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Chapter One

Earth, the New World


[image: ]




The warmth of the sun on her face roused Kaitlin from unconsciousness. She squinted, her eyelids fluttering against the brightness, struggling to open them fully. Attempting to move, she became aware of Keltor’s arm draped heavily over her waist. Panic gripped her for a moment, but as she pressed closely to him, she felt the gentle rise and fall of his breathing. Relief washed through her, calming her nerves.

“Keltor,” she whispered, sensing him stir beside her.

His arm shifted, and his hand reached out to find her. “Kaitlin,” he responded urgently, his voice trembling with relief as he realised she was alive. He grasped her firmly, unwilling to let go.

Kaitlin’s eyes finally opened a little, and she managed to turn her head towards him. She noticed he, too, was struggling to open his eyes.

“Kaitlin are you okay?” he asked, with concern in his voice, and squinting back at her.

“Yes,” Kaitlin breathed, her voice trembling with uncertainty, “at least I think so.” She swallowed, her brow furrowing as the enormity of their survival pressed in on her. “Oh my god, why aren’t we dead?” The words slipped out, laced with disbelief and a faint note of guilt. Relief mixed with confusion in her chest—she was grateful, achingly so, but the question gnawed at her, refusing to loosen its grip. The last image lodged in her mind was of holding Keltor tightly, bracing for the end, then the sudden cocooning of a force field. After that—nothing but void.

Keltor sat up, blinking as he forced his eyes open and took stock of their surroundings. They found themselves in the centre of a vast, grassy field. Ahead, a dense forest beckoned, while more fields stretched out behind them. Breathing in deeply, Keltor noted the freshness of the air—it was earthy and clean, a stark contrast to what he remembered.

As Kaitlin stirred beside him and sat up, Keltor instinctively pulled her into his arms, holding her close. His hand gently rose to her cheek, offering comfort and reassurance.

“We did it, Kitcat,” he said with a relieved smile.

“Yes, we did,” Kaitlin replied, matching his smile as she gazed into his deep blue eyes. She leaned into his touch, savouring the moment.

“I love you so much, Kitcat,” Keltor whispered, before leaning in to kiss her.

Kaitlin closed her eyes, her heart fluttering with happiness at his touch. She ran her fingers through his hair as their kiss deepened, overwhelmed by a sense of gratitude and joy—never had she felt so glad to be alive.

When their kiss ended, they pressed their noses together briefly, sharing a quiet moment before turning their attention outward to survey the unfamiliar landscape. It was clear—they were no longer on the hill where they had released Star.

Keltor took Kaitlin’s hand, steadying her as they both rose to their feet. Instantly, a wave of dizziness swept over them, and they wobbled unsteadily, struggling to maintain their balance.

“Are you okay?” Keltor asked, concern etched into his features as he looked at her.

“Yeah, I think so, my legs feel a little weak,” Kaitlin replied, her voice tinged with fatigue. She bent over, bracing herself with both hands on her knees, taking a moment to steady her breath.

“Me too. How long do you think we’ve been out for, and how did we get down here?” Keltor wondered aloud, glancing over at Kaitlin as she straightened up. He reached out again, his fingers finding hers, and she squeezed his hand tightly, drawing comfort from his presence.

“I don’t know, a day or so perhaps. I think it was Star—she put a force field around us and saved us. Maybe she dropped us here,” Kaitlin said, her words uncertain but hopeful.

“Maybe,” Keltor responded absently, his gaze drifting ahead as he tried to make sense of their new surroundings. He inhaled deeply and let the breath out slowly, gathering his resolve. “Come on, let’s go for a walk and see if we can figure out where we are.”

As they began to move forward, Kaitlin’s steps faltered with a lingering sense of dread. “Do you think everyone is dead?” she asked, her voice thick with regret.

Keltor shook his head, determination firm in his expression. “No, the prophecy said there would be survivors,” he assured her. Without warning, he stopped, pulling Kaitlin to a sudden halt beside him.

“What is it?” Kaitlin asked, her voice trembling with fear at Keltor’s sudden stop.

He offered a reassuring smile, squeezing her hand gently. “It’s okay, look—over there,” he said, gesturing towards the edge of the woodland with his free hand.

Kaitlin’s eyes followed the direction he indicated. Relief and wonder mingled on her face as she took in the sight. “It’s a deer,” she whispered, glancing back at Keltor before returning her gaze to the animal.

“See? We’re not alone. Mother Nature has still provided food for the survivors,” Keltor observed, his tone hopeful.

But Kaitlin shook her head quickly, her brow furrowing. “I don’t want to eat it,” she replied, the idea of harming another living creature too much to bear in that moment.

Keltor’s expression softened. “I wasn’t suggesting we did. Look over there,” he added, pointing once more—this time towards the edge of the treeline.

“Wild garlic?” Kaitlin said, surprise colouring her words as she spotted the fresh, green leaves growing nearby.

Keltor nodded in confirmation. “Yes, and chickweed as well, by the look of it,” he said, surveying the undergrowth.

Kaitlin’s brow knitted in confusion. “But it’s July. Why would there be fresh garlic in July?” she wondered aloud, finding the situation strange and out of season.

He shrugged as they moved closer to the patch of greenery. “There’s young nettles as well,” Kaitlin noted, observing the vibrant new growth among the wild plants. “It’s like spring.”

“It’s unusual for sure, but perhaps it has something to do with what happened,” Keltor suggested thoughtfully. “Like a regrowth of everything or something.”

“Hmm, maybe,” Kaitlin agreed, casting her gaze over the lush foliage, still trying to make sense of the changes in their world.

“At least it’s something to eat, let’s gather some as we walk,” Keltor suggested, his voice breaking the hush beneath the ancient trees as he gently released Kaitlin’s hand. He shrugged off his cloak, the soft fabric brushing against a bed of emerald moss speckled with dew and twisted it deftly until it formed a makeshift sack. The scent of damp earth and wild garlic drifted up around them, familiar yet strangely comforting amidst their uncertainty.

Kaitlin managed a small, genuine smile, her cheeks still flushed from nerves. “Clever,” she remarked, her voice low and warm, trying to anchor herself in his resourcefulness.

“It’s an old woodsman trick,” he replied with a mischievous glint in his eye, glancing up at her as stray shafts of sunlight filtered through the thick green canopy, dappling his face in patterns of gold and shadow. Together, they crouched and began to fill the cloak-sack with crisp leaves and pungent garlic, their fingers brushing through dew-wet stalks. Kaitlin’s heart thudded in her chest—a heavy drum of anxiety beneath the gentle forest sounds: the distant call of a wood pigeon, the sharp scent of crushed grass underfoot, the cool brush of a breeze that carried the faint sweetness of the forest.

As they worked, Kaitlin’s shoulders tensed, and she glanced at Keltor, needing reassurance. “How do we get home? I mean, what if the portal’s not there anymore?” Her voice trembled, betraying her fear even as she tried to keep it steady.

Keltor paused, his hands full of wild greens, and offered her a lopsided smile—brave, but uncertain. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be,” he said, though his tone was tinged with doubt. Then something flickered in his memory. “The map, do you still have it?” he asked, urgency sharpening his words.

Kaitlin’s hand flew to her dress, fingers searching the folds with growing alarm. Her pulse quickened as she fumbled. “No, I haven’t got it. Hey, wait a minute, didn’t you have it last?” Her brow creased, panic making her words spill out faster than she intended.

Keltor’s hand shot to his shirt. “Did I?” For a heartbeat, uncertainty clouded his features—then relief washed over him as he felt the familiar crinkle in his pocket. “Oh, yeah, sorry,” he said with a sheepish grin, pulling out the map.

He dropped his cloak to the leafy ground, and together they bent over the faded parchment. The green, earthy light played across their faces as they traced the lines, realising with a jolt that they were at least twenty miles from where they’d released Star. The knowledge settled like a stone in Kaitlin’s stomach. She glanced upward, longing and grief twisting in her chest as she thought of Star’s clear, sweet notes of her song—how she was going to miss her. The loss was raw, a dull ache in her heart, and she wrapped her arms around herself, shivering despite the warmth of the sunbeams.

Keltor’s finger traced a trembling line across the map. “That’s weird,” he muttered, frowning as he studied it.

“What is?” Kaitlin leaned in, her breath catching, desperate for some measure of hope.

He hesitated. “The portal we came from in the Eccleston forest—it’s gone. I can’t see it.”

Kaitlin’s voice softened as she spoke, her worry etched in her expression. “What about the one to Elvendon?” she asked, looking to Keltor for reassurance.

Keltor unfolded the map further, hands trembling just slightly. He scanned the worn parchment, then let out a shaky breath. “It’s still there,” he said softly, relief blooming across his features.

“Oh, thank God,” Kaitlin whispered, her shoulders relaxing as she let herself breathe again. Relief softened her features, and she stood quietly for a moment, drawing in slow, steady breaths, feeling herself regain composure after the tension of the past few minutes. 

Keltor managed a crooked smile, doing his best to lift the mood. “The portal is another twenty miles or so away. We should reach it tomorrow, if we walk quickly.”

Kaitlin nodded, but uncertainty gnawed at her. The weight of what lay ahead pressed in, making her words falter as she tried to focus on the path rather than the fear swirling in her chest.

After a pause, Kaitlin’s voice trembled with a fresh concern. “What about the bodies?” She glanced at Keltor, anxiety flickering in her eyes.

Keltor turned towards her, brow furrowing. “Bodies?” he echoed, confusion momentarily clouding his expression.

“Yes, Aragon and his men,” Kaitlin explained, her voice barely above a whisper. “If we go straight to Elvendon, we won’t be able to... well, you know, get rid of them.”

Keltor ran a hand through his hair, a grimace passing over his face. “Damn, I’d forgotten about them. But honestly, no one’s out looking for us—they don’t even know about the portal from Eccleston Forest. There’s no way anyone will find them.”

He tried to sound reassuring, though doubt lingered around the edges of his words. “When we get home, we'll go back there first, before facing your father.”

“What do we tell my father?” Kaitlin asked, her voice laced with worry as she looked searchingly at Keltor.

Keltor met her gaze, hesitating before answering. “That he didn’t make it, and he died saving you here on Earth,” he said quietly, uncertainty flickering in his eyes.

Kaitlin frowned, her concern deepening. “Do you think he will believe us?”

“He may,” Keltor replied, “but I don’t know about King Iwein.” Doubt coloured his words, and Kaitlin’s anxiety grew.

She sighed softly. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Keltor admitted, “Kaitlin, I hadn’t thought this far ahead. I mean, we didn’t exactly plan on killing him and his men, and to be honest, I didn’t think we were going to survive this.”

“I know,” Kaitlin murmured, her tone gentle as she stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his neck. “But we did. Despite everything, we made it, and I guess whatever is to come, we face together.”

Keltor’s lips brushed hers, kissing her gently, passionately, and with such love that Kaitlin knew, deep in her heart, they could survive anything. His hand moved up through her hair, his eyes lingering on her face, filled with tenderness.

“We should get going,” he said, as his hand moved down her face and then his finger brushed across her lips. She nodded and kissed him.

Keltor closed his eyes, his heart fluttering with emotion, as if a thousand butterflies were whirling inside him. Kaitlin was his entire world, and he felt profoundly grateful for the chance to spend his life with her, whether their time together was long or short. Every day in her presence felt wonderful.

As they walked together, Kaitlin asked, “What time do you think it is?”

Keltor glanced up at the sun and replied, “Around two, I would think. We have at least eight hours of daylight left.” He carefully folded the map and handed it to her, and she tucked it away inside her dress. They continued their way, side by side.

After a while, Kaitlin remarked on the unusual stillness and quiet. “There are no aeroplanes, no traffic noise. It’s so strange—it’s like being in Elvendon.”

Keltor nodded in agreement. “I know. Earth has returned to how it was hundreds of years ago. Let’s hope those who survived have learnt their lesson,” he said, sounding somewhat despondent.

But Kaitlin was less optimistic. “I doubt it. I can guarantee you that wherever these settlements exist, sooner or later someone will take charge, crave more power, and seek to take over others’ lands. It’s simply part of human nature.”

Keltor found the thought saddening and drew his arm around her shoulders. “That’s sad,” he said softly.

“I know,” she agreed, and together they walked on in silence, comforted by each other’s presence.

“You know Elvendon has stayed the same for centuries. We have modernised a little, you know, with hot water, toilets and so on.” Keltor’s voice was thoughtful as he shook his head, a hint of concern in his eyes. “I would hate to see it turn into what Earth used to be, with concrete buildings, cars and motorways.” He paused, glancing all around them, taking in the natural beauty that surrounded them, before looking back at Kaitlin. “This is beautiful, the humans are so lucky they had you.”

“And you,” Kaitlin replied softly. “I couldn’t have done it on my own.”

Without hesitation, Keltor pulled her into his arms, holding her close. His presence was reassuring, a silent promise that she would never have to face anything alone. “I will always be here for you, and when we get back home, we shall face your father together,” he assured her.

She nodded in agreement, but a cold shudder ran down her body at the thought of telling her father. The uncertainty ahead weighed on her, yet Keltor’s support gave her the courage to keep moving forward.

“Come on, let’s go,” he said gently, taking her hand once more in his. Together, they continued their journey, walking for another five hours as the terrain gradually shifted—slipping out of the evergreen forest and descending into a valley.

As they drew nearer to what appeared to be an orchard, Kaitlin’s curiosity was piqued. “Blossoms why are there blossoms?” she asked, her gaze taking in the delicate, colourful display.

Keltor considered her question thoughtfully. “It must be something Star did. I don’t understand what else it could be. I’m beginning to think the reset has sent this world into a regrowth of some kind.” His words hinted at a mysterious transformation that was unfolding around them.

“It’s beautiful,” Kaitlin remarked, enchanted by the scene. As they walked beneath the arching branches, magical wisps of pink and white apple blossoms floated gently down, swirling around them like snow and carpeting their path as they followed the valley further down.

Before long, Keltor noticed the dimming light. “It’s getting dark already,” he observed, a note of concern in his voice. “I would have thought we had at least another three hours, but the sun is low and setting.”

Kaitlin immediately sensed his unease. “What does that mean, do you think something’s wrong?” she asked, glancing up at the changing sky.

He shook his head, uncertain. “I don’t know, maybe. It might have something to do with the sonic boom, or perhaps it’s just later than I thought. This sun sits differently to ours; I may have just misread it. Either way we should look for shelter, preferably near some water.”

Heeding Keltor’s advice, they continued, their eyes scanning the landscape as dusk approached. Eventually, they came upon a steep incline leading into a narrow gorge.

“Look,” Keltor said, pointing into the valley below. Kaitlin followed the direction of his finger and saw, at the bottom, a pool of water—a promising place to rest for the night.

“Come on, this looks okay for the night. Be careful, it’s quite steep,” he warned, and he turned sideways and began to shimmy down the incline. Kaitlin hitched up her dress and followed cautiously behind him.

“Wow, it’s beautiful,” Kaitlin remarked as they reached the bottom.

In amongst the trees was a small, sheltered pool, being fed from a stream. A waterfall poured gently over the edge of the gorge and splashed on the rocks below. The orange and fiery red of the setting sun filtered through the trees and reflected on the surface of the water.

“This will do us,” Keltor called to her when he found a sheltered area underneath a tree that was a perfectly suitable place to spend the night. 

Kaitlin shrugged off her cloak and rucksack, letting them fall to the ground, while Keltor placed his beside hers. Together, they walked to the edge of the pool.

“It’s like home,” Keltor remarked, casting her a glance. “Only on a smaller scale, and there’s more nettles.”

“And junk,” Kaitlin added, nodding towards some debris. He looked at her as she pointed. “Obviously, mother nature missed cleaning up this bit,” she said with a chuckle.

“Or...,” Keltor began, removing his boots and socks, rolling up his trousers, and stepping into the cool water, “she left it for us to use.” As he waded in, he pulled up his sleeve and fished out the offending item—a stainless-steel saucepan. He rinsed it thoroughly and filled it with fresh water from the pool.

“Do you fancy some dinner?” he asked.

Kaitlin nodded. “Yes, actually, I’m quite hungry.”

“Well, don’t just stand there, go and gather some wood then, and get a move on, it’ll be dark soon,” he teased.

She playfully shoved him before heading off to gather firewood. Once she had collected enough, she stacked the wood neatly into a pile and began to build the fire. Raising her hand, she uttered, “Ignis,” and the fire sprang to life.

Keltor approached, putting his arm around her. “Hey, you did that without using your wand,” he observed.

Together, they watched the flames as they grew. Kaitlin glanced at him, her eyes crinkling with a smile. “I didn’t even realise,” she admitted. “I just did it.”

“Your magic is getting stronger,” Keltor said.

“Yes, I think it has something to do with Star. I know she’s gone, but I still feel like I have a connection to her, or to an energy source. And what about you?” She turned to face him as his hand came to rest on her shoulder.

“Me?”

“Yes, Mr Wizard,” she said with a grin.

“Oh, yeah, to be fair it was the same as you, it just kind of happened instinctively.”

“So, you admit it now, that you’re a wizard?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Keltor replied, lifting his hand gently to Kaitlin's face. “I admit it, I’m a wizard.” He leaned in, closed his eyes, and kissed her. In that moment, nothing in any world could compare to how wonderful she made him feel—he was the happiest man alive.

“I love you,” he said softly.

“I love you too,” she replied. With a teasing glint in her eye, she added, “So, Protector, are you going to cook me something or not?”

“Yeah, okay, your highness,” he replied with an exaggerated bow. “But it might be a bit of a meagre broth though.”

“Anything would be fantastic,” Kaitlin said, her stomach grumbling in anticipation.

Keltor walked to his cloak, retrieved the foraged goods, and dropped them all into the water before placing the pan on the fire. He settled down next to the flames, watching Kaitlin as she paddled in the water. His heart swelled with love, reflecting on how he once thought he would spend the rest of his life heartbroken, watching her from afar as nothing but her protector and the King’s servant.

“I really fancy a cuppa,” he yelled to her as she moved through the stream.

“Me too,” she called back.

“Can’t you magic me one?” he asked.

She looked up at him and replied, “Sorry, I’m not that good a witch yet. Can’t you magic one, Mr Wizard?”

“Syronic witch,” he yelled back. “And no, unfortunately.”

Kaitlin laughed, then spotted movement in the water. She held her long hair back with her hands and leaned closer to see what it was.

“Keltor,” she called, glancing up to him and then back to the water.

“What?” he asked, seeing her wave her hand at him. He jumped up, grabbed his sword, and hurried down to her.

“You don’t need a sword,” she whispered.

“Why are you whispering?” he asked.

“Look, by the rock, what are they?” she asked.

Still holding his sword, Keltor waded carefully into the water until he was beside her. “Crayfish,” he said.

“You can eat crayfish, can’t you?” Kaitlin asked, glancing at him. He nodded.

“You don’t object to eating these?” he asked, remembering her earlier reluctance to kill a deer.

As her stomach rumbled, she shook her head. “No, I don’t. How do we...”

His sword pinned the crayfish down to the bottom. “Catch it,” she finished, watching his gloating face as he bent and picked it up.

“It’s still snapping,” Kaitlin said warily, tightening her grip on the crayfish. Its shell was slick and cold, its legs twitching between her fingers in a way that made her shiver.

“It will, but it’s only its nerves,” Keltor replied. “Here, hold it—there’s more over there. 

“Where am I supposed to put it?” she asked, recoiling slightly as she took hold of the crayfish. The creature’s shell was slick and cold, and its legs twitched between her fingers, sending an involuntary shiver up her arm. Although wary of its snapping claws, she kept her grip firm, not wanting to drop it back into the water.

He gave a nonchalant shrug and returned his attention to the water. The cool, fresh stream lapped against his legs as he moved swiftly, expertly pinning another crayfish to the riverbed.

Kaitlin scooped up some material from her dress and deftly dropped the crayfish into its folds, using the fabric as an impromptu bowl. As she held it steady, Keltor tossed in another crayfish, then another, until, within minutes, he had managed to catch six sizeable specimens. The pair then made their way back to the crackling warmth of the fire, Keltor remarking confidently, “These are going to taste so good.”

Kaitlin carefully dropped all six crayfish into the boiling saucepan, along with the garlic and chickweed they had gathered. Once the ingredients were combined, she sat down beside the fire, allowing the mixture to simmer as they both waited for their meal to cook.

“I’m so hungry,” Kaitlin remarked, her stomach rumbling audibly. “I feel like I haven’t eaten for months.”

“Me too, they should be ready now,” Keltor replied, unable to hide his impatience. He shifted to his knees and reached out to remove the pan from the fire, only to recoil immediately as he realised the handle was far too hot to touch.

“I’ll do it,” Kaitlin offered. Using the fabric of her dress as a makeshift oven mitt, she gripped the handle and successfully moved the pan off the flames.

“Thanks. You know, I didn’t think about how we’d eat this broth. The crayfish we can manage with our hands, but...” Keltor trailed off, glancing around for a solution.

“That’s a point,” Kaitlin agreed, scanning their surroundings. Suddenly, a grin spread across her face, and she let out an impromptu laugh.

“What?” Keltor asked, smiling at her reaction.

“Look over there, we must have missed them earlier.” With her back to him, Kaitlin walked to the water’s edge. She appeared to be rinsing something in the stream, her movements hidden from his view.

After a moment, she straightened and turned back to him, holding her find aloft. “Look, cups,” she announced, triumphantly displaying two chipped but serviceable cups. “No way, that’s mad,” he replied as he took one from her.

“They’re a little chipped but they’ll do,” Kaitlin remarked as she sat back down beside Keltor. He took her cup, dipped it carefully into the steaming broth, and handed it to her with a satisfied nod.

“Practically a feast,” she said, smiling as she accepted the cup and selected a crayfish from him. Together, they savoured the meal, finding the crayfish remarkably delicious. They ate every edible part, not leaving a morsel behind. By the time they had finished, darkness had settled around them, the warmth of the evening lingering as the moon rose, casting a gentle light through the canopy above.

The waterfall pounded gently in the background, and after they’d eaten, Kaitlin stood abruptly and announced, “I’m going brave a quick dip in that waterfall and freshen up,” and she bounded to her feet with confidence.

“Great, so I get to do the cooking and the washing up,” Keltor grumbled in mock protest, his tone light and teasing. “Anyone would think you’re a princess or something,” he added, continuing to mutter as she walked away.

“Yep,” Kaitlin replied over her shoulder, her tone playful as she made her way towards the water. “One whole dirty pan and two cups. Not that we are going to actually use them again,” she called back, her voice fading as she hurried off to the water’s edge.

Keltor watched her go, a smirk playing on his lips. He gathered up the two cups, placed them into the pan, and tucked the whole lot beneath a nearby bush, hiding them from view before turning his attention elsewhere.

Kaitlin plunged her hand under the water coming over the edge of the small gorge and she gave a shudder, as it was chillingly cold. She took off her dresses and threw them over a branch and then stepped underneath the water. It was hardly a pounding shower, but it was refreshing. 

Opening her mouth, she drank the water. It was hard not to think about what had happened, but in a way, it felt like they were on holiday. It was only a couple of weeks ago when she had been in her shower at home in Surrey, oblivious along with billions of other people as to what was about to descend upon the world.

She knew they were lucky to be alive, and she was convinced Star had saved them. Kaitlin was sad for those who had died, but she was glad they had not, as now she had more time to spend with Keltor, and she gave a hearty sigh.

“That was a big sigh,” Keltor remarked, his gaze lingering on Kaitlin as he took in her beauty. In that quiet moment, he felt an unexpected surge of power, a spark of magic that seemed to leap towards her, connecting them in ways he could not fully comprehend.

Kaitlin glanced back over her shoulder, her eyes widening in surprise as she saw Keltor standing behind her. The cool night air brushed against her skin, heightening her senses as she stared at him, the silence punctuated only by the sound of her quickening breath. Moonlight danced across Keltor’s body, casting shifting shadows that added a mysterious allure to the scene.

With a playful arch of her eyebrow, Kaitlin broke the silence. “Don’t you knock?” she asked, her tone teasing as she met his gaze.

Keltor shook his head, a gentle smile playing on his lips, and stepped beneath the stream of water. The coolness enveloped them both, heightening every sensation. With a tender motion, he turned Kaitlin around to face him, drawing her in until his body pressed warmly against hers. He leaned down and kissed her, their connection deepening beneath the rush of the water.

As his fingers traced delicately down the length of her spine, Kaitlin shivered with delight, each touch sending a wave of anticipation through her. The world around them faded away, leaving only the intimacy of the moment and the bond that grew ever stronger between them.

As their lips parted, Kaitlin leaned in closer, her voice barely above a whisper as she confessed, “I feel like Adam and Eve.” The words hung in the air, intimate and laden with meaning.

Keltor’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Adam and who?” he asked, his gaze roaming appreciatively over her, clearly unfamiliar with the reference.

A faint smile tugged at Kaitlin’s lips, and she gave a small shake of her head. “Adam and—oh, never mind,” she murmured, brushing off the explanation. Her hands found their way to his back, fingers curling with gentle urgency as she drew him closer once again, her heart pounding with anticipation.

After their kiss ended, Kaitlin looked deeply into Keltor’s eyes, but her expression grew troubled as an anxious thought crept in. She hesitated before speaking, concern edging her voice.

“Keltor, what will we do when we get back to Elvendon?” she asked, her gaze searching his face for reassurance.

Keltor reached out, gently stroking her cheek with the back of his fingers. “What do you mean?” he replied softly.

Kaitlin took a steadying breath. “Well, us being together,” she clarified, her worries clearly weighing on her mind.

Without hesitation, Keltor pulled her closer, pressing her firmly against his chest. His words were gentle but resolute. “I told you, we will tell your father we are together,” he whispered, his eyes locked with hers, full of affection.

“I know,” Kaitlin replied, her voice barely above a whisper, “but what if my father says no? What will we do?” Her apprehension was clear, her uncertainty about the future looming large. “You know what he’s like, and he is a powerful man, Keltor.”

Keltor shook his head, unconcerned, and let out a soft laugh. Wrapping his arms around her, he hugged her tightly and placed a gentle kiss on the top of her head.

“You worry too much,” he said, his tone light, trying to dispel her fears. “I will tell him that I, Keltor Dracon, am a wizard, and that I intend to bond with his daughter whether he likes it or not. If we can’t stay at the palace, I’ll build us a house in the forest. We’ll make our own happily ever after,” he promised, smiling warmly at her.

“Keltor,” she whispered, her heart pounding in her chest, excitement threatening to burst forth. “Are you asking me to be your wife?” Her voice trembled with barely contained joy.

He stepped back and nodded, a smile lighting his face.

Taking her hand, he pressed a gentle kiss to her knuckles, lifting his eyes to meet hers. “Kaitlin Elvendon, Ille carnor hel eni herves,” he whispered, his words soft and tender in the language of dragona. Her eyes sparkled with joy as her heart raced—he was offering her his heart. 

Keltor smiled, his eyes filled with warmth and devotion. “Keltor Dracon, erama eh ille,” she murmured, the words rich with meaning as she gave him hers. His lips found hers, gentle but assured, sealing the promise he had just spoken. He reached up, his hand sliding through her hair to rest at the back of her head, holding her close as the moment lingered in the night’s embrace.

When they parted, Kaitlin laughed—a sound bright and clear, full of relief and happiness. She threw her head back, allowing the cool water to cascade across her face, washing away any remnants of doubt. In this simple, joyful act, her spirit seemed lighter, the weight of their uncertain future momentarily forgotten.

Keltor pressed gentle kisses along Kaitlin’s neck and throat, his lips trailing across her shoulders. Each touch was filled with tenderness, expressing the depth of his feelings. Kaitlin, overwhelmed with relief and gratitude, closed her eyes for a moment and allowed herself to truly savour the sensation of being alive and safe in his arms. Every breath she took felt lighter, as though the weight of all her worries had melted away, leaving behind only the warmth and security of Keltor’s embrace. In that instant, she was fully present, her fears momentarily forgotten, held steady by the unwavering comfort he offered. The gentle rise and fall of his chest beneath her cheek reassured her that, for now, they were together and nothing else mattered.

Taking her hand, Keltor guided her from the water’s edge. She quickly gathered up her clothes, and together they made their way back to the warmth of the fire. There, they spread out their cloaks, creating a comforting space where they could be together.

As they lay side by side, Keltor whispered softly, “I love you,” his fingers brushing through her damp hair with affection.

“I love you, Keltor Dracon,” Kaitlin replied in a voice rich with emotion, and their lips met in a tender kiss, sealing their promise to one another.
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Chapter Two

Return to Elvendon
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As the sun rose, its warmth trickled across Keltor’s face waking him. He yawned and then stretched as his eyes began to adjust to the daylight. Above him, sunlight glistened through the gaps in the branches of a tree, rippling over their bodies as they lay beneath it. 

The weather was fair and quite warm. Keltor turned onto his side and propped himself up with his elbow. For a while, he just watched her sleep. He was in awe of her, of what she had done, how she a fought to save this Earth from its doom. None of the survivors on Earth would ever know what she had done, who she was, and how close they had come to losing this whole planet to the darkness. He gave a sigh; he was so unbelievably happy they had survived, and that he was going to be able to spend the rest of his life with her.

“Morning, sleepy,” Keltor said softly as Kaitlin’s eyes fluttered open. She blinked against the gentle light filtering through the trees and smiled back at him, her expression full of affection and contentment.

A soft breeze stirred, sending a few strands of her hair drifting across her face. Keltor reached out, his touch tender as he brushed the wayward locks aside. His hand lingered, tracing gently down the side of her soft cheek. With a quiet intimacy, he leaned forward, their connection deepened in the peaceful stillness of the new day.

“Enl boscara Molarnera,” Keltor whispered softly in dragona, his eyes filled with affection as he leant forward and kissed Kaitlin. The meaning of his words—my beautiful princess—resonated deeply with her. She lifted her hand to the side of his face, closing her eyes and savouring both the tenderness of his kiss and the warmth of his words. When he gently released her, he smiled reassuringly at her.

“Ready to go home?” he asked quietly.

Kaitlin nodded, though her heart was heavy with worry. Keltor’s eagerness to return to Elvendon stemmed from his longing to see his family again. For Kaitlin, however, the thought of going home brought a wave of anxiety. She was concerned about her father, King Severon of Elvendon, uncertain how he would react upon learning about her relationship with Keltor. The prospect of revealing their bond filled her with apprehension. Moreover, she wondered how King Iwein would respond to the devastating news that his first-born son—the heir to the throne of Aranstream—was dead. The uncertainty of their homecoming weighed heavily on her mind, casting a shadow over the path ahead.

Keltor sprang to his feet, stretching his arms high above his head and holding the pose for a minute or two to loosen his muscles. Afterwards, he began to stroll down towards the water’s edge, taking in the serenity of the morning.

“Looks like it’s going to be a nice day,” he remarked, glancing back over his shoulder towards Kaitlin.

“Yes, it does,” she replied, rising to her feet and beginning to straighten her clothes. She ran her fingers through her long blonde hair, attempting to tidy it, but ultimately chose to plait it into a single braid that hung over her shoulder. Fastening her cloak securely, she looked across at Keltor, who was now crouched by the water. Seeing him give an exaggerated shiver as he splashed cold water onto his face made her smile. They had endured so much together, and she couldn’t imagine her life without him—nor did she ever want to.

Keltor sensed Kaitlin’s gaze upon him—a subtle, magical tingling that ran through his body, alerting him to her attention. Rising to his feet, he crossed the short distance back to her, his movements gentle and purposeful.

“Are you ready?” he asked quietly, bending to pick up his cloak from the ground. He shook it briskly, dusting off any debris, before draping it over his shoulders. The familiar weight of the cloak seemed to ground him, signalling that it was truly time to move on.

Kaitlin nodded in reply, her eyes meeting his as she reached out to take his offered hand. Their fingers intertwined, a silent reassurance passing between them—a reminder of all they had endured and the uncertain journey still ahead.

As they stood together, Kaitlin was acutely aware of how much the world had changed. Visions had haunted her dreams: buildings and roads dissolving, entire towns and cities swallowed back into the earth. She was certain these images came from Star, sent purposefully to show her how the planet had reclaimed itself—how Star had taken back possession of her world. This knowledge settled over her, mingling with both sorrow for what was lost and hope for what might yet come.

As they walked together, Keltor noticed a change in Kaitlin's demeanour. She had grown unusually quiet, her thoughts clearly troubled. Concerned, he glanced over and gently asked, “What’s up?”

Kaitlin’s response was subdued, her sigh heavy with emotion. “Oh, I don’t know,” she admitted, her voice betraying her despondency. She tried to make sense of her feelings, explaining, “I know Star had to do what she did in order to save the planet, but it just seems weird to think we are on Earth, it’s so quiet and desolate.”

Seeing a tear slip down Kaitlin’s cheek, Keltor stopped their progress and faced her, his voice soft with concern. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

Kaitlin’s sorrow deepened as she confessed, “I suppose it’s just kind of hit me; all those millions of people who have died. I mean the chaos, the fear, and the panic they must have all felt.” She paused, recollecting a moment from before their departure. “I did send a text message to one of my oldest friends before we left the farm, warning him, whether he listened or not, I don’t know. He lived in Somerset, so I told him to take his family to Wookey Hole, and to get deep into the caves.”

Keltor sought to reassure her, asking gently, “Would he be the type to believe?”

Kaitlin nodded, recalling their families shared histories. “Yes, I think so, his mum was friends with mine, so, thinking about it now, he was probably the son of a witch.”

Keltor offered comfort, his words steady and encouraging. “Then he’s probably okay Kaitlin. If he were from a family of witches, they would have known what was coming, and they would have had a sanctuary somewhere and used their magic for protection.”

Kaitlin drew a deep breath and released it slowly. His reassurance seemed to settle her unease. “You’re probably right,” she replied, trying to find solace in his words.

Keltor drew Kaitlin closer, wrapping his arm around her shoulder as they continued along the path together. The quiet companionship between them offered a brief reprieve from the weight of recent events.

Curiosity edged into Kaitlin’s voice as she asked, “How far do you think it is to the portal?”

Keltor glanced ahead, considering their progress. “We’re actually not that far away now, an hour or so I would say.”

As they pressed on, the remains of Esimae’s house soon came into view. What had once been a charming little home now lay in ruins—the roof completely gone, straw and splintered timbers strewn across the ground, and the belongings inside torn to shreds and scattered amongst the trees.

Kaitlin’s voice was tinged with sadness as she took in the destruction. “It’s such a shame. It was such a beautiful little house. I’m glad she decided to go back to Elvendon, I don’t think she would have survived this.”

Keltor nodded in agreement. “No, I don’t think she would have either. Come on, let’s go,” he urged, his tone gentle but eager to continue towards home.

The path to the portal was treacherous, covered with fallen trees that forced them to climb and clamber over the debris to make their way through. Despite the obstacles, they pressed on determinedly.

Eventually, they reached a clearing. Standing together, Keltor raised his hand and summoned a wave of magical light. He no longer needed the sparkling magical dust; having embraced his identity as a wizard, his power was now strong enough to open the portal unaided. He reached for Kaitlin’s hand, and she took it willingly.

“Home,” he said softly. Kaitlin managed a small, if somewhat unenthusiastic, smile in response.

“Hey, it will be alright, Kitcat,” Keltor reassured her with a gentle smile and a squeeze of her hand. She nodded, drawing comfort from his words, and together they stepped into the swirling mist, passing through the portal to Elvendon.

Opening her eyes, Kaitlin inhaled deeply, savouring the sensation—they were home. Elvendon’s distinctive fragrance, a sweet blend of the ancient trees and the invigorating freshness of the air, washed over her. The scent instantly transported her back to her childhood, to the first time she had set foot in this magical realm at just five years old, when everything in life seemed so much simpler.

As they stood together, Keltor broke the silence. “We’re going to have to go around the outskirt of Elvendon in order to get back on the trail to the cave,” he explained, quickening their pace by gently pulling Kaitlin along. “I’m not sure whether we should go home first and pick up some supplies; we haven’t got any food left.”

Kaitlin considered the risks. “Do you think we can get to yours without being seen? If anyone recognises me, we’ll never get back to clear up the mess.”

Keltor’s brow furrowed with concern. “That’s what worries me. I’ll be alright, I’m used to foraging for food, but what about you? I can catch a rabbit or something, if you’d eat it.”

She tried to reassure him. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine; we managed last night, didn’t we?”

Keltor slipped his arm around her shoulder, and Kaitlin leaned into him, grateful for his warmth and presence. He attempted to lighten the mood. “What’s that saying the humans have? You can take the princess out of the castle, but you can’t take the girl out of the forest. No, wait, that’s not right. You can take the girl out of the forest, but you can’t take the princess out of the castle, no wait, that’s—”

Kaitlin burst out laughing, interrupting him. “Keltor, you’re a nut,” she teased, playfully slapping his chest with her hand.

He clutched his chest in mock outrage. “Ouch,” he protested, feigning injury.

She shook her head in amusement, laughter still lingering between them.

Keltor grinned. “Yeah, well, you know what I mean. You’re no ordinary princess, Kaitlin.”

“I should hope not. I’d hate to be ordinary.”

“No chance of that,” he murmured under his breath.

She gave him a playful shove. “Hey!”

He laughed, unable to hide his delight at her reaction.

Turning serious, Keltor confirmed their decision. “So, seriously now, we’ve decided then—we go around the city and straight to the cave.”

“Yes, I think so,” Kaitlin agreed. A mischievous glint appeared in her eyes. “Besides, it means we get a few more days to ourselves before the shit hits the fan, so to speak.”

Keltor paused, and for a moment Kaitlin wondered if he was about to scold her for her choice of words. Instead, to her surprise, he leaned in and kissed her.

As he drew away, Kaitlin looked up at him, curiosity in her eyes. “What was that for?” she asked softly.

He gazed back at her, his expression gentle. “You know, I would leave everything to be with you, if that’s what it takes for us to be together.”

Kaitlin shook her head earnestly. “Keltor, I didn’t mean I wouldn’t go back. I’m frightened of what my father and King Iwein will do when they find out Aragon is dead, but I would never expect you to leave your family. I know how much they mean to you.”

He nodded in agreement. “Yes, I love my family, but they’d be alright without me around. Kitcat, you are my world, and I couldn’t exist in it without you.”

He wrapped his arms around her, and she instinctively buried her face against his chest, seeking comfort in his embrace.

“Nor I you,” she whispered, holding him tightly.

Keltor drew back slightly, just enough to look into her face. “Whatever happens next, we stay together, all right? We won’t let anyone separate us.”

Kaitlin gave a determined nod. “Agreed.”

He kissed her again, sealing their promise.

“Right, let’s go, we should get to the brow of the valley in about half an hour, and from there we can wait it out until dark, and then follow the valley around the village, and pick up the trail to the Forest of Time.” Keltor took Kaitlin’s hand, and together they pressed on, weaving their way through the ancient forest of oak and ash. The woods were thick with shadows, the late afternoon light filtering through the branches above as they moved quietly, alert to every sound.

After some time, they reached the brow of a hill overlooking the valley of Elvendon. The last light of day was fading, and the shadows grew longer as dusk settled in. They paused at the crest, gazing down upon the village below. What they saw rooted them to the spot, hearts pounding in disbelief. The scene before them was one of devastation; the village was in ruins. Houses were charred, gardens torn apart, and the entire settlement appeared shattered and lifeless.

Kaitlin, overwhelmed by shock, instinctively raised her hands to her mouth. At the same moment, Keltor pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly as he struggled to process the sight. His lips trembled as he fought to hold back tears.

“Kaitlin, what the hell has happened to my village?” he managed to say at last, his voice thick with emotion. The shock left him almost speechless.

In a whisper, Kaitlin replied, “It looks like it’s been attacked.”

Desperation surged through Keltor as he cried out for his family. Releasing Kaitlin, he seized her hand and urged her forward, determined to reach his home and find out what had become of his loved ones. “Come on,” he pleaded, his fear and anguish driving him on.

But a sudden, chilling sense of foreboding swept over Kaitlin. Her eyes darted anxiously towards the deepening shadows, unease gripping her heart. Abruptly, she halted, pulling Keltor to a stop beside her.

“Kaitlin, what is it? Come on, I want to get home, we can sort out Aragon later,” Keltor insisted, impatience and worry colouring his tone as he attempted to pull away from her grasp.

Kaitlin shook her head, her grip on his arm tightening with urgency. “No, it’s not that,” she replied, her voice low and urgent. “We can’t go down there, not yet. Someone’s coming, we need to hide, now!”

Confusion flickered across Keltor’s face. “Hide, why?” he asked, frowning at her.

“I’ve got a really bad vibe,” Kaitlin barked, yanking him hard and practically dragging him back into the cover of the trees. “Get down!” she urged in a frantic whisper, pulling him down and concealing them within the dense shrubbery.

Ten men emerged from the trees, passing just a few feet from their hidden position. Keltor’s brow furrowed as he recognised their dark blue and red uniforms. “Aranstream,” he whispered under his breath, the realisation dawning on him. He turned to Kaitlin and whispered, “Why are there soldiers from Aranstream here in Elvendon?”

Kaitlin met his gaze, her voice tense with apprehension. “Keltor, I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Do you think they’ve found Aragon?”

“But how, it’s only been a couple of days or so,” he whispered. 

Placing his arm around her and holding her close to him, they watched the soldiers head down the hill towards the village. “How could they have found him and attacked Elvendon in just two days. Where is our army?”

When they were sure it was safe, they stood and moved outside the cover of the trees. 

Her fingers gently entwined with his, he glanced at her and then squeezed them tightly.  

Worry etched across Kaitlin’s face as she voiced her fears. “You don’t think Aragon could have survived,” she said anxiously, recalling the threat he had posed to Elvendon.

Keltor shook his head, his tone resolute. “No, he was definitely dead, I’m sure he was.”

Undeterred, Kaitlin pressed on, her mind racing with possibilities. “What about his brother, Keion?” she suggested. “Both brothers were involved in the plan to take over Elvendon.”

Keltor paused, considering her words. After a moment, he spoke with determination. “Kaitlin, we have go down. I must know if my family are safe.”

Kaitlin nodded in agreement, but caution coloured her reply. “Okay, but I think we should wait until it is completely dark,” she advised. “It will not do us or them any favours if we get caught.”

Accepting her suggestion, Keltor nodded firmly. Together, they retreated to the shelter of the trees, settling beneath the spreading branches of a large oak. Leaning against its sturdy trunk, they waited, tense and silent, for the sun to set.

Kaitlin’s concern resurfaced as the shadows lengthened. “Keltor, what if they attacked Elvendon while we were gone?” she asked, her voice hushed with worry.

Keltor met Kaitlin’s gaze, his uncertainty clear. “We’ve only been on Earth a few days. I don’t understand how he would know Aragon was dead already,” he admitted, matching her confusion and apprehension.

Kaitlin pressed on, her grip tightening on his arm. “No, I mean as soon as we left for Star. Remember what Aragon said, King Iwein was in on the plan too and he was already at the Palace for my birthday.” Her anxiety was evident. “I am really worried about my father, and my sister.”

Keltor let out a sigh, his impatience overtaking his caution. “Come on, let’s go, it’s dark enough, I can’t wait any longer,” he urged, quickly getting to his feet and reaching down to help her up.

Kaitlin took his hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet. Together, they moved cautiously down the hill and entered the village, keeping to the shadows for safety. As they slipped through the silent streets, it became clear that something was very wrong; not a single soldier crossed their path, and the entire village was eerily quiet.

“Where is everyone?” Keltor whispered, the silence unsettling him as much as the darkness.

“It’s like there’s a curfew or something,” Kaitlin whispered back, her voice barely audible.

Sticking close to the buildings and carefully avoiding the shifting light cast by the moon as it faded in and out behind clouds, they navigated the narrow, winding streets towards Keltor’s home. As they approached, Kaitlin gasped, her distress clear. The house, like so many others in the village, was in disrepair; the once-beautiful garden was trampled, and the front door had been crudely re-hinged after having been forced open.

Keltor’s anxiety grew, the tension visible in his posture as they drew nearer. “We’ll go around the back,” he suggested quietly, determined to be cautious.

Holding tightly to Kaitlin’s hand, Keltor led her around to the back door, only to discover that it, too, had been hastily repaired and re-hinged. He reached for the handle and tried to turn it, but it refused to budge—it was locked.

“Let me try,” Kaitlin whispered, and Keltor stepped aside, allowing her access. Raising her hand towards the stubborn lock, she focused her growing magical ability—no longer dependent on her wand as she once was. In a low, careful voice, she intoned, “Aperta ianua.” Almost immediately, the lock gave a soft click, the mechanism releasing under her spell.

Without hesitation, Keltor grasped the handle and swung the door open. Together, they slipped quietly into the darkness of the kitchen, their nerves taut as they listened for any sound.

Inside, Sharelle Dracon rose abruptly from her chair by the fire, startled by the sudden intrusion. Grabbing a small lantern for light and snatching a fire poker from the hearth, she held the heavy metal rod defensively before her as she left the living room, her footsteps quick and wary. She moved towards the kitchen, ready to confront whoever had just entered her home.

“Mum,” Keltor said, his relief evident as he recognised her in the dim light.

At the sight of her son, Sharelle gasped, her voice trembling with shock. “Keltor!” she cried, immediately dowsing the lantern and plunging the kitchen back into darkness. Her eyes wide with disbelief, she stared at him, trying to make sense of his sudden appearance.

“Mum, what’s going on, what’s happened to the village?” Keltor pressed, the urgency clear in his voice.

Still reeling from the shock, Sharelle hurried past her son, dropping the poker and lantern onto the kitchen table. She quickly re-locked the back door, her movements hurried and anxious, as if fearful that someone might have followed them.

Spinning back towards Keltor, she peered at him through the gloom. “Keltor, by the stars, is that really you?” she repeated, her voice filled with relief. Rushing to him, she threw her arms around her son and hugged him so tightly that Keltor could scarcely breathe.

“Mum, please...” he pleaded, gently pulling himself free. “What’s happened?”

Sharelle looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Keltor, my darling son, I thought you were dead. Where have you been?” she wept. She reached out to Kaitlin, who took her hand, and drew her in, sweeping both into a trembling embrace. “I thought you were both dead,” she managed, fighting back another sob.

“Dead? Why would you think that? And what’s happened to the house, and to the village?” Keltor asked, his worry intensifying.

Sharelle glanced anxiously at the kitchen window before urging them quietly, “Come into the living room. There are too many eyes that may see you in here.”

They trailed after Sharelle through the darkness and into the living room. Immediately in front of them, a fire crackled warmly, its glow mingling with the scattered light of a few candles placed thoughtfully around the room. Sharelle hurried to the window and drew the curtains closed, shutting out the world beyond. Although the light remained dim, it was enough for Keltor to see how much his mother had changed; the beauty that usually shone from her now seemed dulled by exhaustion and worry.

Without warning, she seized Keltor once more and pulled him into a tight embrace. “I can’t believe you’re here,” she whispered, her hands gently lifting to caress his face, her voice trembling as she tried to contain her tears.

“Mum, please, tell me what the hell is going on?” Keltor pleaded as she finally let go of him. He could hear the desperation in his own voice.

“Sit down,” Sharelle instructed, gesturing towards the large sofa situated before the fire. “Where have you been? We were told you both died.”

“Been?” Keltor echoed, glancing at Kaitlin for reassurance. “It’s only been a couple of weeks, Mum. We’ve been on the quest for the Star, you know that.”

Sharelle looked at him with a confused frown and shook her head in disbelief. “No, Keltor, it’s been eight months since you both left. Elvendon has fallen. Four weeks after you left, King Iwein sent men to search for you and his son. A week later, Aranstream’s army attacked and overpowered us. Your brother was taken as a prisoner, along with all the other able men of Elvendon.” She paused, a tear slipping down her cheek as she wiped it away. “Anna is being forced to work at the castle as a maid.”

Keltor stared at Kaitlin, his face etched with disbelief. “Eight months? How the hell can it be eight months?” he demanded, turning to her, unable to accept what he was hearing.

Kaitlin’s worry grew as she struggled to process the news. Her voice quivered as she asked, “What happened to my father?”

Sharelle, her expression pained, reached for Kaitlin’s hands and held them gently between her own. “Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry, I... I don’t know how to tell you this, but, but the King... your father.” She paused, rubbing Kaitlin’s hands with her thumbs as she searched for the words. “I really am so sorry to have to tell you this,” she said softly, “but King Iwein killed your father.”

The words hit Kaitlin with the force of a blow. Her lip trembled as she tried to speak. “What... my father’s dead?” she finally managed, her voice barely above a whisper.

Sharelle nodded solemnly, confirming the terrible truth. “And my sister...?” Kaitlin asked, her voice breaking, tears streaming down her cheeks as she waited for an answer.

Sharelle shook her head; her face etched with sorrow. “I’m so sorry, your sister, she’s gone too,” she confirmed.

Kaitlin’s heart seemed to stop as she tried to take in the words. “No, no, that can’t be right. Keltor,” she said, turning to him, desperate for comfort. “How can it be, we’ve only been gone a couple of weeks. I mean, I, I haven’t even met her yet, she can’t be dead, she just can’t!”

Keltor wrapped his arm around her, drawing her close. She leaned against him, seeking comfort, and he pressed a sorrowful kiss to the top of her head, holding her tightly for a moment.

“Dead... how can they both be dead,” she mumbled, the reality refusing to sink in. It made no sense; they had only been gone a short time, not eight months. Kaitlin trembled, wiping her tears away as confusion and grief overwhelmed her. “But how... why, I don’t understand?” she asked, her voice trembling with anguish.

“It all happened so fast,” Sharelle began to explain. “One day, late in the afternoon the village was suddenly attacked by Aranstream soldiers, they burned the homes of those who fought back. We were told by Prince Keion that they had captured the King and your sister.” She stopped as she really didn’t want to tell this poor child how her family had died.

“Mum?” Keltor pressed, his tone insistent as he sought clarification.

“Please, Sharelle, tell me what happened to my father and sister,” Kaitlin begged, although she knew whatever it was his mother was struggling to tell her was going to be distressing.

Sharelle’s voice faltered as she struggled to find the right words. “There is no easy way to say this,” she managed, shaking her head with a heavy sorrow. Her gaze shifted to her son. “Keltor,” she said quietly, her eyes silently imploring him to offer Kaitlin support during this difficult moment.

Understanding his mother’s unspoken request, Keltor gently wrapped his arms around Kaitlin, drawing her close in a protective embrace. Kaitlin looked to him for a fleeting moment, seeking reassurance in his presence, before turning her tear-stained eyes back to Sharelle, bracing herself for the painful truth that was about to be revealed.

His mother took in a deep breath and looked Kaitlin in the eyes. For a moment, she seemed to search for the right words, her expression shadowed with sorrow and the weight of what she was about to reveal. The silence in the room grew heavier, anticipation and dread mingling as she prepared herself to speak the truth that Kaitlin so desperately needed, yet feared, to hear. “They publicly executed your father and sister in the village square. King Iwein beheaded your father himself, and.... And.” 

Sharelle’s expression grew even more sorrowful as she continued, her voice almost a whisper. “Prince Keion did the same to your sister.” Her words hung heavily in the air, confirming that Kaitlin’s sister had met the same tragic fate as her father. The pain was palpable, and the room was filled with a sense of loss and devastation, as the reality of what had happened settled over them all.

Kaitlin closed her eyes and collapsed against Keltor’s chest, overcome by sobs. He held her gently, whispering, “Kitcat, I am so sorry,” as he placed a tender kiss on the top of her head. His hand moved softly through her hair, pulling her closer, offering what comfort he could as her body trembled in his arms.

Through his own tears, Keltor glanced at his mother, silently seeking solace. Sharelle, moved by the pain she saw in both Kaitlin and Keltor, mouthed, “I’m so sorry,” to her son, her expression heavy with empathy and regret.

Keltor responded to his mother’s silent apology with a sorrowful smile and a gentle, understanding nod, acknowledging both her grief and her support as they shared the burden of loss together.

“Mum?” Keltor pressed, his voice insistent, yearning for clarity as dread settled in his chest.

Sharelle continued, her tone heavy with sorrow, “That’s when Elvendon surrendered to King Iwein. There was no point in continuing with the fight if the King and his only heir were gone. There was no one left to lead the people or the army.” She turned her gaze to Kaitlin; her expression filled with regret. “Kaitlin, I’m so sorry, truly I am.”

Rising to her feet, Sharelle looked down at her son. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you are both still alive.” Reaching out, she gently ruffled Keltor’s hair, letting her hand rest there for a moment. Although her heart ached for Kaitlin, a note of joy resonated within her at the sight of her son alive and well.

For months, Sharelle had mourned Keltor, unable to face the thought of clearing out his room. She had left everything untouched, spending long hours surrounded by his belongings, breathing in the lingering scent on his clothes. The pain of his absence had nearly broken her, compounded by the loss of her other children, who had also been taken from her.

Finally, Sharelle offered, “I’ll give you a few minutes, I’ll go and make some tea,” and gave Keltor a sorrowful smile before leaving the room.

He gave a gentle nod, watching her as she walked back towards the kitchen. For Keltor, just like his mother, making tea was always their way of dealing with hardship and sorrow.

“Keltor, this is all our fault; how can it be eight months since we left?” Kaitlin wept, the pain in her voice mingling with frustration and anger. “If we had been here... if we hadn’t killed Aragon.” Her heart ached with regret and anguish.

Keltor reached out to comfort her. “I know, Kitcat, I know. Star must have done something to us, she must have put us in stasis to protect us while she repaired the Earth, and you know we had no choice but to kill Aragon—it was him or us.” His tone was gentle but resolute, reassuring her that their actions, though tragic, were necessary.

Kaitlin’s grief deepened as she cried, “I hadn’t even met her, my sister?” The loss was compounded by never having known the sibling she now mourned.

Keltor drew her closer, his voice soft with empathy. “I know, my love, I’m so sorry.” He let out a deep sigh, thinking of his own sister—at least he knew she was still alive, even if enslaved in the palace. The thought brought him a bittersweet sense of relief.

Kaitlin pulled back from his embrace and gazed up into his blue eyes. He raised his hand to her cheek, gently brushing away her tears with his thumb. She closed her eyes, pained, as he leant in and pressed a tender kiss to her lips, offering silent comfort in their shared grief.

As their lips parted, Keltor rested his forehead gently against Kaitlin's, and for a quiet moment, neither spoke. The simple touch of his skin against hers brought Kaitlin immense comfort; she wished he would never let her go.

Sensing his mother's presence in the room, Keltor turned to find her watching them, a tea tray balanced in her hands. He released Kaitlin, rose to his feet, and took the tray from his mother, placing it carefully on the coffee table.

Kaitlin wiped away her tears with the cuff of her sleeve, sniffing quietly as she settled herself back into the sofa.

Breaking the silence, Keltor turned to his mother. “Mum, Kaitlin and I are together now,” he explained, reaching for the teapot. “A lot has happened to us since we left, even though to us it only feels like a couple of weeks.”

His mother sat down in her armchair, her eyes never leaving Keltor as he poured tea into three delicate blue china cups.

Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Keltor,” she said, her lip quivering. “They said you killed Prince Aragon.”

Keltor drew in a deep breath before nodding. “Yes, I did,” he admitted, and then offered Kaitlin a cup of tea.

“We both did,” Kaitlin added, taking the tea from Keltor with a slightly shaking hand.

Sharelle’s voice was strained with disbelief. “Why? King Iwein said this was why they attacked Elvendon, that it was an act of war.”

Keltor shook his head emphatically. “No, that’s not true. He was planning an attack all along. That’s why I...” He paused, glancing at Kaitlin before correcting himself. “We killed Aragon. He was going to take Kaitlin and seize the Kingdom once they returned to Elvendon. He only accompanied us to try and harness the power of the Star for himself, and then to use it against Elvendon. He wanted to prevent us from saving Earth.”

Sharelle’s eyes widened. “They said you failed, that Earth has gone, and you had both been killed by the Shadowmen.”

Keltor shook his head again. “No, we didn’t fail. Earth has been saved. I mean, millions of humans have died, but the planet is safe. Mum, he would have killed us. He attacked Kaitlin; we really had no choice. It was either him or us.”

She looked between her son and Kaitlin, her expression torn with grief and confusion.

“She is a princess of the elves, son.”

“I know, but we love each other, and it was only together that we were able to release Star and save the Earth,” Keltor replied firmly.

Kaitlin sniffled, wiping her eyes with her sleeve once more. “Sharelle, your son is an incredibly powerful wizard. I couldn’t have done it without him.”

Keltor, sensing a shift in his mother’s demeanour, edged forward on his seat. Sharelle’s voice was barely above a whisper as she admitted, “I had guessed as much.”

With a mixture of surprise and frustration, Keltor pressed her for clarity. “You knew all along that I may have been a wizard?” His voice rose slightly, betraying his agitation. Sharelle lifted her eyes to meet his, her expression pained. “Yes. It is what I had feared the most,” she responded, her words heavy with regret.

Keltor’s frustration grew. “Why? Mum, I have been hiding it from you my entire life. You told me when I was little that if anyone had magic apart from an Elder or a royal, they would be killed. From the age of twelve I grew up terrified of someone finding out. If you had told me, helped me, I could have worked with the King, and we may have been able to prevent all of this.” His voice was tight; the weight of years spent in secrecy evident.

Sharelle’s face fell as she revealed her deepest fear. “Keltor, your father died working for the King. I didn’t want the same happening to you.”

Keltor leaned forward, his brow furrowed and his gaze intense. “Are you telling me dad was a wizard?” he asked, each word measured and deliberate as he fought to control his anger. Sharelle nodded, lowering her head in shame for having concealed the truth for so long.

Keltor cursed quietly, running his fingers through his hair as the realisation dawned on him. Suddenly, the dragon Kailan’s words echoed in his mind: ‘You have a strong magical bloodline on your father’s side.’ Kaitlin, sensing his turmoil, squeezed his knee in support and offered him a sympathetic look.

With emotion rising, Keltor confided, “Mum, for years I grew up trying to hold my powers back, trying to pretend they were not real. I was too scared to show you, to show anyone.” Overwhelmed, he rose to his feet, anger surging within him.

Sharelle’s confession was raw. “It frightened me, Keltor,” she admitted, staring up at him. His anger boiled over. “Frightened you? How the hell do you think I felt!” he shouted, his voice echoing in the room. “Knowing I could do things like this?”

Turning towards his mother, Keltor tilted his head and muttered a few words. A flash of white light travelled down his body, and in an instant, Mr Thomas—Kaitlin’s ‘boss’—stood before Sharelle. Kaitlin gasped, startled by the sudden transformation, still shaking from the shock of everything that had transpired. “And that I couldn’t tell anyone!” Keltor complained, his frustration clear.

Overwhelmed, Sharelle recoiled in her chair, tears streaming down her face as she looked at her son with a mix of fear and astonishment. Keltor quickly returned to his own form.

“And now, since I have embraced my powers, I can do things like this,” he declared. With a wave of his hand, a surge of angry energy sent a chair soaring across the room, crashing to the floor. Kaitlin, alarmed by his display, grabbed his hand urgently, her eyes pleading for calm as she looked up at his fuming face.

“Keltor, that’s enough,” Kaitlin whispered forcefully. Her eyes caught his, and as he looked down at her, at the pain held within her eyes, he closed his briefly and took a breath. He opened his eyes. His mother was sobbing uncontrollably, her head buried in her hands. 

Keltor’s heart sank as he tried to steady his emotions, inhaling deeply to regain control. The overwhelming revelation that his mother had always suspected he might be a wizard—and the shock of discovering his father had been one—left him reeling. Realising he had let his frustration get the better of him, Keltor knelt before Sharelle, his hand trembling ever so slightly as he gently placed it on her knee.

“Mum, I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. It’s just... everything that’s happened to me, all the things I can do—it’s so much to comprehend.”

Sharelle, still sniffling, looked up at her son, her eyes red from crying. She shook her head, her voice wavering with emotion. “No, Keltor,” she replied, her tone full of regret. “I’m the one who should apologise. You’re right—I should never have tried to hide your true self, especially not from you, or our family.”

Keltor’s voice trembled with emotion as he turned to his mother. “Mum, without my magic, Kaitlin and I wouldn’t have been able to release Star and save Earth, and I’ve spoken to and understood a dragon.” His words lingered in the air, heavy with significance.

Sharelle’s tearful eyes lifted to meet his, suddenly filled with curiosity and wonder. “A dragon? How—where have you seen a dragon?” she asked, her voice wavering between disbelief and hope.

“To find Star, Kaitlin had to open a portal, and we travelled through it,” Keltor explained, “and ended up in Malgar, where we met a dragon called Kailan.”

At the mention of Kailan, Sharelle’s eyes brightened, a spark of recognition flickering within them—one Keltor had never seen before. Sensing her reaction, Keltor raised an eyebrow, pressing gently, “Mum, do you know this dragon?”

Sharelle took a shaky breath, her voice faltering as she looked at Keltor, tears brimming in her eyes. “Yes, and Keltor, I’m so sorry. I should have told you everything a long time ago, but after your dad died, I just couldn’t cope. I still miss him so much, and I feel him in my heart every day. I didn’t want to believe in the prophecy,” she wept, her shoulders trembling with grief.

Keltor stood up, running an exasperated hand through his hair before sitting down beside his mother. Desperation coloured his tone as he pleaded, “Mum, what prophecy? Please, tell me everything.”

Sharelle nodded, composing herself as she prepared to finally reveal the long-held secrets. “Keltor, your father and I—we were both dragon riders for the King of Malgar.”

“What?” Keltor exclaimed, releasing her and leaning back on the sofa in disbelief, the news clearly overwhelming him.

Sharelle’s expression softened with the memories. “Your father, Forde, was a dragon lord. He, like the King, could speak and understand all dragons. I could only understand my own dragon—her name is Ayver.” She managed a small, wistful smile. “I miss her too,” she added, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand.

Keltor looked towards Kaitlin, noticing the alarmed expression in her widened eyes. In that moment, he realised that Kailan, the dragon they had encountered, had spoken the truth all along.

Still overwhelmed by the barrage of revelations, Keltor fixed his gaze on his mother, unable to fully comprehend what he had just heard. Disbelief was etched across his face as he finally managed to speak. “Are you serious? You and Dad were dragon riders?”

Sharelle managed a smile, her pride clear in her softened features. “Yes, and bloody good ones too,” she said, her voice tinged with fondness for memories long kept hidden. “The King of Malgar, Kainan, sent your father and me back to Elvendon after we bonded, as envoys. That’s the reason you have no family here in Elvendon—I left this place over five hundred years ago to live in Malgar.”

Keltor stared at her, bewilderment crossing his face as he tried to process the enormity of her words. “You’re five hundred years old?” he asked, incredulity colouring his tone.

Sharelle laughed gently, shaking her head at her son’s confusion. “No, no. There is so much I need to tell you about our past, and I promise I will explain everything. But it will take some time.”

She paused, her gaze drifting as she recalled the struggles faced upon their return. “When we came back to Elvendon, it was already under threat from Aranstream—even then, they were trying to take over the Kingdom. Your father was given a prophecy, one that foretold our son would play a crucial role in saving the world of Earth. So, we chose to stay, and your father became the King’s wizard.”

Keltor’s voice trembled with a mix of frustration and longing as he turned to his mother. “Mum, if you knew all this,” he began, “why—why didn’t you let me work for the King? Surely, if Aranstream had known there was a wizard at Elvendon, we could have avoided all of this.”

Sharelle’s composure crumbled, and tears slipped down her cheeks as she tried to find the words. “I’m sorry,” she wept, her voice barely more than a whisper. “I—I was so frightened I might lose you, just as I lost your father.” Her sorrow was etched deep into her features as she lifted her tear-filled eyes to meet his.

“Keltor, my heart aches for him every single day,” she continued, her voice thick with emotion. “There were times I thought about taking you, and your brother and sister, back to Malgar—far away from Elvendon and its dangers. But I couldn’t bring myself to return without your dad. It just wouldn’t feel right—not without him by my side.”

Kaitlin sat quietly, deep in thought as she mulled over what her father had confided in her. After a moment’s hesitation, she decided it was time to speak up. “Keltor, my father told me they never found the Wizard’s body—your dad’s, I mean.”

Keltor turned towards her, a pained expression on his face. “Yes, I know. We were told he was... disintegrated.”

Shaking her head, Kaitlin pressed on. “That’s not what my father said. He told me his men had been attacked. The soldiers, yes, they were partially disintegrated, but there were remains. Yet, they found nothing of the Wizard himself. Only his cloak, his staff, and a pendant.”

Sharelle, startled by this revelation, sat up straighter. “A pendant?” she echoed, surprise colouring her voice.

Kaitlin nodded. “Yes, that’s what my father said.”

Sharelle’s eyes widened with astonishment. “Oh, my stars, I always thought it had perished with Forde.”

Confused, Keltor turned to his mother. “Mum?”

Taking his hand and squeezing it gently, Sharelle explained, “Keltor, the pendant was given to your father by the Wizard Marton of Malgar. Your father wasn’t born a wizard—he was granted the power by Marton and the great spirits from the world beyond. The pendant is what activates his magic. I never knew you would be born a wizard, Keltor. I truly thought you’d need the pendant, just as your father did, to work magic. When it was lost, I believed that was the end of it.”

Keltor looked at his mother, hope flickering in his eyes. “Mum, that means dad could still be alive, somewhere,” he said, his voice trembling with emotion. His mother, lost in her thoughts, turned slowly towards him as she processed his words.

A tear escaped down her cheek as she replied softly, “I have always felt still connected to him.” She paused to wipe her face and then addressed Kaitlin, “Kaitlin, do you know where the pendant is?”

Kaitlin shook her head, uncertainty evident. “No, but I expect it would have been put in the treasury.”

Keltor’s pain was palpable as he pressed on, “But if dad is alive, where is he? Do you think someone could have captured him, maybe taken him through another portal somewhere? How would we ever know, it’s been years?”

His mother could only shake her head. “I don’t know, my darling, but if we could get his pendant back—and if we could find him—it would restore his magic.”

Keltor shifted the conversation, his determination growing. “Mum where is our army?” he asked, knowing their hopes of reclaiming the kingdom depended on their strength.

With a weary sigh, his mother answered, “King Iwein has them working like slaves to build him a new fancy castle in Aranstream.”

Keltor’s resolve hardened. “Then we need to free them,” he said.

His mother challenged, “Free them, how? There is no one left in Elvendon to fight?”

Keltor shook his head. “No, maybe not in Elvendon, and we don’t necessarily need to fight.”

She looked at him, confused. “What do you mean?”

Keltor explained, “We just need to let the army know that their princess—” His eyes found hers, “—their Queen,” he corrected, “is still alive. It will give them hope and the spirit to fight for their freedom.”

Kaitlin met Keltor’s gaze as the realisation dawned. “Me,” she whispered, reacting to his referral to her as their Queen. As Keltor nodded, she exhaled slowly, weighed down by the enormity of what he was suggesting.

Keltor offered a sorrowful smile. “Yes, Kaitlin, with the King and your sister... gone, you are now the Queen of Elvendon.”

Overwhelmed, Kaitlin averted her gaze, her eyes fixed on the ground as she struggled to process the immense responsibility now resting on her shoulders. The prospect of becoming queen left her feeling unprepared and wholly inadequate. She was acutely aware of how little she understood about Elven law, the expectations of the people, or the burdens of royal leadership. The enormity of it all made her feel young, inexperienced, and out of her depth.

Keltor watched her closely, sensing her pain and anxiety. He understood her reluctance—he shared it himself. The role she was being asked to assume meant that their dream of quietly living together in the forest was no longer possible. That life was now beyond their reach.

Their thoughts were interrupted by his mother’s sceptical question: “And the two of you are going to do this, alone?” Her raised eyebrow brought Keltor back to the present.

He shook his head firmly. “No. We’re going to get help.”

Kaitlin looked up at him, uncertainty in her voice. “Who, Keltor?”

“The trolls, or whatever they are now.”

“Belrack?” Kaitlin asked, searching his face for reassurance.

Keltor nodded in response.

She hesitated. “I don’t know, do you think he would?”

“He owes us, Kaitlin. And don’t forget, Aranstream’s men attacked them.”

Kaitlin frowned. “But how do we know we broke the enchantment?”

“He was starting to turn when we left. There’s only one way to find out,” Keltor replied. “We can look for Esimae, Uly, and Ren—I’m sure they would help us. With our magic, and Esimae’s, we stand a good chance, Kitcat.”

“That’s if they’re still alive,” Kaitlin murmured, fear creeping into her voice.

Keltor turned to his mother. “Mum, do you know if the Deodar village is still there, or have they been attacked as well?”

His mother replied, “No, it’s still there. They did not fight against King Iwein, but there are Aranstream soldiers there. The Deodar men have also been taken to build the new castle.”

Keltor drew his lower lip through his teeth, anxiety etched on his face. He pressed on with his next question. “And what happened to Esendil? Do you know where he is?”

His mother took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “I don’t know. They took him when they first attacked. Anna hasn’t been able to find out where he is; she hasn’t seen him in our palace. He could be at Aranstream building the castle, or...” She hesitated, pain in her voice. “Keltor, I don’t even know if he is still alive.”

Keltor frowned deeply, his hand covering his nose and mouth in a moment of despair. At that moment, he felt the gentle reassurance of Kaitlin’s touch on his knee. He glanced at her, taking comfort from her presence beside him.

“Keltor, we’ll find him,” Kaitlin assured him, her voice steady and full of determination.

He managed a nod in response, gathering himself before pushing to his feet. “What about Anna, how is she?” he asked, concern for his sister evident in his tone.

“She’s okay. I’ve seen her as I do work at the palace myself,” his mother replied.

Keltor’s expression grew serious. “You mustn’t let her know we’re back, or it will put her in danger,” he cautioned. His mother nodded in agreement as she rose to her feet. Though it broke her heart to let Keltor go once more, she understood the necessity.

“I’ll pack up some food to keep you going for a while,” she offered, making her way to the kitchen. “Are you hungry?” she asked, glancing back at them.

Keltor looked to Kaitlin, who nodded in response. “Yes, a little,” he answered.

“Okay, I’ll fix you both something to eat before you go,” his mother replied, setting about preparing a meal for them.

Keltor then drew Kaitlin into his arms, and for a few moments, they simply held each other in silence, seeking solace in one another. With a heavy sigh, he pressed a gentle kiss to the top of her head before letting her go.

“Are you okay?” he asked softly, cupping her face in his hand.

She leaned into his touch, shaking her head. “No, not really.”

“Me neither,” he admitted, his voice low. He took her hand, and together they walked into the kitchen.

His mother packed the supplies into an old rucksack. “Thank you,” Keltor said gratefully as he did it up.

“Just one more thing,” Sharelle said, briefly leaving the kitchen. A few minutes later, she returned holding a book in her hand. “Here, this is yours now. It belonged to your father. Wizard Marton gave it to him when he received his Wizard’s power; it’s a book of spells of some sort,” she explained.

Keltor accepted the old, worn, leather-bound book from his mother. The front cover was embossed with the image of a dragon. As he traced his thumb over the dragon’s form, a faint tingle of magic surged through his fingers. Closing his eyes, Keltor could sense the energy of his father lingering within the pages, and as he held the book, that energy intensified.

Suddenly, an image materialised in Keltor’s mind. He saw a dark and damp cell or dungeon. Inside, a man crouched in the corner, appearing haggard with a thick beard obscuring his face and heavy iron chains biting into his wrists. The man looked up, his eyes searching the gloom, as if he felt someone watching him.

Keltor gasped loudly, immediately recognising the man’s eyes. “Keltor, my son, is that you?” the man spoke, his voice echoing in Keltor’s mind.

Choked with emotion, Keltor uttered, “Dad,” tears springing to his eyes. Kaitlin, noticing his distress, pulled at his arm, asking anxiously, “Keltor?” But Keltor, caught in the vision, didn’t hear her. He called out again, “Dad.”

The man smiled through his thick beard. “My son,” he said warmly, and then the vision faded. Keltor’s mind searched for the man, but he could no longer see him or the cell. Opening his tearful eyes, Keltor returned to the present.

Kaitlin, her hand still resting on his arm, asked, “Keltor, are you okay, what was that all about?”

Wide-eyed, Keltor replied, “I think I just saw my dad.” He turned to his mother as she spoke, trying to process what had just happened.

Sharelle asked, uncertain, “What do you mean?”

“When I held his book, Mum, I saw him. It was Dad, I know it was. He’s being held prisoner in a cell or dungeon somewhere. He is alive, Mum!” Keltor exclaimed.

Sharelle responded with relief, “By the stars, you must have connected with him through his book. I just knew he wasn’t dead.”

“Mum, I think he saw me or felt me. He said my name,” Keltor said, his eyes shining with hope. “Maybe there is something in this book that will help me connect with him again, so I can find out where he is.”

“Keltor, I feel such a fool. If only I had told you who your father was, and given you his book earlier, you may have been able to find him sooner.” 

“Mum, no,” he disagreed, “I don’t think I would have connected with him before now. It’s only because of Kaitlin that I’ve embraced who I really am and allowed my true magic to become part of me.”

Sharelle let out a sorrowful sigh and said, “I’m so sorry,” her voice thick with regret. Determined, she insisted, “Look, I will help you find him.” Her words were resolute, unwavering in their intent.

Keltor shook his head, concern etched across his face. “No, it will be too dangerous,” he replied, trying to dissuade her from joining the search.

Sharelle met his protest with steady confidence. “Son, I am a King’s dragon rider. I might be a little rusty, but I know how to fight—it’s not something you forget. When you get your army together, you come back for me, do you understand? I want to fight with you and help find your father.”

Keltor implored her, desperation in his gesture, “Mum, please,” he pleaded, shaking his head. “I don’t want to worry about you when we’re in the middle of a fight.”

Seeing his doubt, Sharelle interjected, “Wait there a minute.” She understood his uncertainty; after all, to him, she was just his plain, ordinary mum, and he had no reason yet to believe in her fighting skills.

Kaitlin looked at him with concern. “Are you okay?” she asked gently.

Keltor glanced over at her, then slipped his arm around her and drew her closer, seeking comfort in her presence. “Yeah, I guess,” he replied, though uncertainty lingered in his voice. “Kaitlin, that was a real vision, I’m sure of it. I know that was my dad.”

“I believe you, Keltor,” Kaitlin said reassuringly. “You totally zoned out then—you didn’t hear me at all.”

Keltor nodded, still trying to process what had happened. “It was weird,” he said slowly. “It was like I was above him, looking down into his cell, but he knew I was there. He looked straight up at me and said my name.”

His mother re-entered the room, a long silver elven sword gleaming in her hand. Keltor stared in disbelief. “Bloody hell, where did you get that?” he exclaimed, letting go of Kaitlin and moving towards his mother.

Sharelle shot him a disapproving look at his language but addressed his question. “It’s mine. The King of Malgar gave it to me as a bonding gift. You have the one he gave your father.”

Keltor’s eyes widened in surprise. “The King of Malgar gave you both swords?” He instinctively touched the sword at his hip, glancing at Kaitlin, who smiled encouragingly at him. “I always knew this sword was special. You can see it’s a work of art, but a gift from a king?”

Sharelle nodded, her smile tinged with nostalgia. “Yes, he did. The King and I were good friends, once.” She straightened with purpose. “Now stand back,” she cautioned, gripping the sword with both hands. In a swift, fluid motion, she spun and twisted the blade around her head, so fast that Keltor struggled to follow its movement.

“Wow,” Kaitlin breathed, instinctively taking a few steps further back. She grinned at Keltor. “Now I know where you get your skills from.”

Keltor couldn't contain his astonishment, his voice edged with awe. “Shit, mum,” he exclaimed, his eyes wide with disbelief. “And I always thought it was from dad.”

Sharelle, though clearly pleased by his reaction, gave him another admonishing look for his language. Still grinning, she lowered the sword, a proud smile on her face. Keltor returned her grin, albeit a little sheepishly. “Sorry,” he murmured. “But honestly, mum, I never would have guessed you could fight like that.”

Sharelle’s expression softened. “I know, to you I’m just mum, but I’ve not lost my touch yet. Do you remember when your dad and I used to ride out into the forest at least once a week? We always said we were exercising the horses.”

Keltor’s memory stirred, a forgotten detail surfacing. “Yeah, you’d always get old Nosy from next door to keep an eye on us,” he recalled, a smile playing on his lips.

Sharelle nodded. “That’s right. Well, out in the forest, your dad and I would practise our sword fighting. Even though I don’t have a sparring partner anymore, I still go out and keep my moves sharp.”

Keltor approached her, lifting his hand to gently squeeze her arm. “Mum, I hope it never comes to that, but if it does, I’d be honoured to fight by your side. And when we have the time, I want to hear all about you and dad as Dragon Riders for the King of Malgar.”

Sharelle smiled at him warmly. “I will, I promise. Now, sit down and eat. I’m going to hide this away again,” she said, lifting her sword once more.

The two of them sat together at the meticulously scrubbed pine kitchen table, where his mother had thoughtfully laid out a simple meal of bread, butter, cheese, and ham. Kaitlin took up the task of slicing the bread, while Keltor spread each slice with butter, and together they assembled cheese and ham sandwiches. The kitchen was shrouded in near darkness, with only a faint glow from the lounge spilling through the open doorway as they ate in silence.

At last, Kaitlin broke the quiet. “Keltor,” she said softly. He looked up, pulled from his own wandering thoughts about his father. “I’m scared,” she admitted, her voice trembling.

Reaching across the table, Keltor took her hand in his, offering silent reassurance. “I know, so am I. I can’t even begin to understand how it’s been eight months since we left, let alone everything that’s happened here. My dad, and my mum—turns out she’s a bloody dragon rider.”

A faint smile flickered across Kaitlin’s face at his words. She drew in a shaky breath. “And I am so sorry about your dad and sister.” Despite her efforts, she could not stop her tears from welling up as she bit her top lip to steady herself.

“Keltor, it’s not that,” she said at last, her voice barely above a whisper. “I can’t be a queen. I mean, I can’t lead people; nobody has ever listened to me.”

Keltor’s chair scraped loudly against the kitchen floor as he pushed it back and stood. He walked over to Kaitlin, gently drawing her head against his stomach and wrapping his arms around her in a comforting embrace. “Kaitlin, you’re not going to do this alone, okay? I’m here for you.”

She nodded tearfully against him. Releasing her, Keltor crouched down on one knee to meet her gaze.

“Kitcat, I love you so much, I always have, ever since the first day you arrived in Elvendon when you were so little. From that day, you became my very best friend, and I have grown to love you even more every day. Those five years we were parted were like hell for me—torturous, bloody hell,” he said, his words drawing a small, sniffling smile from Kaitlin.

“I will never leave your side; I loved you before I ever knew you were a Princess, and I wouldn’t care if you weren’t. If things were different, and the only way I could be with you would be to leave and go to Earth, I would, but Elvendon needs you, Kaitlin. They need their Queen.”

“I know, Keltor, and I wouldn’t abandon them. I just don’t want to do it on my own.”

“You won’t have to, Kitcat. I seem to remember asking you to bond with me,” he said, grinning. “So, when we can, do you still want to bond with me, even though you’re going to be the Queen?”

“Keltor, of course I do. I love you—I wouldn’t want anyone else to be my King!”

As he kissed her, Kaitlin felt her broken heart suddenly surge with happiness and hope.

Standing quietly at the doorway, Keltor’s mother lifted a hand to her eye and wiped away a tear. Her son was so like his father—caring, compassionate, and protective—and she gave a quiet sigh as she turned and left the pair alone in their moment.

Keltor leaned back in his chair as they finished their meal, the atmosphere in the kitchen settling into thoughtful silence. Kaitlin was the first to break it, her tone searching. “So, what’s the plan?”

Keltor considered for a moment before replying, “I suppose our first step is to check if Esimae, Uly, and Ren are still at the Deodar village. If they are, we’ll see if they’re willing to help us.”

Kaitlin’s confidence was unwavering. “They’ll help us, I know it,” she assured him, earning a nod from Keltor. Yet, she pressed further. “And if they’re not there?”

“Then we’ll move on to the Trolls on our own,” Keltor responded, determination in his voice.

Kaitlin’s brow furrowed with concern. “That took us a week last time.”

Keltor nodded, acknowledging the difficulty. “I know. Still, if we pick up the pace, perhaps we can do it faster this time. Either way, Kaitlin, Elvendon has been like this for eight months. It’s better to go slowly and get there safely than to risk being caught or seen.”

Kaitlin pondered alternative strategies. “You could cloak yourself,” she suggested.

Keltor shook his head. “No, maintaining a cloak drains my power. I can hold a different form for maybe an hour, two at the most, but after that, I’m utterly knackered.”

“Okay, can we disguise ourselves some other way? I suppose I could cut my hair short?” Kaitlin offered, searching for a practical solution.

Keltor’s response was immediate and adamant. “No, absolutely not,” he said, shaking his head. Her hair was precious, not just for its beauty but for its significance. “Kaitlin, I know you grew up on Earth and there’s still much for you to learn about Elven traditions, but as a royal, you must not cut your hair. It’s simply not done. Also, if you did, it would make you stand out even more among other elven women.”

He paused, softening his tone. “Honestly, not many elves actually know what you look like—just King Iwein, the palace staff, and perhaps a few of the Deodars.”

“I think we could trust them, don’t you, the Deodars I mean?”

“Maybe, but I wouldn’t risk our lives on it. Anyway, they all think we’re dead so there is no one looking for us as such, my only concern is that all the young elven men have been sent to Aranstream, so I’m more likely to be spotted.”

“You could disguise yourself as a woman,” she said with a grin.

“Erm, no I don’t think so,” he said grinning back at her.

“Keltor, Kaitlin,” his mum said from the door. They both looked over to her.

“Come on in, and I will tell you as briefly as I can about me and your dad.”

Keltor glanced to Kaitlin, and she widened her eyes at him curiously, he looked back at his mother and gave a nod as he rose from his chair.

All three sat down in the living room, and Keltor leaned forward with his arms crossed and elbows on his knees.

“Now, it will all sound a little crazy and it is a shortened version of a very long story,” she started, “but it is the truth. Over five hundred years ago when Earth was in the Middle Ages, Albion was ruled by a great King. However, his evil twin brother, Gemini wanted to rule. Gemini harnessed the magic from a dragon and in the short, killed his brother, took his magical sword known as the Twin Sword, and took over Albion. Now back in those times Kaitlin, on Earth there were elves, dwarfs, giants, and people with magic.

Gemini sought to kill them all. He wanted to be the only one who possessed magic. He killed thousands, and many more fled into inner Earth. Gemini split the Twin Sword, the sword he used, the Gameron Sword contained such evil that without the other half, the Deragan Sword balancing the magic, he was able to use it to do unspeakable things. The fallen king’s daughter, Princess Starre and her wizard Elrone managed to steal the Deragan Sword, and they used it to create a portal, which took them and many elves, dwarfs, giants and so on to the world of Malgar. Some of those elves also came back here to Elvendon, this is how we knew of Malgar.

Anyway, Princess Starre met and fell in love with King Aranthor of Malgar, and they married.  They had two sons, twins. Prince Kainan and Prince Gareion. For many years they had peace, the lands were united, and the King Aranthor gave each race their own lands to make their home.

When the twin boys were in their mid-twenties, Kainan married Arweyn, and all was well. This is when your father and I joined him as dragon riders. Several of us went as envoys from Elvendon to see how things were, and a few of us decided to stay. Your dad was born and raised in Malgar and was already in training when I arrived. Then somehow Gemini found a portal to Malgar, and he invaded.  Now, by drinking the blood of his dragon, Gemini had become an immortal, and the only way he could be killed was by uniting the Deragan Sword with the Gameron Sword, thereby joining back the Twin Sword, the only known weapon that can kill an immortal.

The King, Aranthor was killed in the fighting, and in the end the new King, Aranthor’s son, Kainan knew he was not powerful enough to be able to defeat Gemini. On discovering a prophecy, the King decided he would put the entire Kingdom to sleep in order that he and the Queen would be reborn with a power greater than Gemini’s. And so, it was, the entire Kingdom, including your father and I were put in the magic sleep. They only thing was the King did not realise how long it would take for them to be reborn; it was over five hundred years.”

“Mum, this is.”

“Crazy? I know son,” she interrupted. “And when we have more time I will go into the finer details, but all you need to know is that when the King and Queen re-awoke us, it was then that your father and I got together,” she said with a smile. “We had to fight Gemini and his black dragons, with our own dragons, and at one point he almost died, and I thought I had lost him. So, I pretty much declared my love for him then and there and, thankfully, he felt the same way about me.”

As Sharelle finished recounting her extraordinary history, Kaitlin could not help but respond, her face lighting up with a gentle smile. “Oh, how beautiful,” she said, clearly moved by the story of love, sacrifice and the unbreakable bond between Keltor’s parents. The warmth in the room was palpable, and her words hung in the air, a testament to the deep connection and admiration she felt for the tale she had just heard.

“Yeah, it is as I look back, but at the time we were in a major battle with an evil tyrant. After Kainan killed Gemini using the Deragan Sword, your dad and I eventually bonded. Even then it wasn’t smooth sailing, we were on our honeymoon when our Kingdom was attacked by Gemini’s daughter, Analise, another nasty, evil sorceress.

Anyway, we have no time to go into this story yet, but when the battle was over and Kainan’s wizard was dying, he gave your father his power and said he was to go back to Elvendon, and our son would be instrumental in saving Earth in years to come.”

Keltor broke the warm silence with a playful grin. “Mum, I had no idea you and dad were so exciting. I thought you guys were the most boring parents on the planet,” he teased, his eyes alight with newfound admiration.

Sharelle responded with an amused shake of her head, her lips curled in a gentle smile. “Thank you,” she replied dryly, clearly entertained by her son’s surprise. “You know we probably overcompensated to make ourselves look normal.”

“Well, it worked,” Keltor affirmed with a chuckle. He stood up and crossed the room to her, the warmth and affection between them evident in every gesture.

“I love you, mum,” Keltor said sincerely, embracing her tightly in a moment filled with affection and gratitude.

“I love you, son,” Sharelle replied warmly, pressing a gentle kiss to his brow, her face radiating the deep bond they shared.

Standing nearby, Kaitlin felt her heart flutter. The sight of such genuine care between mother and son stirred within her both joy and sorrow—joy at witnessing their closeness, and sorrow as she was reminded of her own loss. She ached for the love she once received from her own mother and Richard, and the emptiness left in their absence weighed heavily on her.

Breaking the emotional silence, Keltor turned to Kaitlin. “We should probably go,” he said softly, releasing his mother from the embrace and gently encouraging them onwards.

“Okay,” Sharelle conceded, setting about to remove any trace of their presence from the room. Her actions were methodical, driven by an urgent need for secrecy and safety.

As preparations for departure continued, Keltor swung the rucksack onto his back, his movements purposeful. The gravity of the moment was not lost on Sharelle, who reached out to him, her voice tinged with concern. “Keltor, please, please be careful,” she implored, wrapping her arms tightly around him in a protective embrace.

He returned her hug, offering a reassuring, “I will, mum.” The exchange was tender, underscoring the deep bond between mother and son.

Sharelle then extended her arms towards Kaitlin, her gesture both welcoming and reverent. “You too, Kaitlin, my Queen,” she said, bowing her head in respect as she released her. Kaitlin's response was warm and appreciative: “I will and thank you.”

With a heavy breath, Sharelle approached the door and unbolted it, the sound echoing in the quiet room. Keltor offered one last promise as he followed Kaitlin out: “Bye mum, we’ll be back as soon as we can.”

Sharelle replied, her voice filled with love, “Bye my darling, I love you.”

“I love you too,” Keltor whispered back, his words lingering in the air as he disappeared through the doorway. As Sharelle closed and secured the door behind them, she leaned heavily against it, overcome by emotion. Closing her eyes, she let out a sob as the weight of her feelings broke through.

In a final, heartfelt plea, she whispered to the Spirits, “Please, Spirits, please protect my son, and our new Queen.”
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Chapter Three

Esimae
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Kaitlin and Keltor moved silently through the sleeping village, careful not to draw attention to themselves. Above them, the thick clouds of the night gradually parted, allowing silvery moonlight to filter down. Though the moon was not yet full, its gentle glow provided just enough illumination for them to pick their way along the shadowed paths.

Neither spoke as they made their way forward, each step taken with quiet purpose and caution. Only when they had put a considerable distance between themselves and the village—far enough that even the faintest whisper would not travel back on the wind to an Aranstream soldier—did they allow themselves to speak in hushed tones, confident that they were finally out of earshot.

As they walked quietly side by side, Keltor broke the silence with words weighted by regret. “Kaitlin, this was not what I had hoped for when we survived the rebirth of Earth,” he admitted, casting a solemn glance in her direction. “I mean, I wasn’t expecting to come back like heroes or anything, but I wasn’t expecting to come back eight months later and find our home destroyed.”

Kaitlin’s reply was gentle, underscored by sadness. “No, me neither,” she said, her voice soft and tinged with sorrow.

Keltor hesitated before continuing, his concern for Kaitlin evident. “I’m so sorry about your father and sister; at the time I didn’t even think about the repercussions of our actions, I just wanted you safe.”

“I know,” she said with a gentle smile, slipping her arm through his and leaning into him for comfort. “None of this is our fault, Keltor. There was nothing either of us could have done to change what happened. I didn’t choose to be chosen as the Guardian of the Star, just as you didn’t choose to become my Protector. These roles were given to us, not something we sought out ourselves.”

“Yeah, but you know I would never change that. Even when we’re bonded, I’ll always be your Protector, Kitcat,” Keltor reassured her, his tone gentle yet resolute.

Kaitlin met his gaze, searching his face for the comfort she so often found there. “I know you are,” she replied softly. She hesitated, struggling to find the words that could adequately express the tangled emotions inside her. “Keltor, I don’t really know how I feel about losing my father and my sister. It was such a shock when your mother told me. The truth is, I didn’t really know my sister at all, or my father that well, and honestly, I didn’t like him much. Oh god, that sounds awful, doesn’t it?”

“No, not really, I understand,” Keltor replied quietly. “They were strangers to you. The King was quite a tyrant, and to be honest, Kaitlin, most people feared him. Though, not as much as King Iwein.”

Kaitlin took a steadying breath before speaking, her words carrying a gentle conviction. “The thing is, Richard was my dad,” she began, her voice softening. “He raised me and loved me, and in my heart, he will always be my dad. Richard was the kindest and most loving man you could ever hope for in a father. Compared to the King, there is simply no contest.” Kaitlin’s expression darkened as she spoke, her words edged with pain. “The way the King treated my mother was appalling—he used her just so he could have a child. It’s just so wrong.” She paused, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “As much as I miss her, I’m glad my mum and Richard are together now, and not here, having to deal with all this shit.” The emotion in her voice was unmistakable as she shook her head, struggling to contain the turmoil within her.

“Kaitlin,” Keltor chided softly, a gentle reproach in his tone at her choice of language.

She responded with a shrug and a lopsided grin, her light-heartedness cutting through some of the tension between them.

Keltor nudged her playfully with his elbow, prompting a genuine laugh from Kaitlin—a moment of levity amidst the weight of their situation.

Still, her voice carried a note of frustration as she spoke. “It is shit though, Keltor. All this responsibility—it’s not what I ever imagined for my life. All I really want is to be with you. I’d be perfectly content if it was just the two of us, living in a little house like Esimae’s, tucked away somewhere deep and hidden in the forest.”

At her words, Keltor paused, gently pulling Kaitlin to a stop. He reached up, his hand tender as he brushed her hair away from her eyes, his affection clear in the simple gesture.

“Kaitlin, there is nothing I would have liked more than to have that, just you and I together with our happy ever after, but we just can’t, not yet anyway. I know you don’t want to be, but I also know that you will be an amazing Queen, and you know why?”

Kaitlin shook her head, uncertain.

“Because you are caring, compassionate and you don’t take shit from no one,” Keltor said, his laughter lightening the moment.

“Keltor!” she replied, laughing with him.

He grinned. “Well, it’s true. If anyone can unite these two Kingdoms and bring us peace, it will be you.”

Kaitlin’s voice grew firm with conviction. “It will be us, Keltor,” she insisted, emphasising the partnership between them. He nodded in agreement.

“Yes, Kitcat, it will be us. Just think, we can change so much, we can make Elvendon a better place for everyone, not just the rich and pompous Elders. We can help build free schools, like you have on Earth, and proper healthcare for the poorer families.”

Hope flickered in Kaitlin’s eyes as she responded, “Yes, you’re right Keltor, we can do this, can’t we. We don’t have to rule it like it used to be.”

“Exactly,” he agreed. “We can bring a little of the good things from your Earth to Elvendon.”

“That’s always assuming we make it, of course,” Kaitlin said, her voice tightening with a hint of anxiety about the uncertain future.

Keltor met her gaze with quiet confidence. “We will, I promise. With our magic and Esimae’s help, we stand a good chance.” His words carried a reassuring certainty, as though he could see a path forward where hope still lived.

Determined, Kaitlin pressed on, her resolve clear. “And we’ll find your dad.”

Keltor nodded, slipping his arm through hers for comfort and support. For a moment, his thoughts drifted to his father, the pain of absence evident. “Yes, we will. As soon as I get the chance, I’ll look through his book and see if I can find a spell to help locate him. I still can’t believe he’s alive. It makes me feel so bad that we never looked for him. Twelve years he’s been gone, twelve years living in that hell hole I saw him in.”

Kaitlin shook her head, her tone turning gentle yet firm. “Why would you and your mum have looked for him when my father lied and told you he was dead? Why would you doubt your King’s word?”

Keltor sighed. “We didn’t.”

“Exactly,” Kaitlin replied, her conviction unwavering. “You have no reason to feel bad about your father. All you need to feel is anger towards those who took him from you and know that we will find him and bring him home.”

Keltor gave a sigh, the weight of his memories and guilt pressing down on him. The thought of his father’s long absence—twelve years spent in misery and darkness—hung heavily in the space between them. He could not help but feel a deep ache for all the lost time and the pain his father must have endured. Yet, despite the sorrow, he found comfort in Kaitlin’s firm reassurance. Her words reminded him that the blame did not lie with him or his mother, but with those who had deceived them. Determined and bolstered by her support, Keltor drew strength from the promise that together, they would do everything in their power to find his father and bring him home.

“Do you remember the first time we met?” Keltor asked.

“How could I ever forget? I saw fairies and an Elf and a whole new magical world that day,” Kaitlin replied, grinning at him.

Keltor laughed. “You were so cute.”

“You were too,” Kaitlin teased, “with your elf ears that were too big for your face because you hadn’t grown into them yet.”

He laughed, the memory bringing warmth between them.

“Do you remember when I was thirteen? It was the last time I was here, before you said goodbye to me at Elvendon Farm,” Kaitlin continued, her voice tinged with sadness. “We were at the lake having a picnic, the sun was setting, and I was just about to go home. You looked at me so intensely.”

Keltor smiled and nodded gently, recalling the moment with her.

“It was the first time I realised that I loved you, more than just as a best friend. I thought you were going to kiss me,” she admitted.

“I was,” he replied, smiling at the memory.

“So, why didn’t you?” she asked quietly.

He hesitated before answering, his hand instinctively moving to his chest as the emotions of that day flooded back. “I guess I was scared. I knew then you were the Princess, and that this was going to be the last time we would be together—properly, I mean, as friends. From that evening, I was going to be just your Protector. 

You couldn’t know who I was or remember all the times we spent together. I felt my heart breaking, like my entire world was about to end. I regretted that decision—not to kiss you—that’s why I kissed you in the woods the next day.” He smiled at her. “To be honest, I couldn’t stop myself. I knew in the back of my mind you wouldn’t remember that kiss, but for me—I treasured it for five years.”

Kaitlin leaned in against him, comforted by his honesty. “Funny how things turn out. I guess we were always meant to be together.”

“Yes, Kitcat, we were,” Keltor replied softly.

“Oh my god, do you remember when we sneaked into your bedroom, and your mum heard me giggle, and you shoved me in your wardrobe?” Kaitlin asked, her eyes sparkling with laughter at the memory.

Keltor joined in, his laughter warm and genuine as the recollection came back to him. “That was so funny, I was absolutely terrified she was going to find you.”

“When she came in, you started prancing about, pretending you were acting or something in a silly girl’s voice,” Kaitlin continued, grinning at the absurdity of the situation.

Keltor chuckled again, shaking his head. “Mum thought I’d lost my mind and told me I needed to get out more and make friends.”

The two of them carried on walking for another four hours, sharing and reliving stories from their childhood, each memory drawing them closer and filling the journey with warmth and nostalgia. Eventually, they decided to search for a place to take a break.

“How about up there?” Kaitlin suggested, pointing towards a large oak tree. She had always admired the sheer scale of the trees in Elvendon—many were colossal, towering four or five times higher than any oak found on Earth. The branches of this tree were especially broad, forming a natural cradle that promised both safety and comfort, making it an ideal spot to nestle in for a while without worrying about falling out.

Keltor groaned as he followed her gaze upwards. “Kaitlin, you and your darn trees,” he muttered, unable to hide his reluctance. She responded with a firm nudge, undeterred.

“Well, it’s safer than being down on the ground. Whoever thinks to look up when they’re walking by? And it’s not even that high,” Kaitlin insisted, her tone both practical and encouraging.

Despite his misgivings, Keltor had to concede the point. He groaned again, knowing she was right—this would be the perfect hiding place for a few hours while they rested. “It is that high, in fact, it’s terrifyingly high,” he replied, his sarcasm masking a genuine hint of unease. Kaitlin simply grinned at him, undaunted.

“But you’re right, it’s probably the safest place. Go on then, up you go,” he said, giving her an encouraging nod towards the tree.

Kaitlin wasted no time. Climbing trees had always come naturally to her, thanks to a childhood spent at Elvendon farm and exploring the surrounding woodlands. With confidence and ease, she scaled the tree, reaching the branches without any difficulty at all.

“Come on then,” she called down at him as she reached the top, then settled herself comfortably in the bough of the tree.

“Okay, I’m coming,” he yelled back, although just looking up at her made him feel giddy, prompting a hefty sigh.

He glanced back at the ground, realising the need to conceal their tracks. With a sweep of his hand and a touch of magic, the debris on the forest floor began to swirl around him. He moved his hand one way and then another, ensuring any traces of their footprints were hidden. Once satisfied that their location was securely disguised, he stopped, allowing the leaves and debris to settle back down naturally.

Turning towards the tree once more, he readjusted the rucksack on his back, looked up into the leafy canopy, and gave another hefty sigh. Determined, he lifted his leg, grasped the trunk firmly, and began to climb.

“See,” Kaitlin said, grinning as Keltor finally managed to pull himself over the edge and into the welcoming embrace of the tree’s deep bough. She glanced around with satisfaction. “It’s perfect, isn’t it? Deep enough so we won’t fall out, and high enough that no one will spot us from below.”

Keltor, still catching his breath and looking a little uneasy, nodded in reluctant agreement as he nestled close to her. “Yeah, okay,” he conceded, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “But let’s not mention falling out, all right?”

Kaitlin laughed softly, leaning into him, the warmth of their closeness comforting after the tense journey. “You’re such a chicken,” she teased, her tone light and affectionate.

He looked at her, puzzled. “How am I a chicken?”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “Oh, Keltor, it’s another one of those human metaphors.”

He blinked, still not quite following. “Oh,” he said, the word trailing off as he tried to make sense of it, though the expression on his face showed he was still a little lost when it came to human vocabulary.

Kaitlin’s laughter bubbled up again. “It means you’re a scaredy cat,” she explained, unable to keep a straight face as he looked at her as though she’d entirely lost her senses.

“What?” he said, but his confusion melted into a wide grin.

“Nothing,” Kaitlin replied, her head shaking gently, a fond smile lingering on her lips as she relaxed beside him.

“It’s so beautiful, isn’t it?” Kaitlin sighed, shifting the conversation as she gazed upwards through the tree’s leafy canopy to the stars twinkling between patches of dark night cloud. She waited for a reply, but when Keltor didn’t answer, she turned her head towards him and found him staring at her. Their eyes met, and her heart skipped a beat as his hand reached up, gently resting on her cheek.

“Yes, it is,” he replied softly, before leaning in to kiss her.

When their lips parted, his eyes lingered on hers, studying her intently.

She smiled, teasing, “What?”

“I love you so much, Kitcat,” he said, his heart swelling with happiness just from being so close to her.

She whispered back, “I love you too,” then, noticing the sudden seriousness in his expression, asked quietly, “Are you okay?”

He smiled warmly. “Yeah, I’m just glad I’m alive and here with you.” With that, he reclined back against the sturdy bough of the tree.

Kaitlin watched him for a moment as he gazed up at the stars. Her heart brimmed with love, so much so she thought it might burst. Keltor, catching her gaze, let the moonlight illuminate her face, feeling a silent gratitude for having been saved, for having been granted another day with her.

“Come here,” he murmured, lifting his arm invitingly.

She nestled in beside him, and he wrapped his arm around her. Together, they watched the night sky in peaceful silence.

Suddenly, Kaitlin broke the quiet. “Oh, look—a shooting star!” she cried, pointing upwards. “On Earth, if you see a shooting star, your wish is supposed to come true.”

“Did you wish?” he asked, turning slightly towards her. She nodded.

“Yes.”

“What did you wish for?”

She grinned, turning to meet his gaze. “I can’t tell you, or it won’t come true.” Keltor raised his left eyebrow in a silent question.

“I’m not telling you, Keltor,” she said with a playful smirk. “Even if you give me that look.”

“What look?”

“Oh, you know the one—the one that says you may think you’re not going to tell me, but you are.”

He quipped, “I do not have a look that says that at all.”

“Hmm, you think,” she replied, and he let out a quiet snicker.

“Well, just make sure it’s a good one then,” he said, settling into the moment.

“It is, I promise.”

For a few minutes, they simply lay there, gazing up at the night sky, the gentle sound of owls hooting back and forth echoing through the trees around them.

Kaitlin broke the comfortable silence as they lay beneath the stars. “What’s the plan then?” she asked, her voice soft but curious.

Keltor, half asleep from dozing, took a moment to respond. “Hmm,” he murmured, not quite ready to leave the realm of dreams.

“Sorry, were you asleep?” Kaitlin asked, a hint of guilt in her tone.

“No, no,” Keltor replied quickly, blinking hard to shake off his drowsiness and come fully awake.

Kaitlin pressed on, “When we get to the Deodar village, what’s the plan?”

Keltor considered the question for a moment before answering. “I don’t know, really. I suppose we’ll need to scout the village when we arrive, check for any signs of Aranstream soldiers, find Esimae, and convince her to help us.”

Kaitlin didn’t seem concerned about Esimae’s willingness. “I don’t think she’ll need much convincing,” she said, shifting onto her side and nestling her head against Keltor’s chest. “I hope Jaike found her, and she forgave him.”

Keltor tried to reassure her. “Why wouldn’t she? She clearly still had feelings for him, and it wasn’t his fault he got caught by the witches and couldn’t meet up with her to go to Earth.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kaitlin replied, her voice trailing into a yawn. “I just hope she believed him.”

“We should get some sleep,” Keltor said, barely able to keep his own eyes open.

“Okay, night, Keltor.” Kaitlin leaned up and gave him a gentle kiss.

“Night, Kitcat,” he replied affectionately, then closed his eyes, letting sleep claim him.

Keltor lay in a deep, unsettled sleep, his mind consumed by dreams of his father. In the dream, he was locked in a desperate fight against Aranstream soldiers, sword clashing fiercely as he struggled to keep them at bay. Meanwhile, Kaitlin was at his father’s side, working urgently to release him from his shackles with her magic. The boundary between sleep and wakefulness blurred, and Keltor’s senses slowly dragged him towards consciousness. He became aware of a noise—but was it part of his dream or something real?

Gradually, clarity returned. Keltor realised the sound was not a figment of his imagination but was coming from the base of the tree beneath their hiding place. He glanced to his side and saw Kaitlin was still asleep, undisturbed. As thick clouds shifted to reveal the moon, silvery light spilled down, offering a clearer view of their surroundings. Exercising the utmost caution, Keltor carefully peered over the edge of their concealed position.

“Hell,” he muttered under his breath as he took in the scene below. A group of Aranstream soldiers had chosen this exact spot to halt for a rest. There were seven of them in total, their figures illuminated by the glow of oil lamps. Each wore the unmistakable Aranstream uniform: grey trousers, blue tunics, sleek silver swords at their sides, and long, dark hair pulled back, secured with silver bands around their heads.

Relief swept through Keltor as he recalled the care he had taken earlier to erase their footprints. Without that careful precaution, he knew they might have already been discovered by the soldiers below. As Kaitlin began to stir beside him, Keltor acted quickly, placing his hand gently yet firmly over her mouth to prevent any accidental noise that might give away their hiding place. Kaitlin’s eyes flew open in alarm, but Keltor immediately pressed a finger to his lips, signalling her to remain silent. She nodded in understanding, and he quietly removed his hand.

Keltor then pointed downward, mouthing the words, “Aranstream soldiers.” Kaitlin’s eyes widened in horror at the realisation, but she gave a silent nod and pressed herself tightly against Keltor. Together, they lay completely still, barely daring to breathe, determined to remain as inconspicuous and silent as possible while the danger loomed just below.

Below, the atmosphere among the soldiers grew tense. Jasen, clearly relishing the grim prospect, declared with a grin, “I like a good execution.” Logan reacted with disgust, muttering, “You’re sick.”

Jasen responded scornfully, “Why, she’s a witch, she deserves to burn for what she did.”

“No one deserves to burn, especially not alive,” Logan snapped.

The first soldier stood up, he was older, but stocky, his hair grey and pulled back in a braid which ran the length of his back, around his head a gold band engraved with the King’s warding. He looked down at the other, a younger soldier in his twenties, he was attractive, his dark hair scraped back of his face and held back with a band of plain silver. Sat on the ground and leaning against the base of the huge oak tree the young soldier looked up at him.

“You mind your traitorous tongue, Logan,” the older man snarled, his hand teetering on the hilt of his sword as he glared down at him.

Logan sprang to his feet with a sudden, sharp movement and took an assertive step towards Jasen, his posture tense and challenging. The commotion immediately drew the attention of the other five soldiers. Three of them, who had been occupied with their meal, paused mid-bite, their eyes shifting warily to the confrontation. The remaining two, previously resting and lost in their own thoughts, straightened and turned to watch the escalating exchange.

Attempting to defuse the situation, one of the soldiers who had been eating slowly removed the stick of dried meat from his mouth and spoke up, his tone weary, “Guys, come on.” His words hung in the air, urging calm and hoping to prevent the argument from boiling over into violence.

Logan bristled at the accusation, his tone firm as he addressed Jasen. “I’m no traitor, Jasen. I just don’t think what the King has done is right. I’m entitled to my opinion.”

Jasen’s response was swift and unyielding. “Not if it is against our King,” he retorted, his voice laced with loyalty and warning.

Refusing to back down, Logan pressed the issue. “So, you think it is right to kill women? To kill a Princess for no reason? To start an elven war with a clan who have been allies for centuries?”

Jasen’s anger flared. “They killed our Prince, they started it,” he shouted, his conviction unwavering.

Logan’s voice was edged with defiance as he responded, “So, they say.” His words hung in the air, prompting one of the other soldiers to pause mid-bite and look over at him, curiosity piqued. “What do you mean by that?” the soldier asked, suspicion in his tone.

Logan met the soldier’s gaze, his expression unwavering. “I heard the Prince, and the King had been planning an attack on Elvendon, even before the Prince set out on his quest to find the Star of Elmrock,” he explained, his words carefully measured but resolute.

Jasen immediately bristled at the accusation, his voice rising with disbelief and anger. “Bullshit!” he spat. “Where have you heard that traitorous talk?”

Unfazed by Jasen’s outburst, Logan shot back, his eyes narrowing. “From a good source,” he snarled. “Not everyone in Aranstream agrees with what the King is doing, or what he has done. Some of us have friends and family in Elvendon.”

“You watch your tongue, boy,” Jasen warned, stepping up to Logan. His presence was imposing, his voice sharp with authority. “You are a King’s soldier, and unless you want to end up like the witch Esimae, I suggest you keep your opinions to yourself.” The threat was clear, and his loyalty to the King was unwavering.

Hidden nearby, Kaitlin struggled to suppress a gasp as she heard Esimae’s name, her hand instinctively flying to her mouth. Keltor, sensing her distress, gently covered her other hand with his in a silent gesture of reassurance.

The first pale hints of dawn crept over the treetops, casting long, cold shadows across the forest floor. The air was thick with tension, heavy with the scents of damp earth and smouldering campfire. Jasen’s voice cut through the hush, harsh and commanding. “It’s nearly daybreak, it’s time to move out, we’ve got an execution to do, and we are still hours away,” he barked. His eyes flashed with anger as he jabbed a finger towards Logan. “And you can light the torch and make that witch burn.”

A surge of dread coiled in Logan’s chest; his heart hammered against his ribs as he shook his head, eyes dark with fear and defiance. “No, I can’t,” Logan replied, his voice trembling yet firm. “I won’t be part of this. I—I know her. She’s saved people, she’s no monster.”

Jasen's patience had worn thin; he lurched forward in a threatening manner, voice hoarse with pent-up fury. “I have just about had enough of you,” he yelled, his fists clenched at his sides. Turning abruptly to one of the other soldiers, Jasen snapped, “Restrain him, now.” The soldier glanced at Logan, then back at Jasen, his reluctance evident as he hesitated, the tension palpable between them. The harsh snap of twigs underfoot punctuated Jasen's next command. “I am your superior, do as I say, now!” he barked, and the soldier nodded, the sharpness of Jasen's voice cutting through the heavy silence.

Logan extended his wrists, allowing the soldier to bind them tightly and relieve him of his weapons. Despite the restraint, he fixed Jasen with a defiant glare, his resentment simmering beneath the surface. Logan’s presence among the Aranstream soldiers was not of his own choosing. He had left the army the previous year after marrying his beloved, settling with her on his aunt’s modest farm along the southern border of Elvendon, close to the mysterious Forest of Time.

When the attack was announced, Logan awoke to find his brothers at his doorstep. They had come to summon him back, but when he refused, they forcibly dragged him to Aranstream. Logan’s connection to Esimae was personal—she was a trusted family friend, and the thought of harming her was unthinkable.

Three months after his forced return to military service, Logan received distressing news: his wife had nearly suffered a miscarriage. It was Esimae, with her healing potions, who had saved both his wife and their unborn child. The separation from his family weighed heavily on him, and he longed for their safety and comfort. Yet, he understood that if he complied with orders and remained in the army, his wife and unborn child would be protected. This knowledge kept him compliant; despite the mounting threats and duress he faced.

However, the burden had become unbearable. Logan had witnessed countless horrors during the recent months, and now, being commanded to execute Esimae was more than he could bear. His loyalty to his family and his moral conscience left him unable to carry out such a command.

“Move out, now!” Jasen barked, glaring back at him.

The other soldiers responded instantly to Jasen’s command. With a sense of urgency, they scrambled to their feet, collecting their gear and weapons. Without hesitation, they fell into line behind their commanding officer, following him into the shadowy depths of the forest. Their movements were brisk and purposeful, driven by the weight of the mission ahead and the unwavering authority in Jasen’s tone. The party pressed forward, fading into the dense woodland as the first light of dawn filtered through the trees, leaving only the faint echo of their departure lingering in the chilly morning air.

When they were finally out of earshot, Kaitlin pushed herself up from the security of the bough, her breaths coming in shallow bursts. “Oh my god, Keltor, they’re going to kill Esimae!” she whispered, her voice trembling with panic.

Keltor glanced at her, his face set and urgent as he snatched up his rucksack. “I know, I heard him. Come on, we need to go, now,” he urged, his tone clipped and low to avoid drawing attention.

Bark scraped against their palms as they slid down the rough trunk, the morning’s chill biting into their skin. Overhead, leaves rustled softly, and the distant voices of the soldiers faded into the misty forest air. The ground below was slick with dew, and the sharp scent of earth filled their nostrils as they dropped to the forest floor.

Kaitlin landed, wincing as twigs snapped beneath her boots. “We can’t let them kill her, Keltor. She’s the only family I have left,” she said, her words fractured by a sniffle as she wiped away tears with the back of her hand.

“We won’t,” Keltor said firmly as he landed beside her, a look of determination flashing in his eyes. “We’ll save her somehow. I promise you, Kaitlin. I owe her my life.”

XXX

Jasen and his men reached the other soldiers at the Deodar village by mid-morning. The pyre had already been built, and they were all ready for the execution. The mood in the village was sombre. Esimae was well known in the village; she was a healer and had helped and saved many of the villagers in the months she had been living there. She was greatly respected. The Deodars busied themselves so as not to think about what was about to happen. It wasn’t that they were cowards, or that they didn’t care or want to help Esimae—far from it—but they simply couldn’t. Aranstream soldiers had seized most of the able-bodied men to work on the new castle, and the few that remained were either elders or the infirm. Any attempt to intervene would be met with swift punishment from the Aranstream soldiers, who watched the villagers with suspicion, hands never straying far from their weapons.

The Deodars mostly lived up in the trees, their homes perched high in the canopy of the giant oaks. The village spanned throughout the forest, with bridges and walkways connecting each home and weaving the entirety of the settlement together. From their lofty walkways, villagers peered down at the clearing below, their vantage points offering little comfort as they witnessed the grim preparations unfolding at ground level. The elevated homes, usually a symbol of safety and unity, now served only to heighten their sense of helplessness as they looked on, unable to protect one of their own.

At midday, the mournful blare of a horn shattered the uneasy hush, summoning the Deodars to gather at ground level. They did not assemble out of curiosity or desire to witness Esimae’s agony, but because they were commanded—forced to bear witness under Aranstream’s unyielding edict. Traitors were to be beheaded, but for a witch, the punishment was the pyre. It was a lesson meant for all, adults and children alike.

The courtyard below the tree houses, usually alive with children’s laughter, was now filled with sombre faces. Among the Deodars stood a handful of elves, refugees whose homes had been razed in the attack eight months before. The crowd was mostly made up of women clutching infants, small children huddling close, and elders leaning on canes. Many averted their eyes, clutching their children tightly, while others whispered prayers under trembling breaths. Tears shone in some eyes, and a palpable fear rippled through the throng—fear for Esimae, for themselves, for what might come next.

“Make sure she’s tied tight, I don’t want those witchy hands free,” Jasen ordered. 

The harsh clatter of rope tightening echoed off the surrounding trees as Esimae was bound to the post atop the pyre, the rough fibres biting into her wrists and ankles, pinning her helplessly above the stacked wood. The scent of wood drifted up from the pyre, mingling with the earthy scent of the forest, and she could feel splinters pressing against her back. Her breathing came fast and shallow, panic fluttering in her chest as she strained against the bonds.

Esimae’s voice rang out, unwavering despite the peril she faced. “You’ll get your comeuppance,” she yelled at Jasen, her words echoing through the tense silence that had fallen over the crowd.

“Yeah, maybe I will, but you’ll still be dead,” Jasen growled back at Esimae.

If she wasn’t such a lady, she would have spat at him, but instead she took a deep breath and held her head high, her long dark curls lifting in the subtle breeze as she stood precariously on a shelf balanced atop the pile of wood. She gazed out over the crowd that had come to witness her execution. Amongst the gathering were many Deodars—her friends and former patients—yet fear kept them from intervening. Esimae held no resentment toward them; she understood their terror. The new King had conscripted most of their young men to labour on his grand castle in Aranstream, leaving the villagers weakened and unable to oppose the occupying soldiers. Nor would she wish them to fight and risk their lives on her behalf; she did not want their blood on her conscience as well.

A silent wish echoed in her heart that her punishment might have been beheading or something swifter—anything but the agony she now faced, the fire soon to sear her flesh. Her eyes drifted across the assembled faces, searching for comfort or hope, and as she glanced to her right, her expression shifted in recognition.

Tears filled Logan’s eyes as he looked up at Esimae. Powerless, his hands bound and held firm by an Aranstream soldier, he watched as another soldier removed the ladder from the pyre, making escape impossible. All he could do was lift his shackled hands to his face to wipe away his tears, overwhelmed by helplessness and sorrow.

Esimae offered him a gentle, reassuring smile and nodded her head. “It’s okay,” she mouthed to him, even as cold tears traced paths down her cheeks. She bore no blame for Logan, responsibility lay with her alone. It was the Aranstream soldiers who had killed her beloved Jaike, and in her grief she had tried to protect him with her magic. Now, in the eyes of the new King, her abilities marked her as a threat—and for that, she would burn as a witch.

A hush fell so suddenly across the courtyard that even the wind seemed to hold its breath; the rustling leaves were stilled, and the crowd’s whispers died on trembling lips. Jasen’s voice erupted through the silence, harsh and commanding, reverberating off the roots and boards of the Deodar homes above. “This is it, Logan. Your last chance. You light the fire, or she burns anyway.” His words lingered in the air like the taste of iron—thick, bitter, and inescapable—making the assembled villagers flinch and shift uneasily.

Logan’s heart pounded painfully inside his chest as the rough grip of the soldiers bruised his arms, though he scarcely noticed. His world had narrowed to the post, the pyre, and Esimae standing above the waiting wood. Her dark eyes met his—pleading, yet unflinching—and in that gaze he recalled every gentle kindness she had bestowed upon him and his wife. The distant, frightened cry of a child cut through his thoughts, followed by the creak of strained rope and the shuffling feet of onlookers desperate to look away, but unable to.

Cold sweat slicked Logan’s back, the acrid aroma of smoke from Jasen’s torch beginning to mingle with the salt of his own tears. Summoning his strength, he managed to speak—his voice ragged and unsteady at first, then growing stronger with resolve. “No,” Logan said, his defiance clear despite the tremor in his words. He wrenched against the soldiers’ grasp, his knuckles white and his eyes never leaving Esimae’s face. “I won’t be the hand that harms her. Logan’s voice shook with emotion as he pleaded with Jasen. “She’s done nothing but heal this village, Jasen—she’s saved the lives of so many.” The words tumbled from his lips, thick with desperation and grief. He looked around at the crowd, his gaze searching the faces of neighbours who had once turned to Esimae in their hour of need, knowing how often she had eased their suffering or brought loved ones back from the brink. Yet now, fear kept them silent, unable to defend the very woman who had so often defended them. Logan’s protest hung in the air, a last attempt to remind the villagers—and Jasen—of all the good Esimae had done, even as the threat of the pyre loomed ever closer.

“Fine, just so you know, there are soldiers on their way to your wife,” Jasen hissed, his voice low and venomous as he leaned in close. The words slithered into Logan’s ears like poison, and Jasen’s icy breath raised goosebumps along Logan’s neck before he turned and strode towards the looming pyre. Logan tried to wrench free from the soldiers’ iron grip. His heart hammered painfully in his chest, each beat thrumming with panic and helpless fury. Desperation surged within him, churning like a tempest as he shouted, his voice raw and jagged, “You son of a bitch, don’t you touch her!” He strained violently against the hands restraining him, his entire body trembling with fear and rage.

xxx

Keltor and Kaitlin fought their way through the tightly packed crowd of Deodars. Towering above them the Deodars made perfect cover as they struggled to get closer, weaving between the imposing figures of the forest dwellers and other elves who had managed to reach the front. Desperation surged in Kaitlin’s voice as she clung to Keltor’s arm, her panic mounting at the sight of her aunt, Esimae, bound to a pole atop the pyre. “Oh my god, oh my god, Keltor, we have to do something,” she cried, her grip tightening in fear and helplessness. The question gnawed at her: why wasn’t Esimae using her magic to free herself?

Keltor, his gaze sweeping the scene, tried to assess their chances. He counted twenty Aranstream soldiers visible among the villagers, but he knew there could be more hidden within the village. There was no time to investigate further. As he searched for answers, he caught Esimae’s eye. She was looking directly at someone and mouthing the words “I know,” a silent message that carried a weight of understanding and resignation.

Keltor leaned in close to Kaitlin, his voice a tense whisper as he gripped her arm. “Kaitlin, look over there.” He directed her attention to a point beyond the crowd, urgency colouring his words. Kaitlin’s gaze followed Keltor’s direction and immediately fixed on the sight he indicated. Her breath caught as she recognised Uly and Ren, both of whom were being held tightly by Aranstream soldiers. The soldiers’ swords pressed dangerously against their stomachs, a silent but unmistakable warning. 

The realisation dawned on Kaitlin, and her frustration bubbled to the surface. “It’s Uly and Ren. Oh, shit, that’s why she won’t use her magic,” she exclaimed, understanding at last the reason for Esimae’s inaction. Esimae was being forced to submit, unable to use her powers for fear that any attempt to escape or resist would endanger Uly and Ren.

Keltor’s sharp eyes continued to scan the scene. Amidst the tense standoff, he noticed something unusual—an Aranstream soldier being held captive as well. Unlike the others, this soldier’s composure had broken; tears streamed down his face, betraying his distress.

“That’s who she’s talking to,” Keltor murmured, his voice tinged with surprise as the pieces began to fall into place. “Not Uly or Ren.” His observation was met with a puzzled look from Kaitlin.

“What?” Kaitlin asked, her brow furrowing as she tried to follow Keltor’s train of thought.

Keltor clarified, “That soldier being held next to Uly and Ren—he’s talking to Esimae. He knows her.” The realisation dawned slowly as Keltor strained to recall the events beneath the tree earlier. He remembered the two soldiers who had been arguing, and now, with growing certainty, he pieced together the identity of the captive. “I think I know who he is,” Keltor said, his mind racing as he connected this new revelation to the unfolding drama.

Kaitlin’s voice trembled as she pressed Keltor for answers. “Who?” she demanded, confusion furrowing her brow.

“It’s that soldier, the one under the tree, the one who was defending Esimae. I think it’s Logan, Alana’s husband,” Keltor replied, anxiety clear in his tone. His eyes darted anxiously across the crowd. “Is she here?” he muttered, scanning the assembly of elves for any sign of Alana.
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