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      For everyone who thinks their small blessings don’t compare to others.  You’re wrong.  You’re magnificent.  And you are worthy.
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      The Diviner’s Soul is the second book in the Blessings Series which is included in the overall series,  The Getaway Chronicles.  The Getaway Chronicles are a series of books written by me and some of the other wonderful authors  with whom I attend an annual writer’s retreat.

      During our 2024 retreat, we visited a farm where tea was grown and harvested.  That’s where Dianthe and Kieran’s story was born.  Kieran’s first appearance came in The Glassmaker’s Helper as Ophelia’s older brother and confidant.  He has a quiet strength which intrigued me even then.  The idea of someone being able to see the bonds connecting us to the others in our lives was fascinating and I wanted to know more.

      For ease of reading, I’ve created a Glossary to help with understanding the magic system I created along with the special terms used in this series.  It’s located in the back for ease of access without interrupting the story.
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      “You need to see your sister.”

      His mother’s words remained in Kieran’s mind from the moment she spoke them.  While she assured him Ophelia was in no danger, she was insistent that he return to Ashenford as soon as possible.  His mother was a healer, not a seer, but his sister was the new Keeper of the Blessings.  Her extraordinary Blessing continued to grow, showing different aspects daily.

      The sights and sounds of Ashenford were now familiar to Kieran as he rode through the village atop his mount, Heartflower.  His sister had been living at the Keeper’s estate for almost a full revolution.  After her glassmaker mate, Rylan, read the sparks declaring her Blessing as an Ergokin, they’d journeyed here for her to meet with the Keeper of the Blessings in the hopes she could help Ophelia learn to use her Blessing.

      What they learned was beyond what any of them had expected.  Not only was his sister given a Blessing not seen in over a millennium, but she’d been tapped to be the next Keeper of the Blessings—the guardian of the Ledger.  Kieran hadn’t been present the rotation Ophelia met Aurora, but Damien had told the family everything in great detail when they returned.

      His brother, Damien, didn’t accompany Kieran on this visit.  Instead, only he and Ramo, the brother closest to him in age, made the trek.  When Ramo wasn’t with his mate, the two were thick as thieves.

      Villagers nodded and waved in greeting as the Leander brothers passed through.  Since Ophelia had taken up residence at the Keeper’s estate, the Leanders had become well known in the small village.  As they drew near the estate, Kieran wondered what message his sister had sent to their mother prompting this visit.

      One might think Ophelia could’ve used her abilities to tell him what she needed, instead of only communicating with their mother.  But who was he?  In a family filled with blessed beings, Kieran considered his Blessing to be a passive gift.  The ability to see the bonds connecting beings to one another didn’t inspire songs from bards.   And despite his parents’ assurances of no Blessing being greater than another, Kieran found his to be not very spectacular.

      While passing the villagers, his eyes followed the brilliance of colors stretching between them, binding them to one another.  The green of familial ties was abundant.  However, orange, red, and hints of gold connected some of the villagers to the others.

      So accustomed to seeing the ties which were invisible to most other beings, Kieran appreciated the beautiful tapestry they created, but he didn’t stand in awe of them as he had when his Blessing first manifested as a youngling.  Seeing them was now so commonplace he possessed the ability to mute them so as not to have them as a distraction as he went about his daily tasks.

      Ramo rode at his side.  Neither spoke to the other, as they’d exhausted the discussion as to why the Future Keeper of the Blessings requested his presence.  They entered the main gates to no fanfare, but Kieran’s eyes lit up at the sight before him, bringing a smile to his face.

      Standing before the massive doors leading into the interior of the keep was their youngest sibling and only sister.  Hopping off his horse, he opened his arms as she flew into them.

      “Kieran!  You came!”

      “Of course I came, Phely.  Mama said you needed me.”

      Cradling his face in her hands, his sister appeared to assess him.  The amber eyes, which all the Leander siblings shared, stared at him filled with more depth and knowing than he recalled from the last time he’d seen her a little more than a moon cycle prior.

      “You look...  I’m not sure how to describe it, Kee.  I see⁠—”

      Taking her hands in his, Kieran removed them from his face.

      “Then don’t.  Just be happy I’m here and tell me what you need.”

      The downside of his sister studying with Aurora to master her Blessing—her quick progression.  What they’d assumed to be her normal level of empathy was actually the undeveloped Blessing of a Psykin, beings who can obtain information about others through touch.  If she had suspicions, the moment she touched him, more than Kieran wanted revealed became clear to her.

      Movement beside them brought Ramo clearly into view.  Handing the reins of his horse to the attendant standing nearby, he approached them wearing a scowl.

      “So, is Kieran the only brother you’re happy to see?”

      The smile she aimed at Ramo smoothed away the concern marring Phely’s brow.

      “Ramo!  Of course I’m happy to see you, brother.”

      Separating from Kieran, she threw herself into Ramo’s arms the way she’d done as a child.  The green cord connecting them brightened to brilliant levels.  Kieran regarded them affectionately, though his anxiety to know what required them to travel from Misthaven to Ashenford made him wish for a quick reunion.

      While Ophelia and Ramo had their family reunion, the doors opened and her mate, Rylan, stepped out.  Once again, Kieran marveled at the vividness and purity of the indigo thread connecting them.  Their parents were true mates, yet the link between his sister and her Glassmaker seemed to glow more vibrantly.  He wondered if their unique positions within the realm caused it and not simply their bond.

      Ophelia was the apprentice to the current Keeper of Blessings, and Rylan was her Glassmaker.  Their lives would be extended beyond the normal cycle of others, prolonging the legacies of both of their families for generations.

      Stopping next to him, Rylan held out his hand to Kieran.  Grasping Rylan’s forearm, Kieran tugged him into a half hug.

      “Glassmaker.”

      “Leander.”

      “I notice my sister is well.”

      “It is my life’s mission to see to it she is better than well.”

      Nodding, Kieran smiled at Rylan’s response.  Being his sister’s protector and friend was how Kieran spent most of his life.  Her happiness was important to all of them.

      Ophelia tapped his shoulder before she slipped her hand into Rylan’s, then tilted her head toward the open door.

      “Come inside.”

      As he followed them, Kieran couldn’t stop himself from once again trying to get to the point of this visit.  The urgency in his mother’s voice didn’t match the reception they’d received from their sister.  Once they sat near the hearth with mugs of ale in their hands, he wished to wind and reset the sands in the hourglass.

      “I have to go where?  For what?”

      An eyeroll preceded Ophelia’s huffing breath.

      “I am certain I spoke clearly, brother.  However, for your benefit, I will say it again.  You must go to Whispering Vale.  It’s near Thistledown.  There’s a Diviner there and an innocent who both need you.”

      Pressing one hand to his chest, Kieran peered at her.

      “They need me?  Me?  Why?  Don’t think I’m not aware of who resides at Whispering Vale, Phely.  And I am positive you’re aware of the potential welcome a Leander would have there.”

      “You mean who formerly resided there.”  The Glassmaker spoke after taking a drink, then lowering the cup.

      Rylan leaned one elbow on the table with his hand wrapped around his cup of ale.  His other hand rested on Ophelia’s.  Their fingers entwined, and their indigo bond pulsed lightly.

      Caspian Ironshade had attempted to collect Ophelia after witnessing the reading of her Blessing.  It resulted in Rylan severing the other male’s head from his body.  So, technically, he was correct.  Caspian no longer lived at Whispering Vale.

      “It doesn’t matter if Caspian Ironshade is no longer there.  You have to know they won’t welcome Leanders.  Why would anyone there need me?”

      Releasing her mate’s hand, Ophelia reached across the table to grasp Kieran’s.

      “Kee, do you trust me?”

      His response was immediate.

      “Of course I do.”

      “Then, you know I am being truthful.  You are needed there.”

      Kieran peered at his sister, responding in a lowered voice.

      “Phely, I’m a skilled warrior, but beyond that, my Blessing isn’t one of great power, lending itself to tasks such as this.”

      When Ophelia touched the side of his face, Kieran may as well have been looking into their mother’s eyes.

      “You are more powerful than you think, brother.  And you are needed there.”
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      Sebastian!

      Dianthe’s internal voice screamed her brother’s name.  Shaking hands set the teacup down with a clatter.  Not sparing a sand to take note of any damage, she rushed to the front door of the little cottage she lived in with her youngest sibling.

      Frantic eyes searched the little cove and trees, which partially hid the cottage from the rest of the estate.  Trapped in her lungs, her breath was captive until the moment she located him. Crouched at the edge of the lake, he twirled his fingers above the surface of the water.  The liquid swirled—slowly lifting until it resembled a miniature hurricane.

      “Sebastian!”

      Dianthe’s breath released in an anxious yell.  Whipping around to look at her, Sebastian’s little hurricane dissolved—returning to the otherwise placid lake.  Wide eyes searched hers as he stood silently staring at her.

      Hurried steps took her to his side.  She grasped his shoulders, inspecting him from head to toe, before looking around.  They lived in relative isolation from the rest of the inhabitants of Whispering Vale.  But, if what she’d seen in the dregs from Sebastian’s morning tea was accurate, their time of peacefulness had come to an end.

      “What is it, sister?”

      Concern filled Sebastian’s cinnamon-colored eyes as he stared up at her.  While they shared the same father, they had different mothers.  Sebastian’s mother had gifted him with her copper-colored hair, pale skin, and freckles.  Dianthe’s mother was responsible for her dark hair and eyes, as well as her deep bronze-colored skin.

      Thankfully, neither of them bore any resemblance to the male who sired them.  Caspian Ironshade was not a being Dianthe ever desired to emulate.  She was certain if she hadn’t found a way to be useful to him, he would have married her off to someone simply to get her out of his presence.

      She could be certain because he’d done exactly that with two of her sisters—those born without Blessings.  Caspian had no use for the unblessed. Even the blessed had to have what he deemed a worthwhile gift to remain in his collection, as he liked to call them.

      Not for a single rotation did Dianthe regret hearing the news of his demise.  Having never been a true father to her, she didn’t harbor soft feelings toward him.  As his first born, one would assume she held a place of honor, but she had one major flaw—beyond not being born with a powerful Blessing.

      She was female.  He wanted a son.  One with a great Blessing.  A rare Blessing like that of the Ergokin he’d left to acquire more than a revolution ago.  It was a trip from which he never returned.

      Sebastian was his great hope until a visit to the Glassmaker of Thistledown showed him to be a Hydrokin.  A visit Dianthe had advised him against taking.

      Past

      Caspian drained the last of the tea from the cup, placing it in the saucer.  Dianthe waited a moment before reaching for it.  A foreboding feeling descended on her, making her hand feel heavy.  Like she’d attached bags of lead to her digits.

      “Get on with it, girl.  I don’t have endless sands to waste.”

      Lifting the cup, Dianthe observed the pattern created by the dregs inside.  Her vision blurred until the wilted tea leaves ceased to exist.

      Instead of the brown bits obscuring the bottom, she saw the inside of the Glassmaker’s workshop.  He’d pronounced the Blessing of Ergokin to someone Dianthe couldn’t see.  The Glassmaker, along with four large handsome males, was blocking her view.  She caught only a glimpse of brown skin and dark curly hair.

      Dianthe’s vision abruptly shifted to a green countryside.  A contingent of blessed beings stood behind Caspian. Some beings she recognized as Caspian's followers.  However, she didn’t recognize the small group astride horses opposite them.

      A beautiful female, terrible in her beauty, with long, abundant hair swirling about her head, disappeared from the back of her horse and reappeared on the back of Reave, one of Caspian’s most trusted Brawns.  Dianthe watched in amazement as the female laid hands on Reave, causing him to collapse in a heap.

      When she stood facing off against those who remained, rocks, stones, and the very dirt beneath their feet hurtled toward Caspian’s contingent.  It wasn’t difficult for Dianthe to locate the Earther responsible.  Next to him was a large male she immediately recognized as the Glassmaker from Thistledown.  Only instead of wearing his leathers and holding the tools of his trade, he wielded a battle axe constructed almost entirely of glass.  The Glassmaker’s words and actions revealed the beautiful female to be his mate.  And he fought valiantly to protect her.

      The vision was so vivid, Dianthe felt as if she had been dropped right into the midst of the ongoing destruction.  She could almost smell the newly turned dirt.  Random screams had her whipping her head to the side to see the female wreaking havoc amongst Caspian’s personal army.  She watched as he attempted to use his dominance over metals to take control of the situation, rendering swords and arrows against him useless.  However, they were still quickly overrun, despite their superior numbers.

      Dianthe wasn’t surprised to see Caspian attempt to run away once he saw his odds of success disappear.  The male who sired her and her siblings was foremost concerned with his own preservation.  Although he’d rarely faced an opponent he couldn’t best, he also wasn’t one to attempt to persevere in the face of insurmountable odds.

      The vision shifted, and Dianthe stared as Caspian faced off against the Glassmaker.  She was jerked back into her chair in her small cottage with the parting gift of seeing the Glassmaker of Thistledown severing Caspian’s head from his shoulders.

      Opening her eyes with a startled gasp, the cup slipped from her trembling fingers, clattering into the saucer on the table.  Coming out in short bursts, Dianthe’s breath returned in a rush.  Her fingers gripped the edge of the wood as she attempted to get her breathing under control.  She looked everywhere but at the male sitting on the other side of the small table she used for her readings.

      “What is it?  What did you see?”

      Delivered in rapid-fire, Caspian’s questions held a sharp edge.  To her ear, it sounded like a mix of anxiety and anticipation.

      “The Glassmaker of Thistledown...”

      She hesitated to tell him more.  His plans for the rotation were no secret; he was finally taking Sebastian to the Glassmaker to have her brother’s Blessing confirmed by the sparks.  Dianthe saw Sebastian’s Blessing the moment she first held him in her arms.  His mother perished during his birthing, and none of Caspian’s other concubines were willing to mother the son Caspian had waited so many revolutions to father.

      Dianthe’s own mother was still living.  However, she died not long after, her heart broken by the mate she’d loved, who’d set her aside for others when she didn’t produce the male heir he coveted.  Determined to realize the vision a Diviner made to him revolutions prior, he fathered fifteen others, all female, before Sebastian was born.

      Despite having anticipated the arrival of a son for so long, Caspian largely ignored the youngling, leaving him in Dianthe’s care until times such as these where he wanted to validate his ability to sire greatness in his offspring.

      Dianthe’s hesitation was not appreciated, and Caspian expressed his displeasure by gripping her wrist, removing her hand from its grip on the edge of the table.

      “Tell me what you saw and leave nothing out.”

      How had he known she’d been searching for a way to relay her vision without being the object of his anger?  Possibly because he’d spent her life delivering backhanded compliments and only affirming her value when her visions foretold things which could add to his holdings in some way.

      Glancing out the nearby window, she saw her brother running along the water’s edge, giggling as fish seemed to leap from the little pond to follow him.  She knew they weren’t leaping.  Sebastian was a Hydrokin.  Not yet declared by the Glassmaker, but Dianthe was certain of it.

      Sebastian was using his gift of controlling water to form it into fish shapes and send them flying through the air like a carnival trick.  He was only seven winters old, so such things would be amusing to him.  Dianthe didn’t want Caspian’s plans to crush her brother’s sweet spirit. Yet she knew there was only so much she could do to protect him.

      She’d managed to keep her knowledge of Sebastian’s Blessing a secret from Caspian, but her time had run out.  Their sire was taking him to the Glassmaker on this rotation.  The rotations which follow would be a conglomeration of Caspian’s disappointment in Sebastian not having a more powerful gift and him looking for ways to add the Ergokin to his collection of concubines—in the hopes she would be the one to provide him with offspring worthy of carrying on the Ironshade legacy.

      “I won’t ask you again, girl.  Look at me and tell me what you saw.”

      There wasn’t an inkling of their familial ties in Caspian’s voice when he spoke to Dianthe.  So, despite her knowing he’d be unlikely to take the news well, she told him what she’d seen in the tea leaves.

      “I saw your death.”

      Releasing her wrist like it was on fire, Caspian’s eyes widened before he narrowed them suspiciously.

      “You lie.”

      Shaking her head, Dianthe held his gaze.  Although he was a Ferrokin, Caspian fancied himself a being of many powerful Blessings—some of them latent.  Avoiding his stare was an admission of guilt.  So, Dianthe watched his eyes as he peered into hers, looking for the truth. Finally, he asked another question.

      “And how might this death come about?”

      “You will lose your head to one seeking to protect his mate.”

      Caspian’s hand flew to his neck.  Then, he quickly lowered it to his lap.  His fingers curled into a fist as he pierced Dianthe with a knowing gaze.

      “And why would anyone seek to take my head?  I haven’t threatened anyone’s mate.”

      Choosing her words carefully, Dianthe replied, “You will.  I’m uncertain how, but it begins this rotation when you take Sebastian to the Glassmaker’s workshop.  There is where everything begins.  If you want to avoid your fate, wait a rotation before visiting the Glassmaker.

      Sebastian is now seven winters.  What is one more rotation in comparison to the revolution which has passed since he came of age for the Glassmaker to read the sparks for him?”

      They sat at the small table with Caspian silently assessing her while Dianthe used every morsel of willpower she possessed to remain still under his scrutiny.  She didn’t have to touch him or even pick up the nearly forgotten teacup to know the moment he decided that he didn’t believe her.

      Standing so abruptly he knocked into the table, Caspian adjusted his cloak.

      “You have been wrong before.  Many times.  My Blessing is strong.  I don’t fear being bested by any being.  And since I don’t threaten the mates of other males, your...”

      He waved a hand in the air between them.

      “...little foreshadowing is nothing more than a fantasy.  Maybe wishful thinking.  Besides, the many blessed beings living here in Whispering Vale are loyal to Caspian Ironshade.  They would sooner give their own heads than watch some misguided male take mine.”

      Knowing nothing she could say would change his mind, Dianthe watched as he exited the cottage, called out to Sebastian, and left with the boy docilely trailing behind him.

      Present

      Gesturing, Dianthe called Sebastian to her, then rushed them both into the small cottage.  Taking him by the shoulders, she bent until they were eye level.

      “I need you to go to the orchard right now.  Stay there until I come for you.  Find a place near the center of the grove and hide.  Don’t speak to anyone and do not come out until you hear me say these words: ‘Let’s go for a swim.’  Do you understand?”

      Sebastian’s small face held a grave expression.  His eyes seemed knowledgeable beyond his age when he nodded.

      “Repeat it back to me.”

      “Go to the orchard.  Hide in the grove until you come.”

      When he paused, Dianthe nudged him.  “And...”

      “Wait for you to say, ‘Let’s go for a swim.’”

      Giving him a quick hug, Dianthe kissed his forehead.  Rushing him through the cottage, she grabbed his satchel, handing it to him as she essentially pushed him from the back door.

      “Go.  Hurry.”

      She’d just made it back to the front room, picked up the chipped teacup and placed it into the washing basin when there was an authoritative knock on the front door.  Smoothing her hands along the front of her smock, she opened the door.  The person she’d anticipated was on the other side.

      “Zakos.”

      A broad smile stretched across his lips, reminding Dianthe of a reptile.  The male who’d been Caspian’s second in command stepped over the threshold without being invited inside.

      “Dianthe.  Lovely early rotation, isn’t it?”

      His gaze swept around the interior of her small cottage.

      “Where is young Sebastian?  I’d like to speak with him.”

      Dianthe stared at him while silently praying to the goddess that her brother had done exactly as she’d instructed and was now safely away from the power-hungry Changer standing in their tiny home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Seated on his mount, guiding Heartflower in a slow trot, Kieran didn’t look at his brother or his cousin.  While Ramo had been with him at Ashenford, Magnus had joined the duo when they passed near Misthaven on the way to Whispering Vale.  Somehow, his sister had gotten word to the Earther, and he’d met Kieran and Ramo on the road.

      Kieran didn’t tax his mind with determining how Ophelia had accomplished such a feat.  He simply accepted the provisions his mother sent by way of his cousin through mating, along with two mounts for the expected additions to their party.

      As he considered the skills which would be helpful on this quest, having a Veil and an Earther, who were also skilled in combat, would be more than adequate.  Although, Kieran would prefer if there were no need for combat, he wouldn’t shy away from it.

      The nose of Ramo’s horse entered Kieran’s periphery, drawing a quick glance before he put his sights back on the well-traveled road.  He’d not risk riding Heartflower into a hole or hobbling her.  She’d been his constant companion for many revolutions.  He had great affection for the prickly beast.  There were only a handful of beings she tolerated, and Kieran was happy to be counted among them.

      Once Ramo was directly beside him, Kieran understood his brother was attempting conversation.  While he wasn’t very interested in talking, he knew Ramo wouldn’t let off until he’d said whatever was on his mind.  Slowing Heartflower, he looked at his brother with a single lifted eyebrow.

      “For a male who was uninterested in adventure, you seem very eager to reach Whispering Vale.  Could it have something to do with the beautiful female our sister spoke of?”

      Returning his gaze to the road they traveled, Kieran considered encouraging Heartflower into a faster pace to avoid discussing this with Ramo again. Yet, he couldn’t stop himself from responding.

      “Phely never said anything about the female being beautiful.  You’re embellishing.”

      Chuckling made Kieran glance at Magnus, who’d come abreast of him on his left.

      “Care to share the jest, Magnus?”

      Apparently, his serious demeanor and question were more amusing than his admonishment of Ramo’s statement, because Magnus’s chuckles escalated.  Ramo soon joined in.  Adjusting his reins, pushing forward, and applying pressure with his thigh, Kieran gave in to the desire to tell Heartflower to go faster.  He’d not stay between the two jokesters, being the unwilling object of their amusement.

      Of course, Ramo would assume the female’s beauty was Kieran’s motivation for acquiescing to Ophelia’s request following her vision.  He had no idea she’d begun exploring a Diviner’s Blessing, giving her insight into possible futures.  However, her mentor, Aurora, was confident in the information enough to encourage Ophelia to contact him and compel him to travel across the realm to enter a hostile area to assist a female whose name he didn’t know.

      All he knew of her was that he would meet her in the company of a youngling.  The youngling they’d met briefly at the Glassmaker’s workshop.  Ophelia’s vision wasn’t fully complete, but she relayed the urgency and feeling of danger she experienced while inside it.

      Although Aurora explained how Ophelia’s vision was one possibility, it was highly probable.  Unless someone intervened, the boy’s Blessing would be exploited, and the female subjected to some form of imprisonment.  Considering where they lived, under the rule of, first Caspian Ironshade, and then to whomever stepped into the position following his demise, her freedom was already compromised.

      Kieran detested beings who sought to control others simply because they perceived them to be weaker.  It was the action of a coward.  One who was small inside, requiring the validation of dominating others to make them feel big.  Nothing set his blood boiling more quickly than seeing such disparity.

      Not allowing him to get away or retreat into himself, Ramo kept pace until Kieran remembered to put Heartflower’s needs before his own ego.  They’d been traveling for many rotations.  At his current pace, his mount would burn out more quickly.  Besides, they were nearing Whispering Vale. Entering the area with thundering hooves wasn’t wise.

      They were less than a rotation away with the sun just peeking over the tops of the mountains in the distance.  Slowing to a stop, Kieran brushed aside his brother’s attempt to goad him and dismounted.  His expression projected the shift in demeanor without using words.

      Ramo and Magnus followed suit, trailing behind him as he left the main road, going into the brush toward a copse of oaks.  The branches hung low, filled with vibrant green leaves.  Once they’d passed through the first row, they were effectively invisible from the road.  Tugging the map they’d been given from his saddlebag, Kieran confirmed their location.

      “This is the beginning of the fifth rotation since we left Ashenford.  We passed through Thistledown with the rising of the sun.”

      Tracing his finger along the parchment, Kieran peeked upward at the position of the sun before returning to the map.

      “So, we should be... here.  Which means the edge of Whispering Vale is the grove just beyond this forest.”

      “I see someone has actually been paying attention to Damien.”

      Ramo bumped his shoulder.  Shrugging him off, Kieran put the map away and started carefully picking his way through the foliage.  Damien’s Blessing as a Seeker meant he could never get lost.  Since the rest of them didn’t possess the same good fortune, his brother created maps for them of every place he’d been in the realm.  The guides were useful when they were escorting Ophelia from Glassmaker to Glassmaker, looking for someone capable of reading the sparks and proclaiming her Blessing.

      When they reached the edge of the forest, there was a short expanse of green grass seemingly cut in a pattern leading to a grove of fruit trees.  The sweet scent of the produce wafted toward them on the breeze, reminding Kieran of the sands which had passed since his last meal.  They’d traveled through the night to reach Ashenford as quickly as they had, which meant eating small meals and snacks in the saddle.

      For a being of his size, those tiny portions didn’t go very far.  Maybe they could procure some of the delicious-smelling citripom.  It was Kieran’s favorite fruit.  Having so many plentiful options was a temptation he was positive he couldn’t resist.  Leaving their horses tethered to low-hanging branches of a nearby oak, they ventured closer to the orchard.

      Communicating with Ramo and Magnus without words, he motioned for them to survey the area.  Only after they were certain no one was about, they streaked from the cover of the forest, not slowing until they reached the citripom trees.  It was lucky for them that it was the height of the season.  So, the trees were at their tallest and filled with the bright rouge, emerald, and calcite colored fruit, shielding them from sight.

      The orchard was nothing short of a maze.  Some Phytokin or Earther had taken great care in the placement of the producing trees, dividing one species from another with tall hedges.  Kieran had no doubt, were he able to take flight, he’d see the area was intricately designed to be strikingly beautiful from above.

      “Brother, would you happen to know where we’re going or what we’re looking for?”

      Ramo’s whispered question halted Kieran’s forward motion.  Identical amber eyes met his when he looked over his shoulder.  He couldn’t answer since he was going purely on instinct.  Ophelia had assured him simply being in this place would guide him to where he was most needed.

      He'd placed great trust in his only sister, and was now asking Ramo and Magnus to trust his intangible knowledge.  As he considered his answer, the patter of water reached his ears.  Something about the noise wasn’t right.  Fountains had a particular sound when the water splashed into the small pool.  This was different.  Placing his finger to his lips to quiet Ramo’s questions, Kieran looked around.

      Peeking between the rows to the narrow path between the trees, Kieran spied a statue.  It appeared to be crafted in the image of a female, holding a pitcher.  There was a light trickle of water coming from the stone pitcher, but instead of landing into a pool at the feet of the figure, the water bounced around the feet of the statue.  Then, as if it had a mind of its own, it curved around the back of the stone figure into the crease of the arm holding the pitcher before pouring from the lip all over again.

      Tearing his gaze away from the oddity, Kieran began searching the base of the trees for potential hiding spots near the statue.  The play of the water was either due to a Spellcaster or a Hydrokin.  Being led here by the instinct Ophelia told him to trust, Kieran sent a quick prayer to the goddess that the youngling they’d come to aid was the source of the water play.

      A flash of copper caught his eye.  Thankful for the brightness and angle of the sun, Kieran looked to Magnus, who was standing closest to where the youngling was hidden.  Unfortunately, Magnus was a skilled Earther, but wasn’t light on his feet.  The moment he moved, a dried branch cracked beneath his feet.

      The pattering water stopped immediately with the stream hitting the stone feet, then trickling into the base of the statue before being absorbed into the grass beneath it.  Going completely still, Magnus grimaced apologetically, hunching his shoulders and lifting his hands.  Restraining from releasing a frustrated sigh, Kieran looked around before stepping completely onto the path.  He was hoping it hadn’t been so long the boy would have forgotten him.

      However, since the sands passed differently for little ones, he couldn’t be certain.  Thankfully, Ophelia had recalled the youngling’s name when she saw him in her vision.

      “Sebastian?”

      Taking tentative steps forward, Kieran called out, modulating his voice to keep it neutral and friendly.  It was the voice he used to calm his nieces when they were upset or needed some minor quarrel between them settled.

      “Sebastian, do you remember me?  I was at the Glassmaker’s the rotation he read the sparks for you.”

      Stopping at the edge, just shy of stepping into the little clearing near the statue, Kieran trained his gaze on the lowest limbs of the citripom tree partially hiding the boy.  Lowering himself to his haunches, he tried to make himself small—non-threatening.

      Based on what Ophelia told him, they had few sands to forge a relationship with Sebastian before they’d need to leave Whispering Vale.  It was no longer safe for the child or his guardian.

      “I am called Kieran of the Leanders of Misthaven.  The Glassmaker is now mated to my sister.  They—my sister and the Glassmaker—told me to come here.  Can you step out so we can talk?”

      Drawing on the patience he’d mastered over the revolutions, Kieran watched the foliage, waiting.  Although he couldn’t fully see him, he felt Sebastian’s assessing stare.  Behind him, Ramo and Magnus remained stock still.  Kieran barely detected their breathing.

      Finally, the leaves rustled, then little fingers appeared, followed by bright, cinnamon-colored eyes.  With a mixture of youthful curiosity and trepidation, Sebastian watched him a while longer before speaking.

      “You are the fourth of four.”

      The fourth of four?  The phrase was unfamiliar to Kieran.  However, it was accurate.  He was the fourth of four sons born to his parents.  No being had ever spoken of it in that manner before.  Where had this youngling heard it?

      “Yes, I am the fourth son.”  Gesturing to Ramo, Kieran flicked his fingers for him to come out onto the path as well.  “This is my brother, Ramo.  He’s the third of four.”

      The cinnamon eyes disappeared as Ramo came into view.  Looking up at his brother, Kieran lifted a brow.  Catching his unspoken command, Ramo lowered himself to a squat with his hands dangling between his knees.  Turning back to the boy’s hiding spot, Kieran tried again.

      “We won’t hurt you, Sebastian.  We’re here to help.  Can you come out?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk to anyone.  I have to stay hidden.”

      Nodding, Kieran slowly pulled his pack from his back.  Thankful they’d taken the time to stop into Rylan’s workshop along the way, he reached inside.  When he pulled his hand out, he slowly unwrapped the cloth, revealing a wide-mouthed vessel.  Vibrant blues swirled with aqua and green to give the perception of ocean waves crashing together.

      “Do you remember this?  The Glassmaker made it for you on the rotation he read your sparks.  It’s a beautiful piece.”

      Placing it on the grass at a distance between them, Kieran met Sebastian’s wary gaze.

      “Why didn’t you return for it?”

      More of Sebastian’s face became visible when he leaned forward to look at the physical representation of his Blessing created by the Glassmaker.  It was obvious he longed to touch the delicate glass, but was trying to keep at least part of the promise he’d made.

      “I couldn’t.  No one can go to the Glassmaker without father.  And father is gone.  Dianthe says he’s not coming back.”

      Kieran wondered just how much Sebastian knew about what happened to Caspian; however, he didn’t attempt to satisfy his curiosity.  So, he simply nodded in agreement.  The boy didn’t sound sad that his father wouldn’t return.  He’d provided the information more as a statement of fact than wistfully.

      “No, Sebastian.  He’s not coming back.”

      In slow increments, Sebastian revealed more of himself.  Kieran couldn’t imagine being so young and in the kind of peril Ophelia foresaw before sending him to Whispering Vale.  He was so small, Kieran wondered if Rylan’s estimation of the boy’s age was incorrect.  Sebastian appeared younger than eight winters.

      His little fingers wrapped around the handle of the vessel, and he picked it up.  Just as he was turning it in his hands, seeming to admire the way the light bounced off it, there was a gasping hiss.

      “Sebastian!  I told you to stay hidden until you heard my voice!”

      Kieran turned to see a honey-skinned vision standing on the opposite side of the statue, slightly farther away from the boy.  Buxom, with long hair floating around her head and shoulders in loose, dark spirals, she was the most beautiful female he’d ever seen.  He was so enamored of her beauty; he didn’t immediately notice the bright green bond stretching between Sebastian and whom Kieran deduced must be the Dianthe the boy had spoken of.

      Not his guardian.  His family.  Mother?  Sister?  Something else?  Whoever she was, one other thing was very clear to Kieran.  She was his.  For the first time in all of his revolutions, he saw the deep indigo thread connecting him to another being.  This Dianthe was his true mate.  And from the way she was cautiously skirting the statue to reach Sebastian, she was terrified of him.
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