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Evander’s small hand was held firmly yet tenderly within his great-grandfather’s wide grip. The five-year-old’s mouth moved as fast as his feet, as he struggled to keep up with the older man’s long stride on their way home from the sun worship ceremony.

“Great-Grandfather, why did you lead the ceremony?”

The elder fairy smiled at the curious young boy. “I’m a priest of Azran, little one, like your father and his father before him. When I came to visit you, they invited me to lead today’s ceremony.”

“But why do we need the ceremony?”

“It renews our energy. You know the teaching.”

“Yeah. Fairies’ wings store energy from the sun and moon to power our magical gifts and help us fly.” Evander impatiently kicked a stone toward the ditch. “When will I get my wings? Will I be a priest too?”

“Time will tell, Evander. Time will tell.”

“Did you know Azran, Great-Grandfather?”

A chuckle rumbled from the elder’s chest.

“I may be one-hundred-and-twenty, but I’m not that old. Azran led the fairies to this world three hundred years ago.”

“Was he old like you? Why did he come here?”

“Why don’t we sit a spell, and I’ll tell you.”

The elder fairy led the way to a park bench and the boy eagerly plopped on the grass before him.

“Four hundred years ago, all creatures lived in harmony on a world known as Earth. Fairies, like us, lived on islands and in forests, in happy relationship with the land. Their families were small. Children were greatly treasured. Another race, called humans, preferred towns and cities. They had large families. Some fairies and humans had dealings with one another, but mostly they lived apart.”

“Are humans like us?”

“They look like us, except they don’t have wings and pointed ears. Both fairies and humans grow to different sizes and can have varied skin and hair coloring. We all like to eat, drink, and make love. But fairies usually live much longer—a few live as long as two hundred years.”

Evander squirmed on the grass, “Why?”

“Because we learn to balance and renew our energy, storing it in our wings. Our magic helps us too.”

“Humans aren’t magical?”

“No. Their ability is with their minds. Unfortunately, jealousy and fear of fairies was rooted in their hearts. The human population expanded. They began to tear down our forests and take over our islands.”

“What happened to the fairies?”

“Some were captured, some killed. Many tried to hide. It was a dangerous time.”

Evander shivered.

“The fairies were guided by King Cian whose magical gift was to bring light to the fairy stone and wisdom to his people.”

“What did he do?”

“He started the Protector’s Force to guard and protect the fairy population.”

“Fairies aren’t supposed to hurt others!”

“You’re right. It goes against our nature and quickly depletes our energy. The Protector’s Force did all they could to protect our fairies without harming the humans, but if attacked they had to respond. A hundred years passed since the strife began. There weren’t many safe places left for fairies to live, so King Cian spoke with his personal priest....”

“Azran! It was Azran!” Evander clapped his hands together in excitement.

His great-grandfather ruffled Evander’s hair affectionately. “You’re right, little one. It was Azran—a fairy born with a magical ability not seen before. He could open portals between Earth and other worlds. He and King Cian sought a safe new world for fairies. They found a place uninhabited by other races. It became known as the Fairy Realm.”

“That’s where we live.”

“It is indeed.”

“Can you open portals? Have you been to the human world, Great-Grandfather?”

“So many questions!” The older fairy stretched his legs out before him. “Yes, all Azran’s priests can open the portal. Some are chosen to guard it. Many lead ceremonies in their towns or villages. Every ten years, one is selected to cross over to the Earth, as I did many years ago.”

“I want to go, just like you.”

“Who knows where your magic will take you, little one? Be patient. Your time will come.”

***
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Brigid briskly swished her broom over the floor of her modest-sized cottage in the fairy town of Muirstead where she was a healer. The final clients of the day had left, so the dust and grime they’d deposited on her floor could now be removed. With each stroke of her broom, Brigid felt her mind clearing as well.

Although magical beings, fairies were not exempt from illness or accident or age-related issues, but they generally healed rapidly.

It had been a long day: broken femur, set; six-year-old’s traumatized brain effectively soothed using mind-calming technique; clogged arteries, cleared; young Jacey’s dating woes listened to with little patience; allergies identified as cause of irritating cough (Brigid had tactfully, yet firmly, proposed the elder should abstain from her favorite heavy perfumes).

The healing flame that was Brigid’s birthright seemed at a low ebb recently. Even the golden flecks that glimmered in her green eyes were dull. She released her thick brown hair from the clasp on the crown of her head. As it tumbled onto her shoulders, the firelight caught the natural golden highlights that threaded through her heavy locks. Brigid rubbed her fingers firmly into her scalp to relieve the tension and tiredness that throbbed there. She had missed the last moon ceremony because she was assisting a woman with a difficult birthing. It had been cloudy for days and her energy was depleted.

New moon ceremonies were her favorite gathering time; these were fairy rituals which focused on new beginnings. Ritual bathing focused intentions for the next month. Dancing before a sacred fire, wings unfurled, expressed hope. Full moon ceremonies were more reflective, when fairies considered what was getting in the way of their dreams. Naming those blocks in the light of the moon and chanting songs of release brought renewed energy. Brigid felt it had been a long time since new ideas had seeded within her. She continued to recommit to sharing her magical healing gifts, but the routine of it all was weighing her down. Would the next hundred years bring more of the same?

Brigid came from a long line of fairy healers. Her mother, Galena—also brown-haired and green-eyed—had a mind-calming magical gift. She worked as a counsellor. Iason, her father, was golden in color—skin, hair, and eyes—, an inheritance from his mother. His magical healing ability gave him sight into the network of a person’s cells, to discern necessary repairs. He was medically trained in treatment options. Brigid’s grandmother, Gilda, had golden hair with a tinge of grey. Gilda’s hands emitted a golden healing light when placed upon another’s body. For as far back as they could trace in the town’s historical records, generations of her family had provided a healing practice for the fairies of Muirstead.

Childhood had been normal for Brigid, until she turned four years old. Her parents gave her a puppy as a birthday gift—a black lab and collie mix. She delightedly played with the little creature who tumbled after her. Brigid also learned to feed and water him. Her mom helped her pick the name “Scampie”; he scampered after her and anything that moved. Scampie sent Brigid into fits of giggles with his antics, especially when his puppy legs got away from him. In the middle of a chase, he’d stop, and his hind end would keep going; sometimes the result was an awkward somersault. Before long, Brigid and Scampie were inseparable.

One day, the puppy scampered into the woods, chasing a field mouse, and Brigid followed. She weaved between the trees and jumped puddles, not paying attention to Scampie until she heard a loud yelp. She scurried forward to see her beloved but clumsy friend tumbling over the steep cliff at the end of their property. Brigid had been warned to stay away from the cliff, but she had to find her dog. Her heart lurched as she stepped to the edge and peered over; Scampie lay in a crumpled heap on the ground below.

Brigid knew that she had to get to Scampie. She had to find a way. There was nothing but a drop where Scampie had tumbled over. Brigid’s eyes anxiously scanned the terrain as she walked the cliff edge. Suddenly, she saw a narrow gap opening onto a rocky track that led down the cliff. Brigid urgently crept along the track, mindless of any danger to herself. Rocks and scree tumbled from the path as she scrambled downward. Her small hands grasped at briars and roots to prevent herself from falling. Blood dripped from the scrapes on her hands. Finally, she was at the bottom and Scampie was within reach. Her young mind was frantic. What should she do?

Brigid remembered her father and grandmother placing their hands on people to help them. She wanted to help Scampie. Brigid gently reached out to touch the puppy. Immediately, she felt Scampie’s pain. Her senses discerned the dog’s injuries. Love bubbled out of Brigid and, with it, a golden light. Brigid didn’t know what was happening; she just wanted Scampie to feel better. She held on as tears rolled down her cheeks. She didn’t notice the wings unfurling from her back—the sign of a fairy’s magical gift emerging. Slowly, the pain eased, and Brigid felt a slight movement under her hands. Scampie turned his head so he could lick her fingers. Brigid held on. A few minutes later, Scampie began to squirm, demanding release.

Then, Brigid heard frantic calls from above. Her mother demanded she stay put as her father flew down the cliffside. When he landed, he knelt in front of her, putting his hands gently on her shoulders.

“I see you have your wings, little one.”

“I do?”

Brigid looked over her shoulder in delight. Tiny iridescent wings extended from between her shoulder blades, pushing up and over her dress.

“Can you sense them as part of you?” he asked.

Brigid nodded.

“You’ll learn how to use them properly, but for now draw them in. Stretched out wings will tire you. Let them fold back inside you. Watch as I show you.”

Iason crouched down again so she could watch him. Iason let his wings unfurl, then reversed the direction so his wings curled back under his shoulders. “You’ve seen me do this before. You can do it too.”

Brigid looked at her wings. She frowned in concentration. Nothing happened. Discouraged, she looked up into her father’s face.

“It’s okay. It takes practice,” he said.

He took her hand and placed it on his shoulder.

“Feel the movement. Feel inside me—how my wings are connected to me, how they move.”

Twice more Iason unfurled and reset his wings.

Finally, Brigid said, “I can do it.” She took her hand off her father’s shoulder and scrunched her face as she focused. A faint tremble shifted through her wings. Slowly, they folded and slid back under her shoulders. She smiled in triumph.

Iason scooped her into his arms and she hugged him tightly.

“Now you can tell me why you’re down here.”

“Scampie fell. He was hurt,” she sobbed into her father’s chest as she remembered her friend’s pain. Before Iason could speak again, she shared, “I helped him, just like you and Grandma.”

“Did you now? Let me have a look.”

The puppy darted around them. Iason set her gently down and reached for Scampie. His face became serious, as it did when he was looking inside people. It didn’t take long, which was good, because Scampie was eager to move.

“You did very well, Brigid,” said Iason as he calmly smoothed his hands over the puppy.

“I want to show Mommy.”

Iason kept Scampie firmly against his chest and wrapped his other arm around Brigid. She held on tightly and kept her head on his chest where she murmured quietly to Scampie. Slowly, they rose through the air to the top of the cliff.

When her father lowered to the ground, her mother embraced her. Brigid could feel her mother’s relief pouring over her body. Galena took Brigid’s hand. Her father held the ever more active puppy in his arms until they were safely home. Once inside, Brigid went to the cupboard where Scampie’s doggie biscuits were kept. She pulled out a treat for him as he gulped down two bowls of water. She was so glad her friend was okay. She heard little of what her parents were saying as she gave Scampie his treat and played with him on the floor.

“Two fractures which were knitted together, a sealed lung puncture, residual concussion, and tremendous bruising in the latter healing stages.” Iason lowered his voice. “The dog was near death, Galena. She healed him, with no magical training.”

He took a deep breath before continuing. “Galena, her wings emerged.”

“So early! I’ve sensed great potential within her.”

“She used all of the family healing gifts, not just one.”

“I wonder what that means?” said Galena as she glanced anxiously at their oblivious daughter. “The incident must have incited an early release of her gift. Training will have to begin.” Galena sighed as she folded dish clothes and stowed them in a drawer.

From that time onward, Brigid was trained in the use of her wings and her magic. While other fairy children spent their childhood years in play, Brigid learned how to store energy. Wings were unfurled during daily meditation for exposure to the sun. She attended moon worship ceremonies. Brigid was taught how to fly, but she was cautioned that flying would quickly drain energy which would then limit the use of her magical healing gift. When she grew older, she learned about expanding energy when making love.

Brigid’s life became dedicated to learning and practicing the healing arts. Scampie grew along with her and was often the target of Brigid’s practice efforts—when he chewed on dead animals and had an upset stomach, or bruised his teeth trying to fetch a stone.

Initially, her training was at home, after school; she attended the local fairy school to learn reading, writing, and arithmetic. Galena taught her meditation to focus her mind. Her grandmother guided her skills in directing energy with intention. Iason helped Brigid in the art of seeing into the body.

During her teenage years, her studies had greater breadth. She was sent deep into the forest at age thirteen to spend three years with a group of teaching elders to learn herbology, biology, anatomy, neuroanatomy, physiology, and psychology. The elders had advanced well into their second century. Their knowledge had amassed over time. They taught Brigid how to hone her skills. No other youth went with her. She was the only healer in her generation within her own and nearby villages. Her younger brother, Asa, was only five when she left home. Thankfully, Scampie went with her. He faithfully listened to her as she poured out her young heart and delightedly played catch with her whenever there was time. Brigid soaked up all she could from the elders. They were kind to her, but she had no opportunity to develop friendships with others her age.

By the time Brigid returned to her community, she felt like an outsider. Many of her childhood friends were dating. Some had just come into their wings and magical gifts. They were focused on skill development and formed circles of support with those who shared similar abilities. Brigid felt very alone. Her peers were respectful, but no one invited her to their homes—they felt intimidated by her learning and the extent of her power. There was no common history because she’d been away for so long. To top it off, Brigid was tall with a sturdy build like her father’s; she didn’t have the petite curvy slenderness of many female fairies, which made her feel even more awkward around the teens her age.

Thank goodness for Treena! Treena had moved to Muirstead when Brigid was seventeen. Treena was tall and lean, with honey-blonde hair. She wielded a sword better than any of the young men their age. She, too, was considered an outsider by many of the youth. Brigid and Treena became instant friends. The fighter and the healer were an unlikely pair, but both felt excluded, so they shared a common bond.

Treena spoke before she thought, while Brigid pondered long before she talked. Treena was often injured. Brigid faithfully patched her up. Treena was quick to laugh with a bray that captured attention. Brigid was slow to smile but, when she did, it illuminated her whole face and warmed the heart of anyone watching. Their friendship allowed space for them to be themselves; they stopped worrying about fitting in.

By eighteen, they felt the weight of their callings. Brigid had apprenticed with her family’s healing practice for two years. At ten, her brother Asa revealed a magical healing gift for growing herbs and sensing their healing capacities. Her parents wanted to reduce their workload to focus on his skill development. They suggested that it was time Brigid branched out on her own. They helped her build a small cottage for her home and office. Word of her healing abilities spread. Soon, her days were full of appointments.

Treena’s skill with the sword placed her on the Protector’s Force. Although most fairies were peaceable creatures, there were some who preferred to live off the hard work of others. Travel in the Fairy Realm was mainly by horseback; thus, Treena was sent out on regular patrols and was sometimes gone for weeks. She was sent to guard caravans of travelers or to protect the vulnerable from troublesome brigands.

Thanks to her herbology studies, Brigid was able to help with Asa’s training. She treasured those hours with her younger brother and the opportunity to get to know him better. He was headstrong, yet kind—a determined learner with a tendency to hyper-focus and to be oblivious to what was happening around him. He had a wry sense of humor with the ability to make her laugh at the end of a long day. Brigid was thankful he wasn’t sent away to study, as she had been. This training gave time for their sibling bond to grow strong, despite the years between them.

Sunday was family day. Sometimes, she would go to her parents’ home; other times, she hosted. She learned to cook, but Asa had a flair for adding just the right flavoring, so she often bargained with him to do the cooking. In exchange, she offered her place as a refuge when Asa needed a break from their parents.

Brigid tried to visit her grandmother regularly for some quality time with just the two of them. Gilda’s home was a haven for Brigid. It was a place where expectations were set aside, and she could simply relax. They loved to debate books and ideas, or to just sit quietly together and absorb the sunset.

As the years passed, Brigid and Treena’s friendship deepened. When time allowed, they would walk together or share a meal, catching up on each other’s lives. They shared the weight and challenges of their work but rarely the details out of respect for the confidentiality of Brigid’s clients and the classified nature of Treena’s work.

They had both tried dating with little success. Brigid could always sense too much of what her dates were feeling, so she found it difficult to relax and be herself. Her last date with Jackson had ended badly when he had moved in to kiss her. The kiss had been pleasant enough, but he wanted more. She pointed out that they had only been on one date and she would like more time before they progressed their intimacy. He boldly told her she should be grateful he wanted to bed her considering she was practically an old maid! Brigid had slammed the door in his face.

Treena hadn’t fared much better. Her relationships tended to end up strained by her constant absences on the Force. Two months earlier, she had broken up with Cassandra; she had returned home early from a patrol to find Cassandra in bed with another woman. Treena tried to brush it off, but Brigid could tell it hurt. Brigid offered to do a soothing technique, but Treena insisted she would rather keep her bruises so she wouldn’t jump into another relationship too quickly.

Brigid hadn’t had a vacation in seven years—since she was twenty-one. She and Treena had convinced their parents to let them take a trip; they were gone for three glorious weeks. They toured small towns and villages on their way to the largest fairy city, Dunrovin, on the coast. It was her first exposure to the ocean, and it had been heavenly. The smell of the salt air and the whip of the wind tangling her hair gave her a feeling of freedom she had never experienced before or since. They ate juicy fruit, fresh from the groves outside of the city. They danced all night long and slept during the day. Now, it felt like a distant dream.

Brigid placed her broom in the corner closet and sat at her table with a cup of honeyed hot lemon water. She rubbed her eyes as she looked at her list of appointments for the next day. Twenty-four years had passed since her healing gift had emerged. Scampie was gone and, at twenty-eight, Brigid felt lost and surly. Was this it? Was this all that life was going to offer her?

For seven and a half years, Brigid had given herself to healing. She hadn’t left Muirstead once. Treena, in that time, had roamed the countryside and seen so much. Yet, neither of them felt satisfied. Decades more of the same thing loomed ahead of them. Something was missing. As Brigid raised her cup for another sip, a brisk knock sounded on her door. She sighed and placed her cup back on the table.

“Coming!”

Treena stepped through the door with a serious look on her face.

“What’s up?” said Brigid as she offered a hug in greeting.

Treena clasped her firmly, then released her to pass Brigid an envelope inscribed with elegant script. Brigid looked at her inquiringly as she walked over to her desk to grab a penknife. Treena simply waited. Brigid opened the envelope and drew out the single sheet inside. Shock passed over her face as she read aloud.


“Brigid, of Galena and Iason, you are hereby summoned to a meeting of the Muirstead Council at 6 p.m., this twenty-third day of March in the year two thousand and thirty, the fiftieth year of the reign of Queen Amethyst.”



She set the sheet on the table.

“That’s all it says; no reason given. It’s simply signed by the Council Scribe. What’s this all about Treena? Am I in trouble?”

Treena paced the floor. “I don’t know. I got back from my last mission and my first officer sent me over to the Council Chair, Merridan. She instructed me to deliver this and to stay with you. We’re to go to the Council together tonight. I wasn’t told anything else. There was an elder fairy with silvery hair and a beard, who I didn’t recognize, sitting in Merridan’s office. Maybe he has something to do with it?”

Treena plopped into a chair.

“Weird,” Brigid said. “I’ve never heard of the Council summoning anyone. They hear lots of cases and deliberate lots of community issues, but this seems outside of the norm.”

She glanced at the clock on her shelf. They had half an hour before the meeting.

“Do you want something to eat? Even though my stomach’s churning with nerves, I need to eat after offering healing work all day. I have squash soup warming on the stove and biscuits with cheese. Want some?”

Treena nodded as her fingers tapped restlessly against the tabletop. She pushed herself up to get a glass of water and cutlery for their meal. They quickly consumed the food and tidied up. It was time to go.

***
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Side by side, they strode down the road toward the Council building. Brigid clasped the summons anxiously in her hand. The town clock tolled the hour as they arrived. The Council door swung open, controlled by the porter who ushered them into the vestibule. He nodded in acknowledgement of the summons in Brigid’s hands but didn’t take it.

“This way, please,” he said as he urged them down the hallway to the Council chambers. Every member of Council was in attendance as they walked into the room. There were only two empty chairs at the center of the table. At Merridan’s right hand sat the silver-haired elder Treena had described.

Merridan stood up as they approached.

“Welcome Treena, Brigid,” she said as she extended a handclasp of greeting to each of them. “Thank you for coming tonight in response to the Council’s summons. Please be seated.”

She gestured to the empty chairs.

“Scribe Jared, please seal the door and windows against listening ears.”

Treena and Brigid looked at each other as they settled into their seats. This was serious business. Usually Council meetings were open to the public.

Once Jared had utilized his magical gift of securing sound from escaping at all openings, he took his place and opened the scribe’s journal. He picked up his pen and nodded to Merridan that he was ready to begin. No mention was made of the stranger in their midst.

Merridan formally opened the meeting.

“On this twenty-third day of March, in the year two thousand and thirty, in the fiftieth year of the reign of Queen Amethyst”—she glanced at the wall clock—“at six-ten p.m., I, Merridan, Chair of Muirstead Council, call this confidential meeting to order. The purpose of this meeting is to hear Azran’s prophecy and to respond to the request of Azran’s priest, Evander.”

Brigid felt Treena stiffen beside her at the mention of the prophecy. Brigid searched her brain, trying to recall anything from her studies that referred to Azran’s prophecy. She knew from history that Azran was an important fairy who protected thousands by transporting them to the Realm. Once, fairies and humans had lived peaceably on a planet called Earth, but over time that relationship changed. The fairy King, Cian, convinced his people to travel to a new world where they could settle and develop their lives without fear of persecution. Azran’s magical gift of opening portals between worlds enabled the beginning of the Realm. Villages, townships, and cities formed over time. Mostly, fairies dwelt peaceably together. Rogue fairies were kept under control by the Protector’s Force. Azran’s priests guarded the portal using their training from the Academy. Hard as she tried, Brigid couldn’t pull out any other memories that involved a prophecy. She reined her thoughts in as Merridan turned to Evander.

“Evander, the floor is yours. I invite you to share with the Council what you shared with me.”

With vivid blue eyes, Evander looked around the table at each Council member, and at Treena and Brigid, piercing each one with his intense gaze. His silver hair flowed to his wide shoulders, brushing the green robes he was wearing as a priest of the Realm.

“What I’m about to tell you is information only the Queen, Azran’s priests, and the Elite Guard of the Protector’s Force have been privy to since the beginning of our Realm. It’s not to be discussed with anyone outside this circle. No aspect of this matter may be hinted at, even to your closest friends or family members, and that includes intimate partners or spouses. I presume that as officers of this Council you were chosen for your trustworthiness and reliability. However, to be sure, you will each take an oath before we proceed. Should you attempt to break this oath you will be struck mute. Do you understand?”

Brigid could feel the tension in the room. She saw concern on the faces of some of the Council members. Not all were known for their quiet tongues. Brigid wasn’t sure why she was included here but, as she felt Treena’s hand on her arm, she placed her hand over Treena’s in reassurance. The oath was okay with her. She was used to keeping matters confidential.

One by one, Evander had the Council members rise to take their oaths. Brigid noted a few shaky hands. Finally, it was Treena’s and then Brigid’s turn. She stood as Evander gazed deeply into her eyes; it felt almost as if he saw into her heart. She determinedly scrutinized him in return. One corner of his mouth lifted in a slight smile and his face brightened as she repeated the words of her oath. It was done.

Evander returned to his seat and nodded at Jared, who had witnessed and recorded the oaths, including his own. Jared’s magical gift included not only the ability to seal a room for confidential meetings, but also to make binding anything he inscribed on the Council’s ledgers. Brigid could feel the tingle of his power roll over her as her oath was recorded. Evander folded his surprisingly youthful-looking hands together and resumed speaking.

“In the time of Azran, when the Fairy Realm was first formed, a prophecy was delivered to the first ruler of the Realm, King Cian. No one knows where or from whom the prophecy came, although Azran’s name has since been given to it. A guard found it pinned to the wall of the King’s chamber. The guard passed it to the King, and a vibrational power emanated from the document. Azran was consulted; he too sensed its power. The three decided the prophecy wasn’t meant for the general public. Thus, from that time, Azran’s priests, the Elite Guard of the Protector’s Force, and the Monarch of the Realm passed the prophecy from one generation to the next.

“Azran’s priests were chosen for their ability to guard and protect the dimensional portal that led from the Fairy Realm to the Earth, as well as regular priestly duties such as worship and counsel. Every decade, a priest was selected to cross the portal to the Earth to connect with fairies who hadn’t crossed over when our Realm was formed. From those visits, the priests brought information back to the Fairy Realm to be shared with the Monarch, High Priest, and the Elite Guard.

“Three months ago, our chosen priest for this decade crossed over. He did not return. This has not occurred before. Two months ago, a second priest was sent through with a member of the Elite Guard. Neither she nor the guard came back. No communication has been received through the portal. An assembly of priests and the Elite Guard was called last week by Queen Amethyst. She suggested that this could be the time of the prophecy’s fulfillment. Signs appear to be coalescing in a convincing manner. Thus, I’m with you tonight.”

Brigid listened in fascination to Evander’s tale. She felt concern over the missing fairies, but what did this have to do with her? There were no injured parties for her to heal. As part of the Protector’s Force, she could understand why Treena’s presence might be required, but she wasn’t part of the Elite Guard. Why had they been called to the meeting?

Evander reached into a thick cloth bag on the floor by his feet. He hauled out an exquisitely crafted wooden box which he carefully unlatched. Within the box was a scroll of paper enclosed in a clear casing. Using protective gloves to prevent damage to the scroll from the naturally occurring oils on his fingertips, Evander gently opened it and began to read:

“When the Healer rises and the Priest falls,

the time of prophecy arrives.

When the Sword gleams to protect the Scroll-Bearer

the prophecy will strengthen.

When the Rock trips the Dancer,

the prophecy moves forward.

When the Player seeks the Mind,

the prophecy will be empowered.

Together strong. Apart broken.

Cross and mend. Begin again.”

When the last word was spoken, a white glow shot upward. Evander carefully returned the scroll to its box.

His eyes found Brigid’s as he said, “The Healer has risen, and two of our priests have fallen. The time of prophecy has arrived.”

Brigid’s mouth dropped open. “Why do you look at me? I’m simply the healer for Muirstead. There are healers in many of the villages and towns of the Realm. In the cities, at the castle, there are loads of learned healers, older and wiser than me. What do I have to do with this?”

Evander smiled calmly. “Indeed, we have a multitude of healers throughout the Realm. Some are talented in mind-soothing, like your mother. Others are stronger in the diagnostic arts, like your father, or herbology, like your brother. Some are gifted in treatment techniques and a few like your grandmother can emit a healing light that knits cells together. However, there is no one else, nor has there ever been anyone, in whom all these magical healing gifts are bound together.”

“Why didn’t I ever know this?”

“Through the ages, all teaching elders of the Realm were instructed to contact Azran’s priests at the Academy should a healer ever arise in whom more than one healing gift appeared,” Evander continued. “The elders, with whom you trained, contacted the Academy when they noted the extent of your healing powers. It was decided to keep your abilities quiet to give you time to develop and train. You’ve served your community well, but your purpose is broader than what you’ve been doing in Muirstead. When our priests didn’t return, matters became urgent. We needed to act; I was elected to seek you out.”

Evander leaned forward and Brigid was captured by his intent gaze.

“The Muirstead Council has within its powers the capacity to free you from your local responsibilities so that you may serve the Realm. What do you say? Will you go with me?”

Treena shifted impatiently in her seat. “Wait a minute,” she said. “Before Brigid replies, I need to know why I’ve been summoned. I sense there’s more to this story.”

Merridan opened her mouth as if to reprimand Treena for her interruption, but Evander waved a hand for silence.

“As a member of the Protector’s Force, you’re familiar with the prophecy?” he asked.

“I knew of its existence but not the content. We were instructed to keep it well guarded. Only the Elite Force knew the actual words you read to us tonight.”

“Do you remember three nights ago, when the moon was bright? You were riding the hills watching over the countryside,” said Evander.

“Of course I remember. Some nitwit had built a campfire in the open, transmitting his location to fairies with avaricious tendencies. I intervened and sent a group of thieves on their way. I stayed nearby and patrolled the area the rest of the night. Not that I was thanked for it. The fellow just stood silently in his robe, a deep green color, a bit like yours....” Treena’s voice trailed off as it dawned on her. “It was you.”

“Yes,” said Evander. “I was the nitwit. My horse sprained her fetlock and I couldn’t make my appointed lodging for the night. I was warming water to make a poultice for her when misfortune arrived in the form of a band of thieves.”

“Before I could respond, you galloped in and they scattered. As you raised your sword to them, the moon’s light reflected brilliantly off it and momentarily blinded me. By the time my vision returned, you had raced off over the hills. I am the Scroll-Bearer. Your Sword and abilities have been named. I need both you and Brigid. Will you go with me?”

Treena was livid. “Why, in the name of the Monarch, would you carry that precious scroll through the countryside, without even a member of the Guard to protect you?”

Brigid had thought Evander’s actions strange, but Treena just blurted it out.

“You picked up on that,” said Evander, nodding. “You’re not only strong with your sword but astute also. That quality will be needed.”

Treena continued to glare at him.

Evander hurriedly continued. “There were instructions appended to the prophecy. The first was very specific: The Scroll-Bearer was to travel alone, carrying the prophecy to the Healer. We made copies of it, of course, but the second instruction was clear in stating that the original was to be read before the Healer. These instructions make sense to me now. The white glow was a sign of confirmation. Brigid, you are the Healer of the prophecy.”

Evander’s gaze pierced Brigid again. “This sign hasn’t occurred at previous readings of the prophecy, which we tried with two healers who were present at the Academy. I wouldn’t have met you, Treena, if another guard had accompanied me. All is unfolding as it needs to.”

The Council members eagerly watched the drama unfold, their gazes shifting from Evander to Brigid to Treena.

Treena stood up. “I’ve travelled the Realm. I know the risks. I want a few minutes to talk with Brigid alone before we give you our responses.”

Evander nodded his agreement.

Chatter broke out amongst the Council members as Treena dragged Brigid to a corner of the room as far away from the others as she could manage.

“You called one of Azran’s priests a nitwit. Really, Treena,” Brigid chuckled.

“Well, circumstances pointed to his being one,” replied Treena.

“What do you think of all this? You obviously know more than I do,” said Brigid.

Suddenly, Brigid gasped and grabbed Treena’s arm. “Were you specially assigned to me all those years ago? Are you truly my friend or have you been working for the Protector’s Force all this time?”

Treena looked stunned and hurt. She answered, stiffly, “My family moved to this area because my father wanted to work here. It had nothing to do with you.” Treena paused. A look of confusion passed over her face. “At least, I don’t think it did. I never really thought about it. Dad had a good job where we lived before, yet I didn’t question when he and Mom said they’d decided to move. It was Mom who encouraged me to make friends with you. She just said, there’s a girl who looks as lonely as you are. Looking back, was something more going on? I honestly don’t know Brigid. But this is truth: You’ve always been—first and foremost—my friend.”

“I’m sorry,” said Brigid as a flush swept over her face. “It’s all a bit much to take in, for both of us. Just tonight, sitting at my table, I was thinking, is this all there is? I felt like there had to be more than the day-to-day demands of people coming to me for healing. I never dreamed this was the more I was going to have to face!”

“For a long time, I’ve felt this passion pulsing inside me, longing to do more,” said Treena. “I was afraid it reflected my disappointment with other areas of my life, but there’s something about this that tugs at me. It feels right, somehow.”

“My feeling exactly! I don’t know where we’re going or what I’ll say to my family, but I’m in,” said Brigid.

Treena placed a cautioning hand on Brigid’s arm. “This sounds like it could get dangerous. With all my years of training, I’ll do what I can to protect you, but that might not be enough. Are you regularly practicing the defensive moves I taught you?”

“I rise early every morning to meditate and go through the routine you showed me. Despite my size, you always thought I was too vulnerable and nagged me about it. Somehow, the routine became a part of my day. Every time I did it, I thought of you on the road and felt like I shared a tiny part of what you were doing.”

Brigid could sense that Treena was touched by her confession.

“Come on. Let’s go tell them, yes,” said Treena.

They walked back to the table and the conversations fell into silence. They stood before Evander and spoke together.

“We’ll go with you.”

Evander inclined his head gravely. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll share more details with you once we’re on the road.”

His blue eyes sank into Brigid’s green gaze. She felt a slight tug along her nerves but put it down to the excitement of the moment and the power he held.

The next portion of the meeting focused on helping the Council organize replacements for both Brigid and Treena. They developed a plausible story to share with their families and the community. It was agreed that creating something mostly truthful was the best choice. They’d say Brigid had been invited by Azran’s priest to travel and consult with other healers to further her education. Treena would accompany them for safety. It was a simple truth, albeit not the whole truth.

Merridan rose to close the meeting. “Council Members, to your promises keep true. Brigid, Treena, Evander, may your journey bring the answers that are needed. Be safe.” She paused a moment, looking upon them solemnly. “I declare this meeting adjourned.”

Several Council members stepped over to wish them well on their journey.

Evander turned to Brigid and Treena as the others dispersed. “We’ll leave at dawn the day after tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll meet you in front of the Council House. Take time to say your goodbyes. I don’t know how long this journey will take.

“Pack only what you can carry; at times we may have to proceed on foot. Choose clothing you can layer and that’ll dry quickly. I have lightweight, specially treated sleeping bags and blankets we can use. We’ll purchase food and drink along the way. Bring whatever healing items you feel are important and can easily carry. Any questions?”

Brigid shook her head. Her mind was buzzing with excitement. Her thoughts leapt this way and that, as she sorted and listed what she thought would be necessary.

Treena spoke up. “How dangerous will it be? Do I need other weapons?”

Evander shrugged his shoulders. “Danger...most likely,” he said. “How much? I can’t predict. Bring what you can comfortably carry.”

Treena nodded and extended her hand. “Until we meet again.”

“Until we meet again, Treena,” Evander said.

He extended his hand to Brigid and, as their palms met, she saw golden light flicker and felt it tingle in her hand. She glanced into his eyes and saw the curious look within them.

“Until we meet again,” they spoke to each other.

Treena dragged Brigid out the door and down the hallway. As they exited the building, she eagerly listed what she planned to pack. Brigid listened with half an ear, while the rest of her pondered what had just happened. What was the strange connection that kept occurring between her and Evander?

Then, the reality of it all began to sink in. Brigid stopped to take a deep breath, then another. Gradually, her muscles began to unclench. She wasn’t exactly relaxed, but she wasn’t on full alert either.

“Hey, come on,” said Treena, looking back. “We need to break the news to our parents. If we stick together, they won’t ask as many questions. Mine are used to me going away, so they won’t think it too unusual. Let’s tell them first.”

Brigid nodded as they took a right turn and then a left toward a captivating, large house. Treena’s father had a magical gift for shaping wood. The shutters, the edgework, lattices, and fencing were beautifully crafted. Treena’s mother offered lodging to travelers, so the house was well used. They traipsed up the front steps and could see both her parents through the parlor window. They were seated in front of the fireplace, reading. No one else was with them, so it was easy to share their news. No suspicion crossed their faces as they listened. They were sincerely delighted for Brigid and Treena.

Brigid’s parents had significantly more to say. The questions poured forth.

“Who are you travelling with? Where are you going? For how long? Who’s going to cover your practice while you’re gone?”

Brigid assured them that the Council had vouched for Evander, and she glossed over the details of time and place. She dived into her proposal for Asa to housesit for her and heard a loud whoop from the kitchen where he was listening in. At twenty, he was more than eager to venture out on his own. They’d been talking recently about that, so this arrangement fell into place nicely. Brigid also indicated the Council was bringing in a temporary healer for her practice, so they wouldn’t have to worry about covering her work as well as their own. As she edged out the door, she started making lists out loud to put off further questions.

When the door closed behind them, Treena hip-checked her with a grin. “Brilliant move, Brigid.”

“Whatever do you mean?” drawled a wide-eyed Brigid, and then she burst into laughter as they went their separate ways to start packing for real.

***
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The next day flew by as Brigid packed and then repacked her possessions; they wouldn’t all fit into her backpack. She culled her items again because the pack was too heavy. Finally, she was satisfied that she had what was most important and manageable to carry. She took time to meditate and ventured into the backyard where the sun was beaming through the clouds. Unfurling her wings, she opened herself to the energy caressing her and let it begin to refresh her power stores. She made lists of instructions and posted them everywhere for Asa, knowing his tendency to get lost in his work and to forget simple things, like keeping wood in the stove. She went over it all with Asa, who playfully rolled his eyes at her careful instructions.

At midnight, she lay down on her bed; she wondered what adventures were in store for her and when she’d sleep in her bed again. She doubted she would ever fall asleep with her racing thoughts.

Brigid was surprised to find herself startled awake as the first waves of dawn called to her.

She brewed a strong pot of coffee and ate a hearty breakfast. A knock sounded on the door. She looked through the little side window to see her family gathered on the step. Even her grandmother was there. Brigid quickly ushered them inside.

“Come in. It’s cold out there. What are you doing here? It’s barely dawn!” She took the kettle off the back burner to make additional coffee.

Galena stepped over to her and gently brushed her hand down Brigid’s hair. “Sit down, dear girl, our time is short,” she said.

Brigid eased back into her chair while her family sat around her table.

Iason cleared his throat. “We understand there’s much you’re not telling us about this journey, but we won’t ask any more questions. We trust you.”

Brigid could sense the tight rein he was keeping on his emotions.

“We each wanted to give you something to feel our support and presence.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a tiny silver owl which he passed to her. “I hope this little creature will remind you of all you’ve learned from us and encourage you to trust your own wisdom. The metal in the owl carries a special residue that, when rubbed, you can dab on your forehead. It will help you to see more clearly both outside yourself and inside your heart.”

Brigid carefully tucked the tiny owl into an inner pocket of her jacket.

Galena passed her a small vial of lavender liquid. “Asa and I worked on this yesterday,” she said. “He chose oils that will strengthen your healing power and I infused them with all the calm and peace I could muster. Be calm and strong, dear daughter.”

Brigid set the vial aside to place in her healing kit where it would be protected.

Asa lifted his hand under which he’d been hiding a golden-handled knife. The blade was in a tooled leather sheath with healing symbols trailing down its length. “I made this for your birthday, but it seems now’s the time to give it to you. I found the antler for the handle last fall. The blade is strong and sharp—good for harvesting herbs or offering protection. Keep safe, big sis.”

Finally, Gilda lifted the topaz waterfall necklace from around her neck. She had worn it ever since Brigid could remember. “This necklace was given to me by your grandfather when we married. It has brought me joy, love, good health, good fortune, and self-control. Over the years, the stones of the necklace have absorbed my energies and have acted as an extra power source when needed. May you always remember that our love surrounds you, Brigid.”

Gilda stepped behind her and lifted the gold wheat chain around Brigid’s neck. The warm waterfall of stones nestled against her skin and fell to the top of her sternum.

Gilda patted Brigid’s shoulder and said to the others, “It’s time to go.”

They offered warm hugs and then hustled out the door as Brigid’s eyes filled with tears. She loved them all so much.

A few minutes later, she jumped as another knock sounded. It was Treena, eager to be on time for their meeting with Evander. Brigid told her about the family’s gifts while she quickly packed the vial in her healing kit and fixed the knife sheath to her belt. Treena’s father had given her extra money, as he usually did when she was heading off for a longer journey. Her mother must have picked up on something because she gave Treena a locket with their pictures in it. With one last look around to be sure everything was in its place, Brigid hefted her pack onto her back, and they were on their way.

***

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Journey to the Academy
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When they arrived at the Council House, Evander was waiting for them. Three powerful horses stood nearby. Brigid realized the first challenge of the journey lay before her. She knew how to ride, but rarely had time for it. Her muscles were not conditioned the way Treena’s were. She hoped the first leg of the journey wouldn’t be too long, or else the first healing she’d have to work on would be for herself!

Evander introduced them to the horses and they each gravitated to the one that best suited their personalities. They took a moment to get acquainted with their mounts before arranging their packs. Brigid smoothed her hand over a white star-shaped marking on her otherwise black horse’s forehead. Star had quiet eyes but a determined strength about her that Brigid appreciated. Treena’s pick was Fleetfoot, a bay gelding with a frisky air about him. Evander was riding a rich chestnut stallion called Blaze. One by one, they swung into their saddles; Evander led the way out of town as the sun slowly appeared before them to the east. The golden sky, with only a few streaks of crimson skimming across the horizon, promised a fine day. Brigid adjusted her woolen cloak around her, to guard against the chill that still lay on the air.

They rode eastward for two hours, passing by small villages and farms. Conversation was sparse as they focused on putting miles behind them.

Evander called a halt as they neared a modest-looking inn. Brigid carefully lifted herself down from her saddle and hoped her rubbery legs would hold her upright. Treena chuckled as she noted Brigid’s predicament. She offered her arm in support as Brigid staggered into the inn. Evander took care of securing their horses. With each step, Brigid’s legs began to supple out, while her eyes desperately sought a sign for a restroom. Two hours was a long wait after the amount of coffee she had drunk at dawn. Sighting the symbol on the back wall, Brigid hastened to the back of the inn’s large taproom. When she returned, refreshments had been ordered and she let herself drop into a chair with a sigh.

“Don’t ride much?” Evander grinned.

“No. My weekdays are filled with appointments, often into early evening,” said Brigid. “On weekends, I catch up on chores and visit my family. Occasionally, I ride out to far-lying homes. Mostly, I get around on foot.”

“We’ll try not to push you too much this first day,” Evander said.

“I’d appreciate that,” said Brigid.

As refreshments were placed on the table, Brigid realized how hungry she was from the morning’s exertions. They all dived in and satiated their appetites. Evander paid for their food and encouraged them to walk around for a bit, to warm up by the fire before they got back on the road.
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