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      “One will come, and she will wield magicks which haven’t been seen in this realm for generations.  She will be born to the blood of Leander.  Through her, the line will be restored.”

      The words the old enchantress had spoken all those revolutions ago played on a loop in Ophelia’s head.  While the white-haired elder had the ability to work roots, and other natural substances to promote healing, her primary blessing, the one revealed to her during her visit to the Glassmaker as a youngling, was precognition.  With a touch, the enchantress could predict a being’s future.

      Her gift wasn’t to be conjured upon demand.  One couldn’t come to her with the expectation that she would tell a fortune like the carnival acts of other realms.  No, the enchantress would be given a vision, and send for the person for whom it was meant.  It was custom to reward her with a gift upon receiving the fruit of her blessing.

      A blessing which had never steered a soul wrong.  At least not until she’d spoken those words to Ophelia’s great-grandmother while she carried Ophelia’s grandfather in her womb.  Three generations later, Ophelia was the first and only female born in the Leander line.  From the moment of her birth, there was the expectation she would be the salvation of their family.

      At the age of five, the youngest age a youngling could be presented to the Glassmaker, Ophelia stood before the large male who wore a worn leather apron.  Before them, were shards of glass inside wooden bowls in varying shades.  The man’s dark, sharp eyes stared at her from his great height making her want to shrink behind her father’s leg, but she remained where she was—waiting for the process she’d watched a few times by that point in her life.

      What should’ve happened was the Glassmaker selecting from the array of colored pieces, then shaping and molding them into a form.  The form wasn’t the important part of the process.  No.  It was the sparks that flew while he worked the piece.  The bright flashes were the tea leaves he read to discern the blessing of the individual who’d been presented to him.

      Instead of the process going as it should have, the Glassmaker stared at Ophelia with a dull expression.  His large arms were folded across his chest, and he made no move to grab any of the tools he’d need to begin the task.

      “Is there a problem, Glassmaker?”

      Theron Leander, Ophelia’s father, placed one hand on Ophelia’s shoulder.  His large palm offered her comfort as her little body had begun to tremble with nervousness the longer it took the Glassmaker to begin.

      “I have no blessing for this youngling.”

      Gasps and murmurs came from the crowd gathered in the semi-circle around the large man’s work area.  The heat from the fire he used to melt the glass should’ve warded off the cold, but a chill washed over Ophelia with his words.  Her small arms wrapped themselves around her torso as far as she could reach in an attempt to ward it off.

      “That’s impossible.  The enchantress said my daughter would have a powerful blessing.”

      “I can’t speak on what the enchantress has foreseen, but I have no blessing for this youngling.  Perhaps the enchantress was wrong.”

      The murmurs grew louder when he said those last words.  Wrong?  The enchantress was never wrong.  She was gifted with extended life because of the way her blessing had guided the people in their realm to flourish.  To even imply that her vision wasn’t accurate was tantamount to blasphemy.

      “The enchantress is never wrong.  Perhaps your blessing is failing you.”

      Ophelia had never heard such fierceness in her father’s voice.  He was normally slow to anger.  But when she looked up into his face, his brows were lowered darkly above his amber eyes which stood out in contrast against his dark brown skin.  The Glassmaker unfolded his arms, letting them hang at his sides with his fingers bent to make fists.

      Added warmth landed on Ophelia’s other shoulder and she turned to see her mother.  She had one hand on Ophelia, and the other on her husband and life mate.

      “Glassmaker, we mean no disrespect.  Is it possible for you to work the glass anyway?  Maybe her blessing won’t be clear until the glass is shaped.”

      As a youngling, Ophelia didn’t have full comprehension of the tension in the moment, but she recalled the sense of relief she felt when the Glassmaker yielded to her mother’s request.  The respite was short lived.  When he reached the point in the process where he was to shape the glass at the end of his long metal tool, instead of the sparks which normally shot out from the piece, the glass shattered.  It returned to the shards he’d scooped from the wooden bowls lined up on the workman’s bench.

      The silence which followed was louder than any of the murmurs that had blazed through the crowd previously.  Her mother’s cries finally pierced the quiet.  The sound had haunted Ophelia since that moment.  It was a shadow which loomed each time they went to a new place to find a different Glassmaker, one with a stronger blessing than the others.  One who could finally confirm the future foreseen by the enchantress.

      It had been almost thirty winters since the first time her parents had taken her before the Glassmaker.  The passing time had been difficult for her family.  They still worked hard, using their blessings to bring honor to their line, but she felt the weight of the unfulfilled prophecy with each passing season.

      When her older brother, Damien stopped his horse, her steed heeded the unspoken command, bringing her up alongside him.  Eyes filled with fatigue met hers.

      “This is the last one, Phely.  There are no others we can seek out.  If he turns us away...”

      Damien didn’t have to say anything more.  Ophelia heard the words unspoken.  If this Glassmaker couldn’t discern her gift, they’d have to concede that the enchantress was indeed wrong in her prediction.
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      Rylan felt them before he saw them.  The group of strangers who had come to his workshop on the outskirts of the village.  Unlike the Glassmakers before him, he didn’t relish the attention garnered from being the discerner of blessings.  So, he didn’t make a home at the village hub so that each time he delivered a blessing, he could be assured a crowd of spectators.

      He believed learning of one’s blessing, their gift which they would use to aid or advance their people in some way, was a personal experience.  The most he allowed to attend were close family members and a Chronicler.  The latter was a necessity as they were required to record such things.

      Each village had one, but each Chronicler supplied records to the Keeper.  They in turn wrote of the blessings in The Ledger.  It held the history of the people in the realm from the time of the written word.  It was rumored to contain the accountings from the very beginning of their kind.

      Opening the heavy metal door, Rylan stepped out onto the top stair.  Sitting atop their mounts were the strangers he’d sensed from inside.  Their steeds were fit, coats reflecting the obvious attention paid to their grooming and care.

      Saying nothing, Rylan stood with his arms folded across his chest.  A large, barrel-chested male wearing the simple clothing of a Seeker dismounted and approached him.

      “Glassmaker?”  The man’s tentative question belied the sureness of his approach.  With each step made, he placed his foot with purpose.

      “Yes.  Who is asking?”

      “I am Damien of the Leander.  I’ve come on behalf of my family.”

      Nodding, Rylan slightly relaxed his stance, but remained watchful.  This Damien hadn’t yet said why he’d come, only who he represented.  Three other males sat on mounts in front of a fourth, who was obscured from Rylan’s view.

      “We seek your reading of the glass for my sister.”

      Rylan looked at the other man’s attire consisting of dark close-fitting trousers with multiple pockets and a shirt with sleeves covering his arms down to his wrists.  A leather strap bisected his chest with a quiver of arrows attached.  The corresponding bow was affixed to the saddle of his horse.

      “You’re not from the village.”  It was a statement, but the Leander took it for what it was, a request for information.

      “No.  We’re from the valley.  We traveled for seven rotations to get here.”

      “Do you not have a Glassmaker in the valley?”

      “We do.”

      “Why did you not take your sister there?”

      “We did.  Many revolutions ago.  He was unable to name her blessing.”

      Rylan’s eyes narrowed.  Parents didn’t typically take their youngling to the Glassmaker unless some sort of ability had already been witnessed.  Not everyone was among the blessed.  So, those who hadn’t detected anything beyond the normal abilities didn’t waste the Glassmaker’s time. He’d only heard of once where a Glassmaker was unable to name a youngling’s blessing.

      It was nearly thirty winters ago by one of his father’s brothers.  Was it possible the Leander was requesting a blessing for an adult?  If a blessing doesn’t manifest before a person reached seventeen winters, then they were deemed unblessed.  There was no shame in it.

      Sure, the blessed were praised in some circles, but those without distinct blessings were still able to make valuable contributions.  Younglings were malleable.  Once their blessing was determined, they were taught to maximize it and use it in a way that promoted growth amongst their people—not harm.  Adults weren’t as easily trained.  They had a lifetime of experiences which bred insecurities, and fears as easily as overconfidence in their ability to quickly master a skill.

      Rylan stared at the assembled men.  An unknown feeling had been pulsing beneath his skin from the moment he sensed the strangers’ presence.  Rylan couldn’t place it.  Despite his reservations, instinct compelled him to grant the Leander’s request.

      “Bring her to me.”

      Not waiting for a response, he turned on his heel and went back inside his workshop.  Walking to his furnace he checked to make certain the fire still blazed hot enough to keep the glass inside liquid.  In a practiced routine, he set out the bowls containing the multi-colored frit he’d combine with the liquid glass.  When he twisted to retrieve a rod from the collection mounted on one wall, he nearly stumbled at the vision framed in the doorway.

      “Hello, Glassmaker.  Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      The vision’s voice skated over his skin leaving goosebumps in its wake.  Unbidden, Rylan’s gaze roved over her form appreciating the breeches she wore beneath the long, loose fitting ladies’ top cinched at the waist by a wide belt.  The accessory accentuated the dip of her waist above the flaring of her rounded hips.  Her full lips begged for his kisses.  Prominent cheekbones kept her face from being completely round, making for a beauty worthy of stealing his breath.  All the moisture left his mouth, and Rylan wasn’t certain he remembered how to form words.

      A jerky nod was all he managed before quickly turning away without grabbing the rod.  Keeping busy adding more frit to the assembled bowls, he coached himself to contain the uncharacteristic feelings.  He was behaving like a lad who’d yet to have his first rut.  Drawing on the control he’d mastered as an apprentice, he was finally able to go back to get the rod he’d forgotten.  Not looking directly at the beautiful creature, he pointed to the bowls.

      “Come this way.”

      His voice sounded gruff to his own ears, but it couldn’t be helped.  His movements were totally from muscle memory.  All of his concentration was required for that.  Modulating his voice wasn’t a part of the deal.

      An enticing scent tickled his nose just as the tips of her booted feet entered his line of sight as he fixed his stare on the frit.  Refraining from breathing deeply, he lifted his gaze again.  She was just as beautiful up close, and infinitely more alluring.  But her loveliness wasn’t what made him forget to release his breath.

      Shades of purple, and lavender with streaks of white appeared to outline her form.  It was unlike anything he’d ever seen in his many winters as a Glassmaker.  Without tearing his gaze away, he rearranged the bowls, stacking them until two remained between them.  Only then did he go to the crucible to gather the clear glass onto the end of the rod.

      The transparent base had no magical properties on its own.  Neither did the frit which appeared to be tiny shards of glass to the unknowing eye.  The magick flowed through the Glassmaker themselves.  The glass was simply the conduit through which their blessing manifested.  The energy pulsing around them, when he dipped the glass into each vessel to pick up individual colors of frit, made the hair at his nape stand on end.

      At that stage, Rylan felt himself fall into a trance-like state.  The heat from the furnace kept the room warm to the point of sweating, but he felt nothing as he turned the glass to blend the colors into the translucent, nor when he stretched and twisted it like a candy maker working taffy.  He didn’t fully come to himself until he began shaping.  When the coolness of the wood block touched the hot glass, sparks matching the colorful aura surrounding the Leander beauty, flew from the glass.

      Only revolutions of experience kept him from dropping his tools and ending the process.  The pulsing he’d felt earlier increased to such proportions he thought his heart would escape his chest.  It couldn’t be.  Such a blessing hadn’t been bestowed in over a thousand revolutions.

      Yet, the sparks had never lied to him.  Fighting the trembling in his digits, he continued to shape the piece to completion.  When he was done, the shades of purple and white appeared to swirl inside the clear glass.  It was as if a whirling wind had been painted in those colors and captured inside a globe, which fit in the palm of his hand.

      Using cooling leathers, he placed it inside the cabinet he used to allow his creations to set.  When he turned back toward the others, five sets of identical amber eyes stared at him expectantly.  Rylan shucked off his protective gear tossing it onto the workbench.  Their anticipation was palpable, but the magnitude of what he had to reveal to them kept him silent longer than usual.

      “Please.  Please just tell me.  This isn’t my first time.  It will simply be the last.  If it is meant for me to concede, I’d rather know the answer.  That way I can move on from this precarious existence I’ve lived up to this point.”

      The near brokenness of her spirit reached out and grabbed Rylan’s heart, squeezing it until he didn’t think it would continue to function as it should.  He couldn’t imagine the life she’d lived.  Although he hadn’t said so aloud, he’d concluded she was the same female who’d been denied a blessing all those revolutions ago.

      If he’d heard of what she’d gone through with the first Glassmaker, it was no doubt everyone in the area she lived was aware.  How they must have regarded at her with pitying stares each time they passed her.  He couldn’t allow his tongue to be still a moment longer.

      “The sparks... Your blessing... You are Ergokin.”

      Her thick lashes lifted, revealing green flecks in her amber eyes.  Her stunned expression mirrored his feelings on the matter.  Although hers had more than a tinge of the disbelief he experienced when the blessing was revealed.  The way she searched his face, he knew she was trying to find any deception on his part. She wouldn’t find any.  There was a slight tremble in her fingers which were twisted together in front of her.  One of her kin broke the nonverbal standoff.

      “There hasn’t been a recording of Ergokin in more than a millennia.  How is that possible?”

      Rylan regarded him with his normal implacable continence.  “I’m the Glassmaker.  Not a Seer nor a Diviner.  I can only say what is revealed to me through the sparks.  The rest is not my domain.”

      Looking at the beauty, he realized he didn’t know her name.  He knew none of their names, with the exception of the first.  Damien of the Leander.  Based on their resemblance to one another, he’d deemed them family.  Not being able to name the other three males didn’t bother him, but not knowing the creator-given name of the beauty did.

      He'd barely restrained himself from calling her sweeting, when he told her of her blessing.  Unmated and never interested in tying himself to another body, Rylan couldn’t explain the compulsion to give her pretty words, calm her fears, and remove anything which might cause her even the slightest discomfort.

      Heat blazed beneath his skin when she laid a soft hand on his forearm.  She attempted to snatch it back almost immediately, but he captured her digits holding them in place.

      “My apologies.  I didn’t mean to be so forward, Glassmaker.”

      “Rylan.  You may call me Rylan.  And it’s okay.”

      Long lashes hid her eyes from him briefly, before she looked up at him again.

      “I am called Ophelia.”  A shy smile hovered at the corners of her full lips, but Rylan detected her nervousness beneath the gesture.  Clearing her throat, she spoke again.

      “Rylan, please forgive us.  But I’ve been presented to Glassmakers all over the realm since I was a youngling.  I don’t discount your discernment, but Ergokin are considered a myth.  A legend that no one in living memory can say they’ve encountered.”

      Without conscious thought, his thumb stroked the back of her hand.  The silkiness of it would’ve been completely distracting if he hadn’t felt the racing of her pulse.  Attributing it to her distress, he sought a way to soothe her.  He took no offense to her statement.  Even knowing that had it been anyone other than her, he would’ve been tempted to snap their neck at a hint they didn’t believe his declaration.

      “She’s right.  Besides, our family has Seekers, Changers, Earthers, and a few Vanes.  There isn’t one Ergokin in the Leander line.”

      Not taking his gaze from Ophelia’s, Rylan kept his focus on her.  She nodded in agreement with Damien, but hoped glimmered deep within those jeweled eyes.

      “No matter of how long it has been or how the others in your line were blessed... The sparks don’t lie.  You are Ergokin.”

      He could tell she wanted to believe him.  Her fingers flexed against his forearm like she was gripping the line tethering her to life.  Something inside him wanted desperately to be that tether.  So much so, that his mouth spoke without consulting his brain.

      “I can take you to the Keeper.  I have never met an Ergokin before.  So, I don’t know of a being who can help you master your gift.  But there should be something written in the Ledger.”
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      Ophelia stared up into the rugged, square jawed face of the Glassmaker—Rylan.  He didn’t have the soft handsomeness which bordered on pretty that she’d seen on the males in and around her village.  His prominent nose was proud.  Thick lashes and almost bushy eyebrows shielded his dark green eyes making them look nearly black. The open neck of his tunic revealed a sliver of dark markings on his skin.

      Gazing upon him had an unfamiliar effect on her.  Because of her lack of experience with the feeling, she didn’t know how to categorize it.  She just knew something about him called to her—more than just her desire for him to be the conduit for her blessing to be told.

      His height and bulkiness had initially reminded her of the Glassmaker she’d been presented to as a youngling.  His gruff voice did as well.  However, once she was able to see past those things, she realized he was nothing like the Glassmaker from all those revolutions ago.  Such a male would never have agreed to read the sparks for someone who’d seen as many winters as she had.

      Ophelia still didn’t understand how the other male had deemed her unblessed without even attempting to work the glass.  Every other her family had taken her to, had at least done that much before the shattered glass confirmed the edict of the first.  Each of those previous times, her anxiety had been so heightened, she’d tried to will the sparks to appear.  Sometimes, the Glassmaker made it to the shaping before the glass shattered.  But, oftentimes, the results were the same as with the first Glassmaker.

      When Rylan volunteered to take her to the Keeper, Ophelia’s breath caught in her throat.  No one got an audience with the Keeper.  Only the Chroniclers and the Keeper’s closest attendants ever saw her.  However, Glassmakers were the only beings who could discern the blessings of others—even future Keepers.  So, if there was one among them who could gain an audience with her, it would be him.

      “You would do that?  Take me to the Keeper?”

      The slight roughness of the pad of his thumb reminded her of the hand he clamped over hers on his forearm.  The contact was simultaneously comforting and...something else...

      “Of course, Sweeting.”

      An unfamiliar tingle fluttered in Ophelia’s belly with the endearment.  The trace of softness in his eyes captured her attention to the point she nearly forgot what he was agreeing to.  Clanging taps to the door broke the spell weaving between them.

      Ophelia looked over her shoulder to see her brothers all turn with their hands at their hips ready to draw their weapons if necessary.  Before she could glimpse who their protective stance was aimed at, Rylan had tucked her behind his wide frame.

      “Glassmaker!”  A male voice boomed into the space.  “There you are!”

      Ophelia peeked around Rylan to see a male draped in finery.  He was obviously of the upper class of this village—possibly the whole realm from the jewels adorning his fingers.  A fur lined cape was clasped on one side by an intricately curved piece of fine metal, leaving one shoulder uncovered.

      She wondered why he felt it necessary to speak as if he’d been searching for Rylan without success.  It was easy enough for Damien to get the location of his workshop from an elderly couple in the village.  His location wasn’t hidden by any means.  The male’s presence was so overbearing, she nearly missed the little boy standing slightly behind him on his left.

      “Caspian.”

      Rylan didn’t sound as if he welcomed a visit from this, Caspian.  In fact, he hooked an arm around her gently pressing her behind him again, interrupting her perusal of the situation.  Part of her wanted to stamp her foot in protest.  But, being raised by a protective father in the presence of four brothers who followed in his footsteps, Ophelia recognized a losing battle when she saw one.

      “I told you I would seek you out when Sebastian was older.  He’s seven winters now.  I’ve come for you to give us his blessing.”

      With her only view that of Rylan’s back, Ophelia didn’t miss the tightening across his shoulders.  His dark brown hair was swept up atop his head, tied by a leather string into a messy knot.  So, it was easy for her to see the stiffness in his back extending up to his neck.  Whatever the reason, the finely dressed male put Rylan on alert.

      However, despite his obvious distrust in his new visitor, Rylan didn’t ignore the request hidden behind the declaration.  His large hand appeared behind his back.  Instinctively, she placed her palm in his.  The heat of his protection flowed through the digits closed around hers as he guided her to the side of the room farthest away from the new arrival, and nearest her brother, Jaime.  During the short trek, he kept himself between her and the new arrivals.  She couldn’t see them and it was unlikely they could see her.  After Rylan positioned her behind her largest brother, an unspoken conversation occurred between the two before Rylan walked away.

      Ophelia was shocked at the liberties her brothers were allowing the Glassmaker to take.  They normally ran suitors off in a hail of arrows—literally.  Yet, they’d said nothing as Rylan had appointed himself her primary protector.  She watched the sureness of his gait, confounded by the turn of events.

      “Come.”  Rylan said, as he gestured to the boy.

      Peeking around Jaime, Ophelia watched him.  The gruffness in his voice was slightly tempered from when he’d spoke to Caspian.  Ophelia concluded his normal speech tended toward brusque rather than soft spoken.  The revelation was oddly comforting.

      While his steps were tentative, the copper haired boy followed Rylan’s command, only stopping when he was within arm’s reach of the workbench.  Donning his protective garments, Rylan stared at him.  The widening of the Glassmaker’s eyes was so slight, had she not been watching him so intently, Ophelia would’ve missed it.  It was as if he was taken aback by what he saw when he looked at the boy.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I told you, this is⁠—”

      “I was speaking to the boy.”  Rylan cut off Caspian’s attempt to speak for the youngling.

      “Sebastian.”  In a clear, high voice, the boy responded.

      Caspian’s audible huff wasn’t acknowledged by anyone, least of all Rylan.  Who, with a curt nod, began arranging the bowls of colored glass on the table similarly to the way he’d done when he was preparing to read the sparks for Ophelia.

      Now that the pressure of her own reading was off her shoulders, Ophelia watched Rylan work.  She was mesmerized by the confidence in his movements as he selected the different colored glass shards.  Where he’d use two bowls for her, he selected three for Sebastian.  As before, no one spoke while Rylan worked.

      From what Ophelia could determine, the rest of them ceased to exist while the Glassmaker went about his tasks.  The protective leather covering his extremities didn’t hide his bulging muscles, which contracted and relaxed during the process of heating, twisting, and working the hot substance.  During the shaping, the sparks shooting from beneath the wood shaper were bright blue, green and aqua.

      Due to her many visits with Glassmakers and revolutions of watching others receive their blessings, Ophelia recognized the combination.  The little boy was likely Hydrokin.  It was a type of elemental who could control water.  They were as vital as Vanes in farming villages as they could manipulate the moisture in the very air to supply rain to crops.  She’d even heard of Hydrokin who could change the flow of rivers and streams—very powerful beings.

      When Rylan was done, the piece before him was a beautiful wide-mouthed vessel.  The pattern of the colors resembled tumultuous ocean waves.  Ophelia was in awe.  Not simply of Rylan’s ability to use glass to reveal a being’s blessing, but in his skill with the substance.  Watching him open the large cabinet to place the piece inside, she saw other stunning creations lining the shelves.  She wondered what it was like to be able to fashion such beauty with one’s own hands.

      Rylan had barely turned away after closing the doors of the cabinet before Caspian was prompting him.

      “Well?”

      Ignoring him again, Rylan removed his protective apron and sleeves, as he returned to stand in front of Sebastian.  Lowering himself until he was eye-level with the boy, he stared at him for a second before speaking.

      “Sebastian, you are blessed with Hydrokin.  Do you know what that means?”

      Sebastian nodded mutely.  His wide eyes reflecting the colors of the piece now hidden inside Rylan’s cabinet.

      “Good.”  Giving Sebastian’s slim shoulder two quick taps, Rylan stood to his full height.  It was then he gave Caspian his attention.

      “He will need to see the Chronicler.  They’ll help find him a mentor to teach him to control and master his blessing.”

      Caspian’s pale face was tinged with red.  He appeared as if he wanted to say or do awful things to Rylan.  While Ophelia had no knowledge of their prior relationship, the way Caspian carried himself said he was a male accustomed to being treated a certain way.  The manner in which Rylan responded to him was possibly shocking in the lack of respect given his obvious station.

      However, no matter the harsh words he likely wanted to say, he didn’t voice them.  Instead, he reached beneath the cape and produced a pouch.  The contents clanged in a way known to Ophelia as he dropped it on the workbench atop one of Rylan’s leather sleeves.  His thin lips were stretched even thinner as he placed a hand on Sebastian’s shoulder pulling the boy away from Rylan.

      “Good rotation, Glassmaker.  Thank you for your service.”

      Somehow, Ophelia didn’t think Caspian was thankful for the blessing Rylan proclaimed.  Being Hydrokin probably didn’t appeal to a being who obviously valued wealth and station.  The Hydrokin Ophelia knew of had usually worked in tandem with Earthers in various forms of farming.  Caspian didn’t have the air of a farmer.

      Scooping up the pouch, Rylan didn’t bother to look inside.  Instead, he walked to the door, closing it and latching it behind his uninvited guests.  His action tickled her memory of when the two arrived.  She didn’t recall them opening the door.  By the time she’d seen them, they were standing in the open doorway.  Rylan confirmed her suspicions when he came back to her. Taking her hand in his, he waved the other at her brothers.

      “Come with me.  I don’t know how much he heard before he decided to let us know he was there.”

      Looking from Rylan’s rigid profile to her brothers, Ophelia tried to catch up with the implications of his statement.  Caspian didn’t strike her as one who cared about anything beyond what personally affected him.  So, she didn’t completely understand Rylan’s change in demeanor.

      She only caught glimpses of the interior of his home as Rylan led them down a long corridor ending in a round room with two additional hallways on the other side of the cozy space, leading away from it.  She hadn’t been able to so much as peek into the rooms with open doors as they passed.  All of her attention was on keeping up with his long strides.  Although she was taller than many males she’d met, Rylan had at least three hands on Ophelia’s height.

      Once they were all in the room, Rylan released her hand.  Her gaze swept around the area.  While sparsely furnished, it still held a warmth about it.  There was a hearth taking up a large portion of one wall.  A large black pot, similar to a sorcerer’s cauldron hung from a hook over the flame.

      “When was the last time you rested your mounts?  Are they fresh enough to ride until dark?”

      Ophelia whirled from the fire to stare at Rylan.  He was addressing her brother Damien who didn’t seem to consider the question strange.

      “What’s going on, Rylan?  Why do we need to leave?”
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