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CHAPTER 1
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​“Rarrrraww!”

The mountain lion roared from the center aisle. With her elongated amber bluish eyes, the animal glared at the army clad teen with his slicked blond hair. She couldn’t believe the betrayal playing out before her eyes. It might have been too much to take had it happened days earlier but with everything Keira had gone through recently, it was just another obstacle to overcome. 

Luza and Riley were out cold, each shot with two tranquilizer darts. 

Cameron didn’t care what he did or that he and Keira were twenty thousand feet above the ground in a Tahir Jet racing across Europe. 

This was personal for the German teen. The onyx bracelet dangled loosely from his fingers as he grasped around his weapon and pointed at the five-foot-ten long lion with a two-foot long tail and black tip.

Keira didn’t see the grown man in front of her. She saw the old hunter with the crooked teeth who had changed her life. She saw the same man that held her hostage at her old house, attacked her Gilmanton home, and chased her to the cave hidden at Diana’s Baths. His distinguished chin and brow line were looking back at her in the face of his son, standing only feet away from her. 

Cameron Milojevic didn’t intimidate her. He was a fake, a pawn in this ongoing struggle with Sohon, the imposter King of the Forest, the man with the pig’s nose. He didn’t know it yet, but Keira was finished playing nicely. She didn’t forget what happened with the Great Loon, nor did she forget the others like the poor deer who suffered pointlessly. 

Defiantly, Keira raised her enlarged fawn colored paw with razor sharp nails. She flashed her oversized jagged canine teeth and hissed at Cameron.  

“That thing’s not going to put me out,” Keira cried.

“We’ll see.” 

He fired two shots in rapid succession.

She moved with the shots onto one of the leather seats and before Cameron could even turn around and fire another round, she bounded over one chair and had driven her teeth into the teen’s neck. 

He collapsed and his body went limp.

The pistol fell from his hand and the onyx strung bracelet landed on the aisle and rolled under the adjacent seat.

“Rarrrawwwww,” she roared. 

Ignoring her kill, Keira stalked the rest of the aisle. She listened carefully. The only voices she heard came from the sealed cockpit door seconds from her grasp.

Part of her wanted to transform back into her human self, but she couldn’t risk another incident where she wasn’t ready; not yet anyway.

Luza was still wrapped in her maroon blanket. That’s where Keira found her. Two tranquilizer darts were visible in the petite former Arctic fox. Her hair with equally distributed long white and black strands covered her bluish amber eyes and her porcelain, almost translucent skin. 

“I’m sorry,” Keira whispered. 

She turned and saw Riley, the teen that had been a thorn on her side of late. In his human form, she found him to be virtually worthless from his hurtful words he had accosted her with over the last twenty-four hours. 

His shaggy brown hair appeared more like a mop as his slight frame hunched over from two darts to the stomach. While Riley’s doe colored eyes were lifeless, Keira remembered when they meant something to her even it was ever so briefly.

He was planning to take Luza and leave Keira, the Princess of the Forest, behind. Riley had made that clear before they got on the plane. Now here he was, a known traitor, being saved again by the mountain lion he had shunned. She found the humor in it but knew once he was alert that same drum would be beaten until he got his way. For whatever reason, the Prince of Perucica didn’t want Keira’s company anymore. 

Two tear drops fell onto her whiskers with the realization he would likely never say “thank you” for what just passed. He would blame her for trusting a stranger, let alone Bilal’s spawn.

Keira closed her eyes and contemplated what she could do next. 

The cockpit door was closed. She didn’t know anything about the pilots, whose side they may or may not be on. Heck she was clueless as to where they were currently flying. Realizing that slamming on the door might be a bit much as well as threatening the pilots with their lives, the teen felt secure enough to transform.

She would prefer to not kill again due to the fact she knew she couldn’t fly a plane. 

Shifting was a painless process. With a thought her paws, tail, and fur covered frame were gone. Looking down at Riley and Luza in the background, Keira was back with her pale skin, slender frame, and long curly black hair. Her eyes remained the same as before, cat like and curious. 

Unbuttoning her BDU camouflage top, the teen felt unnecessarily encumbered and out of place. Spotting the other two in similar army uniforms, made her wonder how they thought this idea was better than any other option. 

Still, there was nowhere they could have gone after Valo without the help of the recently deceased. Cameron had commandeered a jet, to what end remained to be seen. At least from what Keira could tell, they were no longer in Maine or the United States. 

Placing her hand on the wall-set telephone, Keira pressed the red cockpit button.

“We need to land now. There’s an emergency.”

She held her cards close, waiting for the pilot to respond.

“We are not allowed to change the flight plan without the permission of Mr. Milojevic,” the co-pilot answered.

Tapping her middle finger against the wall, Keira realized nothing was going to be easy. She glanced back at what was left of Cameron. She had yet to even drag him out of the aisle and behind the back seat.

Calmly she spoke into the receiver, “He’s not available at present, nor will be for the foreseeable future. If you would like to come back here and see for yourself, please go right ahead. Although I think that landing this plane might be more in your favor.”

“In that case, we were given orders if such a situation arose. My regrets Princess.”

“Princess?” Keira grimaced. 

She slammed the phone down, breaking the plastic ends. 

“Of course, why would he not have a contingency plan or in the very least homer pilots? Think Keira, think.”

Every movie the teen ever saw flashed before her eyes. She thought of Indiana Jones and his taking over for the missing pilot. There was the popular airplane scene of opening the emergency door and decompressing the air in the cabin. 

None of these scenarios seemed ideal or prudent. 

Wrapping her arms under Riley’s shoulders, she dragged the incapacitated teen to his seat. It took some maneuvering, but she lifted him to his seat and clicked the seat belt into place.

“How are you heavy? You look like a pencil,” Keira pushed her long locks out of her face and then went to check on Luza.

The plane began a sharp descent. 

“Sure, take me for a ride.”

Glancing over the Arctic teen, Keira made sure the seat belt was fastened. 

Stumbling forward, Keira crouched and spread her hands to grasp on to Luza’s and Riley’s chairs. 

Unable to stand upright, she decided that the dead man would stay where he was. There was no point in moving the corpse.  Perhaps not the wisest move, but one she had to live with as the plane continued a steep dive. 

Keira’s crouching meant nothing, as she fell back, slamming against the bulkhead, next to the emergency door latch. 

On her hands and knees, she wondered whether she needed to shift again. Cameron’s body dropped several feet, flew against the back of one seat, and then slammed against the rear bathroom door. Keira braced the wall and accepted there would be no current seat changes.

“What are you doing? You idiots! When we land, I’m going to personally go in there and kick your butts.”

There was utter silence from the cockpit. Keira heard nothing but the sound of the plane descending in a ridiculously steep unsafe manner. 

She tried to lift her head enough to see outside the windows, but it was worthless. What she could see was muddled and only clouds at best. 

“I don’t want to die this way,” she cried. “How does this work that I save them only to crash in a plane? What sense does that make?” Keira fought back tears that were welling up under her eyes. 

Luza and Riley remained unconscious, out indefinitely by the tranquilizers. 

Keira decided she wouldn’t stay on the floor any longer. No, she wouldn’t let it end this way. 

“Great Mother, if you can hear me, help us now, for if there ever was a need,” Keira whispered under her breath. 

Fighting the steep angle, Keira stood. 

She lurched forward and with every step, the plane became easier to navigate.

Suddenly, the jet leveled off. 

“Great Mother?” Keira could hardly believe it. She fell forward, almost hitting Luza in the face. 

Peering out the side window, there were hundreds of birds flying next to the Tahir Jet. Somehow, they were maintaining the same speed as the aircraft. Off the wings, the birds flew. 

Keira looked out Riley’s window to much of the same. “How did you?”

The sound of the landing gear lowering from the deck below filled the air. 

Keira slid into the next row. She sat down and watched as the plane landed on a dirt runway, nestled between white capped mountains and an idyllic countryside.

It was surreal how smooth the landing went; one bump as the plane hit the dirt and then it slowed to a halt. 

“Thank you for everything,” she smiled. “That’s twice now. I’m keeping track.” She gently wiped her eyes and wondered what she had gotten herself into.

*  *  *
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“ARE YOU COMING OUT or what?” Keira slammed on the cockpit door. “I can assure you that if you don’t, those birds – all of them – are going to make sure your plane will not be taking off again.”

She wasn’t sure if this was a legitimate threat but having taken a quick look at the service window the birds weren’t going anywhere.

Lifting the latch to the exit door, the seal of the door released and fresh air rolled into the cabin. The six steps down to the grass below looked quite inviting, more than the teen was willing to admit. 

Luza and Riley were still out on their seats. Even with the crazy landing, the fight with Cameron, and Keira’s ranting; there was no stirring whatsoever. 

“Open the door or I’m coming in,” Keira banged her arms on the door for a second time. “Take a look at what’s outside. You tell me what you would rather contend with.”

She glanced at the broken phone, dangling from the transceiver. In two pieces, the princess had to laugh at her lack of foresight. 

“I guess I wouldn’t come out either. They aren’t cowards, I’ll give them that. They are just smart,” she pushed at the door one final time. “Be that way.”

Keira ripped off her buttoned shirt and threw it on the center aisle. She was done playing fake military and wanted to feel like she was in more of her own clothing again.

Glancing down at her brown t-shirt, she shook her head in disgust. “I guess I can’t be too hard on myself. It’s not like I had time to grab my backpack off the island.”

Stepping towards the open door, she saw the field the plane had landed in. High mountains with snow packed peaks loomed in the distance. The mountains were significantly taller than the White Mountains of New Hampshire let alone the area around Mount Belknap in Gilmanton; Keira felt like she was brought back to a dream.

With some hesitation she grabbed on to the handrail and stepped down to the meadow of wheat and high grass. Her eyes scanned the horizon. This wasn’t low country for sure despite the wheat ready for the late autumn harvest. The air felt thinner and despite the sun glowing overhead, it was cooler. 

Mountains surrounded them on all sides. Steeper and more jagged than the weathered slopes of New England, the peaks appeared to be shooting straight for the sky. Forests full of firs and beech were a mere hundred yards away and from the sound of it, several streams not too far off as well.

Hawks, falcons, and geese stalked the perimeter of the airplane. 

“Thank you, all of you, for the role you played in getting this plane to land. Maybe if this happened a week ago, I would have said it wasn’t possible. I know better now. And of course, you know better.” Keira bowed her head to the graceful birds as they stood around feeding on the grass.

One Canadian goose, well over four feet long, which was significantly longer than the others, lowered his beak in response to the comments. The familiar black head and neck with white cheek patches left the bird as indistinguishable as the other geese. His plumage more grayish then brown reminded Keira of Edric who would often fly to Upper Suncook Lake. 

“Edric is that you old bird?”

He squawked in reply. The leader of the geese never mastered the art of human speech. Yet he was more perceptive and capable than many other birds that could. 

Nodding his beak to the teen, he waddled away from the grass and towards Keira.

“I haven’t seen you, since . . .” She remembered the day better than others. “Mom left for her trip. You were always around in the summers and then a week before she didn’t come home, you stopped coming to the lake.”

Edric remembered that time well. Instead of focusing on the day she last saw him, his thoughts lingered still on when he returned to Upper Suncook carrying what his fleet had found in the forests of Perucica.

The great bird had swooped down onto the pristine waters of the Upper Suncook and landed on the beach. Lowering his wings and head simultaneously, the old goose offered to Keira’s father Lane, a man of massive size and strength, the bloodied tiara of her fallen mother. 

Edric could still see the blood and the battered crown with strands of Roohi’s tangled auburn colored hair. This was not a day he took pride in, nor was it one he elected to forget. Sent away by Lane to find answers, the old goose never returned to New Hampshire. He didn’t feel it would be right until he found the answers he sought. 

When those answers finally came clear, he waited for the time that was appropriate, and knew this day would come.

“Come over here you crazy goose. I mean you no harm, you know that. Where’s that cute face that made me smile years ago?”

Keira held out her hand, hoping the goose would let her stroke his long black neck. There had been a time she had asked her mother to bring Edric home. Between a barrage of laughs there was a firm “no.” Nevertheless, Roohi allowed her to play with the goose and others on the shores of the lake or in front of the house. 

Edric squawked two times at the girl.  “Ah-honk. Ah-honk.” 

He came closer. 

Once at her arm’s length, he leaned in and lowered his neck for the teen to feel him once more. 

Keira giggled at the soft hair and his beak nibbling on her raven black hair. 

“I missed you old bird. Lane always, sorry I mean Dad, always said you were off looking for Mom. He said one day you would return when you did. Not yet huh?”

He shook his black beak at the girl. 

“It’s okay. I told myself that if you had found her and didn’t come it was to protect her. Does that sound crazy? I don’t know if it is, but it has helped me sleep at night.”

The Canadian goose didn’t have the words to convey what he knew or what he could share. He simply let her stroke his neck and briefly wrap her arms around his frame. Resting his head on hers, he said “Ah-honk.”

She laughed and broke away from the majestic animal. 

Edric turned around and looked out at the vast mountains. He saw the path, the trail to where she would need to go, miles and miles away from this plane, this spot. 

“Ah-honk.” He tilted his head towards the teen.

“What is it?”

“Ah-honk,” very slowly he looked out at the mountain pass in the distance, a route only his ancient eyes could see. He flapped his wings to keep Keira’s attention and then shifted his webbed feet so they were pointing the way to travel.

Keira leaned down next to the bird. She had watched him and the others enough over the years to not take anything for granted. 

“Are you telling me where to go?”

“Ah-honk. Ah-honk.” Edric flapped his wings faster. 

“Wait a second. What about the others?”

He took off into the air and flew out in the direction he wanted Keira to travel. 

“You really do know where I need to go next! Just give me a few minutes. I need to get them off the plane. Surely, I can’t leave them up there.”

“Ah-honk.”

Edric circled around the field and landed an arm’s length away from the teen. He looked up at her and then nodded.

“I’ll be quick, or well I’ll try to be.”

Keira didn’t know what she could do, or not do. It was a matter of figuring out a firm plan of action and this was the only thing that made sense. 

She giggled, remembering the hare on the trail to the Upper Suncook and how she ignored the path the animal had intended her to take. 

“Not again,” she said to herself as she climbed back up to the plane. 

Clearing the steps, she heard the clear voices of the pilots. The cockpit door was open. In fact, one of the pilots, a tan colored man in a navy blue suit, stood on the far side of the main cabin. 

“He’s dead. I don’t know what killed him, but he looks liked he was mauled,” the co-pilot said.

“Cover him with something. We got to get out of here,” the other yelled.

If there were butterflies in Keira’s stomach when she saw the co-pilot lie a blanket over Cameron’s body, one wouldn’t have known. She calmly stepped forward, glared at the back of the pilot in the cockpit, and then over to the other one.

“Where are you off two? Someplace special I hope.”

The man immediately put his hands up in the air. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“That makes two of us.”

He looked down at the floor and stared at the pistol kicked underneath the middle row’s far side seat.

Keira followed his eyes. She shook her head and said, “Not the best idea unless you have reflexes faster than a cat.”

A shallow clicking noise filled her ears. 

“Hey other dork, you might want to put the gun down unless you want your partner here to have an accident.”

He laughed as he held the flare gun close to his chest. “I’m not scared of you, little girl.”

“You must have me confused with my constituent Luza here. She’s little, but I can assure you that I am not.”

She stepped back into the line of sight of both pilots. Standing a few feet from Luza’s seat, she watched the co-pilot lower his left hand, motioning for the pistol. The other took three steps out of the cockpit. He was a cocky fellow, with thick blond hair and broad shoulders.

“You got some big words. Do you think you can really back them up?”

Despite the mismatch in numbers, Keira felt relaxed at this junction. She knew she had backup should she need any. What were these two men going to do that Bilal, Cameron, and the others had not already tried? 

There was a peace that came over her. She even felt bad about the entire situation.

“I don’t think this is fair for either one of you. Don’t misunderstand me, you might think the odds are in your favor, but really you don’t have an advantage. I could get to you, jock boy, before your pine tree-scented partner there grabs the pistol on the floor. You would then be on the ground incapacitated, perhaps even killed as I have not yet learned how to control myself, and then you, tan guy, there’s no rounds left, so you would be next.”

Briefly she closed her eyes and watched the entire scene playing out before her. 

“Please don’t make me hurt you. It’s not fair. Look what happened to Cam down there.”

“That’s Cameron?” the co-pilot’s face turned ashen grey. “Holy —”

“She’s full of it. He must have sent someone else.”

The tan colored co-pilot lifted the blanket and examined the body. He shrugged.

“How could you do anything like that?” The cocky pilot took two steps forward and pointed his flare gun at Keira.

“I think you should put the weapon down. I really don’t want to hurt you,” she said, feeling calm and collected.

Her entire body felt strong and powerful. She knew she could shift at any point, to anything she wanted, and he could do nothing to stop her.

Still Keira waited to act. She stared at the man’s hazel eyes and his crow’s feet. He still had a long life ahead, but he was acting ignorant and there was nothing she could do to persuade him otherwise. 

“You can’t do anything to me girl.”

“Ah-honk. Ah-honk. Ah-honk.” Edric squawked from the perimeter of the plane. 

A chorus of birds joined in, all of them facing the entrance door to the Tahir jet.

“What the heck is that?”

“Put it down. They won’t listen as well as you can.”

Holding the flare gun in his right hand, he covered the brim of his eyes with his left. The birds were one thing to behold, but not too far from their lines was a group of fifty to seventy deer galloping up through the long grass.

“I told you,” Keira repeated. “Put the gun down before someone gets hurt.”

The man was baffled. He dropped the flare gun at his feet and looked over to his co-pilot, equally stunned as his eyes found the approaching force through the opposite seat windows.

She heard the soft webbed feet and talons pounded the grass and the more distant but fast approaching sound of hooves.

“Take them off the plane and do it quickly,” Keira yelled. “Then you may go.”

There wasn’t even a “but” from the pilots. One grabbed onto Riley, carefully slung him over his shoulder and carried him off the plane. The other picked up Luza in his arms and carried her down the steps, placing her gently on the grass next to the fallen prince.

Keira followed them down the steps and marveled at the birds and the deer. 

* * *
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NEITHER PILOT WAITED for Keira to get back on the plane. She didn’t even turn around as they promptly sealed the side door, secured the steps, and the engine restarted.

“Ah-honk,” Edric said.

“Almost,” Keira lowered her palm towards the eager goose.

“It is time, Princess of the Forest. There is no need for you here now.”

Keira looked back at Luza and Riley.

“We will watch and care for them,” a soft angelic feminine voice broke from the throngs of deer. One rather tall doe with a beautiful brown coat and white freckles around her elongated neck and nose stepped forward. 

“Should I not wait for them to wake? I mean I’m traveling with them.”

The doe knocked her ears towards the teen.

“You owe them nothing, especially not my son, for how he treated you.” The Mistress of the Golden Wood, Riley’s mother looked directly at Keira with her calm, soulful brown eyes.

The words sunk into the teen. How this deer was Riley’s mother seemed absurd and yet was logical from her recent experiences. Still, she had to let things process. 

Her son.

The words got lost in the roar of the Tahir Jet racing across the field. None of the animals turned to watch the plane rise and navigate the steep mountains. Their focus and concerns were fixed solely on Keira. 

Whether the Princess had said the words aloud or not, the doe nodded and then bowed to the teenager, lowering her legs. The army of deer did the same. All of them lowered their bodies to the ground to honor Lane’s daughter.

“Yes, Riley is my son. He’s rather rough around the edges. Tact and grace are traits the boy lacks. Clearly, he takes after his father in that regard.”

“Perhaps serving Bilal changed him. He brought out the worst in those around him. Truly, that hunter was a despicable individual.”

“Yes, one that you handled justly.”

“Mistress of the Golden Wood, that is not entirely true. I couldn’t have done it without Riley’s help.”

“Princess, call me Nimue.” She smiled at Keira and again looked on at the dark haired teen with such a loving, caring adoration that it was difficult for Keira to maintain her composure. 

Keira stood there debating what role Nimue’s son played in their struggle, yet all she wanted to do was wrap her arms around the doe. The energy Nimue emulated was soothing.

“Nimue,” she paused and took a breath, “It doesn’t feel right calling you that. You seem like so much more to me.”

“I am but a servant as are all of them. There is a reason why we bow to you. It is not simply for a greeting but out of respect and love for who you are and for who you will become.”

“I was just doing what I was told to do.”

Riley’s mother rose from her bow and her attachment did the same. “No child. There was no doing. You were realizing part of your potential. Riley did not serve as big a role for you as you might have thought. I love my boy and while he might have said he was there for you,” she shrugged and added, “that was never the case.”

Keira looked at Luza. The words sunk in and for a time they didn’t feel right. It seemed weird but on the other hand, Keira reflected on their time together, and she agreed at some level that what the female deer said had to be the truth.

“Still, my father —”

“Your father knew only of the cave child, of making sure you completed that task. Should you be successful, there would be no need for my son.”

“Then why was he there?”

“Princess, who amongst you always needed protection?”

“The protector as I was told in one of our first conversations. Be happy she’s asleep right now.” Keira smirked remembering some of their exchanges. A tinge of unhappiness started to sneak in.

Keira looked over at Riley. His words still struck Keira like Bilal’s bullets into her stomach. She hurt inside from the sight of the boy. He made her uncomfortable. 

“Even now, you are thinking of them. But you must understand that your story is different Princess. Can’t you feel that?”

She hadn’t even thought about things on those lines. It had been non-stop over these last few days.  

“Ah-honk,” Edric squawked.

“I know,” Keira replied.

“Princess, there is nothing left for you to do with them. I don’t need to remind you on who you really seek, and those people your heart truly desires, do I?”

Keira turned her head and quietly said, “No.”

“Go. You have permission. Edric will lead you onwards. In the end, all of the kingdom will be better for it. Just trust.”

There was nothing else to say to Nimue, the Mistress of the Golden Wood. 

Keira smiled slightly and transformed into a statuesque white tail deer. Aside from a lack of white freckles on her face, Keira was almost a mirror image to Riley’s mother.

She stared longingly at Riley and his unkempt brown hair. Then she moved on to Luza, whose bluish amber eyes had made an instant connection to her soul. Neither stirred nor moved. They didn’t even know they were off the plane, let alone in this valley between the mountain’s edge. 

The teen found her gaze met by Nimue. Those rich brown colored eyes had a touch of her father in them. There was peace, grace, and poise. 

“Before we took off in the plane, I thought for sure they would be leaving me. The idea of it, hurt a lot. For that matter it still hurts.”

“Now it doesn’t have to. You’re not waiting for them to make a choice.”

Keira tilted her head ever so slightly, agreeing with the woman. She understood now, only in a way that would make sense from a conversation with a motherly figure. 

Not another word left her mouth. 

She simply turned around and ran off in the direction Edric had shown her. He flapped his wings and was airborne seconds later. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Hours passed. The sun shifted and lowered itself on the other side of the Slovene mountains, bringing in a colder air and a string of clouds ready to release the first snow of the season. A fire had been lit on the edge of the meadow where the Tahir Jet had landed. Gone from sight, there was no trace of the plane or of Keira who had left with Edric. 

The fire was a moderate one, created from sticks, twigs, and fallen branches. Nimue wouldn’t allow those with the ability to do more than was absolutely necessary. It wasn’t their way to kill and destroy, but to use what had already passed over.

Unlike Keira’s father who grew weary in his bearly state and had even taken a preference to remaining in human form, Riley’s mother was the opposite. She preferred to be on four legs, to be one with the trees, the fields, and the streams. It was more natural for her and a state where she believed she was more apt to find inner peace.

On those few occasions she had shifted form the whole process seemed exhausting, whether with grooming, eating, or playing court; there was an unnecessary pretentiousness to the two legged existence. While she had told Keira her son was meant for other things, she had truly grown tired of him messing in the affairs of the greater forest, where Sohon schemed and manipulated his way to the throne. 

She felt firmly that, had her husband the Steward of Perucica stayed out of Sohon’s affairs, then perhaps many of these circumstances could have been prevented. For now, as she watched her son come out of his cloudy state, she was relieved the princess had made her own way.

There were many moving parts, and even as she tried to ignore them, Nimue knew the road ahead. She needed no faerie pool to point the way or tea leaves to read. She had always been a seer and had the clear sight to know what served the needs of the forest better than a few.

Yet she felt for the teen now off in the high mountains with the old Canadian goose. Her path was going to be a lonely one but had to be for the kingdom to be made right. Riley and Luza weren’t meant for that path. 

While this was all true, there was a visible frustration and disappointment in the majestic deer’s face. There was more than a look of concern in her eyes as she looked on at Riley.

He came to and despite an overall grogginess and a yawn that marked months out of his element; the little boy inside came out upon seeing his mother only a few feet from Luza’s resting body.

Riley was ready to jump up and throw his arms around his mother, but before he could act she shook the boy off with a simple nod.

He tried to read her, but she wouldn’t let his mind in or let him connect in the ways they did before his journey. 

There was an uneasy silence, one made greater by the fact that Riley failed to look around or rise.

“You’re not even going to ask, are you?” Nimue chastised her son.

He lowered his eyes away from her gaze.

“How dare you treat her the way you did, the way you do. It’s not what I taught you, nor what had to be.”

He remained silent. 

“You can see as well as I do child, but yet you pushed her away.”

“You told her to go, I didn’t.”

“Don’t bring me into this. I saw what you planned to do. Even now I don’t fully understand what you intended. Seriously child, was your ability clouded by your time with that monster? That stupid plan you and your father concocted to get you to the cave, to save her?” She motioned to Luza. “In the end it doesn’t matter what came of her, a princess in name only, without a real kingdom of her own.”

“You know she is more than that.”

“Yes to you.”

“She is worth more to this entire kingdom’s survival than any other.”

“And that child, you are wrong.”

“I know what you told me.”

“I told you what you needed to know so that you might serve as a protector for her, for one that can’t protect herself, not in her true form, or in the present. That was what Waliyah asked of us, as a favor for such a small race who have so little remaining and yet carry the biggest hearts.”

Riley bit his tongue and listened. 

“You have fixated on the idea of something more than this simple role. I trust you have spent more time in your heart than your brain. Or perhaps you have fallen to your father’s fate and the location of his thoughts when he is far from home.”

“She was reckless. I’m not going to apologize for putting Luza at risk because Keira couldn’t keep herself in check and under control. She caused so many unnecessary deaths.”

“You mean she saved countless others. News of her deeds travel quickly. Even you can’t deny that on Valo she more than carried her weight. She gave those birds hope. The Great Loon couldn’t do that. He caved and took the easy way. Do you disagree?”

Riley remained silent. He watched his mother carefully.  
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