silverlen.

      "It sounds wonderful. What happened?"

      "The Comstocks subdued my people. Though it was a mostly peaceful transaction, those who resisted were cut down. Rules, laws, and soldiers began to multiply. Open fields and meadows soon grew cities, and animal life was forced into the mountains. By the time your ancestor Greyson arrived, the empire was almost eight hundred years old."

      "Really?" Nienna wondered. Every history she’d found only went back as far as to mention Greyson was Saul’s father.

      “Your ancestors have ruled this land since they first arrived. But they generally kept to the more fertile southern regions. The ground was easier to till, and water was abundant. The mountains were too wild for them." 

      Tellen smirked as he said this, as if it were a private joke. 

      "The Comstocks' fates, however, are intertwined with the Guardians'. They have a greater affinity for the elements than any other people. Therefore, more often than not, they are gifted with a measure of one of the powers. Even if you didn't have that ring, I would've guessed your lineage with how your spark has grown."

      Nienna twisted the wolf head ring on her left hand, mulling over Tellen's words as he continued. 

      "When Greyson divided the land between his three sons, he gave Saul, his eldest child, the most fertile and productive portion outside of Litigna, Ballitus's capitol, but it wasn't enough. Saul grew bitter. He'd planned all his life to become the next emperor. 

      After Greyson made sure that wouldn't happen, Saul began plotting how he'd dethrone his father. He forced an army of my people to march on Litigna." 

      A shadow passed over Tellen's face. The more she heard the other side of her ancestor, Saul's story, the less proud she was to be his heir.

      "They didn't even make it across the border. From then on, Saul was cut off from his family. Bose and Pryder shunned their elder brother, and entirely cut off any trade outside of his domain. The kingdom of Tellidus suffered greatly, and he blamed it on my followers and me."

      Tellen cleared his throat, then cupped his hands for Nienna to step into. She wanted to say something. Apologize for what Saul did, but there was no point. Instead, she allowed Tellen to lift her into the saddle. Then he helped secure her boots into the stirrups.

      "That's why our borders are closed," Nienna said after they got going. "The other countries were afraid of more war." 

      "I'm sure you're right. I did not see the old emperor again after that day, though Rei saw him twice more. From what I've learned, my sister burned up the lands in the south and covered them in molten rock.”

      "But why would your sister attack the people of the south? What did they do to her?"

      "They'd been my allies through the ordeal with Saul. I did all I could to bring peace back to this land, but that man's bitterness grew to the point that he resorted to aligning himself with the Fire Witch. He turned his sights on bringing my people under his iron thumb. He killed thousands. My followers and I tried to intercede, but they hunted us like wild animals. It was a dark time. Still many fought on."

      Nienna chewed on her bottom lip. The stories always painted Saul as a hero conquering the skin-changers and liberating the people from their reign of terror. She was beginning to think it was the other way around. The first king of Tellidus instilled fear in his people and murdered those who disagreed with him.

      "I can understand better why you harbor such hate for Saul. And me." She looked down at the thin daggers tied at her waist. "but I hope to do better than my predecessors."

      Tellen looked almost wary of hope.

      "Saul's first gift had been the Earthspark. He could will the rocks to rise or fall on the mountainsides. I'd considered asking him to join my followers until his heart changed, and he replaced the spark with fire."

      "Is it possible to have more than one gift?" Nienna asked, surprised.

      "Not at the same time, but there are a few who've changed their gifts, as was this case."

      "So that's why you became my family's greatest enemy, why we were taught to fear the Earthspark and everything associated with it."

      Nienna watched as Tellen crawled up a boulder to see farther down the valley. She hopped off Fingol and climbed up the boulder to stand beside him.

      "When someone has that much light and gives it up for darkness, they can't leave it alone,” he said slowly. “They hunt the light that reminds them of who they once were and do everything they can to put it out. Bitterness and hate blind them to the truth of how far they've fallen." 

      Tellen brought his gaze down to her. "It was because of that hatred that I lost everything. However, I feel that I, too, have been blinded, forgetting that there's still good in this world. That we all deserve a second chance.”

      Nienna opened her mouth to say something, but the Guardian bounded off the rock before the words left her tongue. “Now, if you don't mind,” he called. “The trail used to get rough here, so I'm going to traverse this in another form."

      He assumed the wolf's shape once more and continued down the mountain toward Feltus, leaving Nienna alone to ponder his words.
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      Aspen paced around his quarters like a caged animal. He, Liam, and Orion had returned with Master Holt and the others to the village of Feltus the night that rock beast had attacked Nienna. The hermit had promised to bring her back as soon as she was well. That had been nearly a week ago.

      The Weapon's Masters didn't teach how to deal with mythical creatures at the academy in Waldorman. He and the others had been too far in shock to question the man riding off with the princess, and Nienna begging him to let her go. 

      "Please," she'd said. The words rocked through him like cannon fire. 

      Aspen felt sick every time it crossed his mind. Her skin had been grey, and dark red blood coated her whole left side. He'd been terrified Nienna would die then and there, and if there was a chance she could be saved, he was going to take it. So he'd let the hermit go. 

      Master Holt continued to reassure him he'd done the right thing. That Tel knew the art of healing and would bring Nienna back just as he'd promised, but she was still missing. Aspen could never return home if the princess had died or worse.

      Even though Nienna hadn't returned yet, a change had taken place in the forest. The water started to run clear and clean once more. The black splotches of fungus were drying up and disappearing. The disease, for whatever reason, had been stopped. Some attributed this to the death of the rock beast. Aspen, Liam, and Orion were all treated as heroes. Others claimed it was the hermit who'd saved them.  

      Regardless, since the water was now clean enough to drink and the disease halted, the councilors, Jude and Nadeen Meyer, ordered everyone back to the town. The people were overjoyed to be back in their homes. The travelers from Solomon were given every comfort possible.

      The town was small, with buildings made from stone and lumber. The sawmills on the outskirts provided most of the enterprise here. A few shops lined the broken cobblestone streets. The people were jubilant to return home. Timothy was promoted from council member to village elder for his efforts. 

      The four stark white walls of the Montaine Lodge where Aspen had been lent a room, courtesy of the people of Feltus, were stifling. His bed lay against one wall. A dark wood desk on an opposite wall and a single chair in the corner were the only pieces of furniture. 

      He needed to get out and practice with his sword before he lost his mind with worry. There was nothing for him to do except hope Nienna showed up. Each day he was disappointed. The sun was falling on the seventh day of his separation from Nienna. His asset. 

      Nienna was the king's precious and only daughter, as His Majesty had reminded him on multiple occasions. She'd been his first assignment outside of the castle, and he'd blown it. If she didn't return, Aspen didn't know how he could ever go home and face the king. He'd ensured no one sent messages to Solomon until they knew her fate.

      Aspen himself found Nienna to be precious as a gem. He wanted to hide her away from the prying eyes of others, to belong to him. No. She was his asset. That is all. 

      He ran his fingers through his wiry blond hair in frustration and winced. When that rock beast had thrown him toward the pool, he'd landed in some of the overhanging branches of that sickly tree. One of the thorns had cut his hand, leaving a black line in his palm. He'd scrubbed it and scrubbed it, but the blackness wouldn't go away. It didn't seem to be infected, and he felt fine, but it still bothered him.

      Leaning against the wall, he wished he had a lead to follow so he could find Nienna himself. He should have insisted that she return to the village with Cornell. She would have been safer there. 

      Sleep had not come easily for him the entirety of the week. All he could see when he closed his eyes was blood on the rocky cliffs of the falls. Her blood. She'd been attacked, and there was nothing he could do about it. In his dreams, the waterfall went from clear, clean water to thick, red blood. He would see her convulsing and then grow still as life left her eyes. He shuddered as he thought about it again.

      Aspen sighed heavily as he stared out the windows of his room. He'd searched the entire hillside for the princess but to no avail. He would be forced to return to Solomon soon with news she was gone.

      He leaned his head against the window pane, staring blankly into the street. Then, his heart skipped several beats. Nienna was there in front of the lodge astride her horse. 

      Relief flooded through Aspen until he saw who was beside her. It was that cursed hermit. At least he thought it was. This man looked younger. But he'd actually kept his promise. 

      Aspen tore from his room and raced into the street. The evening light sat at Nienna's back, making her glow. She climbed carefully off her horse, and he wrapped her in a tight embrace. The words he wanted to speak caught in his throat.

      Instead, he spun her in a circle until he felt her wince. He stopped and held her out so he could look at her. What he saw made him pause. She looked gaunt. Her face was thin and sallow. Dark circles were prominent under her eyes, and her cheeks' usual blush was a ghost of its former self. The clothing she wore was not her own. She never wore things so fine, despite being the princess. She insisted on moving about unnoticed—stubborn girl.

      Nienna's cloak was of thick, waterproof material. Silver fur lined the inside and around the hem. An emerald brooch was fastened near her throat, and a strange green insignia was on the right shoulder.

      The jacket she wore underneath was also rich in its make. It was thick, made from some kind of wool. The buttons looked to be made from pure silver and in the design of a wolf head, just like her ring. Everything looked to be tailored for her, too—even the thin knives and staff at her back. 

      Aspen looked at her curiously. What was she doing? Nienna didn't even know how to use these weapons. Why would she be carrying them around so openly?

      The large black horse stomped his hoof impatiently, and the hermit snickered. Aspen looked darkly over at them but didn't say anything. He noted how different the hermit looked. He was fit and strong. Hardly the starved old man they'd pulled from the lava chute. And there was something about him. He felt dangerous. There was a knife and sword at his waist, but he gave the impression he didn't need them. He could kill you with his bare hands. Everything about this man set Aspen on edge.

      Tel had reasonably broad shoulders with a lean body. His face was clean-shaven with keen, intense eyes that saw everything at once. When Aspen had the misfortune to meet his gaze, the man gave him a predatory look that made Aspen's blood go cold. Pain struck his palm, and he clenched his fist against the throb.

      Seeing where Aspen was looking, Nienna moved toward the stranger.

      "Aspen, Tellen has asked to ride with us to Alturis. I've given my consent, but I want to make sure you, Orion, and Liam are OK with it as well." She gave a small smile that didn't reach her sunken eyes.

      Maybe she doesn't trust him, thought Aspen. But then he saw the way they looked at one another. It wasn't fear in Nienna's eyes. A secret, perhaps?

      As the man looked back at her, Aspen noticed something else. The hermit watched her with fierce protectiveness and sadness? That didn't make sense.

      However, when Tel looked back at Aspen, that fierce protectiveness told him this man would not hesitate to destroy him if given a chance. Anger and jealousy blossomed in Aspen's chest.

      "And why would a hermit need to go to Alturis?" Aspen asked coldly. 

      "It has been many years since I've traveled the road to the university. I wish to see the change that has taken place." The hermit's voice was richer, stronger than it had been. Was it possible that this wasn't the same man?

      "I don't think that would be wise," Aspen began when someone started shouting Nienna's false name. He ground his teeth.

      "Nina!"

      Excited voices poured out of the inn where Aspen and his companions were staying. Soon a small group had surrounded them. Nienna was hugged on all sides by her guard and her friends. She laughed, then winced, trying to answer all the questions flung in her direction.

      Aspen found himself outside of the circle, and to his dismay, standing right next to Tel. The man surveyed the group with intense interest. He narrowed his eyes when he looked at Aspen. But Tel always came back to Nienna. He seemed drawn to her like a moth to a flame.

      "Inside, come on." Liam was dragging Nienna toward the inn.

      She was laughing again.

      "Hold on a minute," she said, putting up her hands. "I need to take care of my horse. He's been walking all night."

      "No need, milady," came the deep baritone. "I will care for him. Leave me your staff. Send word to the livery when you wish to depart."

      Tel bowed to her, and she dipped her head in reply, their eyes lingering on one another.

      "Thank you, Tellen," she said, removing the weapon at her back.

      Tellen. Aspen glared between the two. Something had occurred between them, and he liked this situation less and less. He glared at the straight back of Tellen as he walked beside the horse down toward the livery, not even holding the reins.

      Inside the inn, Nienna engaged in the animated conversation, but Aspen could tell that she was worn out. Luckily, a hearty round of venison stew soon appeared.

      The barrage of questions lessened as the group began to eat. Aspen sat across from Nienna. The food brought color and life back to her face, helping her to look more like herself. However, he could see that something bothered her beneath all the laughter.

      When they finished, they walked her up to the master of the inn to get a room. Orion took care of the arrangements, allowing Aspen to pull Nienna aside.

      "So," Aspen asked tentatively. His thoughts were forced to the image of her nearly tumbling off the cliff separating the upper and lower falls. His breath caught in his chest. "What happened after you left us with Tel, or Tellen? We've had no word that you lived or where you went. After two days of nothing, I searched the whole blasted mountain for you. I even brought Orion, and he couldn't find tracks from your horse anywhere. Not even from the spot where we rescued Master Holt and his lot. Our tracks and boot prints were everywhere. But it was as if your horse had vanished."

      His voice had risen steadily in volume until Liam gave him a dark look.

      "What happened," Aspen said again, reining in his frustration. 

      Nienna looked up at him with soulful eyes. "After blacking out on the ride, the next thing I remember was waking in a bare sitting room inside of a fortress," she said.

      "A fortress?" Aspen hissed. This was something he could use if Tellen ever tried something again. He had no right to look at the princess the way he had. "Where?"

      "It's high in the mountains. I don't think I could remember how to get back there, though. When we started toward Feltus, night had just fallen."

      Orion was better at detecting lies, but Aspen suspected she was not telling him the truth. She knew exactly where this fortress was. She kept notes of everything like that.

      "So, what did that Tellen fellow do to you?" Liam asked, coming to stand between them. He flashed Aspen a look, warning him not to let his emotions run wild.

      "He treated my wounds, made sure no infection appeared, and lent me clothes as mine were unfit after all the excitement."

      "What about the weapons? What have you promised in return for those gifts?" Aspen interjected. A pulse of dull pain etched itself in the black line on his palm.

      "I've promised him nothing," she said. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at him.

      "How long have you been able to walk around?" Liam said, heading off the impending argument.

      "I could get around three days ago, but it wasn't until yesterday that my fever abated and my limbs had enough strength to travel," she replied.

      Suddenly the door to the inn burst open, hitting the wall, and in sauntered Grand Councilors Jude and Nadeen Meyer. Aspen rolled his eyes. He'd had all he could take of these two and their theatrics.

      "Lady Nina!" Jude exclaimed dramatically. "Our last hero has arrived."

      They rushed over to her, and bowed down before her. By now, the whole common room was staring. Nienna's cheeks were cherry red. It did help her pallor, but it also looked as though she was going to be sick. Perhaps she might lose her dinner all over the councilors. Aspen smiled at the thought.

      "Please get up," she pleaded. "I didn't do anything. Master Cornell, Master Holt, and my other companions are the ones you should be celebrating as your heroes."

      "Nonsense," said the man pompously. "It takes great courage for one of your statuses to come from the great city of Alturis to our lowly town."

      Nienna shot her friends a pleading look for someone to rescue her from the duo.

      "Let us show you our appreciation by allowing us to honor you and your companions at a celebration tonight in the town square in three hours," Jude said.

      Nienna blanched.

      Aspen moved to stand in front of her. He'd show her how a guard of Solomon protects his charge.

      "No," Aspen affirmed. "Lady Nina is tired from her long..."

      "Please, that's highly unnecessary. We just…" Nienna started, but the couple cut them off.

      "It's settled then," said the woman breathily as she clasped her hands, her chestnut hair flying about her face. "We'll get working right away on the arrangements and send for you when we are ready."

      "What?! No," Nienna started to say, but it was too late. The councilors had already left.

      "What are they playing at?" Liam asked. 

      "I don't know, but I don't like it," Aspen replied, glaring at the backs of the councilors as they disappeared out the door.
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      Aspen paced up and down the corridor in front of Nienna's room. He wasn't about to let her out of his sight, so he offered to do the first watch. But he needed to speak with her. Soon. She needed to know how he felt, and he needed to know how she felt about him. The exchange of looks between her and Tellen made him nervous.

      Those ridiculous councilors were out in the square setting up for the absurd award ceremony. It seemed like a great way to kill the princess. Perhaps that was their aim. The couple made him feel like he'd just stepped in a fresh pile of dung every time they were around.

      He paused in front of her door. If Orion knew what he was up to, a report would be winging its way to Prince Owen, faster than he could blink. But he had to know.

      When he knocked on the door, she was slow in answering. It took three more knocks before she finally came.

      "Is there something wrong, Aspen?" Her hair was tousled. He'd woken her up. Maybe he should do this another night.

      "No, nothing's wrong. I, uh, wanted to know if you would like to go for a walk?" His mind screamed at him to get a grip. Guard. Asset. But he was sick of listening to his head.

      "Um, I'm pretty tired, Aspen. It was a rough journey to get here." The dark circles under her eyes were getting more pronounced. She rubbed a spot on her arm that seemed to bother her.

      "It won't take long. I promise."

      "Fine. Alright. Just give me a moment to get my boots and cloak back on."

      Soon they were behind the inn on a path through the woods. Moonlight filtered down through gaps in the trees. He hadn't been able to say much as they walked. He'd start to say something then lose his nerve, resorting to rubbing the black line on his palm. He barely took notice of how she rubbed her arm as they walked. 

      After going on like this for ten minutes, Nienna broke the silence.

      "I am sorry, Aspen. I'm sure you've been in quite a state. No news. I'm half-dead, and you have no way of knowing what's happened."

      He could see teardrops rolling down her cheeks, and her shoulders droop.

      "Just don't leave me again, please," he begged, taking her hand. She didn't pull it away. Encouraged, Aspen pulled her in close, resting his chin on her head. Something sharp poked his face, and he leaned back. He pulled out several stray pine needles.

      "Why do you have pine needles in your hair?"

      "I fell off of Fingol as we were returning to Feltus," she admitted. “I guess I missed a few when I cleaned them out.”

      "Fell? You never fall. You're one of the best riders that I know of." He held her out at arm's length to get a better look at her. Despite the dim light, he saw thin scabs that marred her face.

      Beneath his hands, he felt something odd. He pushed up the sleeves of her coat, and his eyes grew wide. On the upper portion of her fair arm were ghastly, jagged red scars nearly an inch wide and four inches across. He counted three slash marks.

      "Are these from that creature?" he asked, feeling sick. Foreign anger welled up inside him, and he had to force it back down. The black line pulsed.

      "Yes. They shouldn't be scarred already, but I've healed faster than is normal. From what I have learned, those creatures claw you, and bits of the claws break off in the wounds. Some are so small they are easy to miss. Then once you think you're healed up, infection from those shards eat away at the muscle, and if not treated in time, eventually leads to death. Tellen spent a long time clearing and sterilizing those wounds to ensure nothing remained." 

      Aspen's fear and self-doubt from the last week burst forth. His gentle grip turned vice-like as he sneered down at her. "Why did I ever let you talk us into going to that cursed waterfall?! We should have sent someone else out for Master Holt. You wouldn't have been hurt if we'd never gone."

      His words seared the rim of his mouth. He needed to calm down. Anger had been his constant companion this past week, and he needed to get a grip. He was a guard.

      Nienna pushed against him until he finally let go. Wariness stood out in her eyes.

      Taking a steadying breath, he said, "We should have stayed with the village and reported back to the castle as soon as we'd spoken to the elders. Instead, you nearly get killed and then are stolen by a man who seems inhuman. You could have died. This Tellen could have made you a slave."

      "Aspen," she rebuked. "You've hardly met him. He would never do such a thing. He helped me heal this past week. That's all." 

      The black line on his hand burned again, making him even more agitated. "For all we know, he triggered that earthquake trapping you in that lava chute. What if he knows who you truly are?"

      "He's on our side," Nienna shot back, regaining some of her fight. "I know I can trust him. He saved my life. He protected me and took care of me with a skill I've never seen rivaled."

      "You're defending someone you barely know," Aspen said. "How can you trust him?"

      Nienna leveled her gaze at him. "I trust him, Aspen. There is something inherently good about him. I can feel it."

      Aspen glared at her. All he felt when he looked at Tellen was distrust and danger. "Do you trust me?"

      "Of course, I trust you. What's this about?" She stood with her hands on her hips, as she did when she lectured her students after they misbehaved. 

      His lip began to curl into a sneer once more. He was not a child. He was a guard of Solomon. Her guard.

      "The only thing I feel when I'm around that man is danger. He wants you. I can see it in the way he watches you. He is a wolf in scant sheep's clothing."

      She gave him a curious look, making his insides convulse. "Do you remember the old myths about the Guardians?"

      This question made Aspen halt as he was about to build on his argument. "Vaguely. Why?"

      "Would you believe me if I said that parts of that story are real? I think Tellen might be one of them." She spoke quietly, as though afraid of being overheard. 

      "If he is one of the Guardians back from the dead, then we had best part company with him as soon as possible. The Guardians of the stories were vile, wicked creatures who nearly tore this land apart. We would do better to get as far away from him as we can."

      "The history we have was written by the winning side and not necessarily the right side. I've learned things this week about my ancestor Saul..."

      "He's been feeding you lies about our founder?" Aspen seethed. "Never in all my years did I think I would see you falling for such tricks. You're smarter than this, Nienna. He's lying to you to gain your trust. The Guardians are myths, and this man is a deceiver. We will return to Alturis tomorrow without him."

      "Aspen, you're not being fair. This man saved my life." She was breathing hard, gripping her shoulder like it pained her. 

      The black mark pricked his skin as satisfaction filled him. Tellen never healed her; he lied to her. And Aspen would help her see that.

      "The Nienna I knew would not be defending a stranger more fiercely than her friends. Also, since when have you ever carried more than a penknife? The staff and knives you were carrying are weapons, not toys. A girl like you has nothing to do with such things."

      Fire danced behind her eyes. "I am defending the man who saved my life," she snapped. "And as for the addition of the weapons. Tellen believes that it's important for me to learn to defend myself and I agree. I can't rely on others to protect me forever."

      With that, she stomped back toward the village, leaving Aspen to fume on his own. He wouldn't admit it to anyone, but the idea of Nienna learning to fight intimidated him. She would outclass and outrank him on one more level. 

      He felt something brush against his legs. Looking down, he found a large grey cat with odd black markings on its back, winding its way around his legs. He kicked it with his foot, flinging it a few feet away. It hissed at him and raced off.

      How dare Nienna treat him this way! How dare she bring this greedy, dung munching imposter into their circle! She’s taken leave of her senses. Now he had to deal with the addition of Tellen as he fought for the princess's attention without the ever-watchful Captain Halifax informing Owen. He would have to find her later when they had calmed down and get this straightened out. Right now, however, he needed a drink.
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      Nienna stormed around her room at the inn. How dare Aspen accuse her of duplicity for simply defending Tellen! Was he jealous? At the moment, Nienna couldn't care less if Aspen had cut open his own heart and let it bleed on the pavers. He'd always had a temper. He loved to debate his opinions to the point that he generally got his way. That certainly was not something she had missed about her companion as a student at the university.

      She glared out the window like it too had insulted her. It faced the forest behind the building. Sitting down at the little desk underneath the window, she pulled out her journal. Master Holt still needed her report to take back to her father. He’d informed her that every location had seen a reduction in the plague. He was overjoyed to see her alive, telling her how he knew the hermit would bring her back after she was well.

      As she opened her brown leather journal, she cleared her mind of all her agitated thoughts. Nienna opened her eyes and set her pencil to the page, tracing the lines Annalynn had given to her from the survey markers. She placed the diseased vegetation within the grid lines. Though the forest wouldn't be whole for some time, everything should make a full recovery. 

      As she set down her pencil, her stomach lurched, forcing her to curl into a ball. The dull ache in her shoulder rose to a sharp pain. Within seconds, the sensation diminished, and she unwound herself from the fetal position. What was that about?

      A knock sounded on her door.

      "Who is it?" Nienna called. She prayed Aspen had the sense to stay away for a good while.

      "It's Liam. The guard who's supposed to be on duty? Yeah, he's apparently in the tavern. I've come to get you for your celebration this evening," came the guard's annoyed voice.

      Nienna placed her head in her hands. What was the matter with Aspen? He never drank when he was supposed to be on duty. Honor was of the utmost importance to him. She thought he'd return to her door once he'd cooled off in the forest. She'd been wrong.

      She grabbed her cloak and made for the door. When she opened it, Liam's sardonic face greeted her.

      "Let's get this over with," she said.
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        * * *

      

      Evening had fallen, and Nienna stood shivering on a rough platform surrounded by torches. Grand Councilor, Jude Meyer, prattled on and on about the great heroics Nienna and her companions had performed in returning the forest to health. She longed to say it was really Tellen whom they should celebrate, but no one would believe her. She wasn't even sure he was still here. She hadn't seen him at all this evening. 

      Torches lit the square, and scattered throughout the congregation Nienna could make out the faces of residents she recognized from her brief stay. An older man with stringy white hair stared hungrily at her from the middle of the crowd. The way he leered made her shiver even more. Moving her gaze over the crowd, she soon lost her focus. 

      Aspen stood next to her. Waves of tension rolled off him like the water of Lake Alta when the wind caught it just right. Orion had shouted a great deal when he heard Aspen had been in the tavern instead of at his post. Nienna had refused to look at her sorry excuse of a guard when he stumbled onto the platform.

      As she stood there, forcing a smile for the crowd, she began to feel like she might be sick. Her stomach churned, heaving to and fro. She was afraid she might lose the contents of her dinner in front of everyone. Shivers had wracked her body all night, despite being draped in fine furs. She shouldn't be cold.

      Nienna's shoulder felt as though hot knives were piercing her flesh. Her eyes scanned the crowd until they landed on Tellen. He was moving like a stalking animal through the crowd, carefully weaving between the onlookers to get close enough to his prey to strike. He gave her a passing glance, then halted. Nienna felt something well inside her as their eyes met, not related to the illness in her stomach. She had a sudden wish that he was standing beside her instead of Aspen. 

      The expression on Tellen's face, however, told her something else was going on. He looked torn, as if he were within sight of some goal. But whatever was ailing her needed his immediate attention as well. 

      Nienna hoped Councilor Meyer would hurry up. She thought it would ruin the leader's grand speech if she vomited on the stage. Finally, the rotten man presented Master Holt with an opal pendant, and it was over.

      She began to leave the stage before the others, ignoring their looks of concern. Aspen offered her his hand as she went down the stairs. She would have snubbed him, but she felt she might need it to get off the platform.

      "Are you OK?" he asked her in concern, some of the tension draining away from his face. She couldn't help but notice a slight drawl to his speech, and he smelled of beer.

      "No. I need to get back to my room and lie down," she responded weakly.

      Her other friends were soon behind them. They hurried away from the square and to the inn as fast as she could go. Once inside, Annalynn and Petra were chattering like chickens asking Nienna all sorts of questions she couldn't focus on.

      Aspen helped her up the stairs and into her room. As she sat down on her bed, he pulled off her boots and moved to take her cloak, but Nienna told him, "Leave it." 

      Orion forced Aspen to leave with Petra and Annalynn. The sandy-haired guard looked like he would protest, but Annalynn dragged him down the hall.

      "Would you like me to build up your fire?" asked Orion. He knelt before her, worry plain on his face.  

      "Yes, please," she said.

      With the fire going strong, Orion settled her on the floor before it, surrounded by blankets.

      "What's made you feel so ill all of a sudden?" Orion asked. "You seemed to be doing fine all evening. Do you think you have food poisoning, or is this a residual injury?"

      Nienna tried to find him, but her vision began to blur. "I think this has to do with the grimmole attack."

      "The what?" Orion was so confused it would have been comical if her insides weren't trying to become her outsides.

      "The rock beast. That attacked me." Her lungs seemed to hold less air. She couldn't breathe. "Something's wrong."

      A sharp knock sounded on the door.

      "State your name," Orion called out as he walked over to it.

      "It's Tellen. The girl is in trouble."

      He sounded grave. She didn't have much time to think about its implications as another round of nausea hit her. Orion opened the door revealing Tellen holding a tray heaped with bandages and other things. She also saw his pouch of concoctions at his hip. It must be bad if he had all that.

      "Good, you have a fire going," Tellen said as he bustled in. Turning to Orion, he said, "I need a pot of hot water, Captain. Go to the kitchens and bring one as soon as you can."

      Orion signaled to Liam, who was standing in the corner. Liam nodded and left immediately. 

      Tellen placed the tray on the floor and reached for her left arm. Pushing up the layers of fabric, he found her skin. His hands were ice, making goosebumps on her arm. Tellen felt her forehead and swore.

      "I knew you healed too fast," he said more to himself.

      He took the cloak and outer layers off Nienna, causing her to shiver violently. He tugged down the collar of her shirt so he could see her neck and shoulder. He gently prodded at the four scars he could see. On the second scar, Nienna cried out in pain.

      "I was afraid of this," Tellen said through tight lips. "Grimmole shards that I missed."

      She looked at him through the haze in her vision. She was going to die. It was plain to see in Tellen's expression.

      "What does that mean?" Orion asked. He sat down across from Tellen on the old wooden floor.

      "It means if we don't remove these shards tonight, they will claim her life. They have already lingered too long."

      A metallic sound came from the hallway. Nienna's door swung inward, and Liam carried in a pot of steaming water.

      "The cook still had hot water from dinner," Liam explained as he came over to the pair by the fire.

      He nearly dropped the pot when he saw Nienna's exposed shoulder. "What do you think you are doing?" he thundered.

      The pot clattered as he set it roughly down and shoved Tellen away, drawing his sword. Tellen only glowered back at Liam.

      "Sheath your blade, Falkirk. Nienna's life hangs in the balance.” 

      Liam curled his upper lip but did as instructed. He crouched down to inspect Nienna's shoulder, touching the puffy scars hesitantly. "What sort of creature leaves marks like that," he asked. 

      "A grimmole. A hazardous and corrosive monster that can still kill you long after the initial attack," Tellen said seriously.

      "The creature that attacked us on the clifftops?" asked Liam.

      "The same," Tellen responded.

      Tellen pushed her sleeve higher. The scars on her upper arm looked just as red and angry as the ones on her shoulder. A large lump stood up on the third scar on her arm. It had swollen into a rigid oblong shape. Tellen blanched. He set his jaw and quickly pulled out his supplies.

      Glancing up at Orion and Liam, he turned to Nienna. "I need to check the scars along your side," he said quietly.

      Nienna looked at the three men surrounding her. This was not how she'd planned her night going.

      “Do what you need." Nienna lay on her side, and Tellen lifted the corner of her tunic. He ran light fingers along her rib cage, pressing into the jagged scars. Her shivering was constant.

      "The finger of the grimmole that passed along the infected scar on your lower arm also made this scar. There are three sites now infected." Teague replaced the tunic. "I'm going to need you asleep to take care of all these. I can't have you moving as I work the knife. That will only cause greater damage."

      Liam excused himself. Nienna knew he got queasy at the sight of blood.

      Once the door closed, Tellen and Orion took their places on either side of her, both wearing worried expressions. Tears crept from the corner of her eyes. The pain was great, but her fear of death was greater. It would entirely ruin all of her carefully laid plans to be the best cartographer in all of Tellidus.

      Orion took one of her hands. "I won't leave your side, Nienna. We'll get you through this."

      She squeezed his hand in return and nodded to Tellen. The Guardian reached into his pouch and withdrew a tiny vial full of a deep blue liquid.

      "This will bring sleep almost immediately. I've given it to you before. It will ensure a deep sleep so that you do not move," Tellen explained. "Captain, I will need you to ensure she does not twitch as I work on her shoulder. After that, we will move to her forearm and side."

      Orion agreed.

      "Good. Then, with your permission, Nienna, I will begin."
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      Tellen finished sanitizing the infected scar and picked up his fire-cleaned blade. The knife licked Nienna’s skin, parting the flesh like warm butter. 

      Orion drew in a deep breath. 

      "Will this be a problem?" Tellen asked. He didn't need two patients right now.

      "The sight of blood doesn't bother me. It's the fact that I am allowing you to wield that blade, intentionally cutting her."

      Orion's jaw flexed as he gazed, transfixed by the ruby blood dripping onto the floor.

      "She's lucky to have a protector like you," Tellen remarked. Yellow puss emerged as he stuck the point of the knife in deeper. 

      "I fear there will come a day when I can't protect her. She seems different to me since her time away." He took a rag to clear away the mess.

      "There." Tellen severed the leech-like appendage that was draining life from Nienna. The shard solidified into an average river rock and flopped onto the wooden floor. 

      "How did you miss that?” Orion asked Tellen as he cleaned the incision site on her shoulder.

      "Four days ago, these rocks were the size of a grain of sand. I thought I thoroughly flushed the wound, but clearly not well enough." 

      "This is the most bizarre thing I've seen," Orion commented. "That rock was alive a moment ago, but now..."

      “Grimmoles are parasites. The one roaming here struck that tree by the waterfall with its blade, using it to connect to the earth. It was stealing life, creating a desiccated environment. Once I killed the beast, its hold lessened, but I had to remove the blade before its grip would disappear. As you've noticed, everything that was black now looks like petrified wood. Grey stone objects scattered throughout the forest."

      "Hang on," Orion held up his hand. "You're telling me that you destroyed that monster that attacked us and nearly killed Nienna? We should have brought you up on the stage. I'm sure Master Holt would be happy to give you our award." 

      "I did not do it for glory, but to protect my home," Tellen said as he poured hot water on the wound, clearing out the rest of the puss. "The award is yours."

      Tellen pulled out the vial of Tenelux and poured three drops on the incision. Orion handed him fresh linens, and they bound up the cut.

      "One down, two to go."

      Orion was quiet as Tellen worked out the stone on Nienna's forearm. 

      When he started on the third, the young man said, "It wasn't present when we pulled you out of that lava chute, but I can sense you're different."

      The captain watched him for any reaction. The Guardian thought how to respond as he worked on Nienna’s side.

      "You're able to sense that because of a connection you have to what is called the Earthspark. Master Falkirk can sense it as well to a lesser extent."

      "The Earthspark?"

      "It's a force that courses through this world, giving life to every good thing. Many can sense it. A few can use it. Nienna is one of those few. Look."

      Tellen replaced the tunic and tugged on her collar to show the wound on her shoulder. He unwrapped the linens and showed Orion how the flesh had already come together. It would take another day to heal fully, but Tellen had no doubt now that this girl was indeed gifted. 

      He wondered how far it would develop, and to his surprise, he wanted to be there as it did. 

      "How? You cut into that not twenty minutes ago." Orion touched the closed flesh. "Something like that would have saved me from having to bury several comrades."

      "Her gift is powerful. I've seen gifts like this manifest before, and it's always connected to the Comstock bloodline."

      Orion looked up sharply. Tellen did not miss the young man reaching for his knife.

      "How do you know who she is?"

      "Nienna told me who she was. I also have shields in my home, painted with many sovereigns' coats of arms from the centuries. Saul Comstock was one of those. If it weren't part of this land's history, I'd melt that shield and make a new one."

      Tellen took a deep breath before he lifted the tunic once more to start the final incision. It wouldn't be wise to use undue force and puncture her lung.

      "Who are you really, Tellen? You certainly are more than the average man."

      "I am one of the four Guardians who helped shape this world into what you know."

      Now the captain looked skeptical. "Everything I've ever heard about Guardians..."

      "Was written by a man who hated everything about me and what I stood for. He stopped believing in family, love, and honor, and only thought about his greed and perceived injustices."

      The final rock thudded to the floor, and Tellen breathed a sigh of relief. The grimmole's hold on the girl was gone. 

      "Why did the Guardians disappear if you all were so powerful? And why are you here now, helping Nienna?"

      "We disappeared because our medallions of power were stolen when the Fire Witch and Saul Comstock joined forces. They planted a traitor in our midst and unraveled everything I'd built from the inside out. Saul murdered my closest friends while I fought the Witch. I sent her down to the bowels of the earth to rot. I was too weak to return to the surface and so came to rest where Nienna found me."

      "And now?" prompted Orion.

      Tellen carefully placed his remedies back in his pouch. "I wanted nothing to do with her because of her lineage. Saul believed I made his family turn against him. That I made his crops fail three years in a row. That I made his castle burn to the ground. But that was all him. In retaliation, he murdered hundreds of innocent people who still followed me. Then he murdered the woman I loved."

      Tellen took a moment to collect himself before he continued.

      "The moment I saw the wolf head ring on Nienna's hand, I knew exactly who she was. Saul took that symbol for his house because that was my symbol. It was a challenge to his posterity to wipe out my followers and me, thus eradicating the Earthspark."

      "Does Nienna know all this?" Orion's eyes were wide as he appeared to digest the information.

      "No, not all of it. And I don't think she needs to know the whole history at this time. We'll have bigger problems soon enough. The light from her Earthspark is growing every day. She'll need my protection any time she ventures outside a town. She's a beacon for dark creatures when she is in the woods."

      Orion looked down at the sleeping girl. "Is that what is different about her that I can sense more than see?"

      "Yes. She's likely always glowed due to who she is. But her full capabilities are now unleashed, and it's blinding. She's one of the most powerful people I've seen in a long time. I will need her help if I hope to recapture my medallion."

      "What if she doesn't want to go with you? She has a life and a career to think about," Orion hedged. 

      "It's her choice, but as her power grows, so does the attention of dark creatures. We were attacked by harpies last night because they saw her light and wanted it for themselves. She'll never be safe again until she either gives up her connection to the earth or learns how to fight back."

      "Can someone do that? Give up their gift, I mean."

      "It is possible, but it's hard because one has to change who they are at their very core."

      Tellen cleaned up his supplies and burned everything that had touched the yellow puss. Once he and Orion had cleaned their hands and every other surface, Orion returned the pot of water to the kitchens.

      Tellen picked up the girl and carried her over to her bed as Aspen slipped in. Tellen knew it was him before he turned around. The smell of beer wafted in along with the dark cloud that hung around him. Tellen smoothed away the hair from her damp face. His heart skipped as he gazed at her. Reflexively, he bent down and kissed her brow. A sparkle of green popped as he pulled away. 

      The cloud in the room grew blacker.

      "Is she healed this time, or will you have to slice her open again tomorrow night?" Aspen challenged.

      "I think we got it all this time." Tellen forced a smile. "Thank you for your concern."

      Aspen reached for his sword, but Tellen had already pushed past him.

      "Coward," Aspen called.

      Tellen stopped. "No, boy. I think it is you who are the coward." Before any further words could be exchanged, he left.
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      Aspen watched the usurper go. He longed to stick the end of his sword right between Tellen’s shoulder blades. That man held power over Nienna and likely over Halifax now.

      Aspen could change that. Everyone would see how dangerous he was and thank Aspen for saving them when Tellen turned on them.

      "Perrill," barked Halifax from the door. "You are confined to your room tonight unless you forgot my orders." The captain of Nienna’s guard glared at him. His white-blond hair was matted by sweat. "Get out of here, or it will be the end of your career."

      Perhaps this is just the beginning, thought Aspen angrily as he marched past his commanding officer and back into his room. Only the beginning.
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      Nienna woke to dull pain in several places on her left side. She remembered the tincture and the faces of Tellen and Orion floating before her eyes. They had removed the traces of the grimmole, hopefully for the last time. 

      Groaning, she sat up. She noticed a large black dog lying in front of the fire, fast asleep. She felt stiff but otherwise fine. Tugging off the bandage on her forearm, she saw nothing there except a neat pink scar that cut across her muscle. There was no indication that she'd nearly died last night.

      The same proved true when she removed the bandages from the other two sites. Tellen must have healed her again. But why?

      A groan from the fireplace made Nienna jump. Tellen sat where the dog had been, rubbing sleep from his eyes. His shaggy hair was mashed to one side. 

      "I'm glad to see you survived the night," he said, still rubbing his eyes. "It took several hours before your fever would go down."

      "I'm glad too." Her heart raced as she watched Tellen. The horrible tales of skin-changers she'd heard as a child were hard to align with Tellen. She couldn't help feeling that he would pounce on her and eat her if she wasn't careful. "Though you didn't need to heal the cuts again. I know how draining that is for you right now." 

      She thought of her fevered dream, the dying man, and how weak Tellen had been after that healing. She hoped she hadn't caused him that much pain.

      "That was all you," Tellen said. "I cleared the shards, but then your body took over and healed itself in rapid time. How do you feel today?"

      How could she have healed herself? She didn't have that kind of ability. Even if she did, she didn't know how to use it.

      "I feel fine, all things considered. I have a slight headache, and I'm stiff. But fine."

      "The headache is from your body healing itself, and possibly some dehydration. The stiffness I'm guessing comes from clenching in pain." Tellen rose to his feet and came to sit on the edge of her bed. "May I look at your arm?"

      She held it out, and he inspected it, twisting it this way and that. He massaged the muscles and prodded at the scar. The veins in his hands stood out, crossing and converging the way rivers do on maps as they moved with practiced speed.

      "I'm amazed at how thoroughly you healed yourself. It seems to be instinctive, too. If this area healed so well, I have no doubt the rest is the same. Your gift is strong." He released her arm, and studied her face.

      She ran a finger along the scar, looking anywhere but Tellen's intense face. The scar was a smooth line inside of a faded pink jagged one.

      "Nienna, may I ask you something?"

      "Of course," she said, forcing herself to look up at him again.

      "How set are you to remain a cartographer and teacher?"

      "Um, well, that's what I've made my career. I plan to stick with it for several years at least."

      "Would you ever consider joining me? Become a Pathfinder? I need people like you to help me search for my medallion before more damage can be done. I felt like I was so close to it last night when I saw you on the stage."

      "What do you mean?" she asked.

      "My medallion is what's causing the tremors everyone is feeling. I do not doubt that whoever has it released the harpies, the Hein wolves, and the grimmole. I only hope they haven't released anything else." Tellen looked grave as he spoke. 

      "What else is out there?" she asked. She wasn't sure if she wanted to know the answer. The grimmole and harpies were terrible enough.

      "My followers and I trapped many dark creatures and buried them beneath these mountains where we could keep an eye on them. I never took into account that a day would come when no one was watching." 

      Tellen picked at a spot on her blanket. She saw the shadow of the wolf flicker across his face.

      "I can't leave my friends again," Nienna said. "I made a promise."

      "Most of your companions already possess a measure of the Earthspark," Tellen said. A flicker of a smile traced his features.

      "They all have the Earthspark?" It must be a broader gift than she realized.

      "Not all of them and no one rivals your power due to you being a Comstock. But your friends Orion and Petra are the most receptive. Annalynn and Liam have the beginnings of the spark, so they may still develop it."

      "And Aspen?"

      Tellen's lips formed a tight line. He turned towards the open window. Vendors were beginning to set up for the day's market down the street. His eyes came back to her as he asked, "Has that boy ever hit you or belittled you before?"

      Nienna leaned back in shock. The thought of Aspen doing something so atrocious was unimaginable. "He's never once hit me."

      "But he's belittled you?" Tellen studied her face. "I'm guessing several times from the way your eyes shifted at my question. And I can sense that he tries to control your actions, telling you who you should be around or what you should do?"

      "How do you know this?" Nienna whispered. She blinked back the moisture accumulating in her eyes. Her arms wrapped protectively around herself.

      "It only takes eyes to see. The way he tried to intimidate me when we met out in the street yesterday was my first indication. He's protective of you, which is natural for a guard, especially when his charge has been missing. However, his actions border on possessiveness. If he speaks to you like that again, in private or public, please talk to Orion. He is the head of your guard and over Master Perrill. He will be the one who needs to deal with it. But if that boy ever hurts you, you may come to me."

      The steely glint in Tellen's words told her Aspen would likely meet a swift end if he ever got that far out of line. 

      "Why do you care so much about what Aspen does to me?" 

      "Because the way a man treats a woman shows who he really is. If he is weak and a coward, he will hurt and try to control the creatures around him. Strong men treat all with respect and gentleness."

      "Where do you fall?" Nienna quipped. "You've helped me heal, yes, but you also nearly slit my throat."

      Tellen acknowledged the comment. "I am weak and broken, and I pray for your forgiveness. I hope for healing and a time when I may earn your trust."

      A knock sounded on the door. Tellen inhaled deeply and didn't like what he smelled.

      "I'll check on you later," Tellen whispered. Then in a swirl of feathers, a black hawk flew to her window and out into the bustling morning.

      Nienna ripped her gaze from the window as a knock sounded again.

      "Nienna? It's Aspen. May I come in?" His voice cracked as he spoke.

      She prayed to all that was good to help her through this conversation as Tellen's observations reverberated in her ears.

      "Yes, come in."

      Aspen opened the door and immediately fell to his knees. He looked terrible. His eyes were purple rings, and he looked as though he'd been sick. Concern immediately overtook her.

      "Aspen, what's wrong?" She climbed out of bed and came to him.

      "I must beg your forgiveness. My actions have been disgraceful. I abandoned my post, leaving you unprotected. What if, because of me, something worse happened to you?" He hung his sandy head.

      Pity rose in her heart. He was still her friend despite what Tellen said. "You can have my forgiveness if you promise me something."

      "Anything," he said. He tried to hide his tear-streaked face.

      She tilted his chin so he had to face her. "Promise me that you won't abandon me like that again. You're better than that."

      He hung his head in shame again. "I promise."

      "Good, now get ready. We have notes to collect today. I need to finish my report for Master Holt and get back to Alturis. I've been away for far too long."

      "Yes, milady." Aspen left, and Nienna locked the door. It was time to get back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Nienna and her team spent the entire day on the hillsides with Master Holt, reviewing where the disease had been most potent in the forest. Aspen barely let her get ten yards away from him the whole day. Tellen had claimed he had some investigating of his own to do and would meet them at dinner.

      The sun shone in golden streaks among the tall trees. Birds and animals moved freely in the undergrowth. It appeared that everything was well and normal in the forest once more. Master Holt was stunned to find only grey ash and petrified wood where the dark goo had been. 

      "I've never seen anything like it," Master Holt said. He scratched his thick brown hair. Everything looked like it was covered in living death. Now those parts of the forest are indeed dead, but the malice of the black ooze seems to have dried up, leaving only the grey powder." 

      He instructed his assistants to collect multiple samples and prepare to take them back to Solomon for study. Nienna, Petra, and Annalynn sat on a cluster of boulders while they collaborated on their notes. Nienna would provide Master Holt with a clean report in the morning, then she and her friends would finally be on their way home.

      As the group hit the main road of Feltus, she heard a familiar belly laugh up ahead. Could it be possible? She clicked at Fingol, and they sped up, his hooves clopping noisily on the cobblestones. When she rounded the corner, there he was. 

      "Owen!"
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      Owen sat on his chestnut horse, Felix, laughing with his five guards as they dismounted.

      "Owen!" Nienna shouted. He jumped when he heard his name. Everyone turned to look at her.

      "Nienna!? What in the wandering woods are you doing here? I thought you were supposed to be filling young minds with knowledge instead of galavanting around the forest like a fairy?"

      "I've been helping Master Holt take stock of the disease here," she said, riding over to him. She stopped when he turned his horse to get a better look at her. His right leg was covered in a wrapping of linens almost from his hip to his ankle. Her brother may be a thorn in her side most of the time, but she never wanted to see him hurt.

      "What happened to you?" she asked.

      His guard and best friend, Axel Roark, came out of the Montaigne Lodge. 

      "You're in luck. They have room for the "Broken Prince.” Oh!" He made a hasty bow when he saw Nienna next to Owen. "Lady Nienna, I didn't realize we'd be seeing you here."

      "Hi Axel," she said brightly. "I wasn't supposed to be here this long, but I'm glad I am. What happened to Owen? Did you finally shove him in a pit for a couple of days?"

      Axel smirked. "He thought he'd play the hero and push our tour guide out of the way of half the mountain when another shockwave hit the Silverlen Mines."

      "Everyone lived to tell the tale," Owen said with annoyance when Nienna gave him a worried glance. "Now get me off this horse. My leg is numb."

      Dinner was a joyous occasion. Nienna always admired how Owen could charm even the most hardened person. Though outsiders, Tellen, Annalynn, and Petra were immediately welcomed into the Solomon group. At first, the girls seemed uneasy at the same table as the prince, but Owen brought them around after some cajoling. Tellen was distracted by something outside the window of the common room and missed most of the conversation.

      "How do you know him?" Annalynn hissed in Nienna's ear.

      "Who?" Nienna had been watching Tellen as he stared intently at a grey cat with intricate markings swinging its tail as it stared inside.

      "The prince," Annalynn said, exasperated.

      "Oh, we grew up together," she said quickly, trying to get away from the subject. 

      But Annalynn persisted. "He keeps calling you, "Sis." Why would he do that?" Then it suddenly clicked. Annalynn's dark curls covered her face as she stared at her plate. "Oh."

      "Annalynn?" Nienna asked her friend. 

      "You're the princess, aren't you? How did I never realize this?" When Annalynn finally faced her again, she looked angry but said no more on the subject. Petra, who'd been on the other side of Annalynn, eyed her with curiosity.

      Across the table, Axel had to remind Owen to keep his volume down. Patrons of the inn were beginning to stare.

      When dinner finished, and they were leaving the table, Annalynn caught Nienna's arm. A storm was brewing beneath her brown eyes.

      "Why did you never tell us who you were?" Annalynn growled. To Nienna's relief, she at least kept her voice quiet. Petra stood just behind, her red hair thrown over one shoulder.

      "I never told you two because I didn't need to. I didn't want you to act differently around me. I haven't changed. Just my name has."

      Annalynn still looked offended, but Petra placed a hand on their friend's small shoulder. 

      "The overprotective dad makes a lot more sense now. Why keep your name a secret, though?" Petra never wavered as she waited for an answer.

      "I needed–and still need–to keep my identity a secret because that's what allows me to live a life outside of the castle. Owen is the one destined for the throne, not me. To minimize the risk to my family or me, I operate under an alias. Both of you have proven to be true friends, and I hate to do this, but I must ask that you continue to keep my secret. It's the only way I'm able to continue teaching."

      Annalynn finally relented and gave Nienna a grudging nod. Petra agreed as well. 

      Nienna hugged her friends. "Thank you." 

      Then the three of them headed upstairs.

      "Do you know anyone in Solomon you could introduce me to?" Annalynn asked as they rounded the first stairwell.

      Nienna laughed. "You come visit me during the break, and I'm sure there are a few you could meet."

      With her heart much lighter, Nienna got ready for bed. She and her brother would travel together as far as Alturis. Then Owen would return to Solomon to heal and rest. Nienna doubted her brother would actually rest. He wouldn't be able to sit still to save his life. 

      Tellen said he would inform them in the morning whether he was coming or not. "Even if I don't come now, I will meet you in Alturis. I still need to teach you how to use those weapons," he said.

      Aspen's surly expression told her plainly that he wanted Tellen to stay and never show himself again. But that wasn't for him to decide.

      Nienna had given Master Holt her revised report to take to her father. He had a few more loose ends to tie up, then he too would depart for Solomon.

      Before turning in, she decided to visit her brother. It had been too long since she'd had a good laugh. Orion, who was guarding her door again tonight, watched her as she walked down the hall to where Ike Penniton, Owen's other good friend, and guard stood before her brother's door.

      "Are you sure you want to go in there?" Ike asked, raising an eyebrow. 

      "As long as he's dressed, yes," Nienna said, smiling at Ike's false concern.

      The young man checked to make sure the coast was clear, then bowed Nienna inside.

      "You cheated!" Owen shouted, throwing his cards onto the small table between them.

      "If you call that cheating, then I believe this entire game has been fraudulent. You've been picking up extra cards the entire time," Axel said, exasperated.

      "I have sticky fingers from dinner. I couldn't help it," Owen sniffed.

      Axel barked out a laugh. "Right, and I can river dance," he scoffed.

      "I thought you could?" Owen said, confused. Axel only shook his head.

      "Fine," Owen said in defeat. "I used to be able to beat you fair and square, but apparently, I've lost my touch."

      "Truthfully," Axel said. "I just stopped letting you win."

      Owen's jaw dropped.

      "I can't believe you would build me up like that just to tear me down. What kind of twisted and perverse mind would do such a thing?" Owen said in a hurt voice.

      Axel looked smug.

      "I take it we're having fun in here, boys," Nienna said from the door.

      "Please, come spare me from this so-called friend," Owen said in mock distress. "He's been lying to me for years. Lulling me into a false sense of security in my card-playing abilities. Luckily, I'm not a gambling man, or the kingdom would be lost."

      Nienna chuckled. "Well, at least someone is helping you to remain humble," she said. Her grin broadened as Owen gave her a look of outrage.

      "Ack," said Owen, stretching as best he could with his splinted leg. "What can I do for ya, Sissy?"

      Nienna grimaced. She hated it when he called her that.

      "I was coming to see how you're getting along. We have everything set to leave in the morning."

      "Good," Owen said. "I've about had all I can take of traveling with a broken leg. Plus, I'm ready to get home to a lovely redhead I know." He gave Nienna a lopsided grin.

      "I wouldn't be surprised if she met you halfway down the trail," Nienna said.

      "Along with half the castle, I'd wager," Axel said, leaning back in his chair. "What with the future king in peril and only a few guards to get him home."

      "Ha," Owen said. "If I had full use of my legs, you know I could hold my own. Unless you've been going easy on me there too," said Owen, suspicious.

      "Nonsense," said Axel. "Letting you win at cards was one thing, but learning to fight and defend yourself will actually save your life."

      "Speaking of learning to fight," said Owen. "What's this I hear about you learning weaponry, Nienna? And by Master Ramforth, no less. Where did you find him?" Owen gave Nienna a significant look.

      Axel turned to look at her too. "Are you really?" He seemed genuinely interested.

      Nienna did her best to keep her face neutral. "Tellen found out I couldn't do more than use a penknife, so he offered to teach me how to defend myself. I'm traveling enough now that I thought it would be a good idea."

      "That's a sound thought," Owen mused. "I can't be losing my favorite target to wild beasts. But where did you find him? How does he fit into the picture? I've gathered from everyone that he is a skilled physician and a formidable fighter. And I've noticed he seems to gravitate to you no matter where you are."

      She shifted uncomfortably. She'd forgotten how perceptive her brother could be. Despite her every effort, Nienna could feel her face growing hot. She related her story of falling into the lava chute and all that had come after, minus the bits about Guardians, grimmoles, harpies, and Earthsparks. 

      At the mention of Nienna being attacked by a beast, Owen leaned forward on his bed.

      "You never told me a beast attacked you and, from the sound of it, were severely injured," he accused.

      Nienna gave her brother a perplexed look. "When have I had time to discuss my previous adventures with you since I got in here? I didn't want to shout it over dinner."

      "It should have been the first thing out of your mouth when you rode up this evening. You should have said, "My dearest and most adored brother, I know that your injuries far outweigh my own, but I too have been hurt most grievously," Owen intoned in a high falsetto.

      Axel tried to suppress a laugh.

      Nienna sighed and rolled her eyes. "I'm so sorry I did not provide you with the pleasure of hearing about my hardships, Most Broken One."

      "I'm glad at least you have not lost your sense of propriety. That would be a shame," Owen said with a smirk. "So, Master Ramforth is teaching you to fend for yourself because your guards aren't a match for wild animals. It sounds like we need to switch your guards out for some more experienced ones. When does he plan to start teaching you?"

      "We've already started, but he'll teach me more tomorrow night if he rides to Alturis with us." 

      "I'll have to test your abilities when he gets done with you. I'd like to see if he's been teaching you or trying to kiss you."

      "Owen!" Nienna said in embarrassment. She stood and whacked her brother on the head with her hand.

      "I told you she liked him," Owen said to Axel, rubbing the top of his head. "Now, I need to find out if Ramforth is in pursuit."

      "Good luck. He seems like a harder nut to crack," Axel said. 

      Nienna glared at the pair of them. Sometimes she wondered if she'd been cursed with more brothers than she could count.

      She scowled when she finally left her brother's room.

      Ike scanned her for injuries. "Was it worth it?"

      "I'm still deciding," Nienna said through clenched teeth. She wished she would have hit her brother harder. Maybe she should have gone for his leg. Orion saw her coming and had the door ready for her when she arrived. 

      So much for getting a good laugh.
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      The streets were dark as Tellen slipped out into the night. He'd spent all day tracking his quarry but hadn't managed to get close. His medallion was here somewhere near Feltus. He knew it. If he only had the scent of the person carrying it, he could find them.

      As soon as he was free of the buildings, he found his wolf form and trotted away, quiet as a shadow. If he couldn't find his medallion tonight, he'd at least find his friend. Teague must have a message for him. That's why he'd been outside the inn this evening.

      Tellen's keen wolf senses told him Teague's most recent tracks went straight up the mountainside. The scent had changed. He must have found his other form. 

      Dead pine needles crunched beneath his feet as he approached the mouth of a cave. He stopped just in front of a low overhang. Above him on the ledge crouched a mountain cat. A snow leopard too far south for summertime.

      "Hello, Teague," Tellen said. He pushed up and took on his human form once more.

      The snow leopard bounded down from the ledge and stood before him.

      "Do you have news for me?" Tellen asked.

      "Some," Teague said, assuming his human shape as well.

      "I traced your medallion outside of town this morning, but the trail came to an abrupt end. It was as if the tainted Earthspark had just vanished into thin air."

      "Vanished?" Tellen asked. "How?"

      "I don't know. It was like whoever it was sprouted wings and took off," Teague said sulkily. 

      Teague was one of the most brilliant trackers Tellen had ever found. If this person evaded him, they'd have to think of another plan.

      "Perhaps I'll catch the medallion's signature again by riding with the girl and her friends," Tellen said.

      "You want to go then?" Teague asked. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

      "I can't let her go alone. She'll be slaughtered their first night in the woods." Tellen sat down heavily on a rock. "Maybe she can pick up on the medallion's power where we are blind. Her gift continues to grow."

      "Then I'll come with you."

      "It's going to be difficult," Tellen hedged.

      "When has it been anything different with you?" Teague asked, bemused.

      "Fair enough. But there’s something I need to tell you.”

      “What about?"

      Tellen held up his hands in preparation. “Now, don’t get angry.”

      “Angry? Why would I be angry?” Teague looked thoroughly confused.

      Tellen looked up to the heavens before looking earthward again. “I gave her Fallon's weapons."

      Teague’s smooth veneer shattered. "You did what?!"
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        * * *

      

      Nienna was sitting in front of the mirror in her room braiding her hair when a loud thunk sounded in the next room, followed by a great deal of shouting. Nienna threw open her door and saw Liam, who had taken Orion's place at some point in the night, among the other guards surrounding Owen's door.

      She jogged down to the open door. When she peeked inside, she saw her brother sprawled on the floor with four guards trying to get him off the floor.

      Catching sight of her, Owen tried to smooth the wrinkles of pain from his face. "Don't mind me. It was only a bad dream. I fell out of bed."

      Nienna picked her way over to a chair beside his bed as his guards set him back upon the mattress.

      "Looks like one of the splints has come loose," said Barrett Marks. He was the son of Horacio Marks and captain of Owen's guards. Captain Marks was wiry like his father but seen smiling more often. "I think we need to get a healer in here."

      "Grab that Ramforth fellow. Master Holt said he was a skilled physician," Ike said.

      Barrett nodded. Ike dashed out of the room and down to the one Tellen occupied. 

      Within seconds, the Guardian was striding through the door. His satchel of supplies was secured to his belt. His hair was a perfect halo of black curls, and his fresh clothes looked pressed. As he took stock of the room, his gaze lingered on Nienna.

      "There was enough ruckus coming from this room I could guess what happened." Tellen came to the bed and examined Owen's leg. "You're lucky you didn't twist anything out of place, but I will need to reset the splint."

      He did this in short order and gave Owen something for the pain. Once her brother was settled in bed again, the guards and Tellen left, leaving the siblings alone.

      "I would ask how you're feeling, but I think I already know," she said.

      The creases in Owen's brow were deep as he waited for the pain remedy to start working.

      "What really happened? You aren't one for nightmares," she said.

      Owen gave her a sheepish smile. "Well, I did have a bad dream, but that wasn't why I fell out of bed. I was actually trying to get back into bed after visiting the privy."

      He indicated the small door on the opposite wall.

      "Naturally," she said, rolling her eyes. "Well, that explains better why you needed to have your splint reset."

      "You wouldn't believe how degrading it is to have to crawl to the privy," he said, eyeing Nienna ruefully.

      "It'll heal, and you'll go back to plaguing everyone with your antics," Nienna said brightly.

      Owen's face fell. "What I would really like to do is get back to Rivkah. It's been three weeks since I last saw her." 

      "It's an easy four-day ride once you leave Alturis," Nienna said. "You'll see her soon."

      Her brother sank back into his pillow and closed his eyes. "Finally. I need to find out what's in that stuff. I've never had anything that works so fast on pain like this."

      "If it's the same thing Tellen has given me, I would hazard a guess that it contains willow bark. He gave me some the day I woke up in his home. It was like warmth seeping into every part of your body and easing aches you didn't even know you had."

      "Speaking of Master Ramforth, what's going on between the two of you? He's drawn to you anytime he's in the room and the way he looks at you," Owen said, waggling his eyebrows.

      Nienna closed her eyes and shook her head. “I thought we’d gone through this. It's because I remind him of someone he lost years ago. I gather it's a painful memory."

      "It can't have anything to do with you being a pretty young lady, attached to no one?" Owen asked. "Has he kissed you yet?"

      "No," she said, embarrassed. "And I hope he never tries."

      "I wouldn't tell anyone if he had," Owen teased. 

      Nienna gave her brother a skeptical look. "Somehow, I don't believe that."

      "Do you want to test it out? I could call him back in here." 

      Her expression dared him to try. 

      "Ah well, maybe with time."

      Nienna groaned. "Some days, I don't know what to do with you."

      Owen chuckled to himself for a moment before a shadow fell on his demeanor. "What about Lieutenant Perrill? Has he tried to kiss you since you left Solomon?"

      "Nope. Not since I left for Alturis when I was fifteen. You made sure of that the night in the barn after our ride. Besides, he's changed, and so have I," she affirmed.

      "At least he kept one promise," he muttered.

      "Which one is that?" Nienna met her brother's stare.

      "The one where I made him promise to keep his emotions in check. He has no chance with you and should pursue alternate means of love."

      Nienna's jaw dropped. "Why would you do that?" she asked.

      "Because it's true, and, before you ask, it had nothing to do with the fact that his family was poor. Commander Marks convinced Father he was a good candidate for your guard because he was young and would blend in at the university. However, I would have felt better if only Falkirk and Halifax had gone with you. I've had both on my guard before and trust them implicitly. I told Orion to inform me, should Perrill get out of line."

      Nienna studied her brother. "Why are you so against Aspen? He's been around for years. He was training in Father's guard before he became part of mine."

      "Because there was always something that felt off about him. Especially in the way he looked at you. It was too needy. I think you can find someone more suited to you and less argumentative."

      Nienna had to agree on the last point. Aspen still didn't know when to let an argument go.

      A thought struck her. Though Owen was an imp, he had a knack for spotting things most people missed.

      "Do you think I'm right in allowing Tellen to join us?"

      "Funny you should ask. You haven't been very open about what you think of him."

      "He's lost," Nienna said. She looked sideways at the wall as she thought. "He has no one. No family, no friends, and a broken home."

      "Do you trust him?" Owen prodded.

      “I do. He can be unpredictable at times, but there is goodness in him. I don't know how to explain it."

      "He's more than he appears. That much is certain. But I would be slow to let him fully into your life. We don't know much about him. Accept him into your circles. Learn what you can, and trust your instincts."

      "What if my instincts are wrong? I ended up in a lava chute because I trusted my instincts."

      "But you found Tellen down there, didn't you?"

      "Well, yes, I did, but..."

      Owen grasped her hand firmly. "Trust yourself, Nienna. If what you say is true, I think you and Tellen must walk a parallel path. There are no coincidences in this life. Things happen for a reason." 

      Nienna squeezed his hand back. "Thank you, Owen." 

      "You're most welcome. Now, here's an easy decision for you to make. I need you to run downstairs and order me a plate of hotcakes, sausages, and eggs. And you can choose whether to get a plate for yourself or not."

      Nienna rolled her eyes heavenward. And here, she thought Owen was starting to mature.
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      The sun was high above the peaks as the siblings and their entourage made their way down the mountain. Captain Marks rode at the head. The remaining guards took up their posts all around Nienna and Owen. Ensuring the two royals would make it safely to their camp.

      As the group left, the villagers spoke to one another anxiously about a mountain cat they'd all heard yowling in the woods last night. Mothers were gripping their children tightly while the men laid a plan to secure the village against an attack from the cat and kill it if they could. Nienna felt pity for the animal. She hoped it didn't come down to killing it.

      The cool morning gave way to a warm, pleasant day. They were still high up in the mountains and wouldn't drop out of them until that evening when they reached the Grimaldi Forest near Waldorman.  At which point, the heat of summer would set in, and they'd be wishing for the cool nights of the mountains.

      Tellen had adjusted Owen's splint so he could sit in his saddle more comfortably. Alturis was a two-day ride from Feltus, and with Owen's broken leg, they would not be pushing the horses. Nienna didn't mind. After the strange happenings in the forest around the village, she was glad for her brother's company.

      Owen was talking enough for three people the entire day, barely pausing to take a breath in his monologue of how he got caught in the mines and broke his leg. Tellen rode in the rear, seeming to drink in the scenery with relish. Nienna noticed a grey cat with strange markings down its back draped over the horse's rump as she watched the Guardian.

      Aspen rode up front next to Captain Marks, who was lecturing the younger man on his duty to the crown. Her friend's head hung low as he received his chastisement.

      Staring up at the peaks behind her, Nienna absently rubbed her left arm where the grimmole had left his mark. All she felt now were three ridges where jagged pink scars rose from her skin. The thin white scar on her neck had all but disappeared. 

      "Is something wrong?" asked a concerned voice to the side. She expected to see Owen but found Tellen instead. His mysterious grey cat watched her with what could only be described as a scowl.

      "I'm fine," Nienna replied, glaring right back at the cat.

      "I saw you rubbing your arm. It's not still bothering you, is it?" There was a tinge of worry in his voice.

      "No, no. I was simply noticing how raised the scars are. I had hoped they wouldn't become permanent," she said. "They feel fine, though."

      "There are ways to reduce them if they truly bother you," Tellen said. "But my thought is that scars are our body's way of telling our story, good or ill."

      "I can't say I've ever thought of it that way before," Nienna said.

      "I may have an odd view of the world," Tellen admitted, giving her a slight grin.

      "So, Tellen," called Owen, who had been riding nearby. "Where are you from?"

      "I've lived many places up and down the Tellidus valley, but the mountains above Feltus are some of my favorites."

      "What caused the travel? Did you perform a trade before becoming a hermit?"

      "Yes, I've performed several jobs over the years. From metal-smithing and horticulture to healing and weaponry. I've been fortunate to have the time to pursue whichever job piques my fancy."

      "Why did you become a hermit?" Owen prodded.

      "It wasn't a matter of choice. My home and everything I cared about was taken from me. And I needed time."

      "What made you decide to join my sister and her friends if you needed time?" Owen persisted.

      "She needed my help, and it does me good to get out and see the landscape again. I've spent too much time alone these past years."

      Owen glanced over at his sister, but she wasn't listening. The grey cat leapt from Tellen's horse onto hers, landing on Fingol's rump, then picked his way to the black horse's neck.

      "Where did you find the cat?" Owen asked, seeing it for the first time. 

      "He came with the horse," Tellen said quickly, but Nienna could sense more to his answer. This little creature was more than a mere cat. He sauntered around the horn of her saddle and placed his front paws on her shoulders to look at her more closely. He lifted a foot and batted at the staff tied to Nienna's back.

      "Teague, behave yourself," Tellen hissed angrily. 

      The cat seemed to glare as he turned his sleek grey head to Tellen. Then the cat sat back down on his haunches, facing her as if he were appraising what he saw. His tail lashed out from side to side in agitation. Those cobalt eyes did not blink, and Nienna didn't dare look away for fear he'd claw her face.

      Finally, the cat relaxed and dropped his scorching gaze.

      "He must like you," Owen said with a smirk.

      Nienna's mind, however, was reeling. "Teague? The Teague? Brother to Fallon?" she whispered to the feline. The cat looked back at her with its big blue eyes before nodding once. Then he crossed the gap back to Tellen's horse and climbed up his shirt to sit on his shoulder. 

      Tellen's face pinched together in annoyance, but he tolerated the cat.

      "Cat's are strange creatures," Axel said from Owen's other side. "That's why I prefer dogs."

      Tellen grinned over at Axel. "I might have to agree with you there. I'm more of a dog person myself." The cat batted at his ears, making him chuckle.

      Nienna couldn't look at anyone, so she watched the hillsides and the sky, noticing a great white eagle floating high above them.

      "In all those years of travel, didn't you ever find a girl you wished to marry and settle down with?" Owen asked brazenly, bringing the conversation back.

      "I fell in love once," Tellen said, his expression tightening again.

      "What happened?" Owen pressed. He never knew when to quit.

      "She died." 

      When Tellen didn't elaborate, Owen said, "Perhaps with time you could find someone else."

      Tellen shrugged his shoulders. "Perhaps. But I doubt it."

      Owen couldn't play with a comment like that, so he let the subject drop. The conversation eventually fizzled out, and Tellen drifted back to the rear of the company.

      Once the Guardian was out of earshot, Owen turned on Nienna. "Looks like you have your work cut out for you. Best get busy."

      "Best mind your own business," Nienna said, flicking the end of her reins at her brother's good leg, whipping him hard.

      "You are a violent one," Owen said, rubbing the welt.

      Evening found them beneath the shadows of the Grimaldi and Petrali forests. The path that wound its way through their middle divided the woods from one another. It was said they were once hundreds of miles apart. But over the centuries, the trees crept closer and closer until they became one continuous forest stretching from the Eastern Fringe to the Mountain Veil.

      Finding a clearing among the sprawling trees, the group set up camp near a creek that ran parallel to their trail. Summer was showing its face in the woods. Small green berries could be seen on the branches, and animal life was abundant.

      Soon, the party's cook fires gave off a delicious scent as fresh rabbit roasted on spits. Nienna watched a card game between Orion and Ike while her brother regaled the group with past adventures. Aspen collected firewood with one of Owen's guards.

      Tellen was nearby sharpening his various weapons. His eyes never left the woods. The cat, Teague, sat beside him, still as a statue. 

      When Tellen finished, he walked over to Nienna. "I think it would be good to continue your weapons training if you are open to it."

      She wanted to keep sitting on her log, but she could tell something had Tellen on edge.

      "OK, she said.

      He led her a few paces away and picked up two large sticks. They subtly straightened until they resembled her staff.

      Her eyes were wide as he handed her the rough weapon. Tellen held his stick palm up in his top hand and palm down in his lower. "Place your hands as you see mine. I want to see if you remember your drill lines."

      For the next thirty minutes, Nienna practiced how to strike an opponent's neck, waist, and knees with the ends of her staff. A light sweat dripped down her back. All her companions had stopped what they were doing to watch the spectacle.

      "Look at me. They don't exist right now," was Tellen's consistent phrase.

      "A staff won't save your life in a dangerous situation," Aspen commented. Several of the other guards gave him a dark look.

      "It's a good first line of defense," Tellen said, pushing the remark aside. "If your opponent can never get close enough to land a strike, I think that would count as saving your life. It's an excellent choice for a woman whose reach is generally shorter. It can give her the upper hand in a fight."

      "Quite true," affirmed Captain Marks, who'd also stopped to watch.

      Aspen's face darkened as he was put in his place by the older men. Once again, Nienna noticed her friend flex his right hand.

      When they'd finished, Nienna sat back down on her log, stretching her tired muscles. Aspen came to sit beside her after caring for all the horses for the night. Part of his punishment for leaving his post. 

      He leaned over to her and said, "I still don't see why you need to learn weaponry. You're a princess, after all. You'll always have us by your side to protect you."

      Nienna narrowed her eyes. "I thought you'd be relieved you wouldn't have to defend me so rigorously. You could look out for yourself."

      "I care about you, you know. I want to know you're safe." Aspen's voice took on a hard edge.

      "I appreciate that, but I also feel that it is important for me to learn how to defend myself so that I'm less likely to be taken in a bad situation."

      Aspen clenched his jaw in response.

      As the sun fell behind the trees, the rabbit finished roasting, and the company enjoyed a hearty meal. Idle chat buzzed around the camp as bedrolls were laid out. Nienna brought her blankets near Owen. His bed had been set up as soon as they reached the clearing as he couldn't do it for himself. He now lay sprawled out on top, looking at the brightening stars.

      She was about to settle into her blankets when she heard an inhuman hiss. Everyone turned to look at the grey cat, who stood frozen at the edge of the camp. His body was taut as a bowstring, and his curved teeth bared in hatred. His hair stood on end, making his tail triple in size. 

      Those nearest stared at him, and about him, with concern. Suddenly the cat streaked off into the woods and behind a hillock hiding him from view. The rest of the company stood rooted to the spot, trying to figure out what was going on. 

      Then the all too familiar trickle of unease swept down Nienna's spine. Danger.

       "Prepare yourselves." Tellen unsheathed his sharpened sword and pulled out a long hunting knife with the other. "Danger is in the woods tonight."
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      The men stirred themselves to action. Everyone began pulling out bows and slings, swords, and knives, holding them ready. Aspen and the other guards soon formed a protective ring around Owen and the girls. Annalynn looked terrified as the girl clung to Nienna's back, making it a challenge to keep the staff upright. Petra stood resolute as she produced a hidden knife from her sleeve. 

      Nienna's heart began to pound. Whatever could make the little cat react like that did not bode well for the rest of them.

      Owen loosened his sword from its scabbard and set it beside him. He then grabbed his short bow and quickly nocked an arrow. Everyone cringed as a hunting cat yowled.

      "I didn't think mountain lions came down this low," said Axel in a whisper.

      "That wasn't a mountain lion," came Tellen's voice from the edge of the group.

      Howls drifted through the clearing. Wolves. They must have smelled the roasting meat and decided they wanted it for themselves. Why would Teague hate wolves so much, though? Was it just a cat and dog thing?

      Someone's voice rang out. "There!"

      Nienna could see the outline of a wolf against the firelight through the shoulders of her friends. Her insides seemed to freeze. This wolf was more massive than any she’d seen. It stood at the height of a horse. Its hair was falling off in places like it had mange. Its mouth was foaming, and its black teeth promised death. This beast rippled with waves of evil.

      "I've never seen a wolf like that," breathed Owen beside her.

      The horses snorted in unease at the sight of the ragged wolf. Then three more appeared out of the darkness.

      For all that is good, please help us survive the night, Nienna thought.

      Snarls and yowls raged through the trees. The wolves approaching the camp sprang into action. Tellen and Captain Marks cut down the first two, but the others circled around. More wolves appeared, and Nienna's heart sank.

      It soon became an outright melee. Wolves snarled and snapped while men's singing blades replied. Owen brought one down with the bow and wounded another, but there were so many that it hardly made a difference. 

      When one of the wolves drew near Nienna, Aspen ran to stand in front of it. Sweat was pouring off of him. He swung, and the wolf jumped back. As Aspen went in for another swing, he cried out in pain, clutching his right hand to his chest. He dropped his sword, and the wolf took advantage of the opening. It vaulted passed her guard and lunged at Nienna but was met by another black wolf. This one was smaller with sleek fur. 

      Tellen, Nienna thought with alarm. 

      The ragged wolf snapped at the new one, trying to get a hold of his throat, but Tellen twisted out of its reach and clamped his own jaws around his attacker's neck. They scuffled and rolled until they were lost in the mass of bodies.

      Annalynn's scream brought Nienna back to her surroundings. The wolves continued to advance on the four people in the center. One approached Owen with a hungry glint in its yellow eyes. Its scarred muzzle turned upward with glee at finding his dinner so exposed. 

      "I will not let you take him," Nienna challenged. She held the point of the staff out as Tellen had instructed her only a little while earlier.

      The wolf seemed to sneer at her, then sprang at her chest. She thrust her staff at its throat but missed. She squeezed her eyes shut as the wolf slammed into her, knocking them both to the ground. Nienna held her staff across her body. It was the only thing keeping the monster from reaching her face.  Death would find her for sure this time.

      Then her elbow hit something hard. The knife at her hip. She tugged it free from its sheath as the wolf continued to snap at her throat. She plunged the eager blade into the wolf's side until the beast stopped moving. Hot liquid spilled onto her hands and chest as the wolf finally died.

      "Nienna! Are you alright? Answer me!" Owen called frantically.

      She pushed at the beast with all her might, barely having the strength to pull herself free. The stench of it was unbearable. Dark blood coated her arms and chest. Trembling, she tried to wipe it off, but it clung to her like pine sap.

      "It's not my blood. I'm fine." Her voice shook.

      A new animal noise caught her attention. This time it was the shriek of a bird.

      Nienna looked up in time to see scores of giant hawks, falcons, and eagles swoop in and attack the wolves. The guards stood bewildered as the great raptors fought.

      Soon all was quiet. Two of the birds lay still, but over twenty-two of the wolves were scattered upon the leaf-strewn ground, including the one Nienna had stabbed. Some of the wolves had been killed by swords and arrows—others from gouges by beaks and talons.

      One wolf, however, still moved. His black coat was matted with blood, but his steps were strong. All eyes and weapons trained on him as he advanced towards Nienna. His skin shifted, and Tellen knelt before her. His face was scratched and his shirt was stained dark from his fight. An audible gasp escaped several of the guards. The campfire was still lit and cast an eerie light on the poised weapons. 

      "Are you OK?" Tellen asked softly. His eyes combed her for injuries.

      "I think I'm OK," she replied in a quavering voice. She did her best to hide her trembling hands, but Tellen reached for them and pulled her to her feet. Aspen sprang forward. His sword pointed at Tellen's back.

      "Don't!" cried Nienna, pulling Tellen behind her. She felt the Guardian tense. Ready to pounce if Aspen acted too rash.

      Aspen didn't lower his sword, which now pointed at Nienna. Murder glistened on his face. "Get out of my way," Aspen said slowly. Darkness seemed to gather around him. Nienna could almost see it.

      "No," Nienna said. Her voice became more assertive as she stared down her guard. "No more blood."

      "Nienna, don't you see what he is?" Aspen spat.

      "Yes, I do. He protected me.” She lifted her chin in defiance. Aspen's sword was inches from her.

      "Lower your weapon, Perrill," Orion barked.

      "And make it easier for that monster to kill us? I don't think so." Aspen's teeth ground as he spoke.

      Orion came to stand beside Nienna, blocking Tellen. "Lower your weapon, or I will have you flogged."

      "Lieutenant Perrill, obey your commanding officer, or I will be forced to bind you and relieve you of your weapons." Captain Marks said. He raised his crossbow, ready to strike Aspen down.

      As though realizing where his weapon pointed for the first time, Aspen took a step back and dropped his sword to his side. The black cloud around him seemed to pop out of existence.

      Nienna blinked furiously. What just happened?

      Captain Marks lowered his crossbow but didn't take his eyes off Aspen.

      Owen cleared his throat from where he sat on his blankets. "I knew something was different about you, Ramforth," he said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Tellen gave a dark chuckle. "I'm afraid we're only at the beginning."

      "What do we do with him? He is a skin-changer," Ike asked, pointing at Tellen.

      Captain Marks took a step forward. His expression was clouded. His lips formed a tight line. "We thank him. He transformed to defend me. He didn't have to give his secret up, but he did and likely helped save all our lives. Not to mention that wild flock of birds."

      "But he is a skin-changer, Captain. Have you never heard the stories?" Aspen argued. "He'll kill us in our sleep."

      "Then why hasn't he done that already?" Orion challenged, coming to Tellen's defense. "The only thing he's done is help."

      "He's trying to earn our trust. Learn our secrets. I don't claim to know what motivates such beasts." Aspen looked around, searching for someone to side with him. He was met with stony looks.

      Tellen squeezed Nienna's hand in thanks, then let go. Looking out at everyone, he said, "If you have been bitten or scratched, I will need to clean the wound. Hein wolves bring disease and death with them. I suggest you all wash off their blood immediately."

      "Get the wounded near the fire. If you can stand, clean off in the creek. Move!" Captain Marks commanded. They all did as directed. 

      Those seriously injured were placed in the middle of the group. Axel was barely conscious when they set him near Owen. His arms were soaked in blood, and one of his legs was severely mangled. Erick JohnsBeck, another of Owen's guards, was dead. Orion and Ike placed him at the edge of camp with a blanket over his body.

      Of Nienna's friends, Liam was the only one seriously hurt. Petra had a few scratches on her face, Orion had a deep gash on one arm, and Aspen had a cut along one side of his face. Annalynn alone remained unharmed.

      Tellen tended to Axel first and worked his way out.

      As the group cleaned up the camp, Aspen came up to Nienna. "What happened to you?" His brow creased, and sweat trickled down his nose. She'd been worried about him when he'd dropped his sword earlier. But their confrontation a moment ago dimmed that concern.

      Nienna looked down at herself and grimaced.

      "She took on one of the wolves," Owen said from the ground. "She killed it with a knife."

      Aspen stared at her in disbelief. "How did you manage that?"

      "It was a wonder I could reach my knife at all with that thing snapping at my face," Nienna replied. "It nearly crushed me after it died."

      She indicated the wolf carcass nearby. "It was all I could do to get out from under it."

      Aspen stared at the blood-stained knife on the ground. He seemed unable to believe that she'd been the one to kill the wolf.

      "Where did the demons come from?" Owen asked.

      "I don't know, but without those birds, I think we might have been two heirs short at the castle," Nienna answered.

      "You better get that blood off you, Nienna," Owen said. "It'll irritate your skin if you don't."

      Nienna nodded. She and her friends went to the creek. The waning moonlight gave them enough light to wash away the foul-smelling blood. Once she was in a fresh shirt again, she looked around for Tellen. He was wrapping a bandage around Captain Mark's arm. As he stood, a white falcon screeched above the treetops. 

      Tellen looked up, and the bird flew directly to him. It screeched wildly as it flapped around him, then flew off the way it had come. He spun around, and his gaze landed on Nienna.

      "I need you," Tellen called to her.

      He whistled, and to her amazement, Fingol and Tellen's bay trotted over. Their lead ropes dragging between their front legs. They must have pulled themselves free when the wolves attacked.

      "What's happened?" Nienna asked, coming to him.

      "Teague's in the woods. He's dying. Cyra’s found him and will lead the way.”  The diminishing firelight deepened Tellen's lines of anguish.

      "How can I help?" She was no physician. 

      "I need your gift," he said quietly. "I can't heal him on my own. Please."

      "Why are you two running out into the woods," Owen said, using a makeshift crutch to walk towards them. "There could be more of those wolves out there."

      "Teague is out there. He took the brunt of the attack. He's dying," Tellen said urgently.

      "Teague? You mean the cat?" Owen asked, confused. Then it dawned on him. "That cat was another skin-changer, wasn't he"

      "Yes. He's one of my most loyal men, and right now, that's where I need to be."

      "Why do you need Nienna, though?" Owen wasn't going to let her go.

      "Because I don't have the strength to get him here alone."

      “Then take one of the men. Not my sister.” Owen drew himself up to his full height.

      “Your sister is the one I need most,” Tellen said.

      "I'll go with them," Orion offered, cutting in. "I'll make sure she returns safely.

      Owen clearly didn't like the idea but eventually nodded. Nienna knew if he hadn't trusted Orion, he'd never let her go.

      Her guard fetched his horse.

      Tellen led Fingol over to her, and she tied the lead rope to his halter as makeshift reins. Then she bounded up on the horse bareback. As she turned the animal around, Aspen blocked her path.

      "What are you thinking?" he shouted at her. 

      "Get out of the way, Aspen."

      "No! I don't care what anyone else thinks. That man is dangerous." He pointed an accusing finger at Tellen. "He is a skin-changer. He will take you out there, and we'll never see you again! For all we know, he's turned Halifax. He's been more than willing to allow Ramforth into our circles."

      "Perrill," called Owen. "That man just saved all our lives, and I've already given my permission. Stay out of this."

      "I am done taking orders. If no one listens to reason, then I will take matters into my own hands." 

      "Aspen, what's the matter with you?" Nienna asked.

      "What's the matter?" he raged. "What's the matter is the girl I thought I knew went off to school, got grand ideas of who she was and who she wasn't. You are princess, Nienna Comstock. You are not a professor or any other thing you pretend to be. Your place is in Solomon, with me."

      Despite the tears trekking down her cheek, Nienna held her head high. "You're wrong, Aspen. My place is where I choose. And by your side is not where I want to be."

      The darkness around Aspen finally snapped, and he lunged forward, grabbing Nienna's leg. She tried to shake him off, but he was too strong. With a quick jerk, he yanked her off her horse and onto the hard earth. Men were converging on Aspen now, but Tellen reached him first.

      A pointed dark blade pricked the skin above Aspen's heart. Tellen's face was inches from the guard's as he pinned him against a tree. 

      "You're more of a coward than I realized," the Guardian seethed.

      Nienna winced as Petra helped her up. She would definitely have some bruises. She limped over to where Aspen and Tellen stood frozen. The other guards looked wary of intervening.

      "Lieutenant Perrill, I release you from my service." Her voice was quiet, but its sound seemed to ring like church bells in the silence. 

      The dark cloud around Aspen swelled. Nienna's entire body shrieked at her to run away. This man was not her friend. Not anymore. With a heavy heart, she turned to look at Captain Marks, who nodded and strode forward. 

      "Bind him and take his weapons. He won't be going to Alturis any longer."

      Aspen convulsed as his fury took hold. He clenched his hand, and a tinge of red glared out from behind his eyes. "You will regret this, Princess. You will regret not listening to me!"

      Her former guard fought against his friends as Tellen released him.

      "We need to go. Now," Tellen said. "We've wasted precious time."

      Orion rode over to them as Tellen and Nienna mounted.

      "Stay close. There may still be wolves out there. I want all of us to come back alive."

      "Understood," Orion said.

      "Lead the way, Tellen," Nienna said, doing her best to keep her tears hidden. As the three of them rode away from camp, Nienna paused at the top of the hillock and looked down. Ike and Captain Marks had Aspen on the ground with his hands tied behind his back.

      Oh, Aspen. What have you done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      Fingol quickly caught up to Orion and Tellen. As they dropped into the depression behind the hillock, the scene before them made the three riders pull up short. All up the next hillside were bodies. Mostly wolf bodies, but there was an occasional body of a bird or man in gleaming silver-white armor.

      "Where did these all come from?" Orion asked incredulously. "It's like there was a second battle going on while we were in the midst of our own."

      "We only caught the edge of the battle," Tellen said, urging his horse forward. "This was its heart."

      They rode around the area for several minutes until they heard a bird screeching.

      "There," said Tellen. They came upon a massive snow leopard lying on its side near the base of a tree. The soft pelt was seeped in gore. Several large gashes crossed the leopard's face and neck, and his breathing was labored.

      "Teague!" Tellen bounded off his horse and ran to the great cat.

      "I didn't think snow leopards came down this low," Orion whispered.

      “They don’t,” Nienna whispered back as they dismounted.

      "You're bleeding everywhere," Tellen said urgently. "I need you to change into your human form. I can't treat you as well like this." 

      With a cry of agony, Teague morphed back into a man. Tellen pulled a strip of cloth from his ever-present satchel and held it to his friend's ribcage. Teague hissed at the pressure but didn't resist 

      "What happened to you?" Tellen asked. He clenched his jaw with worry.

      “Took on thirty-two Hein wolves," Teague replied smugly. "And won."

      "You count bringing yourself to the brink of death as winning?" Orion commented, keeping his distance.

      Swallowing hard, Nienna forced the bile rising in her throat back down. "How can we help?" She kept her eyes on Tellen because she just might lose it if she looked at the man against the tree.

      "The gash I'm staunching is the most serious. There is a place on his neck that also needs pressure." Tellen handed her another roll of linen, and she gingerly placed it where directed.

      Teague's cobalt eyes glinted in the dim moonlight. Though she knew this was the cat that had stared her down hours ago, it was hard to believe it. His features, however, resembled the cat, from the pointed chin to the angle of his cheekbones. 

      "Tel," Teague rasped. "She's gl-."

      "I know. We need to hurry before something else finds us."

      "What do you mean?" Orion asked, looking around. "Are more of those wolves out here?" She could tell he was rethinking his decision to allow her out here.

      "Most are dead," Teague whispered. "Aros’s chasing rest.

      "Orion, I need you to bring me some water. Use this water skin and fill it in the creek just over this next rise. Use your horse." Tellen pulled out a small water skin from the satchel and handed it over. 

      Her guard looked between her and Tellen, silently asking if she would be OK. 

      "Go," Nienna urged, and Orion jogged back to his horse and leaped up in a fluid motion. Within a moment, he was trotting over the hill.

      Tellen turned to Nienna. "I'll need your help. We need to heal the gash to his midsection and neck first. We'll see how you are after those."

      "Can she do that?" Teague said. His voice was little more than a whisper. 

      "That and more, I would guess."

      "What can I do?" Nienna asked.

      "I'll show you," Tellen held out his hand, inviting her to take it. 

      It felt as though the world paused. The silence resounded in her ears. She knew if she took Tellen's hand, everything would change. She would change. Was she ready for that? 

      Teague's ragged breathing made it no choice at all. She'd already watched this man almost die once before and how it cost Tellen. She didn't want to watch that again. 

      She let her hand slide into his, and immediately they exuded brilliant green light. It felt as if a warm golden glow filled her from the inside out. Tellen closed his eyes for a moment as though drinking in the sensation.

      When he opened his eyes again, a green ring surrounded his irises.

      "Ready?" Tellen asked, squeezing her hand.

      Her heart sped up. "Ready." 

      "Then let's begin." Tellen placed her hand over the wound at Teague's middle, then put his hand on top. Power pulsated in rhythm with her heart. "Let me direct where to go and how much to give. I don't want to overwhelm you."

      Tellen inhaled. As he released his exhale, a power that had lain dormant inside of her awakened. As the power increased, it felt like trying to keep back a rain swelled river.

      She could feel Tellen willing her strength to knit together the muscle and sinew on the dying man. Tellen released her spark slowly, for which she was grateful. If he'd taken it fast, she likely would have lost her control over it.

      "That should do here," Tellen said, lifting their hands.

      "Thank you," Teague whispered. 

      The sound of hoofbeats pounded up the rise, and Tellen released her hand. The abrupt loss of contact felt as though a rug had been pulled out from under her, which, thanks to her brother, she'd personally experienced.

      Nienna stared at the spot she and Tellen had healed. The skin was scabbed and puckered in places. But that was all that remained of the hole in his side. She looked down at her hands in wonderment. How had she done that?

      "I've got the water," Orion said, slipping off the side of his horse.

      "Good. Let's clean this spot on his neck," Tellen said. He took a rag and dragged it across the mess, clearing away the blood. As soon as the rag was gone, more blood came floating up from the gashes. 

      "That one could have done him in," Orion commented. "One more inch to the right, and it would have hit the main artery."

      "Teague has a habit of barely avoiding death," Tellen said.

      "What's the point of being a cat if you can't live on the edge," Teague said. His voice sounded stronger.

      "So he is a skin-changer?" Orion asked nervously.

      "Yes, and so am I, and yet you're all still alive." Tellen waited for any other objections from Orion. When none came, he put a hand on Nienna's shoulder. "Are you able to help me again?"

      Her muscles were feeling fatigued, and a slight headache was building behind her eyes. Yet, she said, "yes."

      So once again, Nienna placed her hand on Teague while Tellen placed his hand over hers. The buzz of energy hummed between them, and the green light of the Earthspark appeared once more.

      "What is that?" Orion asked, yanking her hand from beneath Tellen's. "What are you doing to Nienna?" 

      "Orion," Nienna objected.

      "I'm not doing anything to her," Tellen said. Nienna could tell he was annoyed at the interruption. "What you see is raw power emanating from her and into Teague. I'm merely the guide. Watch."

      Together, their hands wrapped around Teague's neck, allowing the Earthspark to flow freely. "Good," Tellen said. "Now, I'm going to allow you a little more control over the flow of the spark this time. You'll need to imagine health and vitality flowing from you and into Teague. I'll let you know whether to give more or less."

      Per Tellen's directions, she willed thoughts of life to flow out of her and into the injured man. The Guardian directed the spark like a well-trained road engineer overseeing his crew. It began slowly at first, like an ember in the ashes. 

      Then as Nienna continued to hold on to those thoughts, the tingling in her hand grew like a tiny flame catching onto kindling until it was a wave of energy surging forward.

      Tellen gasped as he felt the onslaught. Nienna felt like molten light was rushing from her, aiming straight for Teague. What began as a faint green glow beneath her palm was now very bright.

      "Careful not to give too much," cautioned Tellen. "If you give too much for too long, it will kill you."

      Nienna tried to rein in her thoughts, but the flow of power was alluring.

      "What is this?" Orion asked. Fear and awe colored his voice.

      "That should do here," said Tellen, sounding shaken. He lifted their hands and broke their connection. 

      Again, it felt like something had been ripped from her. Then her head began to spin. 

      "Deep breaths," Tellen said. "It will pass in a moment." 

      Once it did, Nienna felt tremors rising up her arms. She hugged herself to hide the shaking. Then the nausea hit. 

      Taking more deep breaths, Nienna felt her stomach calm. She marveled at how the skin had come together on Teague's neck, and scabs were visible. 

      "Thank you," Teague murmured. "That one hurt more than the others."

      Suddenly, Nienna felt like she could lie down on the ground and sleep away the rest of the night. She tried to sit back, but her eyes closed, and she would have fallen over if Tellen hadn't bounded over Teague's legs and propped her up.

      Orion's sword point was at Tellen's throat. "What did you do to her?" he demanded.

      "I did nothing but guide her energy. This is a result of her giving too much power, especially when she has never done this before," Tellen said, ignoring the blade.

      "Pleas-se, l-lower your blade," Nienna said, slurring her words. "He means-s us-s no harm."

      Orion looked as though he wanted to protest, but he held his tongue and did as asked.

      "I did warn you not to give too much," Tellen said in Nienna's ear.

      She leaned her head back to look into his face, dazed.

      "I didn't think I had until now," she said.

      "Here," he said, cupping her cheek. She felt energy trickling back into her. It was like liquid light streaming into her body, providing strength to her limbs. He released her face, and the light went out.

      Nienna blinked a few times as if coming out of a dream. She sat up.

      "Thank you," she said, leaning out of his embrace with a hasty look at Orion's scowling face. "I'll remember that."

      Her guard came to her side, making sure she wasn’t hurt. Tellen studied her for a few moments, then turned his attention back to Teague.

      "How do you feel?" Tellen asked.

      "Like I'll live to fight again," Teague said. He struggled to keep his eyes open "Funny, though. This is nearly the same position we were in when you left."

      "Apparently, we are meant to see this scenario play out to its fullest."

      "Apparently," Teague said. His eyes had almost entirely shut.

      "Is he all right?" Nienna asked.

      "He's weak," Tellen said. "We can knit back together tissue but not regenerate blood. He'll be cold and sluggish for a couple of days, but then he should be fine. So far as I can tell, we took care of all the major concerns. We do need to get him back to camp and dress the remainder of his wounds. It's too dark out here to do that properly."

      "Tellen," came an austere voice behind them. Nienna whirled around to see a broad man with silver blond hair walking toward their group. He wore bright steel armor that resembled bird feathers. "You found him then?" he inquired.

      "Yes, thanks to Cyra's warning," Tellen replied.

      The newcomer shot Teague a disgusted look. "Bring him along. We need to follow those vermin who escaped. Perhaps they'll show us where they emerged from."

      "Teague's not fit to travel, especially at those speeds. I'll remain with him until we can come," Tellen said.

      Drawing closer, the blond-haired man squatted down to inspect Teague's pale face. "He's looked better," he said in a disinterested tone.

      "Good to see you too, Aros." The corner of Teague's mouth twisted into a sneer.

      Aros stood and faced Tellen. "Very well. My men and I will trail the scum and report back our findings. You'll be remaining with this lot?"

      "Yes. Nearly all in the camp are injured. I'll need to attend to them before any infection sets in."

      "As you wish. Cyra!" called Aros. A white falcon sped down to the ground next to him. When it landed, a tall, vibrant woman with silver hair stood next to him. Teague took in a sharp breath.

      "Yes, my lord?" the woman trilled. Her voice was like listening to the song of birds speaking in harmony with one another. It was beautiful and unnerving all at once.

      "You are to stay with Tellen and be our form of contact. The others and I will hunt what’s left of the pack. You will act as Tellen's assistant in whatever thing he asks. Is that understood?" Aros said.

      "Of course, sir," the graceful woman said with a bow.

      As the gleaming man turned to leave, he paused, staring curiously at Nienna. She grew uncomfortable under the intense scrutiny.

      "I thought it was just lewd talk from those beasts, but now," Aros said with a slight upturn of his nose. "I see there was some truth to their words."

      "What do you mean?" Tellen asked, confused.

      "I was gleaning information on why the wolves took this particular route when I extracted a bit of interesting information. The beast spoke of a brilliant light that must be used for a better purpose than burning. I thought he was speaking nonsense, especially with all of us. But now, I see that perhaps this girl was who they were after," Aros said thoughtfully.

      Alarm raced through Nienna. Tellen faced Aros with a stern expression.

      "They likely confused this girl with one of us. I fought near her through the night," Tellen said dismissively.

      "I don't believe so. Surely you have the eyes to see just how brightly this girl burns. It's a wonder I missed it before." Aros stepped closer to her, reaching out a hand to touch her face. "It reminds me a great deal —"

      "Off with you now, Aros, before you lose the pack." Tellen stepped between Nienna and the man with the feathered armor. She did not miss the subtle menace in Tellen's voice.

      Aros raised an eyebrow, giving Tellen a slight bow before taking on the form of a great eagle.

      "Take care that you don't lose this one," Aros said as he took to the sky.

      Tellen's hands balled into fists as he watched the man leave. When he finally turned back around, he said, "Nienna, I think it would be wise for us to return to the camp as soon as we can. If we are missing much longer, your friends may try searching for us, and I don't want anyone else to get hurt tonight."

      Cyra remained where she was, staring anywhere but at Teague.

      Orion broke the silence. His sword was in his hand again. "We're not going anywhere until I start getting some answers. What happened, and who was that man?" Despite all he had seen this evening, his voice was even, but his eyes were wide, and the hand gripping his sword was shaking. Nienna could tell he was terrified but doing his best to hide it.

      The silver-haired woman’s bored expression turned attentive.

      "Please, Orion. Lower your sword. I'll give you all the answers you seek as we ride back to camp." Tellen held up his hands to show he meant no harm.

      "No, I get answers now." Orion's frame was trembling. 

      "Then lower your blade," Tellen said.

      Reluctantly, the blade was sheathed. Then Orion said, "Start talking."
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      "You mean to tell me that every story from our history is false?" Orion checked.

      "Pretty much," Nienna said.

      "And the whole bit about the Guardians and their powers? That's real too?"

      "You witnessed a portion of my power before your very eyes," Tellen said, incredulous.

      They were nearly back to camp. Tellen was walking beside his horse to allow Teague to ride. Nienna and Orion rode nearby.

      "And Teague really took out all those wolves?" Orion asked, gesturing at the bodies still littering the hillside.

      Nienna noted the bodies of the men in silver-white armor were now gone.

      "There are few who will ever fight half so well as Teague," commented Tellen.

      "Then we are indebted to you, Teague," Orion said. "We wouldn't have survived if we'd had to face the entire pack."

      "Few would have." Teague’s voice was muffled as his head rested on the horse’s neck.

      The group fell silent as they topped the rise. The camp was a hive of activity. Cyra could be seen flitting over the treetops.

      As they rode down the hillock, voices rang out.

      "They're back," Nienna heard Owen call.

      Her brother was standing next to Liam, leaning heavily on his crutch. "They've brought an extra."

      "And you're going to just let them waltz into camp?" came Aspen's outraged voice at the edge of the firelight.

      "Someone, please stuff a sock in his mouth. Make sure it's a dirty one," Owen ordered. "I've had about all I can take of him." He returned his attention to the riders, inspecting the bloodied man slumped over the neck of Tellen's horse. "He looks like he's been cut into mincemeat."

      "He nearly was," Tellen commented.

      "I am still awake, you know," Teague murmured.

      "Yes, and you've never looked better," said Tellen.

      Teague narrowed his eyes. "They don't need encouragement."

      "Orion, was all well out there? Nothing happened?" Owen asked her guard.

      Nienna felt annoyed that her brother didn't ask her that question.

      "Nothing untoward happened out there," Orion said. "But there was a whole battle that happened behind the hills."

      "What?" Owen asked. Concern carved its way onto his face.

      "This man, skin-changer, whatever, along with those birds, took the brunt of the wolf attack. What came our way was only a fragment. We owe Teague our lives."

      "Ike," Owen called. "Check the other side of the hill. Be careful."

      "Right away," Ike said and ran to get his horse. 

      Captain Marks came to stand beside Owen. "It appears that these skin-changers are not what we were taught, are they?"

      "Evidently not," Owen said. 

      "Once I finish tending to Teague, I will return to caring for your wounded," Tellen said. 

      "That would be most appreciated," Owen said.

      Captain Marks spoke up, "We've cleaned everyone up as best we could. That blood is hard to wash off."

      "Good," Tellen said, starting forward. "Let's get to work."

      They found a spare bedroll, and placed Teague on it near the fire. He was beginning to shake. Nienna gasped as she drew near. Teague's wounds looked worse than she'd been able to see under the canopy of trees. 

      His face was slashed in several places. A large gash ran from between his eyebrows, across his nose, and down to his jaw. His neck had four cuts that bisected it. His shirt was in tatters, and his skin was so pale that even the rosy glow from the fire did nothing to change it.

      "Are you a-always this t-talkative when you see b-blood?" Teague teased Nienna through his shivers. She stared down at him, not sure of what the contents of her stomach might do.

      "I've never seen so much of it," she whispered, unable to take her eyes off the gash crossing diagonally on his face.

      "You should have seen yourself when that grimmole attacked you," Tellen said, pulling out his supplies. "That was a lot of blood."

      Once Teague's neck had been cleaned and bandaged, Nienna and Tellen set to work on his back and chest. As they were finishing up, Tellen glanced around.

      "Nienna, if you can spare it, I think it would be wise to heal more of Teague's wounds. Aros will keep the pack at bay for now, but we need all the skilled fighters we can get," he said in a whisper.

      Nienna nodded uncertainly but placed her hand in Tellen's grip once more. She was careful to give only a small amount of energy. There was no need to attract unwanted attention. Teague sighed deeply as more of his pain dissipated.

      "That should do it for now," Tellen said, abruptly removing his hand from hers.

      "Teague, how are your remedies labeled?" Tellen asked.

      "Just as you always did," Teague said. His voice was faint. He could barely keep his eyes open.

      "Very good," Tellen said as he began pawing through Teague's pack. He gave the injured man a few drops of blue liquid in his mouth, and within a few moments, Teague was asleep.

      Nienna followed Tellen as they walked among the company, cleaning and bandaging the wounded.

      She felt as though the whole night had been a dark dream. One she would wake from in the morning to find all was as it should be. No one injured, no blood, and no dead.

      Tellen walked over to the body of JohnsBeck. He’d been an older man in her brother’s guard who’d died in the fight. The body was covered by his blanket so the girls wouldn’t have to see his mangled body.

      Tellen lifted the covering and what Nienna saw made her stomach roil. It appeared that he had been caught from behind and strangled by one of the wolves. At the sight of the body, her stomach heaved, and she ran to a clump of bushes. A reassuring hand pressed into her back. She shivered in the night air as the sweat on her forehead cooled.

      "Here," said Tellen's calming voice. He handed her a waterskin, allowing her to rinse her mouth. He then gave her a vial. "Breathe in the fumes for a moment. It should help calm your stomach."

      "What is it?" she asked weakly.

      "It's called ginger. I find it's a bit too strong if swallowed, but smelling it can still have great effects," he answered.

      It took several minutes, but the scent calmed her stomach.

      "I'm sorry. I wouldn't have lifted the blanket if I'd known the sight would make you ill," Tellen apologized.

      "I've never had to deal with death outside of losing my grandparents. But those were due to old age. I've never been confronted with anything like this," she said. Great shivers ran up and down her body.

      "Do you have strength left to assist me with a few more?" Tellen asked quietly. Nienna nodded, and he helped her to her feet.

      They wandered through the camp until they had bandaged and helped nearly everyone. Nienna felt drained. Physically and emotionally. She'd experienced terror, shock, and trauma. She found out she could heal others through touch. If she could do that, what else was she capable of? What if those wolves really had been after her, and JohnsBeck died, and others injured because of her?

      Seeming to sense her emotions, Tellen told her to get some rest. They could finish up in the morning. Nienna nodded and wandered back to her bedroll. She collapsed onto her blanket, but instead of sleeping, she lay awake, praying dreams would never come.
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      Sleep did not come easy to Nienna that night. When she finally managed to doze, images of grimmoles and Hein wolves plagued her. At one point, she sat up and looked around at all the sleepers beside her. Peaceful dreams after an attack like they'd endured must come only after one has endured several battles. If so, she hoped never to reach such a point.

      Aspen, who'd been tied to a tree, glared at her in the last light of the moon. Thinking of how he'd yanked her off her horse fueled the stare she returned. She gave up on sleep, deciding to watch the stars complete their rotation in the sky above.

      She heard occasional whimpers from Annalynn, but everyone else was quiet. Even Petra, causing Nienna to wonder what her friend's past held and where she'd acquired the knife. Owen even managed to chuckle in his sleep. He was probably reliving a well-executed prank. 

      Her breath deepened as she lay back in the grass, staring at the pre-dawn sky above. The constellation of the Queen of the Night, the most infamous thief in all of Tellidus, fell below the horizon. Streaks of purple and pink spiked up from the peaks of the Fringe. The sounds of grazing animals and the twittering of birds greeting the sun finally lulled her to sleep.

      As her dreams took her, she found herself standing on the side of a hill, gazing down on a clearing among the trees. Rows of boulders were strewn about as if a giant's child had been using them to build a tower, then knocked it down. She could see a castle in the distance. Solomon castle, to be precise.

      Snow or ash was drifting out of the sky. Nienna saw great bird feet with twelve-inch poisonous black talons drop a man to the ground through the swirling smoke, then disappear.

      She took stock of the pitch-like substance that coated his chest. His face was grey in the dawning light, and crisscrossed with thin black lines. Unruly black hair stuck to his forehead. He tried to sit up, but as he did so, he convulsed violently, forcing him to curl into a ball with a groan.

      Boots sounded on the rocks behind her, and Nienna spun around to find a woman strolling toward them. She was tall and thin, with red and black hair that shimmered like the embers of a dying fire. 

      The sight of her made Nienna want to hide as if this person had haunted her dreams before. The woman hated her. No, that wasn't right. She hated the man on the ground. The woman didn't even look at Nienna.

      "Having a pleasant day, brother dear?" came the woman's triumphant voice. "I know I am."

      She walked around and crouched so she could see his face. He glared up into her amber eyes, which were cold pits of hatred.

      "W-what have you d-done to me, w-witch?" he slurred through gritted teeth.

      "Can't you refer to me as your sister, Fiora?" she pouted, sticking out a cherry-red bottom lip. "No? Too bad. To answer your question, you have been captured by my new pets. I call them Nightshade birds. They have a strong paralyzing venom in their talons. One scratch would be enough to put the average weak human on the ground for hours. I ensured these birds had extra strength to take the great Tellen Ramforth hostage. The venom does eventually wear off, but if my pets are hungry, there is plenty of time for them to eat their fill."

      "W-where is Rei? W-what have you done with her? And w-where is my medallion?" Tellen demanded. Nienna could see that it was him. His rich baritone was fuller than she'd yet heard, but it was unmistakable. Death echoed off every one of his vocal cords.

      "She's nearby, and so is your medallion," Fiora replied with a sly smile. She pulled on a chain around her neck connected to a large soldered pendant containing four gems: a diamond, an emerald, a sapphire, and a ruby.

      Tellen blanched. What have you d-done to them?" he asked, appalled.

      "I made them better," she said. "Now I can control everything. I can release Cadaras, and we shall rule this world. There will be no more gallivanting after humans. I will make sure of it."

      "If you hurt her, I will t-tear you apart," he threatened. Every word he spoke sounded painful.

      The woman laughed. "You can't even stand. How could you tear me apart? Besides, I haven't laid a finger on her. See for yourself."

      She signaled to a pair of hulking figures who emerged from the smoke. Two squat grimmoles hauled Tellen to his feet by his arms. He cried out in pain but couldn't do more.

      The creatures brought him near the edge of the rock face so that he had a clear view of the boulder-strewn meadow.

      "I want you to witness the end of your fantasy," she said sweetly. "It's time for you to wake up and remember who you are."

      She brushed a white hand down his cheek. He twitched away from her.

      "And this has n-nothing to do with the fact that I t-trapped the dragon," Tellen said fiercely. His chest was heaving from his efforts to stand.

      Fiora's tender touch turned into a strike as her nails bit into his flesh.

      "This has everything to do with that," she hissed through her red lips. "It also has something to do with the fact that after you became infatuated with those mud beings, Serene and Aros deemed it a grand idea to mingle with them as well. As the only one of this family who still knows our place, I intend to set you all back on your correct paths, starting with you, Little Brother. These weak worms are not here for us to become friends. We're meant to rule over them, and they serve us."

      "And what do you c-call your infatuation with Cadaras, if not unnatural?" Tellen retorted. “T-that worm was destroying everything you and I had ever built, and you sat back, w-watching with a vapid smile on your face."

      Fiora slapped him hard across the cheek, leaving scarlet trails.

      "Be careful, brother," she said dangerously.

      "The humans do not rule over us," Tellen continued. "But neither do we need to be t-tyrants. We were sent here as Guardians, Fiora. Protectors and teachers. It is you who has lost your way. Don't you remember that we were encouraged to take part in the mortals' l-lives?"

      "I remember no such thing. I recall that we were to ensure these fools stayed on the right path. I mean to ensure that my younger brother also stays on his correct path. You will see the error of your ways soon enough," she said, stuffing Tellen's mouth with a dirty rag. She then turned to watch the meadow below. Malice was alight in her eyes.

      Nienna looked around, but could see nothing. What was this woman waiting for?

      Just then, a girl in torn, dirty clothes staggered out from behind a boulder, clutching a thin, curved sword with an onyx handle. White feathers tied in her tangled hair whipped around as she ran. Dark kohl smeared across her face.

      "Rei," Tellen said desperately around the gag. His voice did not make it far, and his body was still paralyzed.

      Nienna wished she could do more than watch the scene play out, but she was riveted to the spot, forced to see the events unfold.

      "You have escaped for the last time, girly," growled a burly man running after her. He kicked her hard in the back, sending her sprawling. Her sword flew out of her hand. Nienna could see the girl was hurt. Blood was seeping through her clothes at her side.

      Panic etched into Tellen's features. He tried to move again but only managed to wiggle his fingers. The grimmoles held him fast.

      The man below raised his sword to strike down the girl when a black streak shot out from a boulder with a war cry, catching the blade upon her crossed knives. Nienna recognized the newcomer as Fallon. Teague's sister. Perhaps there was still hope.

      "Run, Rei," cried Fallon as she kicked the man in the gut, sending him backward. Reina tried to get up but barely had the strength to lift her head.

      "No!" bellowed the man. He released a knife that caught Fallon in the chest. She fell backward, stunned, a hand curled around the hilt of the blade.

      Fiora giggled at the sight.

      "Fallon," Rei cried. The white feathers in her wild brown hair were falling out as she dragged herself over to her friend.

      "How could you care so much for heinous creatures like that and disregard your own family?" Fiora sneered in disgust. "Weak."

      Tellen struggled with everything he had against his captors. His feet pushed hard against the ground.

      Rei held Fallon in her arms. "No, no, no," she cried. "Please, no." Her sobs were carried up the hill on a breeze, making it sound as though the two women were right beside them.

      The burly man pushed up to his feet and swaggered over.

      "How could you?" Rei shouted through her tears. "She was your family."

      "I have no family." The man leered back. "And soon, I will be rid of you."

      He raised his sword high. Rei pulled Fallon's lifeless body protectively toward her, trying to shield her friend from the imminent blow. As the sword came down, a cloud of smoke obscured their view. Tellen screamed and broke an arm free.

      Fiora withdrew a black iron knife. Nienna watched it as though there was nothing else in the world. The Fire Guardian turned as though she would walk to Tellen but instead faced Nienna.

      "You're next," said Fiora as the black blade pierced Nienna's skin.
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      Nienna bolted upright as her panic forced her from the dream and collided with something solid. She immediately fell back to the grass in a daze.

      "Wretched girl," cursed Tellen's brusque voice.

      Stars swam before her eyes, but she managed to focus on Tellen huddled over to one side holding his nose. Blood leaked through his fingers as he held it up in the air.

      However, within a minute, Tellen stemmed the flow and looked furiously down at her.

      "Tellen?" Nienna croaked.

      Her mouth was parched. She clutched at her chest, afraid she might feel the handle of the black blade, but it came back empty.

      "Yes, Tellen," he growled. "What do you mean by trying to break my nose?"

      "Why were you bending over me like that?" she countered, rolling to her side. A building pain like a migraine gathered behind her skull.

      Owen was there. His eyebrows were pinched together, expressing worry, but his eyes were trying not to laugh at Tellen.

      "Your friends called me over. They said you were trembling, hardly even breathing. No one could wake you. We needed to make sure you were all right."

      "I was having a nightmare," Nienna said, keeping her throbbing head on the ground.

      "Hmph," Tellen snorted in disgust. He rechecked his nose to ensure the blood had stopped.

      Now that she was fully awake, the headache hit her square between the eyes. The sounds of the camp and the light from the rising sun made her curl up in a ball.

      "Nienna," Owen asked. "What's wrong?"

      "My head. It hurts," she whimpered.

      A set of hands gripped her shoulders and pulled her into a sitting position. In addition to her headache, nausea threatened her again.

      "Please open your eyes, Nienna. I need to make sure you don't have a concussion." Tellen's strong hands caressed her face as she opened her eyes. The point of contact between his hands and her face warmed as Tellen sent a measure of his Earthspark. It was a slow and steady drip of energy, but it was enough to subdue her headache.

      He moved his head around as though examining her from various angles. "You're pupils don't suggest that you gave yourself a concussion. Did you sleep much last night?"

      "No. Too many terrible things," she said. 

      "Here. This should help the pain." Tellen held a clear vial out for her to drink. She wondered how many little bottles he carried in that pouch of his.

      She accepted it gratefully. The familiar bitter taste of willow bark skipped over her tongue. Within a minute, the headache subsided, and she laid back on her blankets. Her eyes closed as the pain continued to drift away.

      "Let's give her a few minutes," Tellen said. She guessed he was waving to everyone to return to what they'd been doing earlier.

      "How are you doing this morning?" Tellen's soothing voice drifted across the clearing.

      "I'm fine," responded Owen in a melancholy voice.

      "How is your leg? Is it giving you any pain?"

      "No, but I'm afraid my splint came loose after all the excitement last night," replied Owen.

      Nienna controlled her breathing, feeling the lumpy ground beneath her wool blanket. She was sticky with sweat, and her chest had a dull ache. Had she just witnessed Rei and Fallon's final hours? If so, she could better understand the hurt that showed in Tellen's eyes every time he looked at her. 

      There was no mistaking the burly man from the dream. Without a doubt, she knew it was Saul Comstock. His portrait hung in the hallway near her father's study as one of the most revered monarchs. He'd tamed the landscape and set the foundation for a vibrant kingdom. A tradition carried forward by his children.  

      And Fallon had been part of his family?

      A scent burrowed its way into her nostrils, forcing her to open her eyes. The sun was peeking through the trees, but it was no later than midmorning. The summer air was pleasant, but the stench of carrion was poignant.

      "I can adjust those splints for you," offered Tellen.

      "Master Ramforth," her brother said.

      "Yes?"

      "Thank you. For everything. Even after how we treated you. You were our saving grace last night. None of us could hope to match your skill with the blade. Or claw. And Barrett tells me that Orion's report last night was true. The bodies of wolves cover the hillside. Most killed by your friend."

      "Teague is an extraordinary fighter. He was possibly one of the best students I ever had," said Tellen.

      "Wait a moment," challenged Owen. "You trained him to fight?"

      "And how to heal," Tellen replied nonchalantly. "He was my apprentice for many years."

      "No joking," Owen said, nonplussed.

      Nienna's headache finally subsided enough that she could sit.

      "How do you feel now, Nienna?" asked Tellen, watching her rise.

      "Like I've been backed over by a runaway cart," croaked Nienna.

      "You look like it, too," Owen chuckled.

      "I think that same cart hit you and then came back for more," said Nienna sourly.

      "It's possible. I'm an easy target." Owen flashed her his trademark grin, but it didn't reach her eyes.

      "Has your headache gone?" Tellen asked.

      "Yes. I can see straight again. That was awful."

      Tellen walked over to her and crouched. He checked her arms, her neck, and face. Even her eyes once more. Each time his hand touched her skin, more of the Earthspark sprang onto her, bolstering her strength.

      "You were lucky last night. A quarter of people never make it through their first fight," Tellen said. "I think it would be wise for us to continue training. You may need it for the journey ahead."

      "Do you think we'll be attacked again tonight?" Fear gripped her heart. Glancing over at JohnBeck's body, she couldn't bear the thought of losing one more friend.

      "It will be unlikely, but it doesn't hurt to be prepared." Glancing around briefly, Tellen leaned in. "If you have the strength, I could use your assistance again."

      Nienna was not keen to do any more healing. The power terrified her. If she lost control of it, she could lose her life. Plus, she suspected her headache originated from giving so much of herself last night. Her whole body ached. But she also knew her friends still needed her help. According to Aros, this was her fault. Getting to her feet, she followed Tellen around, visiting each person. Except one.

      Aspen's leer followed the pair as they worked around the camp. The group would be moving out soon, so the bandages needed to be secure. The sandy-haired man appeared to need no healing. He'd acted like he was in no pain, and none of the blood on his person appeared to be his own. The black aura around him, however, had expanded. It was as if everyone could feel it, but none knew what it was. The group gave him a wide berth, leaving him practically to himself.

      Gathering her courage, Nienna walked over to him. "How is your hand, Aspen?"

      "Fine," came the curt reply.

      "I've seen you flex it and that it seized up on you in the middle of the fight last night."

      Aspen looked away from her. "I'm fine." 

      "About last night..." Nienna began. But Aspen cut her off.

      "You made your choice, Nienna. There's nothing more to discuss."

      Nienna paused, her mouth flapping open like a fish. She reached out to him, but he recoiled. 

      "Get away from me," he seethed. 

      Tellen was by her side in an instant. "Come. You can't do anything for him."

      Her heart was heavy as she walked away from her former friend. She found her bedroll and began packing up her things. Owen hadn't moved from his spot in front of a small fire since she arrived. 

      "Are you all right, Owen?" she asked, trying to take her mind off of Aspen.

      "As well as can be, I suppose," he said. "You?"

      "Stiff and sore," she said, coming to sit beside him.

      Owen smiled briefly. "That was your first real fight. The soreness is from all the adrenaline and possibly from the wolf landing on top of you. Once you get moving today, it should go away." 

      Nienna watched her brother in silence for a time. He did not move from his position even slightly.

      "Are you sure you are OK?"

      Throwing a twig into the fire, he said, "I suppose I am just very ready for this whole misadventure to be over with. I don't want to lose anyone else. Plus, I'm sure Rivkah is a nervous wreck. Calum went riding ahead to Solomon with the news of the cave in." He spoke this last bit quietly.

      Nienna grasped Owen's arm bracingly. He looked over at her.

      "You'll get home soon. I promise," she said.

      "What would it take to convince you to come with me?" he asked. "I don't like you out here by yourself."

      "I'm not alone. I have my friends and guards with me. Plus, Alturis is where I belong, Owen. I can't stay in Solomon any longer. You know that."

      "You have to at least come visit this fall during the festival. I'm getting married, and you are the Maid of Honor. Also, if you don't fall for someone before then, I know a strapping young man who would like to see you again." A glimmer of Owen's usual self was returning.

      "Who is that?" She had no idea who he meant.

      "Rivekah's adopted cousin Ross, of course. She says he asks after you constantly."

      "Ross?" She hadn't thought of him since she left for Alturis. "We'll see. I may still be enjoying my status as a "maid" at that point. I will be home for your wedding, though."

      Tellen walked over to Teague, and Nienna's eyes followed his progress. When she returned her gaze to her brother, an evil impish grin shone on his face.

      "Did he kiss you last night?"

      "Will you ever grow up?"
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      The morning wore on, scattering light through the trees as Nienna and her companions gathered around JohnBeck's body. A mound of river stones from the nearby stream created his grave. The short memorial service was full of gratitude for the older man and his bravery in defending them in their perils.

      Once they'd concluded, they all swung into their saddles, Teague now riding the dead man's horse, and they set off at a brisk pace. The mood was subdued. No one felt like talking, not even Owen. Aspen had been bound to his saddle and gagged to prevent him from making comments. 

      Nienna rode next to Tellen at the end of the company. When she was sure no one was in earshot, she leaned over and asked, "Did I imagine what happened last night?"

      "No. It was very real," Tellen said quietly.

      "I didn't imagine anything? Not even a certain cat or bird?" she asked hopefully.

      Tellen eyed her. "The evidence is riding ahead of you. Plus, I'm sure you feel the effects of the Earthspark. It's likely humming in your veins at this moment, making you feel giddy or anxious."

      She did feel more aware of everything around her. It felt like she could see everything at once. Her mind was working faster than a windmill in a hurricane. However, it paled in comparison to the heady surge of power she felt every time she released the Earthspark. She reveled and shrank at the feeling.

      "It terrifies me," she said.

      "It should. If you ever gave too much or lost your control, it would consume you. But it is also a wondrous gift—one given to you to help others."

      "But how did I do that last night? You directed where the spark needed to go and often controlled the flow. I could feel your power every time you gripped my hand. It seemed faint, like a sleeping dragon, but dwarfed my power by comparison." Nienna's heart raced as she thought about how the Earthspark flared to life each time their hands touched.

      "Last night, you healed everyone, not me. I was just the conduit, directing the energy where to go," he said. "And as for my power, It's little more than a trickle of what it is with my medallion."

       "How can I suddenly have the ability to heal, though?” She wrapped her fingers tightly around Fingol's reins. This question had plagued her most of the night.

      "I wouldn't say it was sudden. It's been a part of you your whole life, but it must have manifested in another way. When the grimmole injured you, that interaction awakened the part of you where the Earthspark resides. It emerged while you were healing from the attack, and it will continue to grow as you use it," Tellen replied.

      "You said you thought it was due to the grimmole shards that I healed too quickly," she argued.

      "I did, at first, but when every place you were hurt began closing at a rapid pace, I knew different. I'd seen it before. A few nights ago, as I cleared the last of the shards after that ridiculous ceremony, you were healing yourself before I even finished."

      "But how does it work? How can I heal with just my thoughts? Especially when I'm unconscious." 

      "Your mind is a powerful tool. We create things in our minds all the time before we ever make them in the physical world. Think of every map you've made. You took your notes, measurements, and sketches. Then you created a rough image in your mind of what the map should look like before you ever put your pen to the parchment."

      Nienna knew he was right. But that still didn't help her understand how the Earthspark worked.

      "But what is the Earthspark? And why do I have it?"

      Tellen thought for a moment how to answer. "The Comstocks were the first people to walk this land. They were tied to it in a way no other family has been. The Great King gifted them with the powers to help lead the people of the earth, and we were their guides. This is why your Earthspark is so strong. You are a Comstock, and you have a strong love for all you see."

      Nienna bit her bottom lip as she thought about his words. Finding Owen among the riders, she wondered if he also had the Earthspark and didn't know it. "But what is the Earthspark?" she persisted.

      "It is what gives all creation life: the trees, the animals, the people. All of it is tied back to the Earthspark. But in those capable of using it, the way it manifests is different for each one. Teague can take on the form of two animals. He is also an excellent tracker, using the earth and the trees to find his quarry."

      "What about your other followers? What could they do?"

      "Those closest to me usually developed the ability to change form to an animal most like them. Their senses were enhanced in some way, allowing them to excel in various things. The gifts were many. Some were very fast and took the form of fleet footed predators. Others were exceptionally strong and could turn into a bear. And some learned to change the landscape, like Saul, though he gave up his gift. A rare few could heal through transferring the Earthspark to others."

      His expression was far away. As if he saw each of his followers standing along the roadside.

      "Your gift has been the hardest thing for me," he said, coming back to their conversation.

      "Why is that?" Nienna asked in bewilderment.

      "Because Rei had those same abilities."

      Pity surged forward as her vision from the night before emerged. "Tellen, I..."

      Tellen held up a hand to stall her apology. "There is nothing you've done wrong. That gift is one of the most powerful and the one I need most right now. You saw how much good you did last night. Unfortunately, attacks like that will become more frequent the longer my medallion is missing. That's why I must find it. Why I need you to come with me." 

      Tellen's jaw flexed as though he were biting back his words. But he continued. "I know what I'm asking, and I hesitate to do so. Yet, with your growing power, you'd be more susceptible to the medallion's signature than either Teague or me at the moment. You're my only hope of getting it back before any more people get hurt."

      "What about my career, Tellen? I'm just starting out as a professor. If I quit now, I'll never get another chance. I can't just leave it. I want to help you, but I gave my word to the dean that I'd be back. I want to make a difference in this world by teaching those students, just as my professors did for me."

      Tellen considered her. "Do you want to make a difference for only a few, or would you rather expand your reach and impact the lives of thousands? Your gift is needed. Light does so much more when it's shared."

      Nienna pursed her lips and looked out at the columns of lodgepole pines lining the road. She thought about returning to Alturis after all that had happened. Teaching had always been her dream, but was it still? If she helped Tellen get his medallion back, he could prevent attacks like the one last night from happening ever again. Wasn't that worth giving up teaching for?

      When she looked back, Tellen waited for an answer. 

      Nienna looked away again. She'd given her word she would be an exemplary teacher. She always kept her promises. The guilt of that weighed upon her mind. 

      She'd already been away for too long. Thoughts of the other teachers burdened by her classes on top of their own squeezed around her chest, tightening their grip until she couldn't breathe. 

      Orion spared her from answering as he pushed through the group of riders.

      "Ramforth," Orion called. "It's Falkirk." 

      Dread began to trickle down her back as Tellen tensed in his saddle, sniffing the air. He wrinkled his nose at what he smelled.

      "Right away," Tellen said, encouraging his bay horse to a lope after Orion.

      Nienna followed.

      Teague was already on site, pulling Liam off his horse. Everyone stopped. All but Owen and Aspen dismounted. Owen because of his leg and Aspen because he was still tied to his saddle. All watched in baited silence.

      Once the stocky man was out of his saddle, they laid him in the grass alongside the road. Teague gingerly pulled Liam's shirt from a seeping wound. It revealed a putrid cut on his side. He glanced up at Tellen, who was standing above him.

      What Nienna saw made her stomach churn. The gash on Liam's side was oozing a white liquid that gave off an awful smell. Blood flowed around it but seemed sluggish and unnatural. The flesh looked black, as though it had died.

      "We need water and a rag," Tellen said to Captain Marks, who quickly fetched the items. As soon as he had them in his hands, Tellen poured the clear water onto the gash while Teague wiped at the goo with a wadded cloth and a borrowed glove. Liam convulsed each time they sluiced the muck from his side.

      "Hold him down," Tellen ordered. Two of Owen's men came forward and held Liam's shoulders while Nienna and Orion held his legs. Tellen poured more water on the wound, clearing away the foul-smelling gel.

      "Be careful not to touch that mess, any of you," Teague told those holding Liam. "It can spread." Nienna's insides began to tie into knots with worry.

      Bunching up the rag more, Teague dragged it across the gash again. Tellen and Teague alternated between using the rag and the water until, finally, the wound appeared clean.

      "He must have hidden this," grumbled Tellen. "Anyone else have wounds they're hiding?" he challenged the group.

      No one responded. Tellen retrieved a clear vial out of his pouch. Looking at those holding down the guard, he said. "He's about to make a run for it, so hold him fast. I need to get this over the whole infected area. He's not going to like it, but hold him steady."

      They all adjusted their grips. Liam's eyes were half-closed, his breath coming in shallow bursts. He'd stopped moving once the white goo was off his skin, but his stillness made Nienna more uneasy than the convulsions.

      Tellen unstoppered the vial with his teeth and poured. Liam bucked, releasing an unearthly cry. The stocky guard was sweating and trembling.

      "Will he make it?” came Orion's worried voice.

      "I think so. I think we caught it in time," Tellen said. 

      Teague nodded in agreement. His face was still pale from the loss of blood last night.

      "Something that might help him now is a soft touch. Nienna, please take the hand near me. Hopefully, your touch will help calm him down," Tellen said.

      She did as instructed and took the indicated hand. 

      "How does this help?" Nienna asked. Liam still twitched and groaned like before.

      "It helped me," Teague murmured, giving her a significant look. 

      It then dawned on her what Tellen was asking her to do. He didn't want her just to hold Liam's hand; he was asking for her to use her new abilities to heal. And this time without his help. Could she do this without losing control? Then there was the fatigue and the headache that followed. That was not something she wanted to experience again.

      The alarm must have shown in her face because Tellen gave her a reassuring nod. She had to do it. She couldn't allow Liam to die because she was afraid.

      Taking a steadying breath, she began to visualize Liam's side whole and unmolested. Pools of energy gathered to her palms, and she gave it a nudge with her mind. Tendrils of power began to leave her and enter into her friend. She felt the wound through his palm, though it was faint.

      She had to search for a deeper connection to the injury so that her power could find it. The thought of her headache this morning was enough of a reminder to go slow. She also didn't want to alarm anyone who might be watching their hands, for there just might be a faint glow.

      As Nienna continued to push energy toward Liam, his clenched hand loosened and relaxed. Teague and Tellen were busy wrapping Liam's torso, probably to hide the healing flesh. The guard's chest began to rise and fall in a steady rhythm, and a sigh escaped his lips.

      "There," said Tellen in a low voice. "Now we're getting somewhere. I think you can release him, Nienna."

      She watched the remainder of the proceedings at a distance, supported by Petra. She didn't think she'd given Liam that much, but it had taken more than she expected to reach the wound. The infection had been deep.

      She squeezed her eyes shut as tears began to fall. She hated to show such apparent weakness in front of all these men. She'd worked hard to be seen as a competent woman instead of the usual emotional mess that women were supposed to be. However, her frustration at her emotions only gave them fuel. Petra stroked Nienna's hair to comfort her. 

      Liam was sitting up now. He searched the crowd until he found Nienna, giving her a curious look before turning away to answer Tellen's questions. Owen leaned forward in his saddle as Teague and Tellen reexamined every other wound the company had received.

      Once every member of the company had been looked over and declared fit to travel, all clambered back onto their horses. 

      Then someone called out, "Where's Perrill?"

      Everyone looked around, but there was no sign of him. Hoofprints were everywhere, so it would be impossible to pinpoint where he left. 

      "I can track down your missing man," offered Teague. "Do you want him dead or alive?"

      Captain Marks leaned back in his saddle, looking uneasy. The thought of the man who'd killed so many of those rabid wolves last night going after Aspen was a disquieting thought.

      "If the coward felt he would get worse punishment by returning to Solomon, then the deserter has sealed his fate. He won't be welcome at the capital or any other city or town in Tellidus ever again. His poster will be hung in every guardhouse and seized on sight should he show his face again. He's now an outlaw and will be treated as such." Captain Marks's voice fell like a hammer, pounding the nails into Aspen's coffin.

      Nienna looked up the hillside and thought she saw a dark cloud disappear among the pines. Turning back to the group, Owen caught her eye. She could see him trying to hide his "I told you so" look, but it was as plain as the concern he wore.

      Nienna knew if Aspen were ever foolish enough to walk through the gate of a city again, he'd be a dead man.

      The farther south they traveled, the warmer it became. It was nearing noon, and the sun was high overhead. Nienna raised her face to the light, soaking in its radiant warmth after the chilling events of the last several hours.

      The rest of the day passed without incident. Liam became livelier as they ran into the evening. Teague gained back some color to his face as well.

      The headache that came on after healing Liam was manageable only with the aid of willow bark.

      "Does this ever get easier?" Nienna asked Tellen as she slumped over the neck of her horse.

      "The headache is always present, but soon your body will learn how to take care of that too. You won't have to rely on willow bark each time. You've had a crash course on using your gift, so don't be too hard on yourself. It's a difficult thing to learn, even in controlled circumstances. You did well today."

      Tellen smiled down at her. A true smile. For the first time since she met him, there was no trace of sadness on his face as he watched her. Thoughts of being able to see that smile every time he looked at her fought their way forward. 

      With her head still on Fingol's neck, she studied the man riding beside her. Could she leave the life she'd created for herself, giving it all up to follow him? Could she put her family's past behind her, healing the broken bond between the Comstocks and the Guardians? 

      At that moment, she wanted to try.
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      Aspen traveled through the night long past when his eyes grew itchy with sleep. The forest was darker tonight. Very little moonlight trickled down from between the trees. He wasn't sure where he was going, but it certainly wasn't back to Solomon. He would make a name for himself elsewhere, far from her. 

      He'd escaped yesterday while everyone was watching Liam grapple with death. They'd been so focused on the fallen guard, they never even saw Aspen slowly nudged his horse to the trees. Once he was far enough away, he kicked his horse into a sprint. It had taken him several hours to get untangled from his saddle, but he'd finally managed. 

      No one had come after him. Likely because they knew he would be a dead man should he enter any of town or city again. Yet, he felt eyes watch him as he climbed the slope.

      Had he stayed, he might have been able to work his way back up the success ladder again, but until he did, it would disgrace his family. He'd worked so hard to earn his position. To lose it in the blink of an eye was an insult.

      When his horse stumbled, Aspen finally halted. He rolled out his blankets and picketed his worn-out mount. He didn't look much better. His clothes were caked in mud from when his horse threw him at the sudden appearance of a snake. He'd been sorely tempted to run his horse through with his sword but decided to get the snake instead. He didn't want to walk.

      He cooked a meager meal over a small fire, then leaned back against a tree. The night was warm. He wouldn't sleep much tonight. 

      Aspen thought about going north and joining the raiders, but he doubted they would take him. He looked too Tellidine. Plus, he couldn't speak their language like Nienna. He ground his teeth at the thought of her. 

      Perhaps he should go south. Get out of Tellidus completely. Maybe his family would think he died. It would break his mother's heart, but at least he wouldn't have to bear the shame of his family.

      Aspen glared darkly into the flames of the campfire. He wouldn't be in this predicament if Nienna had just seen things his way. But she'd rejected him, tossed him aside like a piece of trash. Choosing instead to be by the skin-changer's side. His heart burned at the thought.

      Nienna had chosen an outsider over him. Aspen felt like he could have tolerated it if Ramforth had been the son of some nobleman Nienna had met at Alturis. Someone with a pedigree that trumped his own. But she'd chosen a filthy, lying, flea bitten mongrel of skin-changer! 

      The more he stared at the fire, the more he wished he could use it. He would set that whole beautiful, wasted city of Alturis ablaze, followed by Solomon, and enjoy watching them burn.

      "I can help you do it," a woman's voice said next to him.

      Aspen jumped and pulled out his long hunting knife. He stared at the commanding figure in front of him. The woman had red and black hair that seemed to ripple with light like coals in the fire. She wore a simple black dress that only enhanced her. Her ruby-red lips smiled coyly at him.

      "Who are you?" he demanded, hardly able to take his eyes from her. This woman was dangerous, like a viper dressed in silk.

      "The question, I think, is who are you?" she teased.

      "Don't play games with me, girly," he growled.

      "Girly?" she cooed. "Hardly. I am very much a woman. My name is Fiora Moratis, Guardian of Fire."

      She leaned in closer, forcing Aspen to back away.

      "What do you want?" he asked in a harsh voice.

      "I want what you want," she replied.

      "And what would that be?"

      “Revenge. Power. Someone to call my own."

      "What makes you think I want those things?" he spat, doing all he could to deny the truth from showing in his face.

      "Any fool can see it the way you stare into the fire, wishing to control it. To touch it and not be burned. But I can see into your heart."

      Aspen narrowed his eyes as Fiora continued.

      "I hear your thoughts, feel your intentions, and I want to help you."

      "And what do you get in return?" he asked.

      "Freedom," she replied.

      "You're a prisoner?"

      "Yes. Trapped by those who fear power. Afraid of those they have oppressed."

      "How can you be trapped if you are here with me?" Aspen asked. 

      "This is not my body. But through your emotions and the smoke, I can take a semblance of my form. I've had to abandon my physical self, eliminating all but the faintest traces of my power." Her lip curled in a sneer.

      "You sound an awful lot like those skin-changers, Tellen and Teague," Aspen said in a low growl, his hunting knife rising level with Fiora's chest.

      "Tellen was the one who trapped me." She slid closer to him, forcing Aspen to take two steps back.

      "Why come to me?"

      "You have seen the one who is strong enough to release me. I saw her in your mind, the one on whom your heart dwells. I need her, and I can make her pay for her crimes against you. Though you do not recognize it, she burns as bright as the white flame, and that flame is what I need to be free."

      "If you see all that, then you should know I can't get close to her. I'll be killed if I try."

      "Are you going to let that stop you?" she pouted. "I can hear your heart. It burns with desire and rage. So much anger with no way to use it."

      Her words began twining themselves around Aspen's mind. Ensnaring him like a snake as it begins to squeeze a mouse, speaking soothing words of warmth and rest as the mouse takes its final breath.

      "Who are you?" she asked him again.

      "Aspen," he replied. The knife in his hand lowered to his side.

      "What is it that you seek, Aspen?" she purred.

      "I seek revenge," he said, gazing at her.

      Fiora's black dress was shimmering like her hair. She stepped closer to him, and this time he didn't move. "Go on."

      Something warned him to stay silent, but he was tired of being pushed around. The snare in his mind slowly began to squeeze his heart.

      "Nienna was meant for me and none else, but she couldn't see that. Her brother threatened me to stay away. But I couldn't. Then, she rejected me. Cast me out. And I want her to see what a mistake that was."

      "Come to me, and we can bring ruin to all who've betrayed us," Fiora whispered in his ear as she caressed his face.

      He stared into her fiery eyes. "Where are you?"

      She pressed her wraithlike hand onto the black mark on his palm.

      "Here."

      It was like a jolt of lightning blazed through his body, searing his insides. He screamed in pain then all went dark.

      Aspen opened his eyes to find himself facedown in the dirt. Sunlight was peering over the tops of the Eastern Fringe. He stared hard at the peaks. The jagged black line on his hand burned, but it did not make him wince. Instead, he felt strong. Power coursed through him, filling every fiber of his being. He smiled darkly as he flexed his hand.

      They would pay for how they'd treated him. He would make her pay. He knew where they were going, and he had just enough time to get there.
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      A blanket of guilt wrapped itself around Nienna, suffocating her beneath it. They were approaching the Mandoro river, and drawing ever nearer to Alturis. But thoughts of her beloved home did nothing to combat her worries and fears.

      The guilt squeezed harder on her chest. JohnsBeck was dead because of her. Liam had nearly died, because of her. What if Aspen's actions had been her fault as well?

      Then there was Tellen. He'd come to her again that day, practically begging her to help him find his medallion. But she'd given her word to the university. 

      Tellen needed her help. Deep down, she knew that. But Teague was an excellent tracker. They could find Tellen's medallion, right? They've both had to deal with this kind of danger on numerous occasions. They'd get it figured out.

      When she told Tellen she wouldn't be joining him, he said he would see her safely to Alturis, then must he depart. He could feel his medallion's pulsating power like his own heartbeat somewhere nearby. It was getting ready to strike again. As he'd walked away from her, Nienna wanted to run after him, tell him she'd changed her mind. But she couldn't. Besides, what would Owen say?

      By midday, the group could hear the roar of Mandoro Falls. As they neared the thundering water, they could see mounds of crates stacked up near the riverbanks. Men from the city were busy unpacking clear sugar glass globes into a large net that spanned the river. 

      "It's Summer Solstice tomorrow," Petra said when Axel asked what they were doing. “When the sun dips behind the gorge, they drop the globes over the rocks poking out of the river. As the substance inside reacts with the water, this entire river will glow.” As Petra continued with the reaction between the water and the bioluminescent substance inside the globes, Axel's eyes began to glaze over.

      Nienna looked back at the men working with the crates. The Summer Solstice was a spectacular event in Alturis. Perhaps the most enchanting anywhere in Tellidus. But as she looked down on her beloved gorge, she wondered if she made the right choice. Was this really where she belonged?  

      At the crossroads, Nienna bid her dear, impish brother goodbye. He was eager to get home to Solomon as quickly as possible and couldn't stay the night at Alturis. 

      Captain Marks told her if she saw any sign of Aspen to report it immediately. He gave Orion a letter to hand over to the peacekeepers when they entered the city. If Aspen were to return, this might be his first stop.

      She watched her brother for as long as she could, then turned Fingol down the road towards Alturis. Summer was well underway, and the trees were a brilliant green. The sound of the hundreds of waterfalls around the city was everywhere. 

      The bright colors of the Alturis residents and the enticing smells of the festival preparations surrounded her. Yet, with every step Fingol took toward the gates of the university, she felt like she was strapping on shackles. 

      "Are you two going to stay for the festival tomorrow?" Annalynn asked, looking at Tellen and Teague.

      Nienna held her breath as she waited for their answer. Her heart yearned for Tellen to say yes.

      "We must press on towards my home as soon as we can. More of those wolves are likely out there, along with other unsavory creatures," Tellen said. Then he glanced at Nienna, and something in his expression changed. "But we've never seen the solstice celebration. I suppose we could stay one more day."

      Nienna relaxed the grip on her reins and looked out over Lake Alta. One more day. Then she had to return to being Professor Nina Rostock. No more adventures. No more fights for her life. No more Tellen.

      "We better find a shop then," Annalynn said, breaking into Nienna's thoughts. "because you can't attend the solstice in dirty, bloodstained travel clothes." Annalynn peered around, trying to find her favorite places. "Since tomorrow is a holiday, we won't have to worry about teaching. We can spend the whole day enjoying the festival. Maybe we can even get in a swim." She winked at Liam. 

      Her stocky guard blushed, then pulled at the loose collar of his tunic like he was struggling to swallow. 

      Teague whistled as they rode through the crowded streets. He was still pale but appeared to be regaining much of his strength. 

      "Is this the first time you've been here, Teague?" Petra asked.

      "I've been on the outskirts, but never inside. Your people sure know how to build things."

      Nienna watched his wide-eyed expression as he took in the colorful attire of the residents and the graceful arching buildings. His dark hair hung limp in the heat of the day. He breathed in the smells of sweetbreads and meat pies as they rode through the market, scenting them like a cat with his mouth slightly open. 

      They left the horses in the university stables and walked to a small cafe to eat dinner. Afterward, the girls found Dean Harmon and reported on their journey. The dean was relieved to have them back. The other teachers were feeling overworked from covering their classes. She told them to be ready to teach again the day after the festival. The girls said they'd be prepared and left to find their apartments. They agreed to meet in the forum after breakfast in the morning. 

      Annalynn and Petra were bubbling with excitement as they took off down the hall to their rooms. Nienna led the way up the next flight of stairs to her apartments. Even Orion and Liam had caught the bug and spoke nonstop about everything they wanted to see and eat. 

      Tellen and Teague would stay in Aspen's rooms as they were now unoccupied. Rooms she would have to clear out so another professor could have them. The image of Aspen's deranged face swam in front of her eyes before she could shake it. 

      Handing Tellen the spare key, she told them to explore the city. They'd mentioned something about the medallion being close and wanted to do some investigating. 

      She bid her friends good night and entered her office. The deep forest green walls, and the mahogany bookshelves, welcomed her back. Her drafting table beckoned her to clear the dust and pull out her latest project. But she walked past them all, right up her black metal staircase that spiraled up to her roof. 

      She stared up at the stars glittering above the city. Felt the warm breeze carry the scent of wild raspberries and aging wood. She twisted her wolf ring and thought of Tellen's disappointed face.

      "I'm home," she thought dejectedly.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of shopkeepers getting out to their stands early, ready to hit the soon heavy traffic resounded through Nienna’s open windows. She pulled on her favorite dress. It was multi-hued, starting with gold, then orange, pink, and ending with purple. She wove golden strands into her curling hair. She even put on just a touch of makeup. 

      With apprehension, she inspected her reflection. For once, she wanted to feel the beauty everyone told her she had. She wanted people to notice her. She wanted one person in particular to notice her.

      Crowds already gathered in the streets of Alturis city by the time Nienna went to meet her friends at the forum. Liam and Orion trailed behind her, dressed for the party in tunics of dusky blue and brown. 

      To her surprise, Tellen and Teague were the only ones there. Petra and Annalynn must be running late. When she looked at Tellen, she paused a step. He had on dark trousers and boots and a midnight blue tunic with silver embroidery. His curly hair rested regally around his face. 

      She'd never seen Tellen in anything but traveling clothes and weapons strapped to his waist. This version intimidated her. For once, she saw him for what he was, the Guardian of the Earthspark. A being of power and might. She wondered if he could ever see her as anything more than a weak mortal.

      Teague, who had been standing beside Tellen, let out a long whistle. "If every celebration in Alturis brings out such beauty, then perhaps it's time for me to pick a permanent residence." He took her hand when she approached and kissed it. 

      "Better make sure Cyra doesn't see you," Tellen warned.

      "Maybe this will get her to talk to me, if only to shout," Teague muttered as he straightened.

      Tellen looked at his friend like a disapproving father. "I think maybe telling her you're sorry would be better. She did help me find you after the wolf attack.”

      "I didn't realize Cyra was still with you," Nienna said, looking around. She'd entirely forgotten about the silver-haired woman from the Grimaldi woods.

      "She stays close, but there's a bit of history between her and Teague," Tellen said. His eyes narrowed as he looked at his companion. "After I disappeared, Teague roamed the woods searching for me. He left everything and everyone behind, including Cyra."

      Teague, dressed similarly to Tellen, wore dark trousers, but his shirt was more of a teal color with gold stitching. He looked like a prince with his keen eyes and proud, arrogant face. And possibly the trace of a mischievous smile. Much like Nienna's brother.

      "She'll eventually forgive me," Teague said, brushing the topic aside.

      Tellen only shook his head.

      "Sorry we're late," Petra cried as she and Annalynn jogged across the square, nearly running headlong into a man with stringy white hair. Their dresses rippled out behind them. "Annalynn couldn't find her sandals."

      Orion and Liam both struggled to keep their mouths from falling open. The two girls were stunning with their curled hair and orange and pink dresses.

      Perhaps we should try to dress up a bit more often, Nienna thought. These men act like we're new creatures today.

      "Come on," Annalynn said, grabbing Liam's hand, causing him to wince as it pulled on the scabs of his wolf bite. 

      He looked back at Nienna with a helpless smile. With a nod, she encouraged him to go. She'd be safe enough today. 

      Orion locked eyes with Tellen. An unspoken understanding passed between them, then he and Petra wandered ahead, still keeping within eyesight of Nienna.

      "Shall we?" Tellen asked. He stood next to her, waiting for her to take his elbow.

      With a flutter in her stomach, she took his arm. "With pleasure."

      The Summer Solstice was a major celebration throughout Tellidus. Each city had its own way of celebrating the longest day of the year, but in Nienna's mind, Alturis would always be the best. 

      In addition to music, festival food, and dancing, the city put on a spectacular show of lights. Thousands of miniature globes had been collected all week at the top of the Mandoro waterfall that fed all the remaining falls surrounding the city.

      When the sun hit its zenith, the fluorescent globes would be sent down the river and over the falls. As the spheres shattered against the rocks, a brilliant glow would spill over Mandoro and into the secondary falls in the gorge. The effect was of dazzling sunlight flowing through the water and filling the city with its rays. It truly was a sight to behold.

      As the day wore on, the group watched acrobats stack chairs, flipping off the top and landing to loud applause. They viewed a play performed at the amphitheater and even took a boat ride around the lake. 

      Music was heard in every square. More than once, Nienna wanted to ask Tellen to dance, but she was afraid. Then another girl would claim him before she could work up the courage. Each time this happened, her uncaring facade would crack a bit more. She'd never thought enough about a man to worry about her heart getting broken. But right now, it seemed like a real possibility. 

      Tellen was leaving in the morning, and she needed to stay, didn't she? She was a professor, but she also had the Earthspark. A powerful tool that could allow her to do so much good in this land. Maybe even heal the wounds of the past, bringing in a brighter future.

      As the dance wore on, Nienna was running out of chances. There had been times, she thought Tellen was going to ask her, but he was always hauled away by a very forward girl, or some other interruption occurred. When she next found herself standing alone with the Guardian,  Nienna's mouth went dry. She'd do it this time. She'd ask Tellen to dance.

      "Come. I think it’s time we had a turn," Tellen said, taking her hand firmly. The Earthspark fizzed at his touch, but he only held on tighter. The forward girl had a look of deep disappointment as Tellen led Nienna out.

      Nienna's stomach was doing flips. This felt different than when she'd helped Tellen heal their friends. This time, the spark seemed meant for them.

      "You look beautiful," Tellen said as they waltzed around the circle.

      "You look quite handsome yourself," she said.

      "I thought it would be a good day to dress up," he remarked with a smile.

      She returned it with one of her own. Her eyes lingered on his.

      The Guardian was a fluid dancer. He led her around the square as a fiddle and flute sang out the haunting harmony.

      "May my heart find, 

      The one who, 

      It has long been denied.

      Take my hand, Love,

      And together 

      We shall fly.

      Tellen sang along to the music in his resonant voice.

      "You know this song?" Nienna asked, surprised.  

      "It's one I've always loved. It was created about the time your ancestor Greyson came into power." Tellen looked down at her. That genuine smile lit his face once more. His scent of wild rain washed meadows, and pine wafted around her. But his eyes held a touch of sadness.

      When the song ended, the crowds began to gather along the shores of the lake. The sun was ready to drop below the walls of the gorge.

      Nienna and Tellen walked down to a rocky outcropping that set them above the crowds. Tellen dangled his legs over the edge as they waited for the final spike of light to spill over the top of the cliffs. Teague had disappeared some time ago, claiming he needed to attend to something. 

      "I hope he's spotted Cyra and is planning to make up," Tellen said, watching the lithe man go.

      The other four had disappeared during the dance, and Nienna hadn't caught sight of them since. She gazed upon the brilliant hues of pinks, purples, blues, and blacks of the people dotting the shoreline.

      As they watched the sunset, a wave of gasps erupted from the gathered crowd. Nienna stood, and Tellen followed as the glimmering globes began to descend the massive waterfall, spilling into the offshoots, bathing the whole valley with a golden light. The shimmering water soon filled the lake. The golden bioluminescent glow reflected off the water's surface as though the sun itself had fallen into the lake, its light radiating upward to the darkening sky.

      Tellen's words drifted out of her memory.

      Light can do more when shared.

      To see the globes at the top of the Mandoro was one thing, but the moment that light was allowed to be shared, it flooded the valley. 

      Staring up at the walls of the gorge, Nienna finally knew what she needed to do. Though she could help students if she remained a professor, she had so much more to offer this world than her knowledge of mapmaking.

      "Tellen," she said, taking his hand in both of hers.

      He looked down at her expectantly. The light from the lake reflected off his face.

      "I'm coming with you."
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      Tellen stared down at Nienna, the glowing water forgotten.

      "Are you sure?" Tellen asked. His face swirled with emotion. "Once you choose to follow me, you can never return to this." He gestured at the fairy-like waterfalls around them. "You'll never be a professor again. You’ll never age, but your family will. The road I travel is a dangerous one. You may not even survive."

      She saw his throat constrict as he said his last words. 

      "Do you not want me to come?" If he changed his mind about her accompanying him, she didn't know what she'd do.

      "I want you alongside me more than I can express," he said, leaning his forehead onto hers. "And not just because of the medallion. I need you. Your light is a healing balm to all it touches. These past few weeks have been a gift I never knew I needed."

      Tellen brought her hands up and kissed her fingers. "But I'm afraid of what will happen if you come with me. By joining me, you are committing to be a Pathfinder. It's binding, and you will remain part of my pack until I release you or death takes you."

      Nienna leaned back so she could see his face, but tightened her grip on his hands. "I've nearly lost my life three times since I met you. But light does more when it's shared. You told me that. You've also told me that my gift is unusually strong. I have more to offer than my talent as a mapmaker. I want to make a real difference in the lives of all my people. Not just a few."

      He took her hand with the wolf ring and examined it.

      "What will your guards say? Your brother?"

      She looked away. "They'd likely tell me it's too dangerous and that I should stay here waiting to be needed." She didn't hide the bitter edge to her voice. "I'm done waiting, Tellen. I'm the second born of a kingdom that only needs one. Especially after my brother marries in the fall." 

      Nienna took a shaky breath. "The dangers I've experienced with you are real and terrifying. But they've also taught me that I'm stronger than I thought. I can do things I never imagined. And it's all because you showed me there's more out there than the little bubble my parents created for me. They've told me so often over the years, “You're a princess. Act like one." What better way to do that than join a cause that could put an end to the strife that has afflicted us for generations.”

      Tellen intertwined their fingers as a faint glow appeared. Nienna's heart raced.

      "There's no denying that I need your help," he said. "I've grown accustomed to having you around, and I didn't want to leave you behind. But I needed this to be your choice. One can only serve as a Pathfinder by making a conscious decision."

      The golden glow from the lake illuminated their small spot on the rock. The sounds of people dispersing were all around. 

      "However, where your decision at the very least will affect your guards, I want to ask them if they will join us as well. They won't be under the same obligation to take the Pathfinder Oath as you will, but with time perhaps their gifts will develop to the point they can."

      The strings Nienna had been hoping to cut were still dangling before her. But she saw the wisdom of Tellen's words. "Very well," she said. "When do you want to speak to them?"

      "We'll do it in the morning after everyone has rested. Decisions like this need to be made with a clear mind." Tellen gazed around and saw that most of the crowd had gone. "We'd better go. We're too exposed here."

      Before they'd taken two steps, Tellen went rigid. 

      "What is it?" Nienna said before a faint trickle of dread dripped down her spine. 

      "Hold on tight," he said. He brought her into a close embrace. Power encircled them, and Nienna finally felt what had caused Tellen to freeze. A rolling wave of earth was headed directly for them. The sound was like being caught in a windstorm, but not even a breeze rippled her dress. Her instincts took over, and she tried to run, but Tellen held her fast.

      "Trust me," he said over the noise.

      Nienna squeezed her eyes shut and clung to the Guardian as the rock they stood on began to sway from side to side. If she hadn't been hanging onto Tellen, she would have toppled over the moment the wave hit. The rocking only lasted a minute, but to her, it felt like thirty. When they finally broke apart, she was shaking and slightly nauseous.

      "What was that?" she asked when she could get the words out.

      "That was my medallion at work. I've felt it nearby all day, but I'm too weak to pinpoint it." Tellen held her elbows to steady her. "Teague will take you back to your apartment. Don't leave until I return. I know you're supposed to be teaching in the morning, but you can't. You cannot leave without Teague or me. By deciding to join me tonight, you're in a precarious situation. The light around you has intensified, causing you to shine brighter every moment. You won't be safe until I make you a shield ring to mute it."

      Teague appeared out of the darkness of the trees and stalked towards them. Tellen was speaking fast now. "I assume you heard our conversation?" he asked Teague.

      "Naturally," Teague said with a dip of his head.

      "Good. Now get her back to the apartment. I'll try to capture or at least get a look at our man and meet you by morning." Tellen took her hand once more and kissed it gently. A glimmer of green lingered on her skin. "I'll be back soon."

      Teague took her by the arm and pulled her down to the bridge spanning the lake. Tellen watched them go for a moment before he shifted into the form of a great black eagle and took off into the night.

      Teague dragged her all the way from the lake to her apartment without breaking stride. His boots hardly made a sound while her sandals flapped noisily on the brick road. His silent form scanned the panicked crowds and side streets for any sign of danger. Most people were trying to figure out what had just happened. Some were too intoxicated to care. 

      When they arrived at the door of her apartment, Teague finally released her. 

      She rubbed her arm where his vice-like grip had left red marks. "Thanks," she muttered.

      Teague nodded, waiting for her to pull out her keys. Once she did and was inside, he turned to unlock his own door. "Do not leave," he reminded her. As if she needed the reminder.

      Once inside, Nienna went straight up to her roof, stretching out on her divan. She would have to break the news to Dean Harmon about her leaving the school in the morning. The dean's disappointed face was vivid in her mind, but her instincts told her this was the right course. She felt it with every fiber of her being. 

      She'd miss Alturis. Her books, her office, her students, and her friends. But light was meant to be shared. 

      Sleep was weighing heavily on her as the Queen of the Night turned above her in the sky. Suddenly the sound of a boot on the bricks caught her attention. A dark cloud with a dark person in its midst climbed over the roof's ledge. 

      Nienna scrambled up and tried to make it back to her access door before the intruder got her.

      "Good Evening, Professor," came Aspen's cold voice.

      She whirled to face him, her dress wrapping around her ankles. Aspen's broad figure emerged from the shadows. His blue eyes burned cold as ice while his wiry hair stood on end. A twig and a couple of leaves clung to it.

      "I thought I sent you away," she said, trying to find the door behind her.

      "You did, but I've returned. We have unfinished business, you see."

      Nienna watched Aspen closely. He seemed to draw darkness to him.

      "Why are you here, Aspen?" Nienna demanded. She remembered her staff was in her office along with the knives.

      "I came for you," he said, taking a step toward her. "Someone is dying to meet you. We have a better purpose for you than teaching." Aspen's words dripped with scorn. "Sometimes, I find it hard to understand why you would choose this when you had everything you could ever want back in Solomon."

      "What is this better purpose?" Nienna asked. Where was that wretched door handle? Alarm was coursing through her veins. The usual trickle of fear down her back was a river.

      "You have more to offer than knowledge. I never noticed before, but you glow. I've been watching you all day. Then something changed tonight. Your light went from a torch to a bonfire. You came up here, and I knew exactly how to find you. I told you this rooftop access was dangerous. Will you come with me without making a fuss, or will I have to drag you out of here?"

      "I'm not going anywhere," she said defiantly.

      "Then I will make you."

      He rushed her like a bear, but she finally managed to get the door open and raced inside, locking it behind her. She tripped on the hem of her dress and almost tumbled down the metal stairs, but managed to keep her footing long enough to get to the bottom. 

      Aspen knocked the thin door in and saw as she hit the bottom step and dart toward her desk. 

      "No, you don't," he said, as he sailed over the banister and onto the wooden floor just as Nienna's hand closed around the hilt of her dagger. 

      He threw her into the wall, pinning her against it. Nienna freed the hand with the weapon and slashed down on Aspen's thigh, causing him to howl in pain. He tried to rush at her again, but she dodged him, slashing his opposite bicep.

      "How dare you," he hissed. Aspen's face was growing red.

      Catching her around the middle, he slammed her head to the wood floor. Stars swam before her eyes. Aspen shook the knife from her hand, but she maneuvered to get a knee between his legs and rolled out from underneath him.

      She felt dazed but coherent enough to grab her dagger again and, this time, bolt for the door to the hallway.

      "I'm not done with you yet," he snarled, catching her foot. 

      She met the floor again with a resounding crash.

      "Help!" Nienna shouted, hoping someone would hear. "Help me!" 

      Aspen forced the knife from her grip and clamped a hand on her throat to stop her from shouting. She twisted to free her hand and hit Aspen as hard as she could on the nose. It worked. He released her and brought his hands up to his face, cursing as blood poured from his nostrils.

      Nienna gasped for air. Pounding came from outside the office door.

      "Nienna! What's going on in there? Nienna, answer me!" Teague called.

      She tried to call back, but her voice wasn't working. She glanced back at Aspen, and his eyes told her she would not be leaving. Fumbling over her dress, she tried to get to the office door, but Aspen grabbed her by the hair and hauled her back up the stairs.

      "Help!" she cried again, her voice haggard.

      "Silence," Aspen said and kicked her hard in the back. That was the last time he hit her.

      The office door burst open, and Teague bounded in with a roar. He was followed by Orion, who must have only just returned from the celebration. Teague went straight for Aspen, ripping him down off the stairs and onto the floor. Orion helped Nienna up, keeping an arm around her waist. Her once beautiful dress was torn and covered with Aspen's blood. She could feel one of her eyes starting to swell.

      Orion's jaw was tight as he glared at Aspen, his former comrade, lying flat on the floor, his arms tied behind his back.

      Liam burst through the door a minute later, holding his side, with two peacekeepers on his heels.

      "Aspen," Liam swore as he caught sight of the prone man. "What are you doing here?"

      "Ensuring his dishonor in every fashion," spat Nienna, touching her split lip.

      Teague turned to Liam and the officers. "Get this scum out of here before I kill him myself." Nienna did not doubt he would do it. The peacekeepers hauled Aspen to his feet. He winced as fresh blood poured from the places she'd slashed him. 

      A crowd was forming outside her door.

      "Milady," the head Peacekeeper, Ronin, called. "I'm so sorry. He must have slipped through between patrols. This will not happen again." 

      Turning to his companions, Ronin said, "Let's get this sack of filth to the Bricks." The other guard did as directed, placing heavy metal manacles on Aspen's wrists. Then they frog-marched him out of the room and through the sea of onlookers.

      "I'm going to make sure he gets there," Liam said. He was shaking with rage.

      "I'll go and make sure Liam doesn't end up in the Bricks himself," Orion said, a dangerous look in his eye. "Master Demetrius, can I trust you to keep her safe?"

      "On my long life. We'll remain here until you two get back."

      Orion nodded his thanks and left, commanding the gathered crowd to clear off as he went.

      Teague closed the door as best he could with its now broken hinges. "That boot-licking bottom-dweller must have waited all day to catch you. I knew I should have tracked him down," he said as he moved about the room, gathering up fallen weapons and books. 

      Nienna hadn't moved. She stared at her broken door, numb with shock. 

      Teague picked up the knife still on the floor. "I'm glad to see you cut him. I only wish you'd done more. I think you missed the main artery on his leg by inches." He walked over to the window and looked out into the night.

      "Are you OK?" he asked, without turning around.

      "I'm not seriously hurt," she said in a muted voice. She pulled her dress sleeve back up her shoulder. The sight of Aspen's blood was beginning to make her sick.

      "Did he say what he wanted?"

      "He said someone was dying to meet me. That I burned so brightly and was needed," she replied. "Teague…" Tears were falling like rain down her cheeks as she turned around to face the wreckage of her office. 

      Tellen's second in command finally turned to look at her, and his face softened. 

      "Why would he do that?" she whispered.

      Teague came to stand before her. "The man who attacked you tonight has lost himself to darkness. And he knew where to find you. I'm glad we're leaving tomorrow. For if you stay now, more attacks will surely follow. Tellen accepted you into his pack tonight, making things much more dangerous until you know how to defend yourself. And he makes you a shield ring."

      But how could Aspen do this to her? He'd been her friend.

      As if reading her thoughts, Teague said, "Your friend is gone, Nienna, and he's not coming back."
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      The grey of early dawn came in through the two-story windows of her office. Nienna managed to change out of her party attire before Tellen arrived back. She traced a scratch on the surface of her drafting table with her finger as the Guardian paced around her office. He looked as though he'd been through a rough night himself. 

      Teague sat on her stairs with his chin resting on his clasped hands. "Did you at least get a look at the person behind the tremors?" 

      "No. But I did get his scent, so we should be able to track him well enough. I don't know if I caught up to him before he released what he was after, but I saw nothing." Tellen ran his hands through his hair, making it stand on end. "Aros wants to meet in the woods outside Waldorman this evening to discuss a strategy." Tellen refused to sit despite being awake all night. Maybe Guardians didn't need sleep.

      "What of you two?" Tellen asked, turning to the guards seated by Nienna. The pair had returned ten minutes ago and were filled in on Nienna's decision to join Tellen in his hunt for the Earthspark medallion. They looked as though they'd aged ten years. "What will you do? You are not under the same commitment as Nienna will be. You're free to return at any point, but there are dangers out there you can't even imagine. Paradise Pythons being chief among them."

      Liam raised his hand.

      "Yes?" Tellen asked with resignation. Liam had constantly interrupted the flow of the discussion with his questions.

      "What are Paradise Pythons? I've never heard of such things before," said the stocky guard.

      "Feel lucky," Teague said bitterly. "They are the Fire Witch's most trusted servants. They are also the most devious."

      "But what are they?"

      "Imagine seeing a common rattlesnake that hides out in the brush. Now imagine it a bright poisonous red with black stripes and double the length. Its fangs have venom that will kill you in fifteen agonizing minutes, but the pain of the bite is like being set on fire. The cure is rare, so the bite is almost always fatal. Paradise is a misnomer," Tellen explained.  

      "They should be called Death Vipers," added Teague.

      "Oh, well, if that's all," Liam said, looking a little green. He was terrified of snakes.

      "Will we be able to defend ourselves against these dark creatures?" Orion asked. "You saw how we did against the grimmole."

      "With proper training and keeping a few things on hand, you can certainly defend yourself. Your company did exceptionally well against the Hein wolves you encountered. Both of you took on three yourselves. You're more than capable. The only disadvantage will be your lack of connection with the Earthspark, but in time, even that could be rectified."

      "I will come," Orion stated. 

      His declaration hearted Nienna. She wouldn't have to enter this strange world totally on her own.

      "Twist my arm, will you?" Liam shot at Orion. "Fine, I'm coming too. But Annalynn's not going to be happy."

      "Thank you, my friends," Nienna said, touched by their loyalty.

      "Yeah, well, we can't let you go running off and having adventures without us," Liam said. "Besides, this promotion comes with a pay raise, doesn't it?"
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      After the attack last night, Tellen felt it best if they set off in the morning without telling anyone. Nienna packed only the essentials. Her journal, cartography supplies, measuring instruments, and warm clothing. 

      She left three letters on her drafting table where someone would find them. She addressed one to the dean, one to Petra and Annalynn, and the last one to her parents. She'd been reluctant to leave all her drawings and books, but after what happened, she couldn't wait to go.

      Tellen walked with her down to the university stables. Their saddlebags draped over one shoulder. His eyes were constantly raking over the quiet streets. No one would be awake for hours, she knew. Most had imbibed too much last night to get up before dawn.

      As the pair approached an intersection, a man wearing a straw hat rounded a corner carrying a wooden box. He ran straight into Nienna's shoulder, dropping it with a resounding crash. It hurt more than it should have. 

      "Pardon me, sir," she said, regaining her balance and rubbing her arm. 

      Tellen put a protective hand on her shoulder. He frowned deeply at the careless man. 

      "The fault is mine," the man said, giving her a mossy-toothed smile in his pockmarked face.

      She tried not to recoil, but this man made her nervous. Enjoying her discomfort at his appearance, he adjusted his box, winked at her, and continued down the street, whistling as he did so.

      Nienna rubbed her arm where the box hit her. She could already feel a bruise forming. 

      "I don't like the way that man smelled. It was almost like the scent from last night, but I feel no trace of power nearby," Tellen said. "Are you hurt?”

      "I'm fine," she said, still rubbing her arm. 

      They made it to the stable without further incident. Orion, Liam, and Teague were already there with the horses set to go. 

      Sunlight barely sneaked above the gorge when the five companions left the university grounds and made their way through the city. The shopkeepers were busy setting up their stands for the day. Some waved. Others were too busy. Passing a leather shop, Nienna felt a rock hit her shoulder. She rubbed the spot and looked around.

      "What the?" asked Liam, who had been riding next to her.

      "Get back here, Coward," called an angry voice.

      Nienna turned around in her saddle to see Prentice Parker standing in the middle of the street, still dressed in her nightclothes. Several of the shopkeepers looked on in surprise.

      "How dare you lock him up," the redhead seethed. "You lead him on and throw him to the gutter. How dare you!"

      Orion began to leave his saddle when Nienna stopped him. She climbed carefully down from Fingol, mindful of the bruises not yet healed from her tumble down the stairs.

      Nienna walked up to Prentice, wearing her staff and a knife at each hip. To the girl's credit, Prentice squared her shoulders instead of shrinking as Nienna approached.

      "I think the coward you want is locked up in the Bricks, in cell thirty-two," Nienna said evenly.

      "Why would you send him there?" Prentice demanded, her face going as red as her hair.

      Nienna pointed to her still swollen eye and the black bruise on her cheek. "This is his handy work. Do you want him to do the same to you?"

      Prentice faltered for just a moment but then stuck her nose in the air. "You likely provoked him, and he defended himself."

      "Be careful, Prentice, or worse could happen to you," Nienna said. For the first time in her life, she felt no malice toward the girl.

      "Are you threatening me?" Prentice challenged.

      "Only warning you. Let Aspen stay in the Bricks. It will be safer for you." Nienna turned and walked back to her waiting friends.

      "Don't turn your back on me," Prentice said, stomping her foot.

      "Be careful," Nienna repeated. Then placed her foot in the stirrup and pushed herself into the saddle with a groan. Prentice stayed in the road, glaring at Nienna until the group turned the corner.

      "I don't think I've ever seen you remain so calm around that girl before," said Liam with one last glance back.

      "I've discovered there are bigger problems in this world than Prentice Parker," Nienna replied sadly.

      The guards at the gate stopped them before they left the fairy-like city.

      "Be watchful out there, folks. Last week, the gatekeepers of Waldorman discovered a Ballitus spy trying to sneak through. Who knows what other riffraff is out there. Patrols along the Fringe Highway are increasing, so hopefully, you won't have problems. Don't camp near the road and try to get to a city each night you're out," the first guard said. 

      "Don't forget all the animal attacks," the other guard put in.

      "What attacks?" Tellen asked. His whole attention was on the guard.

      "There've been wolf attacks all along the Fringe, as well as giant birds picking people off. Or so they say. It's never a pretty sight. Surely you heard about the young man traveling here by himself. He was plucked straight off his horse and flown off a few days ago. All that remained was the carcass of the horse."

      Nienna gave Tellen a worried look, but he was still tuned into the guards.

      "We'll be cautious," Tellen assured them. "Thank you for the warning." His mouth narrowed into a tight line. 

      The guards waved them on, and the group rode up and out of the gorge. Nienna's heart broke as she looked at the beauty of her home for the past five years, but she'd made her choice.

      The group traveled toward Waldorman but turned off the road before seeing the city, heading up the hillside using an animal trail Nienna didn't know.

      The trees around them became denser, and their pace slowed. Hearing a screech from above, Nienna looked up to see several birds of prey in the boughs of the pine trees.

      Before she could say anything, Tellen said, "We're getting close."

      "Close to dinner, I hope," said Liam to himself. "I'm starving."

      They rode toward a sun-filled clearing. The tall lodgepole pines towered above the people standing in the ring of short grass. Falcons, hawks, eagles, and others were seen on nearly every branch, watching as three people conversed. Nienna recognized two of them.

      They didn't stop their conversation as the group closed in. Tellen signaled for them all to dismount. Jumping to the ground and wincing as her legs finally straightened, Nienna walked after the Guardian and Pathfinder toward Aros and his companions.

      The Sky Guardian inclined his head as he caught Nienna's eye, staring longer than customary. She squirmed under the scrutiny. His armor of bird feathers formed interlocking plates that would be hard to penetrate.

      Aros hailed Tellen. Looking down his nose at Nienna, he said, "If possible, I think she's even brighter than she was before. She's coming to the height of her power. I've only ever seen one other shine that bright. That girl's going to be a liability if you don't do something about that."

      Tellen glared at his brother but did not argue.

      "Have you found any signs of the culprit yet?" Tellen asked. "I gave Cyra the images I saw last night."

      "No, and it disturbs me. Every time we draw close to this man, he disappears. I need you to get your head out of the ground and start making a serious effort. If we can find your medallion, then it will be easier to find mine." Aros's austere features stared accusingly at Tellen.

      Tellen squared his shoulders but again didn't rise to the bait. "We need to catch up with the person with the medallion. They've already disturbed so many sites. Last night he likely released three Paradise Pythons. This is someone who knows what they are doing."

      "How is your medallion related to the wave of earth we encountered last night? And how would that release something?" Orion asked from outside the ring of discussion.

      "That medallion is the source of all my power. I can perform small things without it, like minor healings. But with it…."

      "The earth becomes his playmate," Teague finished. The corners of his mouth turned upward.

      "Something of that sort," Tellen replied, a look of longing on his face. "It was stolen from me before my downfall, as was Aros's medallion. The power of his medallion hasn't surfaced yet, and we have no leads on it. However, mine is extremely active. Disturbances have been seen and felt all along the Eastern Fringe. I fear the person is looking for something. But we haven't been able to predict where they will turn up next."

      "We've checked many of the prisons, and most are still intact," Cyra said. Her eyes strayed to Teague long enough to give him a sneer, then returned to Tellen.

      "Do you know the sites of all the disturbances?" Nienna asked as an idea struck her. If she could plot out the sites, perhaps she could find a pattern. The Guardians looked at her in bewilderment.

      "I don't know the names of these places anymore. Many things have changed," Tellen said in frustration.

      "I can show you," Cyra said in her trilling voice, offering her hands palm up.

      "Please," said Tellen, placing a finger upon the white palm.

      "How can you show us by touching your palm?" Nienna asked, looking confused.

      "Aros's followers developed the ability to share memories through touch," Tellen explained.

      "How is that possible?" Nienna asked, looking at Aros, who acted like he couldn't be bothered with such a mundane question.

      "Why don't you find out?" Cyra suggested.

      Teague pressed his forefinger into the delicate hand, staring intently at Cyra. The woman refused to look at him. Instead, she looked expectantly at Nienna. She emphasized her point by holding her palm directly in front of her. 

      Glancing at Tellen, Nienna placed a finger lightly onto Cyra's hand. To her astonishment, her vision went black for a moment. Then, gave way to an aerial view of a mountain range that she recognized well. The university lay sprawled out beneath her.

      From this vantage point, Nienna could see the very borders of the territory. Time seemed to speed up, and she saw in quick succession several small shockwaves ripple through the ground, traveling down the mountain range. The last one occurred in the valley above them. Then her vision became black.

      "Are you well, Master Demetrius?" Cyra asked smugly, finally looking at Teague. He'd snatched his hand away quickly and leaned against a tree, breathing deep.

      "Fine," Teague whispered, though he looked ill.

      Nienna went over to her horse, pulled out a worn, folded map of the Eastern Fringe, and brought it over to a large flat rock.

      "What are you doing?" asked Tellen. He came to stand behind her.

      "There's something here. I just need to plot it out to get it to make sense," Nienna said as she spread the map out.

      "What do you mean?" Tellen asked.

      "Cyra, could you show me each event from as close a vantage point as you can?" 

      Looking confused, Cyra extended her palm once more, and Nienna reviewed the first event. The disruptions around the Silverlen mine. Then there was the one outside Feltus that helped awaken Tellen.

      After each event, Nienna broke contact, grabbed a small black stone, and placed it on the map where the event had occurred. When Cyra showed her the last one near where they now stood, Nienna placed a marker on top, then stood back.

      "Something is still missing," she mused. "There is a large gap between Silverlen and the one above Waldorman."

      "Lombard Falls," Teague said excitedly. His bout of sickness had vanished.

      "What?" asked Nienna. 

      "The first event was right next to Lombard Falls. That's the one that released the grimmole who attacked you. It started this whole thing."

      "Are you saying that whoever is behind all this started near Feltus?" Aros clarified, unable to feign disinterest any longer.

      "Yes," said Teague, placing the marker. "Look, now it completes the chain."

      He was right. Almost exactly equidistant, the markers stood like a row of black soldiers on the parchment.

      "But we never placed any prisons there," Tellen said.

      "How did you wind up outside of Feltus when you disappeared near Celestine?" Aros posed. "After you sunk to the depths, the shockwaves were felt for months."

      "I suppose the earth's plate beneath the surface shifted enough to change the locations of many things. Including me," Tellen mused.

      Nienna pulled a protractor out of her saddlebag and set the distance. Measuring between each marker, Nienna grabbed a white stone to show a possible next target.

      It landed upon a barren landscape named Raptor's Roost. Nothing grew there except for sparse, round tufts of grass. Deer would travel there on occasion, but most animals avoided the area because of the lack of cover.

      "Why would they go there?" asked Cyra. "Is this one of your prisons?” She demanded of Tellen.

      "No. Nothing of note occurred there, at least not while I was roaming," said Tellen, looking puzzled.

      "What do you keep in these prisons?" Nienna asked.

      "Shortly before my fall, my men and I tried to eradicate this land of all the filth the Fire Witch had created. Those we could not kill, we imprisoned."

      "We sent them to the depths to rot, trapped in stone," Teague hissed.

      "The biggest threats were the Fire Witch and her pet dragon," Tellen added.

      "What happened to them? Or are they still out there?" Nienna asked, giving the clearing a nervous glance.

      "We finally trapped the dragon at great cost," Tellen said. "Eradicating the Fire Witch cost me a thousand years, but it was a thousand years of peace from their influence for your people."

      "Do you think this person with your medallion is trying to reclaim her?" Cyra asked.

      "Impossible. She's entombed in that crevasse until the end of time."

      "Then what are they after?" Teague pressed. "They have released at least one grimmole and the Hein wolves. But not all. Do you think this is a calculated plan?"

      "I don't know," Tellen said, rubbing his hand over his face. He sighed heavily. "Thank you for charting this, Nienna, but I don't think Raptor's Roost will be the next target. Nothing's there," he said gently.

      Nienna nodded, though disappointment welled up inside her. She thought she was onto something.

      Aros and Tellen wandered out of the clearing, with Teague and Cyra following behind. Liam, fed up with it all, began working on a stew of some kind, and Orion watched the woods, alert for danger.

      Sitting by her map on the rock, Nienna continued to make calculations and assumptions. There had to be a rhyme or reason to this mess, and she'd find it.
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      "We have no other leads," Tellen said as he walked with his elder brother through the darkening woods. He was losing his patience with Aros's arguments. Precious minutes ticked by the longer they debated. The trees reached to the sky, trying to hold on to the last rays of sunlight.

      "It's not possible," Aros sniffed. "It is a wide-open expanse with very little coverage. Do you honestly trust her abilities enough to guide us to the perpetrator? She's a mortal, Tellen. You haven't even seen fit to make her a Pathfinder yet, and I can see why. She's about as useful as carrion."

      "Aros," Tellen said heatedly. "She knows what she's doing."

      Nienna was brilliant. Tellen knew that. Maybe she was on to something, but he also didn't want his emotions to get in the way. His mind was clouded by what he wanted to see. This might look like a pattern, but it would only lead to another dead end and likely more lives lost if they were wrong. 

      "Then why is she so unprotected? Are you using her as bait?"

      Tellen tried to get the words out before Aros spoke again but missed his chance.

      "Ah, I see. You're afraid. The great Tellen Ramforth is shaking in his boots, afraid to fall."

      Tellen's patience finally snapped. "There have been too many things that have happened to do the Pathfinder binding properly. I'm not so low as to offer her up as bait."

      "But you are afraid." Aros's clear blue eyes pierced his own.

      He wanted to say "no," but it was true. He should have finished making Nienna a Pathfinder this morning at the latest. Why did he hesitate? 

      His heart knew. It would mean placing his past officially behind him. That chapter of his life would be over, and there would be no reclaiming it once he moved forward. Yet, by accepting Nienna into his pack last night, she was in greater danger than she realized. He couldn't abandon her now.

      "I'm making her a Pathfinder tonight," Tellen said. Before anything else can happen to her, his thoughts said.

      "See that you do." His elder brother looked down his nose at Tellen, making him want to growl. Sometimes he wished Aros spent less time in the sky and more time seeing things from their proper perspective.

      "So, will you go to Raptor's Roost?" Tellen said, bringing the topic back. "The attacks are increasing along the Fringe. Quite possibly, they are looking for someone we don't want to return. They've already released many dark creatures and are targeting those who could be our allies. Even if they never reach the Fire Witch, it could spell disaster for us in our weakened states."

      Aros sighed and rolled his eyes. "Very well. I'll put one of my men in the area, and we'll see what becomes of it. I don't think it's even worth that, but with this vagabond running amuck with your medallion, I don't want to miss them. The rest of us will continue to monitor the area and alert you if we see something."

      Tellen bit his lip. He wanted to remind Aros that his medallion was also missing but only nodded. "Thank you, Brother," he said. "That's all I ask."

      Aros inclined his head and left in a flurry of wings, followed by Cyra and several of his men.

      Tellen paced around the clearing. The woods were fully dark now, with owls hooting in the distance. Teague, who'd been trailing behind them as a great snow leopard, pushed up and assumed his human skin.

      "Did I make a mistake bringing her into this?" Tellen asked, facing his companion. "What if I doomed her to die like the rest?" He ran his hands through his shaggy hair. His thoughts and emotions waged a violent war inside of his chest.

      "Involving her isn't a mistake. Giving her Fallon's weapons without my permission was a mistake."

      "Are you still going on about that?" Tellen groaned.

      "They weren't yours to give, but I don't deny that she needed them. I only wish she would have finished the job with that mangy lowlife that attacked her. If you'd left her behind, Tel, she'd already be dead," Teague said. 

      Tellen winced at the reminder. 

      "She's a Comstock, Tel. Their fates are bound to the Guardians. We need her. She's the best chance we'll have at finding your medallion and ending this mess." 

      The Pathfinder straightened and eyed Tellen. "Besides, it's all you can do not openly stare at the girl. I didn't miss the way you two looked at each other all afternoon, nor the way you stared at her as you were dancing last night. You're drawn to each other."

      Tellen wanted to argue, but the words died beneath Teague's glare.

      "It may have been a thousand years since I last saw you fall for someone, but neither of us has changed that much," Teague said sardonically.

      Tellen sighed.

      "You can't leave her alone again, Tellen," Teague said. "She's reaching the peak of her power, and we both know how dangerous a time that can be. Last night was proof of that. She was attacked almost from the moment you left. You need to make her a Pathfinder before she's taken from you, just like Rei."

      "Don't go there, Teague," Tellen warned, raising a finger.

      "Tellen," Teague said sternly. "It's the truth. That girl is a bonfire in the blackness. She radiates goodness and I feel evil gathering on the Fringe even now. Make Nienna a Pathfinder before we're all killed," Teague argued. 

      "You’re quite luminous, yourself," commented Tellen.

      "My spark has reawakened. I know the others sense it too. We’ll see them in time." Teague said, sitting on a rock.

      Reaching into a pocket and pulling out a well-worn, plain silver ring, Tellen said, "You'll be needing this. Outside of the confines of the city, you're as brilliant as the girl." 

      Teague jumped up and took the ring eagerly, placing it upon his forefinger.

      "I'd forgotten all about this," he said.

      Tellen gave a small smile. "I pulled it out of the vaults before I left Peroma but with all our excitement forgot I had it. I guess I'm still suffering from my stint with old age. It should make it easier to contact you."

      "I'll do my best not to lose it this time," Teague said.

      "See that you don't."

      Tellen and Teague emerged from the woods to see Orion instructing Nienna on form blocks with her knives. Liam, a bowl of stew in hand, was scrutinizing Nienna's map with its stone markers. Orion caught their movement first and straightened. The other two looked around.

      The Earth Guardian squared his shoulders. Teague patted him on the back and walked toward the fire and the stew.

      "Nienna," Tellen asked as he drew near. His immortal heart pounded like a drum. "Might I have a word?"

      Her brow furrowed, but she said, "Alright." 

      She replaced her weapons in their sheaths and strode over to him. 

      He started back the way he'd come. His hands were trembling in his pockets as he led her deeper into the dark trees. 

      Stars glittered overhead, between the silhouettes of trees. The slivered moon was beginning its ascent into the sky.

      Nienna's brown hair glimmered in the faint light. Tellen's heart tightened uncomfortably at the sight. She smelled of cinnamon, cedar, and comfort. Before he could do anything more than stare, Nienna looked up, pausing as she watched his expression morph from admiring to anxious.

      Tellen took a deep breath. His fingers flexed inside his pockets. Guardian or not, he felt like a young boy trying to kiss a girl for the first time.

      "You told me last night that you wished to join my pack. Is that still the case? There's time for you to back out if you've changed your mind. I can get you somewhere safe." His mouth went dry as he spoke. 

      Nienna lifted her chin. "My decision is made. I'm here so long as you'll have me." Her voice was strong, but he could see the vulnerability in her eyes. She was afraid.

      Tellen took her slender hand. “Very well. Let's return to your companions. It's time for you to join the Pathfinders."

      When they stepped back into the clearing, their three companions were huddled over a wide rock, arguing.

      "Those rocks went here," Liam insisted.

      "No, they don't. I remember. They went here," Teague said, pointing.

      "Both of you are wrong," said Orion, weary from the bickering. "The final piece went there."

      "I take it someone bumped the map," Nienna said. Disappointment was heavy in her voice.

      "Uh, yeah," said Liam. "The cat in the striped pajamas." Her guard's eyes widened as he saw Nienna and Tellen's intertwined fingers. Heat rushed to her face at his stare.

      "I didn't…" Teague said, clearing his throat. "I was only looking at it when I leaned too heavy on the rock and it tipped sideways."

      "Nienna has agreed to join my pack as a Pathfinder," Tellen announced, cutting through the bickering. There’s usually a lot more fanfare to this event, but times are different. By making this decision, Nienna has essentially released you two from her services. She will now fall under my protection. However, you're both sensitive to the Earthspark, and once it grows sufficiently, you will be welcome to join my ranks as well, if you so choose."

      Orion shifted uncomfortably. Tellen could see him arguing with himself about letting Nienna do this. 

      Liam set down his empty bowl and said sharply, "Are you telling me that we're free to go, just like that?"

      "No, I'm telling you that from here on out, you remain with us of your own free will. No oaths bind you to stay. You will continue to protect Nienna as you have done, but it will be because of friendship. Not loyalty to the crown of Tellidus," Tellen said.

      "Though I don't much like the situation, I feel this is right. We'll still be by her side, and somehow, we'll find a way to break the news to the castle about the turn of events," Orion said to Liam. 

      "I feel like we could get court-martialed or worse, hanged for this," Liam said to Orion.

      "Her family may not see this as the right course at the moment," commented Teague. "but they'll see it in time."

      "May I see your wolf ring?" Tellen asked Nienna. He held out his hand as she tugged it off and placed it in his palm. 

      He stared at his symbol. The one his enemy had stolen from him. Turning it from a symbol of protection and hope to one of fear and hate. Things would never change if he didn't do this. But could he overcome all that had happened and put it behind him?

      As if reading his mind, Nienna stretched out her hand and placed it over the ring. "I'm with you, Tellen." The sincerity in her voice set his resolve in a way nothing else could.

      The spark needed for the binding would have come from Nienna herself. He was only the guide tonight. Something like this required an immense amount of power–which she had in abundance.

      In the past, this ceremony would be performed high on the cliffs above Peroma. This one, however, would be a small, simple binding. And Tellen preferred it that way.

      "Then kneel, Nienna Comstock, and take your place as a part of my pack."

      She knelt before him, giving her guards a nervous glance. She, the princess of this land, was giving up her title to serve her people in a way they would never know or understand. She was giving up so much more than she realized. Could he take it all away? 

      Tellen knelt in front of her and grasped a handful of the rich forest soil. He brought her hands under his to catch the sediment as it fell through his fingers.

      "Nienna, you've chosen the life of a Pathfinder. You willingly give up yourself to serve under my command. Your connection to the Earthspark gives you this right and privilege. It will be your duty to protect this land and its people from all that threaten their peace."

      Minute particles in the soil glinted in the growing light of Nienna's Earthspark. Tellen's heart cracked. 

      "Do you promise to walk this land in the service of the Great King until you are called home?"

      Her gaze was steady. "Yes."

      "Then, I now claim you as mine. A Pathfinder to aid in the protection of our people." He placed the wolf ring on the small mound of dirt in her hands and brushed the dark soil over the metal. "Love. Family. Honor."

      "Love. Family. Honor," she repeated. Her irises blazed with a brilliant green ring.

      He then wrapped his hands around hers, totally encasing the ring in its cocoon. A blaze of green light erupted around them like a pillar of fire. 

      The two guards sprang back off the log, but Teague leaned forward, marveling at the sight.

       Tellen could feel her changing. Her body was losing its human qualities as the shield ring formed its protective barrier.

      They remained like that until the binding was complete. When the light faded, Nienna's glow was as bright as the noonday sun. Her face was vibrant, and her hair shimmered. It was done. And he couldn't take it back.

      He released her hands and sifted through the mound of earth until he found what he was looking for. In the pale moonlight, the silver of the ring shone brightly. All impurities had been removed from the metal, leaving it smooth and polished. As though it had just come from his workshop.

      He placed it upon her left forefinger. Immediately her light dimmed, but he could still sense it was there. He rubbed his thumb over the wolf's face. The symbol was his once more. Now he needed to make it stand for the right thing.

      "How do you feel?" Tellen asked. He struggled to meet her eyes. Guilt threatened to drag him under, knowing what he'd just taken from her.

      "I feel... right. Like everything is falling into its proper place. That I'm where I'm supposed to be."

      "I feel like I just got dumped into a frozen lake, thanks for asking," Liam called. "What was all that light?"

      Orion looked as though a blade had been shoved between his ribs, increasing Tellen's guilt. 

      Nienna stared down at her ring and twisted as she so often did. 

      "Will the ring shield my light from unfriendly eyes, permanently?" she asked, ignoring Liam's outburst.

      "Yes, but it also allows you access into the Dreamscape regardless of the distance between us. You can use it as a beacon for Teague, or me, or any other Pathfinders to come to your aid should you ever get yourself in trouble. All you need to do is speak my name, or his, while twisting the ring, and we will hear you. All the rings are connected in this way."

      He held up his ring resting on his forefinger. It was made of onyx. A wolf head with emerald eyes crested the top.

      A frown creased her forehead as she stared at his ring. "It's identical to mine. Just in reverse."

      "Then we are two sides of the same coin," Tellen said. "Hopefully, together, we can heal the fractures between the Guardians and the Comstocks." 

      "I wish I could change the past, but I'm afraid I'm only limited to my future," she said quietly.

      Tellen's heart stuttered. He'd heard that before. Glancing at Teague told him that his friend remembered it, too. But he covered his reaction by saying, "I don't sense the same animosity in the land that once existed. Your people have embraced the spirit of the Earthspark, even if it's still dormant within them. Perhaps that is why you developed it."

      "Well, let's hope this ring can keep me out of the trouble I seem to attract," she said, gazing down at it again.

      "I hope so too," Tellen said. I hope so too.
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      Nienna wasn't sure how to describe what she felt after the Pathfinder binding. Her body ached as though she'd walked through the smith's forges, but she felt whole. Better than whole. The Earthspark seemed to penetrate the very cells of her body, obeying her simplest thoughts. 

      Her hearing and sense of smell were keener than before. Her eyesight caught the small movements of mice in the underbrush, and the night didn't seem so dark as it did before. She wondered what else about her had changed.

      Nienna passed her thumb over the ridges of the wolf head ring on her hand—the negative to Tellen’s. While hers shone with a bright white of the pure silver, his glittered darkly the way he did in his wolf form.

      Whistling, Teague said, "I must say, Tel. You get better every time you make a shield ring. I can barely detect her at all."

      Nienna's eyes flicked from Tellen to Teague. "You can't sense me anymore?"

      "Not much. And what I can detect is because I knew what your light looked like to begin with. Dark creatures will be hard-pressed to find you now," Teague said approvingly.

      Nienna looked up at Tellen to explain.

      "I guided your energy into creating a more potent shield than I have in the past. Where there are so few of us right now, I needed you to be as hidden as I could make you. Even when you learn to defend yourself better, it will be to your advantage," Tellen said. His jaw was clenched. 

      She'd sensed his hesitation during the binding. He felt great turmoil over what he’d just done. But Nienna knew this was right.

      “Maybe I should have you make me a new one after we find your medallion, Tel." Teague wiggled his forefinger with the simple silver ring.

      "Just so you can lose it along with the others?" Tellen quipped. "You're already on ring number three as it is."

      "I can't ever get them to stay put," Teague complained.

      "More like you enjoy showing off to your opponents, and then you lose the ring in the heat of the battle," Tellen stated.

      "Those two incidents were not my fault. The monsters I fought the first time nearly bit my hand off trying to eat that thing."

      "And the second?" Tellen asked placidly.

      Teague held up a finger and then paused. "Yeah. OK. That one was my fault. That's why I put the third one in the vault when I took it off. You found it," he went on, as though explaining to a parent.

      "Lucky for you. With you and Nienna blazing like bonfires, it's no wonder each of you finds trouble so easily," Tellen said matter-of-factly.

      "Aaanyway," Teague said. "Orion and I have been talking. We thought we should return to the tremor site above Alturis and see what we can find. He's nearly as good of a tracker as I am, even without the Earthspark. Perhaps between the two of us, we can ferret out some clues," Teague offered.

      "If you go there, then the rest of us should go to the one farther north.

       "Shouldn't we be focused on where to go next instead of lingering on what's already happened?" Nienna pointed out.

      "We need clues as to who is behind this and what they're looking for," Teague said. "I'm hoping that our tracking skills can come up with something useful. We can't keep shooting in the dark and trusting fate to find something. Even if it's well-charted."

      Nienna bit her lip as Teague's words stung her pride. She knew she was onto something with her map and stones, even if the rest of them didn't see it. 

      "We'll depart in the morning. And I'll be sure to bring you all back a souvenir," Teague teased.

      A short time later, the group pulled out their sleeping rolls and settled in by the small fire. Long after her guards started snoring, Nienna was still awake. The summer air was heavy with the scent of approaching rain. 

      Though the night was dark, she could still see the faint outline of the ring on her hand. Power radiated from it, pulsing like the steady beat of a heart. She, Tellen, and Liam would set off tomorrow towards an eruption site near Lake Detmus. A place Nienna knew better as the Naiad's Bathtub. It was a beautiful alpine lake high in the Eastern Fringe surrounded by razor-sharp peaks that dared the traveler to cross them.

      A drop of water hit her forehead. The rainstorm must be moving in. Tellen rocked to his feet and raised his hands toward the pine boughs above them. The trees started to shiver. Several of their branches grew outward and wound around one another, creating a cocoon that encircled the group. 

      The bubble was big enough for the five horses to huddle together, as well as their riders. Nienna stared, transfixed by what Tellen did. The canopy above them had come alive and formed a perfect umbrella around their little group.

      "You make that look so easy," Nienna said, her eyes wide.

      Tellen spun around, startled. "I didn't realize you were still awake. I have some residual spark in my hands from the binding. Unfortunately, it won't last, and I'll go back to what I was.”

      A flash of lightning illuminated the enclosure. Tellen turned back to watch the storm. He glanced at her as another flash highlighted the trees and beckoned her to come near. 

      Wrapping her blanket close, she got up and went to him.

      "Is the storm keeping you awake?" asked Tellen.

      "Not the storm," she replied. "I was thinking about the wolf ring and what I am now.”

      Another flash of lightning blitzed across the sky.

      "Do you regret your decision?" Tellen asked.

      She thought back to the evening she and Aspen rode above Solomon and the storm that waged war with the sunlight. It was beautiful at the time, but now, she saw it as a foreshadowing of her life. 

      If she shone like Tellen said she did, she was much like the sun holding out with its last rays of light. Aspen was part of the darkness threatening to overtake the land. 

      They'd both made their decisions, and she would not shirk her duties. But, she feared the war she'd become part of would force her to destroy the man who'd spent so many childhood adventures by her side. A day might come when she'd be staring at him across a battlefield, wondering if she could strike him down. She wasn't ready for that.

      "Tellen, what if I can't do this? Be a Pathfinder and do all I'm supposed to?" she asked. 

      The Guardian leaned against the trunk of a tree as he thought. "It's not an easy road that we walk. But I think you need to ask yourself, when you question your abilities, is whether what you are doing is worth your actions. Do you believe enough in your cause? You believed enough to take the first step. I have no doubt you'll do what is needed."

      Rain was falling in earnest now, and thunder boomed out like the drums of war. Nienna couldn’t imagine how the others were actually still asleep.

      "We must have made more of a spectacle earlier than I thought. Aros is trying hard to cover our tracks. I may not always agree with my brother, but he is a master of illusion when it comes to covering up things like making you a Pathfinder."

      Nienna watched the sky. The rain continued to fall, but not as hard as before. Then white lightning flashed. It fingered out in great arcs, nearly traveling the length of the sky.

      "That was Aros. He has a blue flare at the end of his bolts. I think he might just be having fun now," Tellen commented.

      "Fun? How can they play with lightning?" Nienna asked, perplexed. "It's a combination of air pressure and temperature. It's not a tangible thing."

      "That may be true, but Aros is its creator and master. Or at least he was."

      "What do you mean?"

      "His medallion, like mine, is still missing. Though we have some power on our own, it's nothing compared to what we enjoy with our medallions," Tellen said, looking down at her.

      Nienna watched him as his gaze returned to the show, a great sadness resting on his shoulders. 

      "What's wrong, Tellen? I could sense something during the binding.” She placed a hand on his shoulder.

      "Your life is no longer your own. I just took away your future and severed you from your family. Though you decided to join me willingly, I don't think you truly comprehend what it is you lost."

      His eyes were overbright as he rubbed her hand. "So long as you aren't killed in battle, you'll live until this world ends, watching your family grow old and die while you remain as you are. You gave up any chance you had at a normal life to join me."

      She hadn't thought about that. She'd been so eager to make a difference for her people that the consequences of her choice hadn't registered until now. But the damage was done, and she'd made her choice.

      Pulling her into his arms, Tellen whispered in her ear. "I promise I will do all I can to make it up to you. Your mercy on a wretch like me has meant more than I can express."

      "Love. Family. Honor," Nienna whispered back. 

      Tellen hugged her tighter, and she felt his tears run down the side of his face. He wiped away the moisture, giving her one of his rare smiles.

      Nienna laid her head on his chest as Tellen leaned back against the tree again. The sound of his heart reverberated in his chest as the Earthspark hummed gently between them. Nienna would have been content to remain like this the rest of the night. She felt untouchable.

      She thought back to when she'd first met Tellen. His grief, fear, and anger were always so close to the surface. Now, however, there was also hope. He'd grown from being her protector to a friend, and perhaps something more. 

      "We'd better get an early start tomorrow. We need to stop whoever this is before any others are lost." 

      "Not to mention the animal attacks the Alturis guards told us about. Normal animals don't go for people the way those giant black birds went after that young man. I heard what was left of the horse's body had black lines all over it," Nienna said.

      Tellen straightened as though he'd just thought of something. "It can't be."

      "What?" Nienna asked, looking up at him. 

      "They're using Nightshade birds to travel. That's why we haven't been able to get a good trace on the person. Teague!" Tellen called out.

      The sleeping man startled awake and threw off his blankets. "What's wrong? Who's trying to kill us?"

      Tellen let go of Nienna and returned to the center of their enclosure. "We have some hunting to do."
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      The light was fading quickly in the brush-covered ravine. Black rocks stood in sharp relief to the plant life. Teague and his companion had traveled through rough country to reach the high plains of the Fringe. He'd been impressed with Orion's tracking skills. In many cases, the young guard had seen something Teague missed in his haste to catch his prey. 

      Aros' man sent to Raptor's Roost said there'd been evidence of great black birds in the area, and Tellen was on the warpath. They were closing in on the medallion. Teague only hoped they all made it out alive. 

      His thoughts continued to churn as he lay on his belly, tail twitching in anticipation. An old man emerged from a stand of trees. This was the first time he'd seen the man up close. They'd caught glimpses of him at a distance, but he always managed to vanish before they got too close. Tellen believed the man was using the Fire Witch’s pets, the Nightshade birds. 

      The Guardian was tight-lipped on what these beasties could do other than warn them to avoid being touched by the monsters. That was obvious enough. Anything the Fire Witch created spelled death for the person who got too close.

      Teague's lips curled into a silent snarl as he took in the extent of filth and darkness that permeated the man.

      He was lanky with ill-fitting clothes and stringy white hair. His face was pockmarked and haggard. Then there was the smell. It was as though the slimy weasel hadn't bathed in a month or more. Teague wrinkled his whiskered nose at the stench but held steady. He would not miss again.

      The worst feature about this man was not his appearance or stench, but the feeling emanating from him. He was as evil as anything Teague had ever encountered. Even Orion, who was still human, could tell there was something wrong with the man. He was almost as dark as Fiora.

      A forgotten fear welled up inside Teague's chest. He'd only gone head to head with the witch once. He'd nearly been burned alive that day.

      The stranger gave off an air of confidence as he walked into the open. His smugness rankled Teague, but he continued to hold. He wasn't close enough yet to strike.

      Orion was on the other side of the ravine, waiting for Teague to make the first move. Should the man escape Teague, the guard would be ready with his bow. But they couldn't wait too long. Night was fast approaching, and his companion would be blind in the dark.

      The lanky man looked around before he crouched. He pulled something out from around his neck and touched it to the bare spot of dirt in front of him. The ground began to ripple and shake. The man shifted around until his back was to Teague. This was what he'd been waiting for.

      The great leopard bounded from his hiding place and charged the man. Teague slipped on loose rocks sending a spray of gravel towards his prey. In defense, the fiend sent out a massive shockwave that knocked Teague to his back. He could hear Orion's bow twang as he let his arrows fly, one finding its mark. It lodged in the man's bony ribs before Orion, too, was knocked back.

      Teague regained his feet and started after the man again. As he drew close, however, an evil such as he had not felt in millennia circled overhead. He skidded to a halt and looked up. Inky wings fanned out above him.

      "Get down," he shouted to Orion.

      He flattened himself to the ground as clawed feet reached out and grasped the old man by the shoulders, hauling him away into the gathering night. Watching in disbelief as the vagabond pulled the arrow free from his side, Teague yowled in frustration.

      They'd lost him once again. It would be days before they recovered the trail. He hoped that arrow hurt a lot as the man pulled it free. Maybe they'd get lucky, and the slime-festering slug would die from an infection.

      But Teague wasn't that lucky. He never was. He failed to catch the man and get the medallion. Just as he'd failed in every other task Tellen had given him. The Pathfinder hung his great head. How would he ever redeem himself from his mistakes if he was always too late?
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        * * *

      

      Nienna sat on a smooth rock in the fading light, watching the sun sink behind the peaks of the Mountain Veil. Brilliant pinks, indigo, and orange danced in the sky, causing a rosy glow to touch the rolling farmland below. She'd been making notes in her journal and moving stones around her map like chess pieces.

      It'd been seven days since she'd become a Pathfinder. Since then, they'd traveled the high plains and ridges of the Eastern Fringe down towards Raptor's Roost and beyond. Aros had sent Tellen a message that they'd seen great black birds in the area, and the Earth had rippled from time to time to prove someone was looking for something. 

      The hills had rumbled again last night. Teague had contacted Tellen in the Dreamscape to let him know they'd nearly caught the man using the medallion and gave the direction in which he flew off. 

      Tellen had been agitated all morning. The fact the man flew off with a great black bird meant he could be anywhere. The Guardian had reached out to Aros and sent him to patrol the skies. Tellen was currently roaming the woods, trying to meet up with Teague and Orion. He promised to be back by dark.

      Nienna and Liam had been told to stay near the lake they'd come upon last night. She looked down at her treasured wolf ring. Its dark eyes seemed to mock her in the polished silver. All the history lessons she'd had never once mentioned her ancestor Saul's grudge against Tellen. 

      Many works proclaimed the king saved the land from a foreign army set on destroying the way of her people. Saul was always seen as a hero. She'd been proud to come from a long line of brave and valiant men. 

      But now, she was faced with the fact that history always has more than one side. Saul thought he was protecting his people from an evil that didn't exist. Nienna had only scratched the surface with Tellen, but she knew he wasn't evil.

      With a sigh, she rose from her perch and walked down to the lake. Most of the sunlight was gone, but she could see Liam farther down the bank unhooking a fish from his line. She'd spent most of the day practicing with her staff and making calculations on her map. She hoped her friends would return soon. 

      A sudden tingle rippled down her spine. She scanned the tree line. Nothing. Just in case, she pulled her staff from her back. Movement caught her eye. 

      At first, Nienna thought it was Tellen, leaving the trees in his wolf guise. However, this wolf was much larger, with a fetid gash stretching from its left eye to the right side of its face. The stench of it hit her like a rockslide.

      A Hein wolf.

      "Liam," she shouted, her voice panicked.

      The wolf attacked. Gripping the end of the staff, she spun it in a wide arc, making the wolf dodge out of the way. It rushed her again. She parried with a stab to the side of its face. The Hein wolf yipped as the blade parted the skin.

      For several terrifying moments, it looked as though she might survive this, when the wolf slipped past the blade as she was too slow to bring it up. She caught the snapping mouth with the middle of her pole. The wolf's mouth chomped down hard, shattering the old wood.

      Nienna slammed the heel of her hand into the wolf's good eye, and it yelped, backing away, giving her just enough time to turn and see Liam dueling with a wolf of his own. 

      She ran down the shore of the lake, trying to put distance between her and her assailant. Suddenly, the ground parted from her feet and she was being carried up above the lake.. Clawed feet the size of dinner plates gripped her shoulders, its talons sinking into her flesh.

      Sharp, unyielding pain infused her shoulders. Why would one of Aros's men attack her like this? Looking up, however, she saw it wasn't one of the sleek birds that followed Aros. This was a poisonous black bird with merciless orange eyes. She tried to reach for one of the knives at her hips, but it was knocked from her hand as soon as she'd pulled it free. 

      Someone riding on top of the bird had used their sword to hit her blade. She immediately went for the second one. She had to get away before they got too high. But that blade, too, was knocked aside.

      "Go for anything else, and I'll cut your hand off," barked an angry voice. Nienna's heart plummeted.

      "Asssspen," she said through numb lips.

      What was happening? Her tongue wouldn't form the words she wanted to say. She felt her whole body tingling as if it had suddenly fallen asleep. 

      The poison from the talons was coursing its way through her blood, reaching every limb. Below her, she saw Liam go down beneath the wolf attacking him.

      She tried to cry out, but nothing happened. Her whole body was limp. If the bird dropped her now, even if she were above the water, she'd die. All she could do was pray the beast didn't loosen its grip. 

      How had they found her?
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        * * *

      

      Tellen lifted his wet nose to the wind. Something smelled off among all the scrub brush and rocks. They were still several hours away from the lake where he'd left Liam and Nienna.

      "It smells rotten," commented Teague.

      "Rotten, or infected," Tellen said as he moved his wolf body down the rocky trail.

      In their animal forms, Tellen and Teague traveled the vast expanse along the Eastern Fringe while Orion rode beside them on his horse. They'd found more evidence of the man with Tellen's medallion and the black vultures that appeared to be working with him. 

      They needed to get back to Nienna and have her plot out some new locations they could search. If they didn't catch the man soon, he feared they would be too late.

      Having just come across a foul smell, they decided to follow it. They tracked the rank scent for nearly a half-hour until they finally found its source. Poisonous black feathers lay strewn on the ground with a carcass in their midst. Without getting any closer, they could tell this was what remained of the bird's meal.

      Teague circled the feathers, careful not to get too close.

      The place felt tainted as Tellen sniffed the ground. It was the unmistakable scent of those foul creatures his sister had employed to capture him the day his heart shattered. He shivered at the thought. Yet, he smelled two other scents as well. One belonged to a man, not the dead carcass, but someone else. The other scent, though.

      "Tellen, get over here," called Orion urgently.

      "What is it?" Tellen asked. The young guard reached into a small crater in the dust and pulled out a shiny object. Tellen quickly morphed and reached out a hand as Orion deposited a small wolf face chiseled from silver into his palm. Nienna's ring. Somehow it had shattered into pieces all around them. Tellen brought his eyes up to meet Teague standing next to him.

      "They've captured her," Teague said quietly.

      Tellen's knees threatened to buckle. Not again. Dear king, please don't do this to me again.

      "Orion, get back to the lake. Find out what happened to Liam. I'll try to leave you a good trail to follow," Tellen said as he phased back into the wolf and took off at a sprint. Before he could go far, a great bear lumbered out from the trees. Tellen froze as a puma and a grizzled lynx appeared at the bear's flanks.

      Teague almost plowed into him as Tellen made an abrupt stop.

      Lifting his head, Tellen called out, "Berengard? Dridan? Nicodemus?"

      "We thought it was you," came Berengard's gravelly voice. "The whole world seems to be waking up. We thought we'd come to investigate. I see you've found evidence of our quarry. We never manage to catch up to them, however."

      "A universal problem," said Teague.

      "I am so relieved to see you all," Tellen said. "But at the moment, I am in pursuit. These monsters took one of our own. Will you join us?"

      "We pledged ourselves to your work. We are yours. Love, Family, Honor," the men chorused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            No Time To Waste

          

        

      

    

    
      Birds heralded grey streaks of dawn as Orion and the skin-changer called Nicodemus arrived at the lake. They would have been back sooner, but another shockwave rocked the landscape knocking Orion's horse over a steep ravine. The guard barely escaped the same fate. The going had been slow since.

       When they arrived, Orion saw a dead Hein wolf near the shore. Its red-black blood was drying around it. The shards of Nienna's broken staff were scattered everywhere. One of her knives stuck out of the dirt as though it had been planted there. The other was nowhere to be seen. 

      The ground showed signs of two separate tussles. Nienna's boot prints stopped abruptly, indicating that she'd been carried off by something. He was about to reach down and pick up a long black feather when Nicodemus shot out a quick warning.

      "Don't touch that, lad. Those birds are poisonous from the inside out. Pick up that feather, and within the hour, you'll feel ill."

      Orion immediately withdrew his hand and continued his observations. Near the dead Hein wolf were Liam's prints. The guard noted that Liam's feet had left the earth at one point too, but a few feet away was the mark of a body sliding on the gravel. The wolf must have thrown him. 

      A small green fletched arrow protruded from the side of the monster. Liam's crossbow. His friend must have shot it after getting thrown. But where was he now?

      "Liam," called Orion. There was no answer.

      "The wolves must have been working with the birds. It looks like they were a distraction to get the girl. But for what?" the older man mused. He walked along the shore, his gate uneven as though his leg had been broken recently and still wouldn't hold his total weight.

      "Liam," Orion called again. 

      "Over here," Nicodemus called. The thin man was farther down the shoreline waving for Orion to follow him into the cover of the trees. Liam lay on a clump of grass, his chest barely rising.

      "I'm amazed he survived," Nicodemus said, bending over the guard. 

      The skin-changer pulled out a vial of clear liquid.

      "Do you all carry such items?" Orion asked, pointing at the vial

      "All Pathfinders were given a pouch of remedies and then expected to learn how to use them. I've learned how to make several of my own, but this bottle of Tenelux is hard to come by. It obliterates any darkness that may be in or on a person. And this poor fellow's about to make a run for it, so I better make this count." 

      He poured three drops into a gash on Liam's chest. As predicted, Liam sat up with a war cry two seconds after the liquid touched him and vaulted to his feet only to collapse face-first into the sandy gravel near the shore.

      Orion stood with his mouth open as he watched. "I can see why we held him down the last time that we used it."

      "Aye, those wolves are nasty. If it's the last thing I do in this life, I'm going to kill every one of those beasts. We should have killed them instead of putting them in cages to fester."

      Orion and Nicodemus rolled Liam over and began the process of cleaning and dressing his injuries.

      "Please tell me you all found her," Liam said in a whisper as his eyes fluttered open.

      "We found traces of her," Orion said, feeling hollow.

      "Then we have failed indeed," Liam said and closed his eyes once more.

      "We'd better get him on one of those horses and back to Tellen. He's the only one who can help the boy now," Nicodemus said, pointing to the four horses still tethered under the trees.

      Orion felt numb. He knew Nicodemus was right, but it felt like everything they did was not enough to protect the princess. They were unfit to fill this position.

      Never in his life had Orion not been able to fulfill his duty. That all changed once they'd met the Earth Guardian. Now he felt like he'd just entered the academy at Waldorman once more.

      "There were two wolves," Liam said, a faint sheen glistened on his forehead. 

      Liam told them of the two Hein wolves that had attacked while he'd been fishing. The one that came for him went down fairly quickly.

      "The one that cornered Nienna was forcing her toward the lake. I'm guessing so that vulture could have room to swoop in and nab her. Someone was riding that bird."

      "Riding it?" Orion asked, confused. 

      "It was likely the man we've been after for months," Nicodemus offered. 

      "So what do we do now?" asked Orion.

      "We head to Solace Prison," remarked Liam, finally able to sit. 

      "Solace Prison?" Orion asked. "How do you know that?"

      "Her map. It's over on the rock there," Liam said, pointing.

      Orion threw Liam's arm over his shoulder and lifted his friend to his feet. Together, they walked over to where Nienna's map lay spread out. Once again, the markers resembled rows of soldiers.

      "She has them numbered here with her charcoal pencil," Orion said. 

      Nicodemus came to stand beside them. 

      "The markers form a pattern. She has black stones starting with Feltus, then Alturis, Gregmire, then Solace Prison. The white stones show the quake in Silverlen as the first in that sequence, then Waldorman, Rimshaw, and ending at Raptor's Roost," Liam explained.

      "What makes you think she has it figured out?" asked Nicodemus. "The next attack could still be anywhere."

      "Solace Prison lies in the Ridgeback Mountains," said Orion, catching on. "Going from here to where we found Nienna's ring follows an exact line south."

      Liam turned to Orion. "Do you remember when we were stationed near Solace at Fort Lathros?"

      "How could I forget? The place gave me the creeps. But surely that's due to all that happened there four generations ago. I'm still not connecting the dots."

      "The person with the medallion has been opening prisons full of demons," Liam said. "What if there was a deposit of demons underneath that prison? Adding to the animosity of that place."

      Nicodemus took a sharp intake of breath. "They are going to release the witch. That prison must have been built right over the top of her own. To have that much malevolence underneath would inevitably seep into its occupants."

      The skin-changer looked hard at Orion. "We need to find Tellen as soon as possible. There's not a moment to lose."
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        * * *

      

      It was far into the night when Tellen and his companions stopped to rest. They'd tracked the birds far into the Ridgeback mountains. The journey had been hard. Aros met them around dusk and reported his men had seen a black bird flying toward the ruins of Celestine with a rider and a girl in its claws. The report confirmed a growing suspicion. 

      The ruined city was where he'd sent his sister down to the depths. According to Berengard, the foolish monarchs had built a prison for their worst criminals right over the top of Fiora's. The only reason the man behind this would be collecting Earthspark users would be to try to open that cage.

      That would spell disaster for everyone and everything.

      The night was still warm, so they did without a fire. Tellen leaned against a tree and held the fragments of Nienna's broken shield ring in his hand. He'd never known one to break like this. The small crater the ring had been lying in must have meant the ring exploded, possibly smashed by something.

      He knew he should have used a ring of the utmost quality. An impurity must have remained in the silver. In the past, he made every shield ring he gave out. This time should have been no different. Now, because of his mistake, Nienna would pay the price.

      "What do you have there?" Berengard asked, drawing near. His stout features matched the bear's form.

      Tellen turned the wolf's face so the man could see. "This was the shield ring I gave to the girl. Little good it did her," he said bitterly.

      "She was an heir of Saul," spat Berengard. "We should leave her to her fate."

      "No," Tellen said, anger and bile rising within him. "She does not follow her ancestor's footsteps."

      "This girl was special to you?" asked Dridan from nearby.

      "She's the reason Tel is even with us," Teague said, coming to sit near Tellen and Berengard. 

      "Her gift has been a blessing and a curse. She brought back much in the world that was lost after I disappeared, but she also became the biggest target for the foul things that have reawakened."

      "She must be the reason so many dark creatures have congregated in this area," commented Dridan.

      "Without this ring, she's a beacon in the night," Tellen said. A thought struck him. "Berengard, how many people have these birds carried off? You said you three have been tracking them."

      Berengar replied, "We have accounts of thirteen people carried off, including the girl. Twenty-six others were taken only to have been eaten. Like the one we came across last night."

      "Thirteen," Tellen mused. 

      "Didn't you bury that monster closer to Silverlen?” asked Teague hopefully.

      "No. I brought down the fallen city of Celestine on top of the Fire Witch. Solace sits on top of them."

      "If you deposited the witch near this Solace, then how did you end up so far north?" pressed Teague.

      "I must have lost my path back after I buried her. I floated among the bedrock for some time before finally coming to rest. That would explain why it took me so long to recover."

      "But you locked up the witch. There's no way they can use mortals to release her," Berengard said.

      "It's possible if they have someone fresh into being a Pathfinder. Nienna took the oath eight days ago," Tellen said. Dread was stomping on his chest now. 

      At the moment, the girl's power rivaled his own with his medallion. That man was absolutely capable of releasing Fiora. If he knew to catch a Pathfinder, then he knew how to free his sister.

      And it would be all his fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ridgebacks

          

        

      

    

    
      The mountain face was sheer. Its grey stone stood guard over the windswept valley below. Orion, Liam, and the rest of their party had scoured the broken landscape but saw nothing that indicated where to enter. Orion had been informed that the rubble at the base of the peak used to be a city that was destroyed by a dragon long ago. But they were hunting birds, not dragons, and those black vultures had not left their hiding place since the Sky Guardian's man had spotted them.

      Orion had tracked Tellen and the rest easily enough through the night. Teague made sure there were plenty of signs of their passing. Though, even on horseback, it had taken them two days to catch up to the others. Tellen healed Liam as soon as they caught up but had to ride his horse afterward in order to keep going. 

      Now Orion and the rest were on the foothills below the most forbidding peaks in the entire Tellidine kingdom. No one entered the Ridgebacks if they could help it. The mountains were said to be haunted by those who were imprisoned within Solace. With its passages sealed, none could verify the story. But there was enough hostility here that it was easy to believe.

      The Ridgebacks were a solid wall of stone with great spires too high and steep to be ascended. There was no pass over them. One simply went around. That was why one of the ancient kings created a prison in their center and named it Solace. It was intended to bring peace of mind to the residents of Tellidus. The place was impossible to escape and easily defended. And Nienna had figured out this was their location through her intuition as a cartographer. 

      Orion stood at the edge of the woods where the group had set up camp. Worry gnawed on his leg like a dog with a bone. Dark had long since fallen, and Dridan should have been back by now. Liam came up beside him.

      "Seen anything yet?" he asked. 

      "Nothing," replied Orion.

      With a shadow circling somewhere high above,, he felt a strange sensation. He heard someone hiss to douse the fire immediately. Dirt covered the small flame, and the grove became silent. Even the usual night noises were still.

      Orion saw the thing he'd been hoping, and dreading, to see. The black creature was silhouetted by the stars, flying in a wide arc. As it completed its revolution in the sky, it dove straight down. The men were all on their feet now, weapons in hand.

      With a sinking feeling, he wondered if the creature had spotted one of his companions. When it didn't rise again, Nicodemus signaled to the men behind him to move out. All began to run as quietly as possible toward where they saw the bird land.

      Before they went far from the trees, Nicodemus held up a fisted hand. Everyone paused. Orion could make out two figures running headlong toward them, one distinguishable as the tall form of Dridan. Orion let out a sigh of relief. The two men raced to the waiting group. When they arrived, they were breathing hard but motioned for the group to go back to the cover of the trees.

      Once there, someone asked, "What happened to you?"

      "We were nearly eaten. That's what." Dridan's eyes glittered intensely. "That thing took out a large elk right near where we were crouched. I was afraid we were on the menu next. We waited until the creature was fully gorging itself on the carcass, and then we ran. I never looked back to see if it saw us or not."

      "Well, where do we go in?" asked Nicodemus.

      "You get down near where that open gorge is, and you will faintly see a stairway set into the face. I'm guessing you climb that, and there will be a door at the top. The creature came out just above that. There is a clifftop opening. I never saw a door, but that doesn't mean there isn't one."

      The gathered men made their way back to camp when suddenly those leading the way froze. Orion and Liam nudged their way to the front of the group and were taken aback when they found Aspen standing before them. Their former companion was positioned by the doused fire. His eyes were wild, his clothes grubby. Yet, the sword at his side appeared sharp as ever. 

      Orion felt the group tense. Every weapon was trained on Aspen’s chest. A feeling of darkness enveloped the fallen guard.

      "I thought we hauled you to the Bricks back in Alturis," Orion said coldly.

      "You did, but there is always a way out.” Aspen circled his sword.

      "Bind him," Berengard called. 

      Several men moved to take him, but Aspen held his sword ready. "I'm here to deliver a message to that fool of a Guardian," he said. His voice had taken on a hard edge.

      "And what message is that?" Berengard growled. 

      Orion saw Liam withdrawing his crossbow, ready to take the traitor down.

      "Leave this place, and you may live. Continue to search for the girl, and all of you will die. You are treading on sacred ground."

      "You know we can't do that," Liam called, bringing his crossbow up. "We swore our lives to protect the princess. As did you, you sack of filth."

      Liam fired, but Aspen moved with unnatural speed. He jumped aside and sliced the quarrel in two.

      Orion's blood pumped faster. He freed his knives and readied himself.

      "You can't beat me. You are with the losing side. Heed my warning and leave or suffer the consequences." Aspen's eyes glittered dangerously.

      Orion noticed a small mountain cat circling behind Aspen. The tufted lynx of Nicodemus. He had to keep the traitor's eyes on the men in front and not what was behind.

      "After all this time, why would you betray her like this?" Orion asked, stepping forward.

      Aspen’s cold eyes narrowed in on him.

      "They offered to help me gain justice. I deserve justice." Aspen's face took on a ghoulish quality as he stared down the men. "And I mean to get it."

      The fallen guard raised his sword, but before he could take a step, he was knocked flat as Nicodemus pounced on him. Orion and the others sprang into action, securing Aspen's hands behind his back. 

      "Justice is earned, whelp," Berengard said, his knee in the traitor's back. "It's not given."

      "Let's get him tied up before he causes any further mischief," Dridan said.

      "Nienna will be dead along with the rest in a few hours," Aspen spat. 

      "Then maybe I better kill you first," Orion said, tying Aspen's hands to his feet. "It might make me feel better."

      "That will be for Tellen to decide," Berengard said as he dragged Aspen over to a tree and fastened him to it.

      "Then he better get here quick," Liam said, his finger caressing the trigger of his crossbow.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness was falling as Tellen and Teague paused in their running long enough to eat something. They downed a deer in their animal forms and ate in a small clearing. They'd spent the entire day searching for clues on how to enter the prison but came up empty.

      After he had eaten his fill, Tellen wandered over to a stream that crossed through the forest and drank deeply. A light breeze wafted by, bringing with it the smell of fetid meat. It was faint but distinct.

      "Teague," he hissed. "Do you smell that?"

      Teague lifted his great grey head and scented the air.

      "Nightshade birds," he replied in a whisper.

      The two began to slink through the undergrowth toward the smell. They kept low to the ground, getting as close as they dared.

      The great bird stood atop the carcass of a cow elk. Despite the darkness, the two could see black veins drifting over the dead animal like a plague. The bird gorged itself upon the meat without thought. Tellen caught his friend's eye and nodded.

      The pair moved silently toward the unsuspecting creature. As soon as they were within striking distance, Tellen leaped for its neck but missed, raking his claws down the back of the bird. Teague went for one of the wings.

      The creature shrieked and tried to rake them with its talons. Tellen jumped again to bite the back of the bird's neck but was forced to retreat. He snarled and decided to go for the other wing.

      The Nightshade bird tried to fly away, but Teague managed to damage the wing just enough so that it could only hop into the air and glide a short distance away. They streaked after the wounded bird. It had caused them too much grief to get away unpunished.

      Teague jumped on the back of its neck while Tellen attacked from the front.. The bird gave an unearthly cry as Teague sank his teeth into the tough hide. Tellen slashed at the bird's chest, then dodged away when the bird struck out with its talons. Black blood splattered on the ground.

      The bird reached around and pecked Teague in the shoulder, but he refused to let go. With a mighty effort, Tellen latched onto the throat of the brute. The taste was as foul as the stench. Bile was rising in Tellen's throat as the foul liquid pooled in his mouth. With a feeble squawk, the bird toppled over, nearly crushing Tellen beneath it.

      Teague pushed off as the bird fell and could be seen retching into the grass. It was only a moment later before Tellen was doing the same. They raced back to the stream and rinsed their mouths and bodies, eliminating as much of the bird’s toxic black blood as they could.

      Tellen morphed into his human form and retched again. As Teague transformed back, he fell to his knees. Tellen wobbled to his friend, helping him sit.

      "That th-thing was m-more rancid than a m-month-old pile of d-death," Teague slurred.

      "I agree," Tellen replied in a shaky voice. "At least we killed it. Now there's only one."

      Tellen reached for his medicine pouch and sorted through the concoctions until he found what he was looking for.

      "Do you want to be conscious for this?" he asked.

      "Just do it." Teague found a stick and placed it between his teeth, then nodded. His face was pale and slick with sweat. The poison in the bird's blood would do irreparable damage if Tellen didn't act soon.

      Tenelux, in its undiluted form, was like giving the body an unfiltered blast of sunlight. It burned every part of the user with white-hot heat, clearing away the darkness within. Tellen preferred to give it in the diluted form because its pain was relatively mild while still providing satisfactory results. But if he didn't act fast, Teague would be dead in a matter of minutes.

      Tellen placed five drops of undiluted Tenelux onto Teague's wounded shoulder. The man screamed through his branch, shaking violently as a seizure took hold. Tellen steadied him, pushing what energy he could into Teague, hopefully dulling some of the pain.

      As the seizure subsided, Teague broke out into another sweat. The perspiration merged with the tears leaking down his face. His breath came in sporadic gasps, but he was regaining the use of his body.

      Tellen pulled out another tincture and dropped some of the liquid onto the wound. Teague hissed through his teeth but otherwise managed to control himself. 

      Tellen then gave himself a dose of each remedy. As the Tenelux coursed through him, he cursed his sister for ever creating those vile birds.

      "Let's never do that again," Teague whispered, placing a hand on Tellen's contorted frame.

      "Agreed," Tellen replied weakly.

      When they could both stand, they made their way slowly to the grove of trees where their companions camped. Hopefully, they had better news.

      The two limped into view of the small campfire. The smell of stew floating toward them made Tellen's stomach protest angrily.

      "We found a bird," Teague announced.

      "It looks like it tried to eat you, too," commented Berengard.

      "Is Dridan here?" Tellen asked.

      "Yes. As is Ira, Marusch, and Zephalis, along with the two young ones, Orion and Liam," said Berengard.

      Tellen looked around, seeing the guards and another man he recognized tied to a tree. Aspen. His hair began to stand on end. The young man glared at him with a hatred born of flames. 

      A strong urge to finish this scum the way he did the Nightshade bird an hour ago hit him, but he didn't have the time to waste. Perhaps it would be better to leave the boy tied up and allow whatever hungry predators were nearby to enjoy themselves.

      Dridan related his findings to the Guardian. Plans and assignments were decided upon, out of earshot of the traitor.

      Tellen walked to the edge of camp and stared up at the stone edifice before him. A large hand fell upon his shoulder.

      "We'll get her back," Teague said resolutely.

      "We should have never left her alone. I was in such a rush to get my medallion back that I forgot to take care of my own."

      "It's part of the human experience," Teague consoled.

      "But I'm not human, Teague. I'm a Guardian. I should have known better." Tellen bowed his head in shame.

      "You may not be mortal, or even immortal like me, but you are very much human, Tel. That's why we follow you," Teague encouraged. "We'll get her back. We have to."

      "Who says she is yours to retrieve?" came a harsh voice from behind them. The pair turned to see Aspen, still tied to his tree. Tellen hadn't realized they'd been so close while they were speaking. The traitor strained at the ropes binding him.

      Orion and Liam, who were keeping watch nearby, looked acidly at their former friend.

      Addressing Orion, Tellen asked, "How long has that reprobate been here?"

      "He arrived an hour ago. We're awaiting your judgment on what to do with him." It was clear from Orion's voice what he would like to do, but it never suited Tellen to kill an unarmed man.

      "Leave him for now. We have more important things to do. Maybe something hungry will pass by," Tellen said

      "Make sure those bindings are tight. We don't want him to get loose a second time," Teague growled.

      Aspen's glare deepened as Liam fastened another rope around him.

      Tellen wandered to one of the nearby fires. He knew he should sleep, but he was too anxious. He might be nearly five thousand years old, but that didn't change the fact that he'd been a half-wit to let the newest member of his pack get captured. He didn't dare think of what would happen as Fiora's minions tried to release the witch.

      He gazed at the sheer stone walls of the prison. Could Fiora possibly sense his feelings for the girl? Was stealing Nienna away part of her plan of revenge? He cared for Nienna more than he cared to admit. He was drawn to her, and knowing her life was in such peril could make him reckless.

      He shook his head at the ludicrous king who made a prison over the broken remains of Celestine. Then something made him tense. He could feel it building. A strong tremor rose from beneath the mountain. 

      Everyone rose to their feet. Tellen felt the escalation of the ground again and crouched low. His men did the same. The surge of earth was like a tsunami wave. The trees shook as the rocks groaned.

      He lifted his head to see where the ripple had originated. His medallion was in there. The pulsing energy roiled inside that mountain as it prepared to send another shockwave—harder this time.

      "Everyone stay down," he commanded. 

      The men held their positions. Tellen could feel the energy mushrooming outward, like a bursting bubble. Several trees in the grove toppled over, and rockslides cascaded down the mountainside as the explosion hit. Teague hissed loudly beside him.

      "If this isn't the work of your medallion, I don't know what is," his friend whispered.

      "Aye, it's my medallion, and whoever is wielding it is trying to free something we don't want to meet."

      "Tellen." 

      His head snapped up. As soft as a summer breeze, it came to him. 

      "Tellen, where are you?" 

      He rose to his feet and gripped the trunk of a nearby tree.

      "Tel." 

      The whisper of Nienna's voice faded away, and Tellen nearly ran after it.

      "She's alive," he whispered.
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      Nienna's eyes flitted open. She was warm and comfortable. Too comfortable, in fact. The last thing she could remember was an agonizing pain throughout her body. Unable to move, she was paralyzed by the venom in the black vulture's talons. Aspen had been there, riding the bird. 

      She remembered them stopping at one point so the bird could eat. Aspen had brought her near his small fire and offered her food, but she'd refused to open her mouth. He'd become so angry when she wouldn't eat that he threw the food in her face. The broth had seeped into her clothes and hair, making her skin itch as it dried. 

      He tried to remove her wolf head ring. She willed the ring to stay put, but the darkness around Aspen fought with her gift. The warring powers were too much for the ring and it exploded. Her left hand was scorched black. The burn on top of the fire within was too much. Eventually, she'd lost consciousness.   

      She tentatively wiggled her fingers and toes. They responded without pain. Systematically, Nienna moved every part of herself until she was sure she was in control once more. As she moved, she found that she was lying in a mound of furs.

      Pushing herself into a sitting position nearly made her blackout. After a moment, her eyes cleared, and she continued to sit up, swinging her legs over the edge of her bed. 

      The stone floor had been polished smooth from use. As she looked about, she was surprised to find she wasn't in a room at all. It was a cell, hewn from the rock.

      In front of her was a solid set of bars. Each was at least the width of her arm and only four inches apart. Quietly, she moved towards them and peered out. The light was dim, but she could see a cavernous alley lined with fourteen cells, including hers. 

      All were carved from the rock and worn to a matte finish by hundreds of hands trying to get out. Sobs echoed from one of the cells. Across from her, a white-haired woman stood looking out. Her eyes were devoid of hope.

      "Ah, I hear our newest arrival is finally awake," came a man's voice to her left.

      Nienna jumped at the sound. She knew that voice. "Ross?" she asked. How could he be here?

      "It can't be," the man replied.

      She could hear scrambling feet and saw an arm work its way over a slit in the wall that joined their cells. The head of Ross Galbraith popped into the hole and looked down.

      "Princess Nienna," he breathed. "I'd hoped to see you again, but certainly not here." Ross's once handsome face looked gaunt. His skin was ashen and black lines ran over his face and arms. His clothes were tattered.

      "What's happened to you?" Nienna asked in horror. 

      "The same thing that's happened to you," he said, looking her over. "Those rancid birds do this to their victims, though the ones they decide to eat can't show you."

      Nienna looked down at her hands. They were ashen and black lines seemed to follow her veins.

      "What is this?" she asked. 

      "It's the mark of a Nightshade bird. Once it sinks its talons into you, black lines begin to form on your skin. It hides our light," he said, his mouth set into a grim line.

      She looked down at where her wolf ring once sat. The skin on her hand was grey, crisscrossed with the black lines, but there was no indication that magic had burned her hand.

      Handholds were carved into the wall before her, so she climbed up. 

      "How long have I been here?" she asked.

      "They brought you in maybe a day ago. You looked as though you’d been pulled out of a fire. It's hard to tell how much time passes here," Ross said.  

      "This is Solace Prison, isn't it." She knew the answer before she asked, but she had to know for sure.

      Ross slowly nodded his head. "Meryl, on the other side of me, has said as much."

      “Then there is no escape." 

      Nienna fought back the tears bubbling up. For once in her life, she wished she'd been wrong about something. But her calculations had led her straight to this abandoned prison. 

      Generations of Comstocks used Solace Prison to lock up the vilest criminals and adversaries to their thrones. That all ended when her great-grandfather Nexus Augustus Comstock ascended to the throne. 

      Nexus had ordered the prison to be destroyed after receiving a report that the prison keepers performed horrendous acts of cruelty to the inmates there. The only problem was once all the criminals had been moved, no one wanted to return. Terrible things befell those foolish enough to enter the Ridgeback mountains where the prison lay. Now she was trapped inside.

      A terrible thought crept into her mind. She'd pinpointed this place as the final spot in the sequence of seismic events. She'd planned to tell her friends when they'd all returned to the lake. But they returned too late, and she was left to wonder if her stalwart guard, Liam, had even survived. In the aftermath of the struggle, would they even notice the map?

      Ross's strained voice broke into her thoughts. "How did they capture you?"

      She related her sorry tale, not missing how Ross stared at her like a thirsty man stares at water.

      “How did you get here?" she asked when she finished.

      Ross gave her a pitiful look. "You never wrote to me, so I decided to find you for the Summer Solstice in Alturis. I thought I might get a chance to visit with "Professor Rostock'' while I was there." 

      When she looked at him with surprise as he mentioned her alias, he said, "Rivkah told me. Anyway, it was getting dark as I neared the turnoff to Alturis when, out of nowhere, one of those birds took me from my saddle. I put up a decent fight and might have gotten away if a second one hadn't gone for my horse. A man riding the first bird disarmed me and hauled me away."

      He readjusted his grip on the stone slit, then continued. "The paralyzing venom took hold, and I was no match for the rider. I was forced to watch those crows eat my finest horse while that mutt of a man unloaded me of all my valuables. I still see him wearing my sword now and again. A group of Alturis attendees approached and caught a glimpse of us. The birds immediately took flight, and when I woke up next, I was in this cell."

      "We heard about you," Nienna said, aghast. "Though no one knew the identity of the rider, only that he appeared to have come from the wagon wheel. But why come to see me? Surely you had women falling all over you back in Solomon."

      "I grew tired of the silly women of that city. Jenna totted me along to so many parties after you left that I'd finally had enough. I needed to get away, and Alturis offered interesting opportunities. Plus, I might have got a chance to see a pretty girl I once met at a party."  

      A thought occurred to her. "Ross, how do you know about the light of the Earthspark?"

      "It's common knowledge among the prisoners here, though I've never heard it called the Earthspark. I've heard dirt devilry, light, and earth connection. It's the reason they captured each of us. From what I've gathered, yours is the strongest anyone has ever seen."

      "How did you develop it? It's only returned recently," said Nienna.

      "It's from my connection to the stone. I've worked as a mason for several years, as you know. But lately, I was getting more than just a feel for the stone. I was getting visions. I literally saw the history of what occurred around the rock I was working with. I could identify cracks and weaknesses without tools."

      Nienna was stunned. It made perfect sense, but she had to wonder what made Ross so special? 

      "I'm guessing it was from your life on the landscape that shaped your spark," Ross continued. "You spent so much time out in nature making your maps. It's no wonder you developed it. I'm sorry they found you, though. Sorry, they found any of us. I think you were the last they needed."

      "Who needed?" Nienna asked, suddenly alert.

      "Them," Ross whispered. 

      He released his hold on the slit and retreated down the wall into his cell. She did the same. An elderly couple dressed in fine garb strode toward the cells. She recognized the man as the one from Alturis, who'd run into her with his wooden crate. 

      "I still don't see why you waited so long. Your mark had almost disappeared before you took her," the woman said heatedly.

      "I've been watching her for months. I knew she was the one we needed to finish this," the man said. The hunger in his voice sent chills down Nienna’s spine.

      "But why didn't you just grab her in Alturis? Or even Feltus, for that matter? We could have released our mistress weeks ago," she argued. 

      The man stopped and glared at the woman. "We needed a Pathfinder. You know that. The rest of these people have a strong spark, but it's nothing compared to the girl. Our mistress said a new Pathfinder might be possible now that the Earth Guardian was awake. And she was right. She said this girl's power is nearly as strong as the Guardian at the height of his power."

      The woman's wart-covered face relaxed as she finally relented. "At least we can finally get this over with. I'm tired of cooking for all these people."

      The couple began to walk again but stopped directly in front of Nienna.

      "Ah, she's awake." The man smiled with horribly mossy teeth. 

      Nienna reeled. She knew this man. He'd given her that same awful smile as she stood on the stage in Feltus getting that ridiculous award.

      He'd found nicer clothes, but that did not make him comely. The woman looked as though she at least washed. However, her teeth were just as rank. Nienna quickly backed away. The feeling coming off these two made her insides squirm like worms in the earth.

      "You've done well, Himmel," said the woman to the pockmarked man. "She looked like death when she arrived, especially after that asinine boy burned her. I hope you made him pay for that."

      "He'll think twice before doing something idiotic like that again, I assure you. I sent him out to warn those fools outside the gate to leave. I hope they just kill him.”

      The man's mossy teeth flashed between his pale lips. He eyed her the way Commander Marks did when he purchased new horses for his men. "Look at that. Her light is still increasing. If we wait any longer, she may turn into a full-fledged Guardian." 

      "There is only one Guardian of the Earthspark, and that's Tellen Ramforth," Nienna declared. "And he knows you have his medallion. He'll find you. Then you'll wish you'd never found that thing." She sounded braver than she felt. But Himmel’s words gave her hope that her friends had made it.

      “Tellen is weak,” Himmel said. "And he'll never touch this medallion again." 

      "Besides," the woman said, reaching through the bars. "You'll be dead, and we'll be gone long before he gets in here."

      "Who is your mistress?" Nienna asked in a quavering voice. The courage she felt a moment ago melted.

      "You will see," said the woman.

      The man just looked at Nienna with his ever-hungry expression. They cackled and walked back the way they'd come.

      Nienna slid down the wall to the floor. This couple had once lived in Feltus. They'd discovered the medallion, freeing the grimmole, setting all this in motion. 

      She buried her head in her arms, feeling more alone than she'd ever felt in her life. 

      "Tellen, where are you?"
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      Hours later, Nienna's cell door swung open, revealing what appeared to be a half-sized grimmole in the hallway. 

      Not again, she thought. 

      She sailed from the basin that served as her bed as the brute extended its stone arms to catch her. She twisted out of its grip and made for the open door. 

      Nienna nearly made it when she was seized around the waist. The creature held her tightly, though she struggled as hard as she could, using every trick she'd learned from Tellen and her guards. The grimmole hauled her from the cell, thrashing and screaming.

      The creature carried her down the hallway into a vast chamber with stone pedestals, forcing her to lie on the one nearest the crater. A second grimmole grabbed her arms and forced them above her head, where they were secured with iron bonds. The same was done to her bare feet. A third set was tied around her waist.  

      The gaping maw of the crater was dark, but Nienna could feel a presence down there that made her want to flee like a rabbit before a dragon. It was pacing, ready to sink its jaws into the nearest victim.

      More shouts and struggling bodies were brought into the chamber. Soon all the pedestals had people attached to them, including a terrified Ross. What was happening to them? Nienna couldn't suck in enough air as fear buried her. She tried to think of any way she could get free. She didn't even have hairpins, not that she could reach them in this position.

      Then she saw the couple. They were trailed by six of the mini grimmoles and a man with red hair. The woman walked around the semicircle, inspecting all the bonds of their captives. She arrived at Nienna last.

      The woman smiled maliciously at her. "Comfortable?" she asked in mock concern. When Nienna did not answer, the woman turned to the man. "They're ready."

      "Excellent," the man said eagerly.

      He stepped up to the head of Nienna's bench. She could see a large emerald stone set into a sturdy yet graceful silver fastening. Nienna's eyes grew wide. Tellen's medallion. This was the conduit for the Earthspark, and it was in the hands of a man shrouded in darkness. He bowed his head in concentration, igniting the glow of the gem. Opening his eyes, he fixed them on Nienna's terrified ones.

      "It's time for you to put your life to a greater purpose. For one who burns so bright, it only fits that you be the one who releases the mistress of fire," he leered.

      He unclasped the chain from his neck and fastened it around hers. The touch of his hand on her skin was like the Nightshade bird's talons all over again. She could feel the power humming within the medallion, yet, it still belonged to the old man, which frightened her even more. 

      Himmel spread his arms wide and threw his head back.

      "The power is at your command, my mistress," he shouted to the crater.

      A green shimmer began to hover over the other twelve captives. Several screamed out in pain. Nienna saw Ross writhing, trying to break his bonds.

      Their Earthspark, Nienna, realized with dismay. He's stealing their Earthspark and their lives along with it.

      The green glimmer continued to gather above each victim until it was nearly a tangible mist. Then with tiny, tendril-like fingers, that mist began to converge on Nienna. She tried to twist away from it, but it entered her body anyway. She screamed at the force of the power surging through her.

      She felt each person the spark had been taken from. She sensed their lives slipping away. Pushing back against the powers, she tried to return the sparks to their owners, but the medallion on her chest burned, demanding that power to stay with her. Her insides were scorched from the raw agitated force within her. 

      The man reached down and touched his hands to either side of her head. Her scream was washed out in a rushing sound as the Earthspark surged from her and into the pit. She could feel her own life leaching away. Desperate, she grabbed hold of her spark, stopping the outward flow. 

      Himmel twitched as he fought for control. Pushing his will harder, he started the spark flowing again, but Nienna bottlenecked it so that only half the energy slipped away. One of the captive's life winked out. Two others were dangerously close. The man growled in frustration as he burst past her barriers and opened the flow once more.

      "No!" she screamed as another surge of power left her. Blackness crept in around the edge of her vision. Her chest heaved as though a hot branding iron was stuck to her skin. She was losing. 

      If she lost consciousness now, there would be no hope for any of them. But she couldn't do it. Her heartbeats became erratic. At one point, it stopped altogether, wringing the air from her lungs. 

      "Tel," she tried to say one more time, but the words didn't get past her tongue. A single tear escaped as she closed her eyes.
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      Tellen and the others ascended the aerie above the staircase. The door had remained impassable, and they didn't have time to waste. A Nightshade bird startled out of its sleep as the intruders burst into its roost, swords slashing through it in deadly silence.

      "This is how we should have dealt with the first one," Teague complained to Tellen.

      Tellen only nodded. The rescue party split into four groups, each taking a different passageway. As Tellen's group raced along the route he'd chosen, he could feel the energy of his medallion fluctuating through the rock.

      A heart-wrenching scream erupted down the corridor, and Tellen took off at a sprint. The passage twisted and turned, eventually spitting them out into a vast chamber with thirteen stone benches. A man with stringy white hair crouched over the girl who'd sworn her life to him. 

      Time began to slow. 

      "Nienna."

      This was like watching Rei's death all over again.

      With a sickening realization, Tellen saw the man was stealing the Earthspark from everyone on the stone benches and funneling that power in and through Nienna to create a more concentrated blast. If that man were allowed to finish, all thirteen people would be dead, and Fiora would be free.

      A woman stood with a hoard of pint-sized grimmoles against the wall. Even though these brutes were smaller, they were quicker and more dangerous because of it.

      "Stop the Guardian," she shouted, pointing to the intruders. "He can't be allowed to interfere."

      The bellows of the grimmoles assaulted the chamber. The stone monsters raced toward him, brandishing their scythe-like claws. 

      "That man. Take him down," Tellen shouted to Teague as another rock monster blocked his path. Once his friend spotted the scraggly man, he sprang into action. Two grimmoles followed after him. 

      Liam was knocked against a wall and fell into a heap.

      Tellen growled in frustration as his grimmole swiped at him, nicking his shoulder. He morphed into the massive black wolf and went for the brute's throat. Once he'd dispatched the creature, he sprang to the next one blocking his way to Nienna. He had to get to her before she slipped into the next realm. 

      Out of the corner of his eye, Tellen saw Dridan morph into a puma and attack the last rock monster. The beast was trapped between the pit and Dridan. The woman had vanished. As soon as his Pathfinder finished with this beast, Tellen's way to the pedestals would be clear.

      Dridan took another swipe at the monster, but it evaded him. He managed to trip it, sending it spilling into the depths of the pit. As it fell, it grabbed hold of Dridan's paw, spearing it with an extended claw. The Pathfinder yowled, and both tumbled over the edge.

      Tellen morphed back to a human in an instant and lunged after them. He wouldn't lose another friend tonight if he could help it. He caught Dridan's back paw in one hand while finding a hold with his other hand. The monster was dangling at the end of Dridan’s arm, making the puma scream in pain.

      "Shrink," barked Tellen. He could feel his hand slipping. 

      Dridan obeyed and went immediately to his human form. The monster lost its hold and plunged to the depths. A hand grabbed Tellen's, hauling him and Dridan back over onto the ledge. Liam panted as he finished helping Dridan up.

      Tellen looked to where Nienna was bound. Teague stood at her side, undoing the bonds. For the moment, she was safe.

      With his path finally clear, Tellen limped to the pedestal. Pale as death, Nienna looked like a corpse as black veins wound through her ashen skin. 

      Tellen could sense very little life in her. Her Earthspark was gone, and so was her connection to him. 

      Teague finished releasing her bonds, but Nienna did not move. Tellen placed a hand on her cheek. She was still there, but not for long. As he touched her, he could feel a lingering connection to each of the other prisoners but two. He leaned in, their noses nearly touching.

      "Let them go," he commanded quietly. "You're killing yourself."

      He began to push energy back into Nienna. However, what he gave her was immediately propelled to the ten people she clung to.

      "Hold it for yourself," he growled into her ear. "They'll be fine."

      Straightening, he turned to his companions. "Get the rest of those prisoners free. Hurry!"

      The three men rushed to help free the other prisoners.

      Tellen took Nienna into his arms as her heart stuttered. 

      "No," he cried out. 

      Why hadn't he been able to get here sooner? He'd tried. Just as he'd tried to save Rei. Perhaps, he was meant to live out this existence with only his followers, absent of the love he so desperately craved. All his efforts were too little, too late. 

      Anguish ravaged his features. He needed her. She'd given him hope that there was still a life to live. In a wild attempt, he placed his forehead on hers, sending every bit of energy he could spare, but her heart gave one last beat, then stilled.

      Tears were falling hot and fast as he held her cold shell. Once again, he was too late. Just as he'd been unable to save Rei and Fallon, he hadn't been able to save Nienna. 

      Now, he was left holding one who would not look at him again. He should have tried harder to get past the grimmoles. He should have taken command of the stone walls and brought the beasts down in one fell swoop. His weakness had cost the girl her life. 

      A sob escaped him as he kissed her lips.

      "Please come back to me," he whispered. He sent every drop of the Earthspark he possessed through that kiss. She'd brought him back from the brink. Maybe he could do the same for her. 

      For several agonized moments, nothing happened. Then he felt the air move by his face. Nienna's chest was slowly rising and falling. He felt a pulse at her neck. It was slow but gaining in strength.

      A hand found his cheek. Tellen looked down into her grey eyes. They were dull and muted, but she was alive. When a tear began to slide down his cheek, she wiped it away. He leaned into her palm.

      "Tel," she whispered. "You found me."

      "You showed me where. We found your map. You were right, and we should have listened," he said, holding her close. "I should never have left you."

      "I forgive you," she said, smiling weakly. Then, as if remembering something, she reached up by her neck and pulled at a silver chain.

      "It wishes to return to you," she said, lifting his medallion. 

      His eyes grew wide. He hadn't even noticed it amid his efforts to save her. He unclasped the chain from her neck and fastened it around his own. Power rushed through him, and he welcomed it gladly. He breathed in deeply as the missing pieces found their place within. He was a Guardian again.

      He reached a hand down and helped Nienna sit, pushing more energy into her.

      "What happened to the old man?" Tellen asked, turning to Teague.

      "I shoved him aside to break his hold over prisoners. When he tried to come at me, I knocked him back. He tripped and fell into the pit," Teague explained as if reporting on the weather.

      "Serves him right," Tellen said. "I can still feel his evil taint on the medallion."

      “He was from Feltus,” Nienna rasped. The force of her screams had likely damaged her vocal cords.

      "From Feltus?" Teague asked. "How do you know?"

      "He's been watching me since the night I was on that ridiculous stage. He was in the crowd, with the medallion on his neck. That’s why you could feel it nearby. He set the grimmole loose in the forest.”

      "You are certain of this?" Tellen asked.

      "I would not forget teeth like his," she said firmly. "His wife was not much better."

      "Hopefully Ira and Nicodemus can track down the old woman," Teague offered. "At least we've recovered the medallion."

      As Tellen helped Nienna off the bench, a rumbling came from the pit, followed by a hiss. 

      The momentary joy he’d felt at Nienna opening her eyes evaporated as ice gathered in the base of his stomach. Glancing down into the pit, he could see something moving in its depths.

      "Teague," Tellen called.

      He had to get them out of there now. Nienna had to get away. Far away. "Take Nienna and the others and leave as quickly as possible. I didn't think they could do it."

      "You can't possibly mean…." Teague said, his face turning the color of a sheet.

      "I mean precisely that. Those illiterate fools set the witch free." He gave a guilty look to Nienna. "Your power proved strong enough to open her prison." 

      "What do you plan to do?" Teague said, his eyes going wide.

      "I'm going to stop her. Now go," Tellen ordered.

      "Tellen," Nienna protested. "You can't–"

      He took her slender hands into his. "I found you once. I will find you again. Now go."

      Nienna looked as though she wanted to argue that point as Teague scooped her up and headed for the exit. She watched Tellen until she was out of sight. Except for the two who had perished, the rest of the prisoners were rushed from the chamber. When the room was clear, Tellen sealed the doorway.

      Although the medallion gave him a boost of energy, he knew it wasn't enough to face what was coming. Perhaps if he hadn't given Nienna so much, he'd be in better condition for the fight ahead. But he needed her. They all would. 

      Nienna's appearance at this point in history was to do more than wake him from his slumber. The Great King had brought them together for a reason. Tellen knew that much.

      All was silent as he stood on the precipice of the pit. He sensed motion down there, hateful and violent. He closed his eyes and waited.

      A fireball erupted like the sound of air escaping from a hot kettle. It pinballed off the walls, looking for an escape. Tellen opened his eyes and watched as his sister, Fiora, settled before him in the air. She was transparent, seeming to curl like smoke rising from a fire. He lifted his chin in defiance to the fear threatening to overthrow him.

      "Hello, brother dear," the smokey form said as though from far away. "I knew we would meet again, one day."

      "And this will be the last time. You shouldn't have been able to escape," he said through clenched teeth.

      "I had to give up a physical form, but I gradually made my way to a pocket and began reaching out to willing souls to free me. It wasn't hard. Men are so easily swayed. You wrongly imprisoned us, and now," she said, glancing behind Tellen. "Now, we'd like to return the favor." 

      At those words, a sharp blade pierced Tellen from behind. He fell forward to his knees with a gasp.

      Fiora laughed without mercy.

      "Well done," she said to the person behind Tellen.

      "Thank you, milady," said a familiar voice.

      Tellen turned as best he could to find Aspen standing there. His expression was cold, but his eyes held fire.

      "I told you all to leave. You should have listened," the young man sneered.

      Tellen cried out as the blade twisted. Fiora laughed again. 

      Suddenly Tellen's medallion was ripped from his neck. His whole body shuddered at the loss of power. The medallion had given him a more significant boost than he'd thought. Now he was too exhausted to resist. 

      His lung was punctured, and the blade had touched his heart. If he were mortal, he'd be dead in seconds. But he was a Guardian. He could not die, but that didn't mean he was immune to pain. He felt every agonized nerve within his body, felt the hot liquid seeping down his back. It would take a long time to heal from something like this.

      "If it were up to me, I would cut you into pieces and rid the world of you once and for all," Aspen said, yanking his blade from Tellen's back.

      "But—" Fiora cut in. "It's my decision. I still have use for you, Brother. However, I think a nice stay in a cell of your own is due."

      Aspen held out Tellen's medallion. Fiora glided over to it. To Tellen's horror, she picked it up. Her form solidified, though it continued to curl like smoke around the edges.

      "Bring him," she ordered, and two new grimmoles lumbered forward, hauling Tellen roughly to his feet. With a gesture of her hand, Fiora blew apart the door and glided through.

      Tellen hung limply in the grimmole's clutches, gasping for air but not finding enough. They made their way to the row of cells Tellen knew had been occupied not long ago. They stank the way all cells do.

      He was hurled into the first one without ceremony, and the door slammed shut behind him. The Fire Witch was nearly solid now. She grinned maliciously at Tellen in his cell.

      "Enjoy your stay, Brother," she sang out. Then laughed as she and Aspen walked away.

      Tellen pulled himself to his feet, holding a hand to the wound on his chest. They'd sealed him in with no way out. Not that he could do much in his current state. As he looked around the cell, he spotted a pile of furs in what appeared to be a bed carved into the stone. 

      As he drew near, a scent pricked his nose. He knew that scent of cinnamon and cedar by heart now. He was trapped in the cell Nienna had occupied only an hour ago. This was a crueler torment than the blade that had pierced his back.

      Tellen prayed that Teague was strong enough to protect the girl. If he were right about her, they'd need her more than ever before.
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      Teague felt Nienna's pulse once more to ensure she was indeed still alive. They'd made it back to Alturis without being attacked, but that didn't mean it had been easy. He'd been worried the whole way that Nienna would sneak past the veil that separated this life from the one that follows.

      She'd grow incredibly still at times, her breathing barely more than a brief whisper. She was pale as death, but the black lines were beginning to fade. Tellen gave her much of his strength to help her live, but it had barely been enough.

      Seven days had passed, and little had changed. They had to force food and water down her throat to keep her alive. But beyond that, he wasn't sure what to do. He'd never encountered someone who had their Earthspark stolen.

      The other ten people they rescued weren't in much better condition. They, too, had ashen skin with spidery black lines running through them like marble. He'd been told the poison from the Nightshade birds caused it. One, a weak older woman with white hair, succumbed to her torture and died along the way.

      Tellen's face haunted Teague as he sat in his plush chair by Nienna's bed. His master had ordered him to take the princess and keep her safe. But he wondered if he'd made the right decision. He was relieved when Dridan announced he, Berengard, and Nicodemus would go back to search for Tellen, but Teague wished he could go with them. However, he was the best healer next to Tellen, and someone had to care for all these people.

       The remaining members of Tellen's band set off searching for others who might join the cause. The Earthspark was back in the world, and many might answer the call. The girl's friends foremost among them.

      Teague's knee bounced up and down as he mopped Nienna's face with a cool rag.

      Tellen had been so weak. Not a good condition to fight what was coming out of that pit. But that was part of why Teague admired the man so much. He was willing to give entirely of himself if it meant saving those he cared for.

      Love. Family. Honor.

      After the group left the prison, they made for the camp. As they reached the clearing where the horses were tethered, Nienna blacked out again. Her strength was so far gone that she hadn't reawakened since seven days ago.

      Most of the other prisoners had enough strength to at least get themselves down the stairs, but they couldn't go much farther. None of them gave a clear picture of what happened to them. Only that they felt their life draining away, and somehow the girl had returned at least half of it. 

      Aspen was no longer tied to his tree, and Teague hoped he'd been eaten by something with very sharp teeth.

      A bird carrying a message was sent to Solomon castle shortly after they arrived in Alturis. Within days, the whole royal family was there. 

      Teague now had access to vast resources for tending to all the victims' needs, especially Nienna, once it was made known that Professor Rostock was the princess of Tellidus.

      The sight of the queen sobbing over Nienna's limp form had been almost too much for Teague. He'd wept over his own mother in much the same way when she'd died in his arms. Love did that to a person. 

      Teague leaned back in his cushy chair while his thoughts buzzed around him like flies. They were back in Nienna’s apartment on the Alturis campus. Dean Harmon had been in hysterics when she discovered Nienna missing after the Summer Solstice. More specifically, when she found out the newest tenant of the Bricks had attacked a professor under her care that same night.

      When Teague inquired how Nienna's former guard had escaped, the peacekeepers informed him that a pretty redhead had visited Aspen that afternoon. By the following day, he and the girl had both fled the city. It was the same redhead who’d confronted Nienna in the street as they were leaving Alturis.

      Prince Owen's betrothed was an emotional wreck. The news of her sister's betrayal threatened her position as the new queen, but Teague could sense there was more. The young woman had visited Nienna several times to be alone. Each time, Teague would excuse himself only to return as the fluffy grey Tomcat.

      Rivkah would sit in the vacant chair beside the bed as tears trickled down her face. Teague listened to the future queen tell Nienna's quiet figure about the worry, hurt, and shock she felt at her sister's betrayal. She also explained about the inquisition of her family by Commander Marks. Livia, a younger sister to Rivkah, spent the night in a locked room while the king's guard questioned her. All the while, she'd scratch the head of her small fluffy companion.

      Teague hoped for Rivkah's sake her sister, Prentice, returned to her family in one piece.

      The king and queen lodged in what used to be Orion's quarters, across the hall. Through Owen's endorsement, Teague had been allowed to remain with Nienna to monitor her condition. Though, no mention of his status as a skin-changer ever surfaced. The king likely wouldn't take kindly to that little fact.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Liam poked his head inside.

      "Any changes?" he asked.

      He'd been a wreck since Nienna was taken and had yet to forgive himself. He looked as though he was at least getting some sleep now.

      "None. But," Teague said as he saw Liam's face fall, "that also means she isn't getting worse. Don't lose hope. Her breathing is steadier, and that's a good sign. I think she's retreated so far into herself to escape what happened that it's going to take some time before she's ready to wake up."

      Liam nodded stoically and left.

      Teague leaned back in his chair again. He pleaded with the Great King that his master had survived his encounter with the Fire Witch. He'd received no communication from Tellen or his friends since they parted. 

      He twisted the plain silver ring on his forefinger.

      Where are you, Tellen? 
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        * * *

      

      Early morning light drifted in through several open doors with sheer curtains. The light fell in thin lines across Nienna's bed. The sound of rushing water and birdsong filled the room. Her bed was covered with heavy blankets. Pushing them aside, she swung her legs out and stood.

      The tan marble floor was cool to her bare feet. Carved stone arches crisscrossed elegantly above her like tree branches. A cream lace dress cascaded down from her shoulders, and her hair fell in soft curls around her face. Walking to one of the open doors and out onto the balcony, she gasped at the sight.

      Dozens of small waterfalls converged into one great pool upon which her room sat. Stone columns held the balcony out of the water's reach. Pine trees stood around the perimeter, and the sunlight glittered upon the spray.

      As she stepped out onto the balcony, she saw Tellen standing with his hands clasped behind his back. His unruly dark hair ruffled in the breeze. His eyes were closed as though lost in meditation. He hadn't heard her approach amid the sound of rushing water.

      Walking up beside him, she grasped his arm lightly. He drew in a sharp breath and turned slowly to face her, his face brimming with emotion. He pulled her in close to him and held her there.

      "I've been so worried about you," Tellen said in her ear. "You've been asleep for so long. I tried everything I could think of to bring you back, but nothing worked."

      "How long have I been here?" Nienna asked.

      "I brought you here three days ago, and you didn't even stir. The only way I knew you were still alive was the beating of your heart."

      "I'm still not fully conscious then if I've only woken up here," Nienna replied.

      "No, you're not. But the fact that you're awake means you will finally wake in the real world. That will ease Teague's mind. I know he's worried. He's called me more than once, but I've been unable to answer," said Tellen, ashamed.

      Nienna looked up at him, puzzled. "Why haven't you been able to answer him?" she asked.

      Tel gazed down at her with an expression she couldn't place. He lifted a lock of her hair and tucked it behind her ear.

      "I've been unable to do more than watch over you in the Dreamscape since we parted," he said. "I'm too weak to do much else at this point."

      Nienna pushed back from him to get a better look at his face. He was haggard. Every part of him seemed covered in bruises. An angry red spot was visible beneath his shirt. He looked as though he'd been tortured. 

      She reached a hand up and gently touched a half-healed gash on his cheek.

      "What happened to you?" she asked.

      "Fiora escaped her prison, and with the help of your old friend Aspen, they overpowered me. They bound me and stole my medallion, again."

      The weight of his words fell like anvils in her ears.

      "Are you OK?" she asked, pushing aside the dread she felt in her heart.

      He chuckled darkly.

      "I've had better days, but I will be fine," he assured her.

      "Where are you now?"

      "I'm still in Solace Prison."

      Nienna was stunned. “If you’re in Solace, where am I? My ring was destroyed and you aren’t near me. How can I be in the Dreamscape?”

      “I think it has something to do with me giving you so much of my spark. That’s the only solution I’ve come up with. Though you’ve been stripped of your Pathfinder status, we are still connected in some way. I’m certainly not complaining.” He smiled down at her.

      Worry still gnawed at her. “Can’t you break out or transform into something that can," she said in a rush.

      "If only I could, I'd be by your side by now. The Fire Witch sealed me in my cell using the Earthspark.” Seeing Nienna's stricken look, he added, "I'm sure I'll find a way out. Don't worry." He pulled her in close again and took a deep breath. "It cheers my heart to see you."

      "As it does mine," she said, leaning into him, though she could feel him wince at her pressure.

      They stood there watching the waterfalls flow into the pool. Nienna's mind churned along with the water. Flashes of her time trapped on that stone bench flashed across her vision. There was one bright spot through all the darkness. It was the moment Tellen had given her his spark, though her mind hadn't fully processed it until now.

      Light and life slowly flowed back into her, but she'd pushed all that energy to the people she was connected to, doing her best to ensure they lived. Then she'd finally taken some of that energy for herself. She thought she was doing the right thing at the time. But seeing Tellen like this, she wondered if she'd made the right choice.

      "Tel," she said timidly. "I'm sorry."

      "Sorry for what?" he asked, confused.

      She couldn't meet his gaze.

      "I'm sorry I did this to you. You might've been able to escape if I hadn't pushed so much energy at all those other prisoners. I put you in danger by doing that. I'm sorry," she said, holding back a sob.

      Tellen lifted her chin and forced her to look up at him. "Do not feel sorry for saving the lives of others. I may have expended more energy than I'd planned, but you should never be sorry for helping others to live." He placed his forehead on hers. "We've been given our gifts for the betterment of the world. Never forget that."

      "Tel…"

      "Mm?"

      "Thank you for finding me."

      "I would do it a hundred times over again if it meant you lived," he said. He leaned down and lightly kissed her. 

      All the kisses she'd ever received in the past held no comparison to this one from Tellen. No Earthspark fizzled between them this time. Only the incomprehensible feeling of loving someone and being loved in return.

      "I will forever be in your debt," she said as they broke apart.

      Kissing her hand, he whispered, "No, my precious Nienna, it is I who am indebted to you."

      Nienna's vision darkened around the edges, and she knew the Dreamscape was closing.

      "I don't want to leave," she said, suddenly afraid. "What will happen to you?"

      Brushing a hand down her face, Tellen said, "Your mind and body have been asleep for nearly seven days. It's time to wake. I'm sure everyone is anxious to see you," he said gently. "Do not worry about me."

      The blackness around her vision deepened. With dismay, she held Tellen tightly.

      "I found you once," he said with a smile. "I will find you again."

      "I found you first," she reminded him. "And I had to fall down a shaft to do it."

      "Let's hope it doesn't come to that," Tellen said, taking her hand in his own, giving her a warm smile. "Until we meet again. Love. Family. Honor.”

      The last thing to fade was Tellen's eyes before blackness enveloped her.

      "Love, family, honor,” Nienna whispered back.
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      It smelled of leather, parchment, and fresh flowers this time as Nienna opened her eyes. She was home—her Alturian home. Her familiar books stood on the nightstand, begging to be picked up. The window was open, allowing a summer breeze to carry the sounds of rushing water through the opening, reminding her of what she'd just left. 

      She stared up at the wood-paneled ceiling. Her heart was heavy. Tellen saved her life, and now he was paying the price for it. Was she worth all this trouble? Because of her, the dreaded Fire Witch had been released. And Aspen.

      A snake coiled around her heart and squeezed. Aspen had completely turned his back on everything and everyone. Darkness had engulfed him. Aspen Perrill was dead to her now. Never again would they exist on the same plane. And part of her wondered if it were her fault.

      With a sigh, she sat up, and someone stirred in a chair nearby.

      "It's about time," Owen said crossly.

      "Owen?" Nienna said, puzzled. "What are you doing here?"

      "I heard my little sister required rescuing, so I dropped everything and came at once. As did Mother and Father, and half the castle staff." He gave her his trademark smile. "Good morning."

      Mother and father were here, along with half the staff. Nienna groaned and rubbed her eyes. She'd never be able to set foot outside the castle again. Her longing to have been born to a merchant or some other lesser-known place in society returned in full force.

      "You should have come home to Solomon with me," Owen chastised. "It would have been safer for everyone. Attacked on your way here by more bizarre creatures. Attacked by one of your guards. Then, disappearing from Alturis with only short letters saying you'd found a way to make a greater difference in the lives of our people. And now I hear you were attacked by giant vultures and nearly died. Have I missed anything?" Owen raised his eyebrows.

      "I believe you've covered it," Nienna said, lying back down and pulling a pillow over her face.

      "Seriously though, Nienna. What happened? When we arrived, you looked like the color of ash, with faint black lines crisscrossing your face and arms. Master Demetrius has hardly left your side. I had to order him to get some sleep and food. The poor man doesn't look like he's eaten well all week." 

      He pointed out Teague, asleep on a pile of cushions in the corner of the room. "He refused to leave your side and made me promise to wake him if something changed." 

      "I was nearly killed," she said simply. Her mind wasn't ready to face what happened to her.

      "We were all beginning to wonder if you'd ever wake up," Owen said. His voice became softer. "I worried I'd lost my little sister."

      Guilt churned inside of her once more. She'd thought she made the right decision joining Tellen as a Pathfinder. But in hindsight, she questioned if it was only the thrill of more adventure that she'd sought.

       She rubbed her eyes, trying to block out the visions that threatened to break into her consciousness. It was then she noticed the half-healed scabs on her wrists. They should be scars by now. She willed the Earthspark to flow to her torn skin and repair the damage. Nothing happened. Her gift was gone. 

      "Teague told us how you blacked out on the road to Alturis, and I'm certain gave us a much-censored account of what happened inside that cursed mountain," Owen said gently. "I would very much like to hear your side of things when you're ready to speak."

      He rose to his feet and kissed her brow. She watched as he grabbed his crutch but instead of using it, swung it around in an arc as he whistled a familiar tune.

      "You can walk now," she commented.

      He turned back and gave her his impish smile.

      "And how the castle staff hates me for it," he said, then left the room, closing her door.

      Teague sat up and stretched. "I've wondered if you'd wake up soon. Your breathing changed a half hour ago."

      "Were you ever asleep?" she asked him.

      "I did sleep, but after spending almost a thousand years as a leopard, I never sleep deeply." Coming over, he took Owen's chair beside her bed. "How are you? You went through a lot in the last two weeks."

      "Fine enough, I guess." She wouldn't meet his gaze. She didn't want to see his pity.

      "Your light has changed," Teague said, studying her. "I doubt the bird's venom is still in your system, but I can hardly detect you now. It's almost like them stealing your spark has turned you human once more. But that can't be. Tellen's bindings are permanent."

      The truth of his words hit her between the eyes, making them sting. Before the tears could emerge, she changed the subject. “I met Tellen in the Dreamscape. He brought me there to make sure I was going to wake up."

      "That must have been why you were so deeply asleep," Teague said, understanding dawning on his face. "But why didn't he let me know what he was doing? I've been worried that you were beyond aid. That Tel weakened himself like that had been for nothing."

      Nienna squeezed her eyes tight, but the tears would not be denied. "He's been imprisoned. Fiora escaped, and with the help of Aspen, they subdued Tellen, trapping him in Solace."

      "You must be joking," he said slowly as fear and alarm filled his face. "I thought that traitor had been eaten by something, or maybe I was just hoping."

      "Aspen's somehow became entangled with her plans. You were right about him. My friend is gone."

      Teague sat back in his chair. "Well, that explains a lot. His anger must have attracted Fiora's attention, and she twisted that to her own ends."

      "Teague," she hesitated. "They took Tellen's medallion."

      Teague looked as though he might be sick. He leaned forward and hid his face in his hands, breathing deeply.

      "Are you all right?" Nienna asked.

      "No. Things are far from alright. That murderer is loose on the world again, and the only people powerful enough to stop her are either locked away or out of commission." He dragged his hands over his face. "If she finds out about you and Tellen, you're dead."

      "What do you mean?" Nienna asked. Apprehension bubbled up inside her. "My spark is gone, Teague. All of it. I am human again, just the way I was before I met Tellen. He confirmed it in the Dreamscape.” 

      "It doesn't matter. The last time Tel fell in love, Fiora destroyed half the kingdom and set loose creatures of almost unspeakable evil. If she were to find out that he's fallen for someone again and someone who looks very much like Rei, mind you, she would come after you with a vengeance."

      "Why would she do that? Tellen and I aren't in love," Nienna said automatically, but her face betrayed her.

      "You mean to tell me that you have absolutely no feelings for him?" Teague asked shrewdly.

      "I… he…. Teague," she pleaded. "He's a Guardian. I'm only human. It couldn't work."

      "I was only human before I met him, as was Fallon, as was Rei, and all the rest. Tellen can make the impossible possible. Besides, if he didn't care for you, he wouldn't have given up his freedom the way he did."

      "But why would Tellen being in love make Fiora do such horrible things?" Nienna asked.

      "She felt Tellen falling for a mortal woman weakened him and threatened the power of the Guardians. She claimed it was her duty to take Rei away from Tel so he'd revert to the younger brother Fiora adored. One with as much of a taste for destruction as she had."

      "That doesn't sound anything like Tellen," she said quietly.

      "He told me once, he and Fiora used to be nearly inseparable. They created and destroyed things just to watch what happened. But after a time, he became discontented. He left Fiora's company and found many of the things they'd created were beautiful and shouldn't be so quickly abandoned. Soon he began to interact with the humans more regularly, helping them learn how to grow plants and harvest them. He showed them how to carve a tree and create works of art or a sturdy house. The people of this valley honored him and his wisdom by naming their home after him."

      "Tellidus," Nienna whispered.

      Teague nodded.

      "He cared for the people and treated his followers like his family. The phrase "Love, Family, Honor" became his motto. Aros and Serene began to do the same, and the three worked together in harmony and strength. Fiora grew jealous when she found the humans had stolen her brother's affection."

      Nienna had seen the motto carved into the stone walls of Peroma. It was part of the Pathfinder oath. She saw more clearly the meaning those words held for Tellen and how it shaped everything he did.

      "The witch tried many times to pull him away from his new friends, but he refused to leave." Teague continued. "Then Rei came along, and suddenly the world changed. The Guardians fell into civil war, and Saul became king of this land." 

      "How does Rei fit into all of this, though?" Nienna asked. "Why did Fiora hate her so much?"

      "Rei was the reason we were able to trap Cadaras. He and the Fire Witch were thick as thieves. Rei connected a network of spies to help us track down the dragon. She came up with the plan and because of it, we finally brought some peace back to this place. When Tellen proposed to Rei, Fiora felt so entirely betrayed that she declared death upon us all." Teague took a shaky breath. "The thought of her blood lust back upon the earth spears my heart with fear."

      Nienna sat back in her pillows to absorb the danger she was in. If the Fire Witch scared someone as brave as Teague, then she was in greater danger than she thought.

      Teague stood. "I should go to the infirmary and check on the others."

      "Are the other prisoners OK?" Nienna asked him.

      Teague smiled tightly. "Outside of the old woman who passed away on the road, they have all recovered quickly except for one young man. Perhaps after you've had time with your family and friends, you could join me and see what you can do for him."

      "But I—" she began.

      "I'm not giving up hope that your gift will return. We need it now more than ever," Teague said. With that, he got up and left, leaving Nienna alone with the shadows of her mind and the empty hole in her heart.
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      The reunion with her parents was sweeter than Nienna had anticipated. She'd never seen her mother so affectionate. The queen cried on her daughter's bony shoulder for several minutes and refused to allow her to get more than arm's distance away when she saw her awake. 

      This would have bothered Nienna before her adventures, but today it felt like the tender affections of a parent. As she hugged each one tight, she wondered if she would choose to be a Pathfinder again, leaving these special people behind. It was hard to imagine watching them grow old while she remained in her nineteen-year-old body, unable to age.

      The place inside where the Earthspark had lived remained empty. The Pathfinder oath held no power over her anymore as it was bound to the spark. Somehow, whatever happened inside Solace, had severed her ties to Tellen. But it felt like someone had cut out her heart, leaving her alone to shiver in the dark.

      Several distinguished professors and the university dean had been allowed to join the royal party for supper, along with her friends, Annalynn and Petra. Owen and Rivkah sat near her, though the redhead barely ate anything. The stress of Prentice's betrayal still weighed her down.

      After the meal, Teague found her.

      "Care to look in on my other patient?" he asked.

      "Sure," Nienna said. "Lead on."

      Teague led her up the grand staircase to a small room on the second floor of the infirmary. She recognized the man lying on the cot as the unfathomable Ross Galbraith.

      His breathing was deep, but sweat beaded his forehead. Teague took a rag from a basin of cool water on the floor and wiped the young man's brow.

      "I can find nothing wrong with him, but he's not recovered like the others. Shortly after we arrived here, he fell unconscious. Nothing I try seems to work. So, I thought perhaps you could reach him."

      Nienna still felt weak herself, but she held onto Tellen's words to her in the Dreamscape. She should never feel afraid to help someone in need.

      She grasped one of Ross's hands, noticing several scars and hard calluses on his palm. Likely from all the labors he performed for the Monroes. She closed her eyes and tried to reach out to him. 

      Several minutes passed, but nothing happened. 

      "Teague, I can't do this," she said, letting go of Ross's hand. "My spark is gone."

      "Try one more time. Relax and use your senses," he said. 

      She tried again, doing her best not to force her gift. Closing her eyes, she thought about Ross at the engagement ball. The insults he'd thrown at her that night were not helping her find the desire to help him. 

      Then she remembered when she'd literally ran into him outside of the castle barn, tripping on all his tools. He'd caught her in a fluid motion and spun her upright like they were dancing. The smug expression on his face when he kissed her hand caused her to blush, knowing full well that Aspen stood behind her and could see everything.

      Her pulse quickened. A faint glimmer of the Earthspark opened in her mind, and she willed it to expand. It grew enough to allow her to see Ross's light.

      The light of his mind was different than she'd yet touched, but it felt familiar to her. She found a dominant Earthspark, but she also found something else that she couldn't name.

      Nienna latched onto his faint light and tried to reach his mind. She envisioned their conversation outside of the barn as he described his work to her. After a few minutes, she felt him accept her into his mind. The young man's body began to relax.

      "Good," she heard Teague murmur encouragingly beside her. "Keep going if you can."

      She nudged at her gift a bit more, and everything imploded. She gasped at the sudden loss of her power, but Ross's pained expression turned into a frown. However, he soon drifted off into a peaceful sleep. 

       Teague steadied her as she swayed.

      "I tried," she cried. Her vision erupted into a flurry of white and orange sparks.

      "You're still quite weak yourself. I wouldn't have asked you if I didn't think the situation warranted it. But I was worried I would lose him," Teague said, bracing her with his arm. "What you did should help him to wake up."

      Helping her stand, he put an arm around her waist to ensure she stayed upright. "I would have done that if I could. You can't imagine how many times I've wished for that particular gift."

      "If you had this gift, I think you would be the most formidable of all Tellen's followers," Nienna said as her knees threatened to buckle.

      "Ha," Teague barked. "You flatter me, Princess. Let's get you back to your anxious parents before they send Commander Marks after me.”

      Dean Harmon gave her a fond farewell when Nienna came to say goodbye. 

      "I'm sorry this didn't work out," the dean said. "But you can understand why I can't keep your position for you."

      The words hurt worse than Nienna wanted to admit, but she knew it was true. She would never get to teach here again. She would miss her students, her classroom, and her quarters. 

      To her great regret, the royal party left the city of Alturis two days later, making their way back to Solomon along the old road. Rivkah rode in a carriage with Ross and Owen while Nienna rode with Teague and her parents. 

      Liam and Orion had rejoined the ranks of the guards. As the group rolled out of the city, Nienna noticed Annalynn and Petra waving goodbye, not to her but to the two guards. Orion especially looked sorry to leave.

      The night they arrived at the castle, her grandfather entertained them all with stories from his adventures and the many times he'd saved the day. Nienna tried to smile but could never get it to reach her eyes.

      As the weeks passed and her body healed, Teague grew restless. He kept up the training sessions she's started with Tellen and proved to be an excellent teacher. But outside of their time in combat training, he could be found staring with a tight expression out the castle windows. 

      One night, he sought her out after dinner.

      "Care to walk with me, Princess?” he asked.

      She agreed, noticing Teague had a small pack on his back. Summer was drawing to an end, and harvest was underway. As they walked among the castle gardens, Teague asked, "How is your spark progressing?"

      "Sometimes I can reach it, but it mainly flees anytime I try to use it." When she tried to use it to heal a papercut on her finger the previous night, the effort caused her to collapse in a heap. She'd remained there, too weak to move until Ola came to check on her. The stern woman had to call for Orion to help Nienna to bed. She was starting to gain some sympathy for what Owen went through with his broken leg.

      "It's at least returning. We can work with that." Teague twisted his silver ring on his finger. 

      "What's wrong, Teague?" she asked when he didn't speak again.

      "It's been four weeks since we left Solace. Berengard and the others should have returned. I can't find them in the Dreamscape, and I felt my spark begin to dim last night. Something is wrong. Tellen is losing his hold on the world again."

      Nienna's anxiety over the Guardian had been gnawing at her like a rat with its dinner. This news about Tellen only made it worse.

      Running a hand through his hair, Teague said, "I'm leaving at first light. With the witch on the loose, we need him. We need you. I've done all I can for you, but now we need the master healer. He'll know how to reignite your spark.”

      Nienna gazed out over the darkening grounds. Even if the oath did not bind her to Tellen anymore, she needed to find him. "I'll come with you," she said.

      "No," Teague said firmly. 

      Nienna spun on him. "Why not? I am capable enough." 

      Teague fixed her with a determined stare. "If you come with me, I'll be restricted to traveling on roads and by horseback. I need to be able to travel cross-country with speed. In my other form, I can get to the Ridgebacks in two days I need to find him. Something happened to Berengard and the others, and I need you to stay here where you're safe. Without your gift and binding, you will only slow me down, making us a target for the Fire Witch."

      Nienna knew he was only trying to protect her, but his words cut her already wounded heart. She was starting to wonder if she'd ever be good enough to join Tellen's pack again.

      "Will you at least keep me informed?" she pleaded.

      “Yes,”Then Teague hesitated. He seemed to be debating something. "The weapons you carried were my sister's. Tellen gave them to you without my permission. However, I know you needed them. So I want you to have the knives back."

      He pulled out the belt with the two blades in their sheaths from his pack. "I had to go diving for one of them. It fell into the lake after you'd dropped it, but I couldn't fix the staff." 

      Nienna took the offered belt and gladly strapped the familiar weight to her waist. They looked at odds with the light dress she wore.

      "Thank you, Teague. I'll do my best to care for them. I know what they mean to you."

      "That would make me feel better, but I also have one more thing for you." He pulled out a silver ring from his shirt pocket and placed it in her hand.

      Nienna held it up to one of the torches in the garden. The delicate ring was in the motif of a tree with minute emeralds for leaves. 

      "That was Fallon's ring. As yours is no longer usable, you need a shield ring."

      "Teague," she breathed, trying to hand him back the ring. "I can't–"

      He curled her fingers tighter about the ring. "Your spark will return one day, and it will be brighter than ever. It would be best if you had a shield ring. One that Tellen made. Please, take it and keep it safe."

      Nienna was touched that he would trust her with his sister’s ring. "I promise."

      "I'll contact you in the Dreamscape if I have anything to report. I know that may be beyond you right now, but keep trying. The ring will help guide you. Otherwise, I will be silent. "

      She nodded slowly. She wished there was a better way for them to communicate, but this would have to do. She had to get her spark back.

      Relief spread across his face. "Thank you, Princess," Teague said.

      She winced at the title but nodded.

      “Let me show you one last move with the knives,” Teague offered. 
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        * * *

      

      As the sun rose above the horizon, Teague paused at the castle's gate and looked back at Nienna. She stood alone. Dark circles stood out beneath her eyes. She'd put on a mask of indifference during the night, but Teague could still see through the cracks.

      She was scared for him and terrified for Tellen. Though she still wouldn't admit it, Teague could tell how much the Guardian meant to her. He had to bring Tellen back, allowing his friends to find happiness. He owed both of them that much.

      He'd failed in protecting the medallion. He'd failed to protect his mother and sister from the wrath of Saul. He'd failed to keep his faith in the Great King after Tellen disappeared. But he would fail no more.

      The next time Teague walked through these gates, he would be the hero he should have been a thousand years ago. He'd find a way to end the Guardian's war and finally do as his grandfather had asked of him in the throne room of Litigna.

      "I will heal this broken empire and bring back the peace that was lost,” he vowed. “I will not fail again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Loved the Earthspark?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you loved this book, let me know by leaving a review on Amazon! Your reviews help other readers find great books, like this one.

      

      Thanks!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Tribe!

          

        

      

    

    
      The Earthspark is only the beginning for Nienna and her friends as they try to regain the medallions of the Guardians. If you’d like a behind-the-scenes look at the Comstock Chronicles Book 2, “The Raider’s Curse,” and get VIP access to upcoming short stories then join the tribe!

      

      https://www.subscribepage.com/joinraiderscurse

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet Vanessa!
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      When I’m not exploring the rugged landscape that makes up my home, I can be found sitting in front of my fireplace enjoying a slice of hot fresh bread and homemade jam while reading a good book.  I’ve always adored fantasy books, movies, whatever, and have loved every minute I get to dive into the one I created for you.

      

      Connect with me on my social channels. I respond to every message and love hearing from my readers.
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        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram
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