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The night of the storm was forever etched into Kela’s heart, a memory she would revisit in her dreams, replaying the vivid scenes endlessly within her thoughts. She could still feel the biting chill and the unrelenting downpour assaulting her as she watched her mother.

In silence, Kela observed her mother’s elegant figure gazing up into the roiling darkness. Something was wrong, terribly wrong.

Her mother grasped the railing of the balcony overlooking the rocky cliffs below. Most nights, the view was a spectacle of awe-inspiring beauty that the majestic castle offered.

Kela recalled her father reciting the tale of King Darius conjuring Nottesdone back to its former glory. Her father’s words were filled with pride about the unparalleled splendor of the impregnable castle that rose defiantly against the shadows of evil with unyielding might.

Nottesdone was renowned as the protector of the portal between Witheleghe and Scarladin. But to Kela, Nottesdone was home, a haven of warmth and affection. That night, though, the torrential rain intensified, and fear gripped her.

Her mother, Princess Saoirse Flandigana Calledwelle, wife of Prince Mithelk Calledwelle, heir apparent to the throne of Scarladin, and daughter to the late King Darius of Witheleghe, sister to the reigning King Rogan, seemed to be desperately searching the stormy sky for some sign of life. There was none.

The storm raged ferociously around Kela’s mother, as the powerful wind mercilessly lashed her long, dark hair, whipping it against her face. Were those raindrops streaking down her cheek, or were they tears? Kela couldn’t discern, caught in a moment of uncertainty.

Unbeknownst to Kela was how she had come to stand in the shadows. She knew only a force beyond her understanding had called. She had answered with an awareness that her mother had a need for her.

Moments earlier, Kela had heard her mother cry, “Mithelk. No. Please no.” That was when a sudden burst of wind opened the doors to the balcony. Kela watched her mother rise and walk out into the violent winds.

A transient array of thunder and lightning erupted across the horizon. Bolts of light slashed through the darkness, illuminating the tumultuous clouds that reigned in the night. Her mother made Kela nervous when she made no attempt to seek cover from the elements.

Kela could hear the waves crashing against the cliffs where Nottesdone stood. The sea was angry, swaying and dancing in a wild frenzy. She could barely catch her breath.

“Your Highness,” a tired, cracked voice said. “Please come inside and take shelter. The winds are playing havoc with the gates. The guards say they need to be reinforced before damage is done.”

Kela could see a strange man walking into her mother’s chamber, but her mother didn’t look shocked. With water dripping down her face, her mother moved back inside.

“Ser Dyer, why are you within my chamber?” She didn’t give him time to speak. “It is true, Ser Dyer, we are being attacked, but not only from the storm.”

Her mother locked eyes with Kela. She extended her hand toward Kela. Without hesitation, Kela darted to her mother and clutched her legs.

Fending back her lady-maid’s advances, her mother knelt beside Kela and tenderly brushed Kela’s cheek. “My dearest Kela, we must leave Nottesdone.” Looking up at Ser Dyer, she stated, “I’m leaving with the children.”

The aged statesman’s eyes narrowed, disbelief etched in the lines of his face. He gestured towards the open doors with a sweeping motion of his arm. His wings flinched.

“It is the weather only. You are feeling only a woman’s panic. There is no need for such a drastic measure.”

“You dare question me, Ser Dyer! Do you know who I am? What I once was and now am again? It would not be so unless....”The magnitude of her words echoed within the chamber. Kela tightened her grip on her mother. Even at her young age, understanding suffused through Kela. Something was wrong, very wrong.

Ser Dyer grasped her mother’s words and openly shook with trepidation. His worn wings drooped as he shook his head, refusing to believe. “Your powers are back? No! That cannot be!”

“I could not see if he lived,” she said grimly. “My Mithelk has been betrayed and now lies dead upon the hillside outside Yucca. The devil stands in the shadows, not allowing me to see his face, but he is Sordarin. They want the portal. It must be closed—immediately.”

“No,” Ser Dyer protested. His mouth tightened, doing little to hide his irritation at being commanded by a woman. “Impossible...”

“Do not question me! My orders will be carried out without delay,” she cut him off.

“I beg your pardon, Your Highness, but I can’t have the portal closed.” Sir Dyer said. “You are wrong. There has been no warning of trouble.”

Amidst the palpable unease, Kela sensed something else in Ser Dyer’s demeanor. A pause that carried a weight beyond mere skepticism of her mother’s foresight.

“You are wasting precious time, old man.” Her mother turned to her lady-maid. “Send for Nanny Guilda. Wake her without delay. Tell her to prepare for a journey and bring my children down to the Red Room.”

“I’m afraid I can’t allow you to do that.” Ser Dyer shoved Saoirse against the wall, knocking Kela down on her knees. With sword in hand, the blade reflected in the candlelight. “My apologies, Your Highness, but you have given me no other options. We require the portal...and despite all our well-laid plans...we never considered you getting your powers back. An oversight. One that will be corrected...now.”

Mother! Instincts reigned. Kela raised her hands and the power thrust Ser Dyer onto the floor. The sword was slung across the room.

Princess Saoirse stood still for a moment and eyed Ser Dyer with contempt. Her lips edged upward to where a small smile formed. “Then Ser Dyer you will be sorely disappointed.” Closing her eyes, she called, “Sareta! Falco!”

No sooner than the words were uttered, the siblings appeared. Sareta, only months old, was held by Guilda, Princess Saoirse’s loyal companion since she herself was a child. The princess trusted no other with her precious children.

With her arms outstretched, Princess Saoirse encircled her children. The small group quickly faded from Sir Dyer's sight and materialized in a wide vaulted chamber deep within Nottesdone. Shadows danced against the walls as torches flamed along the borders of the room. Though, it was the mesmerizing swirling wind in the far corner that caught Kela’s attention.

“Quickly, Nanny Guilda,” Princess Saoirse said. “We have little time. Something is terribly wrong. Mithelk is dead. My powers have returned. Gather the children. We are going through to Witheleghe. Once we are safe, I will close the portal. I will not let the traitors cross into Witheleghe.”

Guilda, a tall, lean woman, frowned but gave a slight nod. Solemn in appearance and manner, she wore a gray cassock with a coif. Only a few wisps of gray hair told of her hurry in dressing.

With her wrinkled hands, Guilda tightened her hold on the infant. She nodded. “We are ready.”

Mother placed her hands outstretched and mumbled in a whisper. A moment later, a small box with strange writings carved into its side appeared. She gripped it tightly and placed it within her robe. She drew in a deep breath and extended her free hand out to Falco and Kela.

“Let us go.”

Mother began to chant in her native language. “Oto avoiyouau ropia rapaoexoai eyw eioodio!”

A young child holds many fears, Kela held her breath frightened of the unknown. One glance over at her brother and she lost her fear. Falco, older than Kela by almost two years, held his head high, his shoulders back. There was no fear in him, only courage. He walked forward into the swirling wind.

Squaring her shoulders, Kela followed. One step after another, Kela was sucked into the vortex. The wind took her breath away. She felt herself flying, then abruptly she fell to the ground.

Scrambling to her feet, Kela gasped. The beauty of Vana Gardens had been decimated. Gone were the fragrances of the blossoming flowers, the tiny hummingbirds that fluttered around the blooms, the grand trees lining the long pond with their flowing moss from their branches, and the brilliant green lawn. All of it had been torched.

Glancing at Mother, Kela noticed an aura of bright light surrounding her and her baby sister. Her mother never looked more beautiful. Her long raven hair curled and framed her face, emphasizing her large blue eyes, but those same eyes held fear.

“What is happening?” Mother questioned out loud. “Where are the footguards? Rogan would never leave the portal unguarded.”

A sudden sound caused Kela to jump. Her heart felt as if it was in her throat. Mother pushed Kela and Falco behind her in a protective manner. A squire emerged from the ruins with a sword in his hand. In truth, he was no more than a boy. From the sigil on the sash draped across his chest, he served as a squire to Prince Staffon.

Immediately, he fell on one knee and bowed his head. “Your Highness.”

Mother gestured toward Troms and to Chatamar Castle. “Where is King Rogan?”

The squire wore black leather boots, tan pants, and a red jacket, but the pants had worn through; his jacket’s elbow was torn. He seemed to have lost his voice.

“Speak! What has happened?”

Slowly, the squire lifted his head. “I’m Alric of House Sexton. I serve your brother, Prince Staffon. He gave me a message for you if you appeared.”

“A message?” Her mother’s hand visibly began to tremble. Falco reached for her, and she took it as if it gave her strength. “My family— what has become of them?”

“I’m sorry.” Alric grimaced as if in pain. “Prince Staffon was at the barracks when the attack started. Dragons. So many dragons. They have burnt the city. He sent me here if you made your presence known. He said to tell you to close the portal. Asmeodai is here.”

“Take me to Staffon.”

Alric hung his head. “I can’t, Your Highness. As I was leaving, horrid creatures assaulted the prince and killed him. They took his head. News is that King Rogan has also been killed.”

Mother’s fear became apparent. “If I close the portal, there will be no help for Witheleghe.”

Alric lifted his head. “Prince Staffon said to open again when you are prepared to face the demon. You are our hope. He called you the Blessing. The hope of Witheleghe will go through you.”

Abruptly, the earth shook, and clouds darkened the sky. Stones began to rise and assault the air. Branches crunched under the force; the pool boiled.

“Asmeodai!” Alric cried, backing up a step. “He has sensed your magic. Go now! May Elohim be with you!” He turned his back and ran.

“We have to go back,” Mother cried, motioning for Nanny Guilda to step through with Sareta.

Kela stayed long enough to see Alric fade from sight, but then she froze. A faceless entity of a demon emerged in the soot and smoke. She felt her brother pull her hand, and she stumbled through the portal.

Mother followed. With a quick glance over her shoulder to ensure her children were safe, she outstretched her arms—repeatedly, she said, “Katia te kuwaha. Tukua kahore tomokanga.”

The floor beneath her buckled. The walls swayed, and winds growled, relentlessly pushing against the barrier. Angry from being barred from the entrance, a piercing screech vibrated through the chamber. Mother refused to give ground, holding firm, uttering the words until the winds ceased and the cry was no more.

Mother had barred the evil from entering, but she wasn’t done. Taking a moment, she turned and knelt. Holding her hands out for Falco and Kela to run into her arms, she kissed the tops of her children’s heads and hugged them for what Kela wanted to be an eternity.

“My darlings,” she began. “Listen carefully. There is no time to explain what is happening. Nanny Guilda is going to take you to a place far away from here. She will care for you until I come. But if I do not follow, know it is only because I cannot.

“Hold true to yourself and remember you each have a destiny. Know that my love will always be with you, guiding and protecting you.”

Unheeded tears cascaded down her cheeks, mingling with the bittersweet smile that graced her lips. Her voice carried the essence of love that transcends time.

“Carry my love with you always.”

Rising, Mother took Sareta from Guilda and cuddled her to her bosom. Kissing the baby’s cheek, tears flowed freely down her cheeks. She handed her youngest back to Nanny Guilda along with the box she held in her robe.

“Take my precious children, Nanny Guilda. See that no harm comes to them.” Mother swallowed hard as if she swallowed back her emotions. “Don’t forget my words.”

“I will do as you command, but, Your Grace, come with us,” Nanny Guilda pleaded, knowing that Mother was the daughter of King Darius, one of the Ordained to fight evil. Dutiful and strong, Mother had been instilled with the need to protect her realm and her people above all else. “Who will protect us?”

“I will,” Falco vowed. “I will stay with Mother and find you when we are done. Father says Calledwelle fights until the end of a battle and never surrenders.

“Not today, my beloved son,” Saoirse said. “You are your father’s son, but your day is not yet. You need to go and prepare for the day that will be yours to defend.”

Mother said no more. A great horn blew from outside the chamber. Deep-throated calls cried out, pounding again and again against the door. Ser Robart. At that exact moment, the gateway began to quiver and shake. The floor trembled with such force, everyone lost their balance and fell.

Once more, instincts within Kela responded. She scrambled to her feet and held her hands outward. Light blasted, giving off one shield toward the door and another toward the gateway.

Protecting was Kela’s calling. She was born a Euchoun.

“Kela, do not let go,” Falco demanded. “Please do not let go.”

“I won’t fail you, Mother,” Kela said with stout determination far above her age.

Mother crawled to her feet. Her focus was fixed on her purpose. 

“Stand back,” Mother gave a weary nod to her beloved children. “I need to bring back any of your father’s legion who have survived the assault.” She waved her arm across her body. “Kawea hoki Mithelk tangata. Ka rite ki ki katoa.”

A sudden haze appeared. In it, a figure emerged. Yet it was only one man. One Sordarin. Tall, broad of shoulders, and lean of muscle, the Sordarin swung his sword hard.

“Take care!” Mother cried. “You are back within Nottesdone!”

The warrior sank to one knee with his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Your Highness...what...Nottesdone? I don’t understand. How?”

“There isn’t time, and time is of the essence. There are no others?”

He shook his head slowly. “I was the last standing.”

“Mithelk?”

“He was the first to fall, Your Highness, then his Euchoun. He didn’t have a chance. We didn’t know it was an ambush. Prince Mithelk and Ambassador Sadon walked into the tent expecting to find his father. He came out clutching his stomach and fell at my feet. Immediately we were attacked—by other Sordarins. I failed Prince Mithelk.”

The warrior lowered his gaze, evident he felt disgraced. He added nothing else. From the look of him, it wasn’t from lack of trying. The brawny Sordarin was severely injured. His left wing hung awkwardly. A wound on his forehead flooded blood into his eyes. His side gushed blood, and his hands were cut.

“You are Turstan. Are you not?”

“I am.”

“Turstan, I need you.”

“My sword is yours,” he pledged, kneeling before her.

“Rise and do my bidding.”

He staggered up on his feet. “What is your command? Do you want me to defend the door while you escape?”

“No, I need you to give me your oath that you will defend my children with your life.”

“I pledged my life to your husband. I’m yours to command.”

“Then prepare.” Mother turned to Nanny Guilda. “There is no more time. Take the box and find a place of peace to raise my children. Teach them the ways. Protect them but prepare. They are destined to defend. Those who have betrayed us will do anything to find them. They will search relentlessly. Do not let them find my children until it is time.”

“Please, my lady, come with us.” Nanny Guilda’s voice faltered.

“My faithful Guilda, you know better than I, we cannot question. We all have our purpose to fulfill. Promise me you will care...”

Banging against the door became louder and louder. Turstan looked at Kela strangely. Shaking his head in confusion, he begged, “Let me stay. I will defend...”

“You are to go with my children. Protect them with your life. It is what I ask of you.”

The walls trembled. Time was up.

“I send you now, my children. Go with my love...my hope.”

Kela’s arms ached and began to waver, but with all her being, Kela felt the compulsion to stay. “Do not send me...”

Mother’s eyes misted over. “You must go, Kela. You have to live. Turstan.”

The broken warrior picked up the small girl. The shield was broken. He rushed beside Nanny Guilda with Falco in tow.

Mother once again uttered words in her native language. Kela realized she was being sent far away from her mother and Nottesdone. Before she disappeared, she reached out one more time. Another light irradiated from her hand, sending another shield to surround her beloved mother.

Kela saw no more except in her dream.

In her dream, Kela saw her brave mother watching her beloved children fade from sight, hoping against all hope she had sent them far enough away. That all was not lost.

Kela saw the door shatter under the pressure of axes. She heard their swords and weapons trying to permeate the shield Kela had given her mother. The shield gave her mother the time needed to accomplish her objective. Her intention held firm upon the words she uttered.

“Kovia ropia repqouq ewo, iade xpovoc kabapa kapoia eriotpateuw ueto!”

The room began to shake; the walls crumbled. Fear surged through the assailants. There would be no escape. The room erupted, collapsing around them.

The protection of Kela’s shield gave way. Her mother fought to the end, falling under the rubble. Kela heard her mother’s last word uttered, “Mithelk.”

Princess Saoirse breathed no more.

In this Kela dreams and knows, she will not falter in her quest to fulfill her destiny.

KELA
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The Encounter
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Galloping through the grasslands, the wind whipped through Kela’s long, dark hair. Her hat was long lost downstream by the river’s edge, but she paid no heed to it. Her focus lay solely on her mission —the race against her brother.

The sun beamed down from a cloudless sky, painting a picture of a splendid day. A day that neither Kela nor Falco could ignore. The rains of the last week had finally broken, allowing the two siblings to ride their horses.

She ignored the snow-capped mountain peaks in the far distant north, the majestic Preda Mountain Range. Today, her thoughts were, for once, not on the entrance into Scarladin, their home if not for that fateful night over seven summers ago.

Instead, the forged family lived outside the boundary of the Sordarins in a large valley known as Mysthaven, the hidden valley was named by the Uddes, the locals of the region. The Uddes took comfort in their isolation from the rest of the world and didn’t take to foreigners well.

The valley was hidden between two thousand-foot cliffs of the Runepeak Mountains while the mighty Kampar River surged through the heart of the vale. The river provided a connection for the family to a semblance of Scarladin since the source could be traced back to the mighty Preda Mountains.

Blessed with fertile land for its crops, the valley also had a forest which supplied plentiful game. There was only one safe trail that allowed travel into the fertile valley. Mysthaven had been a perfect place for them to hide, except for one thing. Their home sat within Brixtone, the sworn enemy of Scarladin.

Turstan harped on Kela and Falco constantly about being careful, but he was always talking. Kela’s favorite was when Turstan told stories about Scarladin. He boasted in great length about the virtues of the Sordarins, battles fought, and wars won.

“Yucca sits upon the highest bluff overlooking Scarladin. A great wall encircles the city, home to King Edulf, your grandfather. The height and steepness of the cliffs below serve to discourage any from such a dangerous climb. Within the walls, the castle is encircled by three towers. Standing between the Twin Towers lays the Great Hall, still standing even after the Burning.”

Falco and Kela hung upon every utterance that fell from Turstan’s lips, their dreams intertwined with the hope of a triumphant return one day. Their gazes often turned skyward when the fog cleared and the hawkmen could be seen patrolling the Preda Mountains.

From the time he took his first steps, Falco yearned for the day he would soar alongside them. Kela realized the desire ignited his soul and burned in his heart. For the last few months, Falco had talked of nothing else, his anticipation growing as his wings neared emergence.

For now, their origins were the last thing on Kela’s mind. From the corner of her eye, she saw her brother edge closer.

Regretting not having taken the time to tighten her braids, Kela fought against the distraction of her unruly hair. In a vain attempt, she pushed it back, all the while urging her mount onward. Glancing over her shoulder, she realized she had lost ground after the turn.

Falco laughed as if victory had already been claimed. The mere notion of losing once more gnawed at Kela’s pride. Not again! Not today!

Jerking the reins, she took a sharp turn from the path to cut through the underbrush. Dodging branches, she spurred her roan ahead, the finish line coming into view beyond an extended trench.

With a click of her tongue, her pony understood her intent. In her next breath, they leaped through the air. For a fleeting moment, Kela felt the sensation of flight, then abruptly landed. The pony’s legs buckled, and the force almost threw her off, but she managed to regain balance to cross the finish line in victory.

Reining her pony, she turned in triumph to her brother. Falco frowned, slowing his horse to a trot.

“Ha! I won!” Kela cried most boastfully.

“You bloody fool! You could have killed yourself!” Falco declared, yanking his hat off and hitting it against his leg. His irritation echoed in his voice.

She stared at him, unsure if his annoyance stemmed from concern or simply his own defeat. She decided the latter.

His dark sandy hair ruffled on the breeze. His deep blue eyes narrowed. Falco’s white shirt was smeared with signs of leaning against his chestnut horse. “If I urged Mayer on, we would have collided!”

At that instant, Kela could have cared less. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the sleeve of the borrowed shirt, but her thick dark hair clung to her forehead. Now more than ever, she regretted losing her hat.

Moreover, Turstan wouldn't be happy. Lately, he had been incessantly on her about her behavior, demanding she conduct herself more like a lady. Like he would know what a lady should behave like.

Drawing her pony to a halt before her brother, Kela met his gaze squarely, “You're only mad because you got beat! How many times have you beaten me? Never mind that your horse has longer legs!”

He grimaced, squirming his back one way and then another to scratch an inch on his back. He couldn’t reach it.

“Won’t do you any good, Falco,” Kela taunted, seizing the rare chance to hold the upper hand. “Turstan said it will take months for your wings to form. You have no choice but to endure.”

Falco smiled a broad grin. “But when they do, I'll no longer be grounded. It will be the skies for me. Pity for you, Kela. We’ll see who beats who then!”

Her brother knew her better than any. Jealousy swelled. Why could I not have been born a male? Life seemed unjust to have dealt her this hand.

Refusing to allow him the upper hand, she countered, “But it's not this day! I'll race you home!”

Without waiting for his response, she took off, congratulating herself on her cleverness for choosing the lowlands for her route home. Yet, in her haste, she had overlooked the lingering effects of the recent heavy rains. Her progress was swiftly hindered as the pony’s hooves grappled with the sodden mud.

Covered in mud, her pony struggled against the mire with each step. There was no hope of navigating through this mess. With an unwelcome sense of defeat, she turned around.

Adding to her woes, the echoes of Falco laughing fell upon her ears while he galloped away. Oh, why did I not think? She reprimanded herself soundly. How many times had Turstan cautioned her about her impulsiveness?

Slowly, Kela retraced her path through the muck. Oh! I will never hear the end of this! With the thought of the gloating Falco waiting on her, she intentionally slowed her pace.

At least this mishap would please Turstan. She had time now to retrieve her hat, he wouldn’t be happy if she came back without it. He had threatened to withhold her riding if she lost another hat, but he was always threatening something.

Sometimes she believed he liked to hear himself talk. Kela wrinkled her nose, laughing to herself. Turstan rarely carried through with any of his threats.

Kela eased her mount’s pace, guiding it through the tall, thick grass, looking for where she lost her hat. Eventually, she dismounted and continued on foot, her steps measured and unhurried. There was no need for haste; she was well aware of what awaited her upon her return— either Falco’s taunting jests or another inevitable lecture from Guilda.

Engrossed in her task, a sudden, booming sound broke the quiet. She froze, her senses alerted to a strange intrusion into the secluded wilderness. Peculiar voices carried on the wind.

Curiosity nudged her forward, and she moved cautiously toward the source of the voices. Few dared venture this deep into the wilds. Intrigued and wary, she slinked silently through the undergrowth to the edge of the forest, determined to get a closer look.

And then, her heart skipped a beat as she took in the scene. There were men on horseback and on foot at the river’s edge. Their focus was captured by a tumultuous disturbance in the river, but they weren’t ordinary men.

They were soldiers clad in quite distinctive uniforms. Their deep blue tunics were visible beneath protective armor, and their gold helmets gleamed in the dappled sunlight. Yet, it was the banner they carried that sent a shiver coursing down her spine—an emblem she recognized all too well, the fierce, roaring lion—the Royal Brixtone sigil. They were Brixtone soldiers.

Kela’s tension eased as she observed them sharing a collective laugh, a fleeting smile gracing her own lips as she caught sight of the mishap. Amid the rushing river’s flow, a burly, bearded man flailed, his cries incomprehensible as they mingled with the river’s roar. Struggling to rise, his efforts were thwarted by a forceful wave that engulfed him once again.

Among the group, one rider stood apart with the unmistakable trappings of nobility. Draped in a sumptuous cloak trimmed with fur, his garments boasted a vivid purple hue embellished with gold accents. Leaping from his horse, he dashed toward the man and cried, “Your Majesty!”

Rushing into the strong current, the man slipped and collided with the irate nobleman. The two floundered to regain their footing. The man attempted to assist his lord but once more lost his footing. Both tumbled back into the water.

Emerging from the water, the drenched noble pushed the other like he was an imbecile. “Lord Falk, get off me. Retrieve my crown!”

Guards joined the search for the lost coronet, thrashing wildly in the water. Laughing to herself, she watched only a moment more. It was, without a doubt, an utterly absurd display.

Kela knew the water rose no more than waist deep at that point of the river. Let His Majesty walk out of the river on his own. His guards appeared to be saving the nobleman more from his own folly than anything else.

Swatting away offers of any further help, His Majesty emerged from the Kampar waterlogged, dripping from every fold and seam. He clambered up the riverbank, his steps heavy and labored. His soaked hair hung in damp tendrils across his forehead, casting a shadow over his furrowed brow. His once-pristine attire was now muddied and stained.

“I have it!” Lord Falk cried. His face contorted in a mixture of determination and frustration, beads of sweat mingling with the rivulets of water that streamed down his brow.

Driven by a consuming madness, His Majesty grabbed the crown and placed it back on his head. His hair melded with the crown, causing it to cling awkwardly, accentuating his receding hairline. The weight of his grand plum-colored cloak bore down on him heavily and his jowls sagged, revealing a double chin, but it was his eyes that sobered the sight. They exposed a fervent rage.

Kela recognized readily enough he was not a man to engage. It was time to depart. She needed to get back and tell Turstan of the visitors to their woods. She eased away quietly.

Barely had she settled onto her pony when she abruptly came to a stop. She heard her brother mind-talk to her.

Kela.

The following moment, His Majesty’s voice bellowed so loudly that it reverberated through the air. “Seize him! Do not let him depart!”

Kela. Her arrogant brother called to her again.

She answered. Oh, by all that is good! What have you done?

Come! Do not reprimand me...at least not yet. For I believe I may need some assistance.

Leading her pony cautiously, she edged back in the direction of the disturbance. Still hidden by the underbrush, she looked one way and another until she saw him. Her brother stood there with a foolish grin on his face surrounded by Brixtone guards looking as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Her heart sank. What kind of predicament had he managed to entangle himself in this time?

Without his hat, his shoulder-length hair fell across his face, and he impatiently brushed it aside. His horse stood placidly by the riverbank, reins trailing along the ground. Falco’s hand rubbed his forehead, a gesture that suggested he had run into something. It didn’t require much imagination to piece together what had transpired.

The once-amusing Brixtone hunting party had transformed into a source of concern. Her attention shifted to the looming issue—namely the wrath of the noble directed squarely on Falco. Hindering his escape further were the guards who had Falco trapped in a circle.

And yet, from the utterly unconcerned expression on Falco’s face, it was as if he were completely unfazed by the situation. Of course, why would he be? she thought. He was Falco!

“Your Majesty! Allow me to assist you back to your horse,” offered Lord Falk, extending a hand to grasp the king’s elbow.

His Majesty would tolerate no such offer of help. He roughly shoved the man aside and moved toward Falco, his soaked boots leaving heavy prints in the muddy ground. His voice dripped with anger, “Who are you? Who dares to interrupt my hunt, assault me and knock me into the river?”

“I beg your forgiveness, Your...,” Falco began, offering a half-bow. “Highness. Forgive me. I wasn’t expecting others on the trail. I assure you that my intentions were not to fall within the river.”

“Such insolence!” His Highness’s face twisted with disdain.

With a subtle clearing of his throat, Lord Falk interceded. “Young man, kneel before King Grayson de Flour, sovereign ruler of the kingdom of Brixtone—the land you tread upon—and beg forgiveness.”

“Again, I beg pardon, Your Highness,” Falco said, but his voice betrayed his continued defiance. He gestured toward his horse. “I will not detain you any longer. If it pleases you, I will take my leave.”

“You are going nowhere!” King de Flour bristled with fury in a manner that seemed almost deranged. He pointed to the captain of the guard. “Seize him! A proper flogging will teach him the price one pays for such reckless escapades!”

The order had been given. Two guards extended their hands toward Falco, preparing to apprehend him.

Falco waited no longer to make a move. He lunged toward the vexing Lord Falk, unsheathing the man’s sword. Gripping the hilt, he wielded the blade against the king’s chest. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I find myself disinclined to endure a flogging today.”

“Gods! Someone run him through!” King de Flour’s face flushed with disbelief. His voice trembled with rage. “Kill him! Kill him, now!”

As the advancing figures closed in, their movements cautious, it was evident that were wary of Falco’s intentions, fearful perhaps that he might strike their monarch before they could react. Amid the tension, Falco’s lips curled into a smile, his expression betraying a certain confidence that seemed to stem from a place beyond the immediate circumstances.

Oh, Falco! There is no need to aggravate them further. Turstan has warned us not to call attention to ourselves.

I do believe, my sister, that we have no other choice. This has gone well beyond a flogging.

With a swift motion, she looped the reins around her pony’s neck and mounted it. Falco was right. The insolent man wanted her brother dead.

The king’s guards rode imposing steeds, powerful and robust. There would be no outrunning them. The seasoned warriors positioned themselves purposefully, their swords poised and aimed at Falco.

Kela, however, drew little attention as she emerged from the cover of the woods. Amongst the chaos, only a solitary glance was cast her way.

The gaze came from a figure distinct from the guards, a man who exuded an air of importance. He was young, yet his presence was commanding sitting on his horse under the banner of Brixtone, the roaring Lion emblazoned upon it. His surcoat bore the same royal sigil, the House de Flour, signifying his connection to the royal family.

Short-cropped golden hair framed his clean-shaven face, which bore a gravity that matched his demeanor. As he turned his head, his emerald eyes locked onto Kela’s gaze. A subtle tilt of his head conveyed a silent exchange of acknowledgment, his gaze moving from her to Falco and back again, all while the tumultuous events unfolded around them.

“Father,” the young man’s voice pierced the air. “Does not this ring strange to find one such as he here? Take note of his back. Is it not wings emerging? He is a Sordarin.”

An icy current of panic surged through Kela’s veins. Falco’s wet shirt had molded to his back outlining a skeletal structure that told he wasn’t from Brixtone, along with his unmistakable mark that showed through the thin white threads. She had hoped against hope that this detail might escape notice, but the glance back at the young man perched on his mount dashed that hope.

The prince had seen it. Recognition gleamed in his eyes. An unspoken realization hung heavy in the air, like a storm about to unleash its fury.

Oh, hang the devil! He knew. We are in danger! Turstan is going to kill us if these men do not.

Falco! Her mental cry screamed. There was no more time for jest or games. Their fate hung in a precarious balance. Now!

With a swift motion, Falco dropped the sword, letting it fall to the ground. He wasted no time, sprinting toward his horse. Gripping the horse’s mane, he swung himself onto its back with practiced agility. In a heartbeat, he was off, galloping away at full tilt. Falco’s gaze fixed firmly ahead, refusing to glance back.

Kela’s actions were measured, allowing her instincts to react. Turstan’s warnings were forgotten, her only thought was protecting Falco. She watched the horsemen spur their mounts in pursuit as others readied their crossbows. She raised her hand and a force shot forth.

Arrows fired fell and deflected harmlessly to the ground. The mounted guards urged their mounts onward, only to meet an invisible barrier. There was a loud sound of heavy thuds, clattering armor, and the rattling of weapons as they crashed into the shield. The horses’ powerful hoofbeats transformed into a chaotic symphony of whinnies, snorts, and scrambling hooves as they skidded and struggled to remain upright. The collective gasps and grunts from the soldiers formed a chaotic chorus of disarray.

Kela did not dare let her guard down, even for a second. Her attention remained fixed on the soldiers. From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of the young prince. He hadn’t moved, but his expression had altered. He smiled—a knowing smile.

King de Flour pointed in Falco’s direction, calling for his men to remount. Falco had already disappeared into the woods. He bellowed, “Don’t let him escape! Seize him!”

“It will do no good, Father,” the prince said, calm and assured. He looked straight at Kela.

Kela had had enough. She set to finish this game. Extending her hand, she sent a force that flung all of the men off their mounts, including the pompous prince.

Abruptly, Kela turned and galloped toward the woods. Falco, where are you?

I’m here. I’m trying to get Sareta to call a dense fog. We need one to get away. They will be after us once they remount.

Sareta, their shy, fragile sister, held the magic they needed to make a full escape. Sareta, Kela called, Please hear us. We need you to conjure a fog around us.

How hard could it be to call a fog when she had performed greater magic than that? She had moved their entire home twice.

“We need a dense fog to hide within,” Kela said under her breath. “Is that too much to ask? A simple fog.”

Immediately, a dense fog enveloped the landscape in an eerie shroud, obscuring all but the closest surroundings and rendering distant objects mere silhouettes in the milky white haze. Sounds were muffled, and distance lent to an almost surreal quality.

A sudden jerk on her rein made Kela jump. It was only Falco.

You will be fine. Sareta mind-talked. Come home.

Relief filled Kela, but also irritation at her brother. She said nothing while he led her through the mist. With his keen eyesight, he easily navigated through where no one else could see. Once out of the fog, the Brixtonens were nowhere in sight.

“Falco, how foolish...,” she began.

“Do not go there, sister. Was that not the most fun? Did you see the look on the King’s face?” Falco laughed. “They will think before confronting us again!”

“One seemed to know, Falco. Did you not see him? He saw your mark.”

“You are letting your imagination play with your thoughts,” Falco dismissed any concerns, warning her in the same breath. “Do not let Turstan hear of this. You know it would not bode well for us if he did.”

Kela made no protest. It would be futile to debate Falco when she believed he was right. After all, hadn’t they lived the life of nomads for years? Moving upon every suspicion. Turstan had them leaving on any hint of presumed recognition. Any stranger’s innocent remark or fleeting glance might unravel their carefully guarded secrecy and send hell’s wrath down upon them.

Settling down was a foreign concept. They had never formed lasting friendships and never forged connections that went beyond the superficial. But Falco’s conviction was different.

Falco wanted to stop running and go to Scarladin to claim their birthright. They were Calledwelles; he the heir-apparent to the throne. Falco called it weakness to continue running.

Turstan countered, calling it not cowardice, but prudent vigilance until the opportune moment arose. Yet, Kela couldn’t ignore the truth in Falco’s words. If she made mention of today’s events, they would be on the move once again.

Something within Kela told her that it was time to let come what may. Like Falco, she too remembered their mother’s words about their destinies. She decided to keep silent.

Falco gave her a small smile. It did little to reassure her.

“Come. We need to get back before Guilda sets supper.”

She followed.

KELA
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Seven long summers had slipped through their fingers like grains of sand since that fateful night. The world had suddenly turned strange and merciless, thrusting the siblings into its heart with nothing but each other to rely on. Grief had no room to bloom amid the confusion that enveloped them, leaving them suspended in uncertainty, never knowing whom to trust or if the same fate that befell their parents might be lurking for them, too. Survival became their creed, finding a way to exist until they could return safely to Scarladin.

In this unfamiliar world, the faces that held any semblance of familiarity were few—Guilda and Turstan were the constants in their lives. Everyone else remained strangers, blurred figures passing through their lives.

Kela clung to the fragments of her parents, those cherished memories of love and warmth that acted as guiding stars in the darkest of times. She refused to let those memories fade and resolved to carry forward the legacy of their sacrifice. Her parents had laid down their lives so they could live. Each time she gazed at the stars, she would whisper a silent vow, promising to fulfill her destiny so her parents’ sacrifice would not have been in vain.

From the very instant they had emerged in Azmaron, survival had been an unending battle. Her mother’s final act had sent them to a foreign land fraught with danger.

Stepping into Princess Laylah’s chamber had unleashed a whirlwind of chaos. Guards rushed in, brandishing weapons embedded with the fearsome teeth of sharks and pointed spears. Commands barked in tongues they couldn’t comprehend; a flurry of confusion gripped them.

Sareta wailed like a mournful melody, and the wounded Turstan lay unconscious on the cold stone floor. Kela and Falco stood rooted in their places, bewildered and distraught, their world teetering on the precipice of the unknown. Fear threatened to paralyze their small band. Kela’s voice trembled as she cried out for her mother and father, who weren’t coming, nor would they ever.

With their fate uncertain, the desperate Guilda, usually the figure of pride and indomitable strength, fell to her knees and begged for mercy. And yet, it was Falco who rose up to help them, his determination a beacon amidst the turmoil. He stepped forward, facing the foreigners with a courage that seemed to emerge from the very core of his being. Using his extraordinary gift—the ability to communicate across language barriers—he bridged the gap of understanding.

Falco spoke in a tongue foreign to his own and resonated with the urgency of their situation. He told of their innocence in this unfamiliar land and their need for sanctuary. And as his words flowed, a fragile bridge formed between the two sides.

The island had long been a stalwart ally to Nottesdone when the impregnable castle rose in defiance of the darkest evil with unyielding might. Mother laid her hope in that alliance, believing Azmaron the best course of action to safeguard her children until they could safely unite with King Edulf.

A multitude of dangers loomed large on the horizon. The sinister presence of Asmeodai was an ever-present threat, a shadow that sought to consume all in its path. But now, a new peril had emerged, one that carried the name of Queen Beatrix’s House.

Amid the labyrinthine web of alliances and betrayals, Kela had swiftly realized that Guilda and Turstan, despite their difference, were unified in their belief that House Mortalita betrayed Prince Mithelk and Nottesdone. The ambush that had led to the fall of Father and the valiant knights of Nottesdone left no room for alternative explanations.

The island was situated southwest of Nottesdone in the Salt Sea, a land where winter did not come. The ships of Azmaron found a welcoming berth in the port of Nottesdone, their cargoes flowing freely in trade, transcending the boundaries of Scarladin and Witheleghe alike.

Mother’s astuteness proved accurate in deciphering Princess Laylah’s character. The noblewoman had fervently pled with her father to offer refuge to the orphaned siblings. When King Niska provided asylum to the children, Kela saw the palpable wave of relief flood through Guilda.

In a secluded abode, their clandestine presence was shielded from prying eyes. Their whereabouts could not be known for their safety, as well as Azmaron’s. It would not bode well for the island realm if King Edulf discovered Azmaron hid his grandchildren from him.

The chosen dwelling was nestled in a lush forest with swaying palm trees and a long sandy beach serving as their front lawn. The doors were sliding wooden panels easily opened to allow a gentle sea breeze to cool the house. Expansive lanais wrapped around the residence, offering panoramic views, which added to their security.

A wet nurse was found to tend to Sareta’s needs, and a doctor was summoned for Turstan. It was weeks before Turstan recovered, weeks of tense apprehension. Guilda trusted no one. Yet, the small band had little recourse but to accept their circumstances.

Every step, every footfall sent shivers down Kela’s spine, believing they were once more being attacked. Her world had been cast into a shadow of trepidation. The laughter and love that once filled her days was now muffled, overshadowed by the weight of worry.

Kela remembered sitting beside Turstan’s bed and searching for any sign that their guardian would be all right. Her apprehension eased when the large, brawny Sordarin began to emit soft moans when he shifted his weight and winced as his eyes fluttered open. A flicker of joy emerged when it was announced he would recover, although the inescapable reality of his damaged wing cast a lingering shadow. The realization settled heavy as a stone. Turstan would forever be grounded.

Upon learning his fate, a tempest of fury erupted within Turstan. A storm calmed only by Guilda’s stern reminder of his sacred vow to Mother. “You have children to protect,” Guilda reprimanded the wounded warrior. “We have no other.”

Guilda’s words rang with an undeniable truth, reinforcing the gravity of their circumstances.

Azmarion laid a month off the coast of Scarladin. Time stilled, waiting for word from the mainland about the fall of the mighty castle. When word came, it came with another ominous threat.

Nottesdone, once an indomitable fortress, was no more, mere ruins of what seemed to have been there a thousand years. In the eye of the storm, the castle vanished, leaving behind naught but remnants of whispers of its past glory. Bewildered servants were left standing among the remains, not understanding what had happened. The very earth seemed to have swallowed the truth.

King Edulf had the area scoured, searching for any signs of the children. He found none. Rumors carried through the kingdom, weaving tales of King Edulf’s simmering fury. The whispers suggested that Witheleghe, Scarladin’s supposed ally, had betrayed them and sealed the portal to save themselves. Some said Princess Saoirse had fled with the children, while darker whispers hinted that the children might have met a darker fate altogether.

As the shadow of loss stretched over Scarladin, the people mourned their fallen prince and the demise of the mighty castle. The heart of the people was heavy with sorrow.
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