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Chapter 1
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The darkness thinned and then lightened with the sky, promising a brilliant sunrise. It was a shame that the day wasn't going to be a good one, as the promise of death was heavy on Darrion's shoulders.

After sparring with some no-name soldiers, he lay underneath a dense berry bush, preparing for the imminent threat of war. Suddenly, two rabbits came up to the bush, realized he was there, and ran away so fast that two of them kicked him in the side. 

If he hadn't been so deep in thought, he would have been startled by their appearance. The way he looked at it, no one was going to escape this ordeal intact. After training with different blades, he still lacked balance. He was still and quiet as deep water, barely even blinking as he kept watch for the camp. 

The morning had been dreary. The Queen of Ravensmere had no mercy left for any of the nations that helped her achieve success. Darrion watched helplessly as she made plans to attack the southern countries with a single-minded strength that he would admire if it weren't abhorrent. 

Sometimes, when he and the other knights kept watch over her, he caught her staring to the side of the room, no doubt receiving the advice of the Dark Elemental that was beginning to make her mind crumble. 

The Darkness had come softly, but Darrion felt its presence whenever it made itself known to the Queen. Deep, soft voices echoed through the halls whenever Queen Wynna conversed with The Ancient One.

If that really was what was speaking to her.

The Queen's confidence had only been built with this new development. Toying with her adversaries was done in such a calm manner that whenever he observed her pour herself over a meticulous plan, crafted with ill intentions, she managed to hide it in plain sight with a smart quip or a smile. 

It all depended on the advisors she was addressing. If it was the Lords of the Realm, she'd always show her best manners. She'd order them around the same way she did with her subjects. She offered them a pleasant smile and threw around some coin with good measure. 

That morning she planned for the invasion of the adjacent lands. Darrion had joined several of the Corsairs and Lords of other realms in the ruling chambers of Ravensmere. Many had come to pay their respects to the new queen of the Realm.

Sometimes the promise of land and stock was enough for people to follow her blindly. But today, these were the measures that needed the sharp end of a blade and the Queen's reputation of violence.

One particular Lord was not debating well.

"All they had to offer has been given!" he said in rising frustration. 

He was one of the older lads. Darrion guessed he was related to her through marriage. The older man was potentially one in the chamber Darrion found less likely to commit treason by word. But something must have hit home as the Queen stood with a hard, cold look that she cast around the room.

"They shall pick something else to give, my Lord," she said, venom pouring out each syllable. "They're a liability in this new order we're establishing."

"Your Highness, I beg you to reconsider this," the man said, head bent low now. Either he feared her—and the ever-present presence of the Dark Elemental—or he had realized he'd spoken out of turn. Either way, Darrion prepared himself for something horrible to happen.

The Queen advanced to him with an air of benevolence. 

"You, of all people, should know that the present time has many debts to the past. We ought to demand what's ours by right."

The men in the room immediately bowed to her in respect. Darrion followed behind if a little late. The Queen's eyes caught him, and for a moment, he thought that she would chastise him for his tardiness. She nodded her head in deference to her subjects and raised a hand.

Stretching her hand to the front, she showed the room her new pair of golden bracelets. 

"Gentlemen, stand," she said. "This is the time for you to come forth with the kind of issues you want to battle for. Whatever it is, you have to choose. It's either them or us. They stand as our adversaries more now than never. You, my lord, who has chosen to support the treacherous beasts of the South with such care, you have no place in my Kingdom."

They stood, back straight as a ramrod, and with a heavy heart, Darrion watched as two guards entered the room and took the knight by force. 

The man reached for his sword belt, with its opal rock, it glimmered in the daylight. A beacon of hope and reason turned to shreds, for as soon as they reached the outer chambers, he would be a dead man.

All of the Queen's wit and charm weren't enough to keep her people in check. Thus, the Dark Elemental was her best weapon. One that she knew couldn't be fooled and wasn't known to the Realm. If people wanted to resist her orders, they had to challenge it, not her, to be free. The fewer people that knew about it were less likely to attack her.

She was invincible. Darrion couldn't turn his back now. He had planned to escape and flee this evil. But that was before the Darkness had come. Now that it was here, he had to do something about it. 

It was something a knight would do.

She bid them all farewell, and just before he left, she cast him one long look at which he answered by bending his head and knee to her. She waved her hand at him to stop his expression of respect.

Queen Wynna knew.

She knew Darrions loyalty was fading. Every step he took now would be watched. If not by guards, by the dreaded Darkness. 

So he had gone to the training grounds for sparring and fighting, with the promise of blood and revenge looming above his shoulder.

In each bout, his thoughts were on Rosha, his dear friend, and, to some extent, they went to Aladorn too. 

He wasn't sure the two of them could manage to treat each other with kindness on a road plagued with ill intentions.
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Chapter 2
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Rosha and Aladorn were going in circles. It was the problem with going for quest after quest with little time to rest. Rosha was the first one to recognize it. Not to mention losing their mounts to a band of thugs who snuck up on them under cover of darkness.

"I'm tired," she said, stopping under yet another tree canopy and resting her weary back on the tree's trunk. 

"You only need to give it another chance," Aladorn said. His voice was loud, bustling with the tension they were going through. "Just because we're tired, we can't keep ourselves alienated to the cause..."

"Alienated? We both have participated enough as it is!" she said, nostrils flaring with anger. She rubbed her temples and said. "I know this is important. I just need to sleep. It's been so long. Lay my head under the leaves and dream about a good pot of food."

"You're not usually like this," Aladorn said. "You're just tired."

"Don't put words in my mouth that I haven't said. I'm not a child," she replied.

She was upset. But that didn't mean she was going to put up with him.

He took a step back. 

"I know you're not a child," he said, voice apologetic. "I apologize for making it sound like I did."

She nodded. 

"It's fine," she sighed. "Look, let's just rest for a moment. The Queen is busy enough with stabbing the southern kingdoms in the back."

He grimaced. 

"If only that was good news. I doubt she'll ever be as kind to us as she is to others."

"She's going to get the whole south killed," Rosha said, outraged. "That or completely wiped off the map."

"Yes, but we don't have proof of it," Aladorn said. "Without anyone knowing about the Ancient One and its power, I don't think anyone has a chance to win this war."

"Well, I'm sure of it," Rosha said, squaring her jaw. 

They rested for an hour or two. The trees swayed above them as Aladorn sat in silence. His friend had become testy and short with him in recent days. He was usually the one to complain, and he knew it.

This journey was taking a toll on Rosha. They were truly going in circles. They needed to find the light elemental, but they had even less information on that than they did the Ancient One.

Plus, Queen Wyann kept sending scouts and Corsairs after them. They hunted them in the darkness and threatened them whenever they let their guard down.

It was nearly impossible to stop at a small hamlet. Wherever there was a place to rest ahead, the Corsairs were already there.

They continued on their path wordlessly for a time. Then Rosha spoke up.

"The queen's sharp in every sense of the word. If I were to fight with her, I wouldn't let the Ancient One near me. But how can we get close to her?" 

Aladorn raised his hands in defeat and said, in a weary tone. 

"It's alright, just don't use my words against me."

"Aladorn...could you focus?" Rosha said. 

His flippancy was getting on her nerves.

"Alright, alright, as I was saying, how would you prove to the kingdom what she's capable of? And more importantly, why? I don't think she'll care about anything the people have to say," Aladorn said, looking serious this time. "If someone speaks, I'm betting they get wiped off the Realm."

"I think you have reached a crossroads," a solemn voice said as they advanced a path where mosses and tall trees formed a circle among them. "And the one reason you need my help."

They turned quickly. Rosha held her spear. Aladorn raised his hands which began to glow red.

The outline of the figure came to light. It was a small man, his brown robes looked worn, and his hat was as curved as a cleaver. The long beard was a greying white, and his long, bushy brows framed his brilliant eyes. 

"Who are you?" Rosha said, pointing the sword at his chest.

"Oh, ho, now! This isn't the proper way to introduce yourself, Ma'am," the old man said, eyes watching from Rosha to Aladorn.

"Who are you?" Aladorn repeated, lowering his hands. Rosha looked at him as if he was mad, and he raised his eyebrows at her.

She didn't lower her spear.

"I apologize," she said coldly. "But I still don't know your name."

"I understand," the old man said, still looking at the two of them with a glint of humor in his voice. "Very few people react well to meeting me in this forest. The times have changed. I apologize for frightening you." 

Rosha lowered her guard slightly. 

"Yes, the times have changed for the worst..."

"I'm Aladorn, sir," Aladorn said, sensing there was no way out of their situation without offering some information. An exchange of power would lead to a better deal among them. He was lucky the Southern Realm and its wizards weren't aware of the way he manipulated the magic bestowed on him.

A man that was as ancient as this one could beat him at his game. It didn't matter. He mastered his magic. If he wasn't careful, they would fall into grave danger. There could be something he wouldn't be able to anticipate without showing himself in front of someone he didn't trust. Old magic worked differently from new magic, after all. And his brand of magic, with its small intricacies and rebellious jolts, didn't work the same as taught magic.

"You shouldn't have given him your name!" Rosha said, reproachful.

"I'm not going to hurt you," the old man said, perceiving what Aladorn was thinking before huddling closer to them. "I am Helamer."

Rosha's cheeks tinged pink.

"My name is Rosha, sir," she said, stashing her spear on her back. "I apologize for the reaction, but we've encountered our fair share of enemies."

The man tapped one finger against the tree, seemingly in meditation.

"I see," he said. "The reason why you're here at the same time as me is not a coincidence."

Rosha threw Aladorn a sideways glance.

"This is the path you two have followed. I watched you approaching me, but you took some time to reach me."

"We weren't certain of how close you would be, sir," Rosha said apologetically.

"It doesn't matter," Helamer said. "You have reached me, against all odds and against the will of the Dark Elemental."

Aladorn raised his eyebrows in astonishment.

"That's why we're here."

"I know, sir," Helamer said, clapping Aladorn in the back a little too strong. "And that's why I have come to seek you through the paths of this forest, which, to the untrained eye, might as well be a maze."

Aladorn rubbed the sore spot but said nothing. It brought a small smile to Rosha's lips. It felt foreign, but she enjoyed it all the same.

"It's our wish to know what we can do to beat its power," she said. 

"I'm no sir, but I'll take it as a compliment," Aladorn said, sitting by the man's side under the tree. 

Rosha arched her eyebrows. Only he would claim such confidence when they had stumbled upon this. If they died, all their time at the temple would mean nothing. 

"Excuse us, sir..."

"Helamer," he said.

"Sir Helamer."

"Just Helamer," the old man said. "I'm here for a reason. And it's because you have to learn what the Light Elemental has in store to the two of you."

"What is that?" Rosha said.

She couldn't help but think that this man reminded her of another wizard—one who was certainly mad but had been instrumental in their finding the Ancient One. Maybe the Saints above really were helping them in their plight.

"It's a force of unprecedented power. Much like its equal, the Light Elemental casts a long shadow over this Realm, and I'm afraid it's not something any of us has the power to control. Not even the two people that managed to release the Dark Elemental into the Realm."

The glance he sent them left them cold. Aladorn paled. Rosha kept her face even, but she too felt dread on the pit of her stomach.

"It wasn't our intention to awaken its darkness," Rosha said, after a moment of silence.

"The outcome was all the same. I have seen valiant knights and brave damsels before, but none as willing to put themselves in danger as the two of you," he said, leaning on a cane.

"I'm no damsel..." Rosha said.

"I know," the man chuckled. "Actually, this lad is the damsel of the two."

"I'm offended, sir," Aladorn said, eyes glowing.

"Calm down. You need my help," Helamer said, touching the side of his arm with care. "And you need it now."

Dark shadows loomed in the sky as they spoke. A streak of lightning fell on a nearby tree branch, and it crashed on the floor near them.

Rosha and Aladorn screamed. Helamer grabbed Aladorn's arm. Rosha wished with all her being that the flash of emotions she saw on the older man's eyes wasn't of doubt.

A gust of wind passed between them, and Rosha turned to say something to the man only to find him gone. She and Aladorn exchanged a look, and a dark laugh was heard in the background.

They fled the place. Aladorn cursed under his breath as the two reached a clearing, some twenty paces away from the place they started in.

Turning to Rosha, he breathed heavily.

"What happened just now?"

Rosha was pacing around him. The enigma of what they'd gone through was enough to drive her mad. It was all she needed to make the decision she'd been going over when they encountered Helamer.

"Something is impeding us from knowing what can be done to fight the Dark Elemental," she said. "I don't think we can stay here and keep fighting."

"You're not like this. I don't believe you," Aladorn said. 

"Believe me. I can't keep fighting everybody else's causes. This isn't where I'm meant to be," she said. 

Aladorn couldn't believe what he was hearing. He thought of convincing her of staying with him, but it was clear, by the way, she was turning her back on him that part of her decision was made already.

The willow trees around them shook, and a branch fell from a tree trunk. The wind became wilder now, and the tension between the two of them in the windy forest grew. A bird cried, and Aladorn heard the sound of a wolf howling.

Rosha looked the least composed he'd ever seen her. Against all odds, his friend was never one to turn down a challenge.

"Where you belong?" Aladorn said, contrite. "Rosh, there's nothing for you back where you came from! No one there to help you. Now that you're a fugitive of the Crown, you better stay away, or you'll make people back at home suffer. The Queen will leave no rock unturned on her quest to have us killed."

"She doesn't care about us! I'm not a stablemaster or a serving girl. I'm nothing," Rosha said, voice rising. "I'm nothing—"

Aladorn didn't stop her. Instead, he spoke softly. 

"Me too. I'm just an outlaw, nothing special about me or my magic. But I do know something."

She heard him then. The crease formed between her brows became deeper, and she looked hard into his eyes. 

"What is it? What can you know that would be of help?"

"That I'm not dead. And neither are you," he said, and she let out a dry laugh without any humor in it. "And I don't want either of us to die."

"We won't survive against the Dark Elemental! You heard the old Halamer! There's nothing we can do," she said, voice trembling.

"There IS something we can do, Rosha," Aladorn said, crossing his arms. "But I'm afraid I don't know how to."

Then Rosha understood what he meant. Her gut churned as she pondered the reality in front of them. 

"Do you think it'll work?"

"It's our only way," he said. "The Light Elemental. There must be a way to release it, the same way we did with the Dark One."

"But Halamer disappeared," Rosha said, "He's left, and we don't know what we can do any more than we did when we released the Dark Elemental."

"Perhaps we have to search, and the answers will come to us," Aladorn said. "Let's move from here. I feel as if the trees are watching."

She agreed. The back of her neck tingled the same way it did when she learned about the Dark Elemental. It was the same, omnipresent sensation of something creeping over her. Like an enemy right on her tail. Delicately striking just hard enough to make her fear turning her back.

Feeling unsure but wishing to be rid of the dread she felt, Rosha followed Aladorn into the darkness of the forest.
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"I still want to go back home," Rosha said after the sun came out and they made their way to the nearest town. "I've traveled further than what I intended to go to in the first place."

The town was clean of any waste. Lush trees and stones littered the path to the town's square, and greens in all varieties adorned the place. One look around confirmed that the population was small. A few houses formed this town compared to the hundred homes she'd seen at Opalstar, where the number of people, and the smell of their bodies, clung to everyone's nostrils until they took a bath. Compared to the trees and hills around Harkenfeld, the capital was filthy. 

"We've gone through this already," Aladorn said, sounding like he needed to sleep for longer than they had. "There's nothing behind you. All you have to search for and matters is ahead. Think about it."

She raised an eyebrow at him. 

"Are you in the habit of explaining to others what they have to do? Or is it only when it comes to me?"

The comment was like a slap to Aladorn, who hadn't been expecting her to react like that. 

"It wasn't my intention to make you feel like that. I only want to make sure you don't fall into someone else's trap."

Rosha grimaced and said. 

"I'm in an awful mood. This isn't the moment to fight," she said as she took a deep breath. "I apologize."

"No problem," Aladorn said with a wave of his hand. "That said, I have the sensation that we'll learn new things from now on. I only hope our fate isn't the same as Halamer's."

"He looked like someone that could teach us so much," Rosha said. "Something must have happened for him to disappear so ominously."

"That something is the Dark Elemental. I can't explain it, but there's something about it that has been bothering me, and it isn't what we can see, but rather what we can't see."

Luckily the evil influence of darkness didn't seem to follow them as they reached Harkenfeld, although they never stopped feeling watched as they moved across the rocky paths outside the town. The main road didn't have any of the treacherous bandits Rosha had imagined. She told Aladorn this, who replied. 

"I'm choosing to believe we won't be robbed or something worse again. It's not an easy task to understand why people would act so rashly like lately."

A gust of wind blew past them as they entered the place where the town started. The instant effect the border of the town brought to them was a relief. Once inside the wooden fence, if people were kind, they believed they would be safe. Both friends held onto that belief with all their willpower that someone who has been deprived of food and sleep can summon as they reached the town's square. 

It was a small place. A few people moved past them, some with fresh fruit, others with tools, and a few ladies were forming a circle around another one. The middle woman held herself with all the grace and strength of a warrior maiden. Both Rosha and Aladorn admired her ability to command the attention of other people.

The woman was tall, fair-skinned, with a twinge of a blush forming on her cheeks as a product of being outside during sunny days. She had a sharpness about her that was seldomly seen in her peers. Her long hair was chestnut-brown and styled into a loose braid that fell on her shoulder. She spoke to another lady, and her voice was honey warmed over.

Rosha felt a kinship to her. Although the two were like night and day in terms of looks, she could see a resemblance there. Something sparked her curiosity. And a few steps later, they were in front of her.

"Hello, my name is Rosha," she said, nodding at her. The other woman's clothes and posture made it clear they were of the same station, reason enough not to make any ornated bows and good enough to help them earn some trust as newcomers.

Aladorn turned a gentle smile at the woman and added. 

"Pleased to meet you, Ma'am. My name is Aladorn."

The women around them eyed them up with mistrust. Rosha couldn't blame them. They must have the smell of sweat and grime after spending so much time walking and rolling around in the dirt.

She could never pass off as someone of a higher station. At least this could help them hide their true identities, she thought bitterly.

"And where did you come from?" the young woman asked as a cloud of intrigue passed over her face until it settled onto a mask of calm. "I have never seen either of you around here."

"We lost our way. We come from the southern kingdoms," Aladorn said.

Rosha could have knocked him on his back for his audacity.

The young woman looked horrified. Something not unlike pity formed on her face as she glanced at them.

"Mighty Saints, I've heard awful things are happening there at the moment," she said and then gave a look at the three women that were speaking to her. The raven-haired one nodded after exchanging a look to her, and the two younger gals left with her.

"Please follow me," she said.

She led them through the city paths. They weren't long, but the place had a homely feel about it. After taking three left turns, she showed them into the stables. 

"This is the stable. And my name is Delilah."

The horses inside the stable were quiet. One started to make sounds of excitement as Delilah touched its soft hair. The white horse closed its eyes as she caressed it.

Rosha felt joy like she hadn't felt since she started her journey through the Realm. As the light of the stable painted a vision of brown and shining coats coupled with the familiar sounds and smells of the stables, she forgot what her position was as her eyes caught sight of a raven-haired horse. 

It didn't look as cheerful as the one Delilah was touching. Instead, it looked like it longed to be freed to the world. In another lifetime, she would have understood his desperation. Now she knew better.

Rosha knew that, even in the darkest moments, finding a way back home could be salvation, only that she didn't know where her home was anymore.

That what was in front of her eyes would have been her destiny if she had stayed at home with her parents. She would have cared for the prince's horses. Maybe lived a quiet life. Maybe even married and settled down.

She shook her head.

No, she thought. The war would have found me.

Chaos had a thing for her. Aladorn and Darrion too. And she couldn't think of two people more suited to be part of her team. The ones that would bring the Light Elemental into the world to fight the Dark.

Standing in the stables amid the smells and sounds of her past, she could close her eyes and pretend nothing had happened, and she was home, safe and untouched by the horrors of growing up. Aladorn touched her shoulder for a moment, just a tight squeeze of fingers that didn't last long. It seemed to mean that he, too, knew what it was like to be alone.

Delilah turned as if to continue to speak but saw the look on Rosha's face. She saw the way Aladorn was comforting her. She didn't touch her arm. After all, they'd just met, but seeing the way she held her breath and the lone tear falling down one side of her cheek, she asked a gentle question. 

"Are you okay? I can ask one of my girls to help you. Were you hurt?"

"No," Rosha heard herself say. "I'm alright."

And then, wiping the tear and coming back to her senses, she gathered her composure. 

"I apologize. I... It's been a long day."

"It sure has," Aladorn said, taking his eyes away from her and turning to talk to Delilah. "We apologize for intruding in your activities, but we haven't slept, and we have run into trouble elsewhere."

"I understand," Delilah said, leaving the horse's side and dusting her dress off. "These lands aren't what they used to be. Bandits and criminals of all kinds have sought after Opalstar as soon as the new Queen laid claim to our lands."

There was reproach on her voice, which had turned from warm and sweet to steely as soon as she addressed the subject of the Queen of Ravensmere.

Rosha stopped playing with the horse she'd been naming Midnight in her mind, and she looked Delilah in the eye. 

"Nothing about this is right. A shadow so large that it has covered our lands with it. And yet we're here—it makes no sense."

Aladorn, noticing the direction of her thoughts, changed the course of the conversation after a beat.

"The only help I can offer you is to show you my best horses," Delilah said, lowering her voice to a solemn tone that wouldn't be heard outside. "These horses were all bread by my parents and me before me. Now it's my destiny to keep track of them and to hand them over to wanderers in need. I'm assured you are travelers that need it."

"We appreciate it," Rosha said, extending her hand to shake it. Delilah shook it, and Aladorn extended his hand too. The three made a promise then.

"I don't want you to leave without taking the two horses that fit you better," Delilah said after the three released their hands. "I saw you liked Shadow..."

She was looking at Rosha, who nodded. She came to Shadow's side and touched his mane. The horse's raw energy was coming out of his pores. Rosha could feel it with a mere touch of a fingertip. His sharp intelligence would be a match to her skills on the battlefield and during their travels. With affection, she touched his profile, and he made a small sound of joy.

"Excellent. What about yours?" Delilah said, now turning her attention to Aladorn, who was watching his friend with increased worry. 

Delilah scrutinized him from head to toe. It made him self-conscious about the way he looked. It wasn't common for him to be around human company. Textbooks were his company ever since he could remember. Only Rosha and Darrion had scratched the surface of who he truly was. 

He swallowed the lump that was forming on his throat. 

"I'd like to take that horse."

He was looking at a silver-haired horse with a spot on his forehead that looked like a star.

"That one is Silver. He's extremely energetic, but I do have to warn you that sometimes, he isn't on his best behavior," she said, casting an apologetic look at the horse as if he could understand what she was saying.

The horse was still as a statue. Only until Aladorn touched with his hands its mane did he came alive under his touch. He felt his fingertips tingling. The last horse he touched wasn't kind to his aura. The animal hoofed, and then he touched his hand with one of his calves. Then, once they both touched, Aladorn made his decision.

"I want to take this horse," he said, and Delilah smiled widely.

"My horses show my skill," she said. "I'm sure he will accompany you on your travels, and you'll feel as if he's part of your team."

"He will," Aladorn said. "And now, to be honest, I have a doubt. What will the prize of this horse be?"

Delilah turned back to business and showed them the prizes. A crestfallen Rosha looked at the two before saying she needed to go outside to take some air. Aladorn understood immediately what it was about and said nothing. Outside the stables, Rosha searched her clothes discreetly and found a single penny and a small ball of dust.

"Well," she said aloud. "It's time I start cleaning these stables for money."

Then Aladorn went outside and nudged her. 

"Stop fretting over money. You know I wouldn't let you down with something important."

"What are we going to do?" Rosha said, making a sign commonly attributed to money. "I have nothing but a single coin and a ball of dust."

"Truly? I have never seen one. Can you show it to me?" Aladorn said.

Rosha threw him a deadly glare, and he was silent before saying. 

"Tell me what we'll do about the money."

"Easy, we take the trinkets we found hidden in the temple and bring the coin to Delilah. We'll get enough money for the horses and some supply of food. I think there'll be plenty of things we can do with that money."

"If you say so," she said, but there was no hint of sarcasm in her voice.

Aladorn ruffled her hair. She threw him a glare that would make a lesser man scared. But he was made of steel when it came to Rosha. 

"You need to trust me more often," he said. "I won't tell anyone that you accepted my help."

They walked back to the town square. During the walk, Rosha kept looking at the stalls, searching for a good seller that would give them the money they deserved.

"I don't think this is a great idea," Rosha said. "You think they'll pay enough?"

"It'll be as good as we can afford now," Aladorn said, wincing. "Besides, by the looks you're projecting at them, I don't think they'll dare to scam us."

She chuckled and waved at a handful of stalls with emerald-and-gold colors and ornated standards on them.

"You are going to get us killed with that sense of humor," she said, taking a pause to take in the smell of the fresh fruit coming from the stalls. "I think maybe that fine gentleman would be a good one to make this transaction."

Aladorn agreed with her. Together they approached the man, whose long beard resembled that of Halamer in its color but was shorter than his. Like Rosha, the man had no intention to hide what he was thinking behind a mask. 

Letting out an exhale, the man looked between the pair. 

"What do you want?" he asked.

Rosha took the lead. Undeterred by his sour expression that matched her own, she signaled for Aladorn to take out some of the items. 

"I'm here to ask you if I could interest you in getting more money," she said.

Aladorn poured the contents of his bag on the table. The man's face went from annoyed to starry-eyed.

"It can't be," he said. "With all of these... I could be rich."

"We're looking for a bargain here," Aladorn said. "You take some of it, and we get the coins."

The man's greedy expression immediately reverted into one of scrutiny as he looked over the objects.

"How am I going to believe any of this is genuine? I have just met you!" the man said.

"I don't want you to lose this opportunity," Aladorn said. "Think of all the riches you could have. All the power in this world and no one to bother you."

Rosha couldn't help but notice that Aladorn's eyes glowed as he spoke.

Frowning, she approached the man. 

"Or we can take this to another person. A connoisseur would take it without much prodding. Everyone likes easy coin."

The man shook his head vigorously. 

"No! There's no need. I want this transaction to move forward."

"Then you'll agree to take a look at the items," Aladorn said, pointing at them and the man. 

A few moments later, the man had taken all the artifacts onto his hands, measured, and observed them before grinning. 

"I'll take them all!"

Aladorn and Rosha shook his hand and left with two hefty packs of coins. Once outside the tent and as far away from it as they could be, Rosha walked close to Aladorn as she weighed one of the bags. 

"Do you think he'll regret it? I think this is an extraordinary amount of coin."

Aladorn was looking at the stables with fondness. She thought he wouldn't answer until he chuckled. 

"He'd be a fool not to take them."

The stables were clean and orderly as they left them with the exception of one thing: Grey Silver was anxious. His hooves shook as he pranced around. Delilah was disciplining the horse with strength, yet the animal refused to stay calm. Silver was pacing from one spot to the next, his mane waving in the darkness of the stable. 

Noting their presence, Delilah turned her back on the horses and addressed them. 

"Ready to take these lads home?"

"Absolutely," Aladorn said. 

"As ready as I'll ever be," Rosha said.

Aladorn touched Silver's mane again. Swift color left his finger as the two touched, and Rosha barely held back her shock. The horse's energy shifted instantly. He stayed on his assigned spot as Aladorn quietly praised him for his behavior. Their connection was extraordinary. 

Delilah received the money and handed them the horses and some fruit she had harvested before they arrived.

"It's best if you eat now before you face the road and its uncertainties. The world isn't what we have come to know and love in the past. Right now, there is only hope for those that make the best out of what they want."

Rosha took Shadow to her side. The horse walked elegantly, at ease with its surroundings, although when they said goodbye to Delilah, she sensed Shadow understood what was going to happen now wasn't going to be a quiet life at the stables.

She knew how that felt. 

With one final wave, the two departed from her presence and marched up the road towards a small hamlet.
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Chapter 4
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The road was dry and coarse, but at least Silver and Shadow were in good shape despite the heat and the sluggish movements. The same couldn't be said of their human companions. It'd been a while since Aladorn mounted a horse, and hopping on Silver's back had proven to be a difficult task with his sleep-induced haze. 

Rosha had fared much better, but her eyes had dark bags underneath, and he saw her ease into Shadow with more difficulty than she would have in past days. 

The plains were a palette of green and brown hues that had them enthralled for a full moment. Nothing seemed extraordinary about it, and it didn't have the beauty of Opalstar. There was a distinct simplicity to the road ahead of them that marked a Queen's contrast between what they had encountered earlier and what they were looking at now. One could move freely from a part to the other of the plains, yet nothing seemed familiar about the vegetation and the shifting of animals and the sheer menace of nature around them. Guanolot was beautiful in a tame way, whereas Willownest had unrestrained power.

The sun hid when they had left Guenolot so far behind that they couldn't see the outline of the town anymore. They paused by a group of trees and rested there. Both of their eyes felt ready to shut down at any given time.

Right before they attempted to rest, Rosha spoke up. 

"I'll take the first watch. You sleep, and I'll wake you when I feel like I can't stand anymore."

Aladorn shook his head. 

"It should be you who rests. I can at least stay awake with magical aid. You're only going to wear yourself out."

"Are you certain?" Rosha asked. "I've seen the way you look when you haven't slept."

"I appreciate the humor, my friend, but remember I've seen you too in such circumstances," Aladorn said. "If only the good Darrion could see you now, capable of making a joke when you're the one losing."

Rosha unmounted Shadow and took her cape off. Placing it on the floor, she sat and rested her back against a blueberry tree.

"You'll need to keep cracking jokes," she heard Aladorn said as her eyes closed.

A few moments later, he was shaking her awake.

"What?" she said, huffing. Blinking the sleep away, she opened her eyes to see Aladorn's grimace and raised hands.

"What are you doing?" she said, sitting upright.

"We have company," Aladorn replied, through clenched teeth. "And they're not subtle about it."

"Who are they? Why would anyone follow us here? We didn't find anybody else until now!" Rosha whispered.

Shadow became anxious and started to pace around her in small jumps. 

"Shh, boy," Rosha said. "Nothing will happen."

"We have to move," Rosha said as Shadow hoofed and jumped from one spot to the next. She and Aladorn took the horses, and the few provisions left and worked their way through the maze-like tree trunks and bushes that grew just beyond them. There was no sound other than their steps crushing the leaves and the breathing of the four of them.

Aladorn searched through the bushes for a place to go.

"I have the feeling in my gut that someone is following us," he said.

"Me too," Rosha replied. "Do you think someone in Guanolot sold us?"

She couldn't see his expression in the night, but she felt the way he froze on the spot. She hadn't wanted to say it, but nothing else made sense to her.

"I don't think that's a possibility," Aladorn said, although he sounded unconvinced. "Delilah was very quiet about what we did, and even then, they would have needed to pay her more than what we gave her."

The wilderness around them formed a barrier that felt both intimidating and protective. The night was dark. Listening was all they could do as they watched the bushes move. No one came to their side, and the leaves blew past them as they moved.

Aladorn said, "They must be somewhere..."

Rosha was about to reply when a hand on her throat stopped her. Horrified, she saw as Aladorn, too, was grabbed by a man wearing a hood and a knife.

The hooded man that was grabbing Aladorn grinned a greedy smile. 

"Now, now, now. The two of you thought you could escape with all those riches without consulting with us."

"Brigands and thieves," Aladorn said. "We don't fear you!"

Rosha avoided Aladorn's eyes. She was worried the look on her face might call out his lie. She struggled against her captor, but he already had her hands in a rope behind her back.

"And you have nothing to say?" asked the other man, pointing at her chest.

"No," she said. 

"Your friend is scared," the bandit grabbing her hands said, in a mocking tone, looking at Aladorn. "You're not a good knight if you can't protect a lady."

"Watch your mouth, or I'll change its place," Aladorn said, baring his teeth.

Rosha saw the man that was holding Aladorn tease him and click his tongue.

"I wouldn't act like that if I were you," the man said. "You are not going to make it out of this forest in one piece. And I don't know about you, but I don't like the idea of rolling around this place, crying for help. It won't make you look like a hero."

"I'm not threatening. That's what you're doing," Aladorn said, through gritted teeth. "Release her then, and let us part. We don't have anything."

"We won't give you anything," Rosha said, attempting to shake the man off, but he was heavier than she had expected. 

"Stop moving around and be a good girl," the man growled.

"I am a woman," Rosha said, shaking until she made the large man topple against a tree. 

"You aren't going to survive this," the man said through gritted teeth. "I'll make you apologize, and maybe you'll clean up after all. I need a maiden to tend my animals." 

"I'm not your or anybody else's maiden," Rosha said, kicking the man with the back of her leg. He howled and released her momentarily. She managed to shake the rope bonds free now that he wasn't holding onto her. 

"Now. Now," he said with a look of growing anger. "I wouldn't be so aggressive, my sweet girl. You don't want to make someone like me angry."

"Kill me then," Rosha said, spitting on the soil. "Kill me, for I'd rather stay feeding the worms than be your maid. I won't cooperate with the likes of you!"

Aladorn was thinking of what he could do to escape the place with Rosha. The two men were worrying him with their constant comments, and the possibility of them maiming one of the two was something he didn't want to risk. He kept quiet for a moment, watching them exchange insults. 

Rosha was tired. That was exceptionally apparent. She was snapping at them more than usual. Even he found himself feeling ready to jump in the insults. 

Adrenaline thrummed through his veins. His heart was pounding and sweat prickled at the back of his neck.

He breathed in, then exhaled. Slow. Steady. He focused on Rosha and transferred his energy to her. He saw the way her eyes lighted for a moment. The men were beginning to circle them again when she raised herself with her spear. Fixing her grip on the shaft of her spear, she eyed their opponents. They had defeated men like this before, but this time they were caught unaware. She heard the sound of crunchy leaves, and more men came into view. 

Normally Aladorn loved a challenge, but this time he worried about Rosha, who was already exhausted. And homesick. He also worried for himself. He was so drained that any more magic might take what was left of his energy and leave Rosha to deal with this alone.

"Ready?" he asked Rosha as he drew his knife.

"Ready," she replied.

Men charged from their hiding spots in the bushes and from behind the trees. This was how they had survived other bandits' attacks in the wilderness. Back to back. Side by side. Moving as one even as more men kept coming.  Finally, after dispatching half a dozen, one grabbed Aladorn by the wrist.

They tried to fight him off, but he was persistent. Finally, Aladorn was able to land a cut to the man's arm. It was just enough to make the man release his grip and step back in pain. It looked like they had won the night. 

The only lad left standing was on the shorter side. The other men had been large and sturdy, but this one was a frail young man. He had a bony frame and a pair of flinty-looking arms that looked like they'd snap in two at the slightest pressure.

Aladorn felt a pang of guilt.

"You sure you want to do this?" he asked, shifting his weight back and forth, hesitant. "If you let us leave now, I promise I won't hurt you and the others."

Which was more than they would get from anybody else. These guys were the ones who cornered him and Rosha the same way a pack of hungry dogs would do. Aladorn wasn't sure what they wanted so badly. Their belongings consisted of their horses, the clothes on his back, Rosha's spear and armor, some fruit, and the bag of coins they had brought from Guanolot. 

That was it. 

No big, ancient swords. No valuable treasures. Even the coin would be lacking to risk one's life over. With the money they had left, they wouldn't be able to own vast amounts of land or get a princess to marry them.

It was absurd.

Dark, adamant eyes stared back at him.

Aladorn sighed, and he felt Rosha do the same. 

"Fine. Don't say I didn't warn you."

He swung his hands in the air, and Rosha raised her spear at the same time. The boy—he was just a kid, and Aladorn's heart twinged at the thought, even if they do look around the same age—parried, and they were immediately caught up in the constant movements of a skilled exchange. Rosha's spear clashed in a flurry of blows. They react quickly to his movements.

The lad sidestepped a strike from Aladorn on his left, then another from Rosha on his right. Then, he went in for a swift blow to Rosha's side, hitting his sword against her armor. The blow made him stumble. Then Aladorn shoved his elbow right in the boy's chest. He didn't fall like all of the other grown men did. He righted himself up as soon as Aladorn hit him—eyes still dark and determined.

"You're good. I'll give you that," Aladorn whistled lowly, taking a step forward as the other teen lost ground. 

Rosha spoke through deep breaths. 

"Hell, you're better than all of your friends combined, but..." 

Here, just as the boy's sword was about to cleave his neck, Aladorn moved out of his range, and in the next second, Rosha has their opponent on the dirt, the wind knocked hard out of his chest, the tip of Rosha's spear pointed at his throat. 

"... I'm better."

There was a short moment of silence.

The look on the young man's face was murderous as he turned his head away in surrender. Rosha drew back her spear—she would give the man a hand, but she had a feeling her help was unwanted—when suddenly someone clapped. Startled, she looked around, as did Aladorn. They tensed when they saw one scared and dark horse.

"You wield your spear well," its rider said, moving his horse at a leisurely pace towards them.

Judging by the sighs of relief and whispers of awe around him, Aladorn suspected this was the leader of the group. He pressed his lips down in a grimace, gauging his chances. With his enemy mounted on a black stallion and the thugs they had beaten off getting a second wind, they wouldn't win.

Oh, well.

Aladorn swore at his bad luck and readied his dagger as the rider, and his horse approached.

From somewhere behind him, a deep voice yelled. 

"Be careful, Boss, this guy's tough!" 

The rider huffed, waving his hand in acknowledgment. If it weren't for the helmet hiding his face, Aladorn would've sworn he could see a glint of mischief in his eyes.

"I don't want to fight you," the rider said, sounding amused at the mere notion. "So, lower your spear."

It was Rosha's turn to laugh. The man was crazy if he thought she and Aladorn believed him for even one moment. 

"Then why'd you set your men on us? We don't have anything worth stealing."

"No, you don't," the rider agreed. "I simply wanted to test you."

"And why would you want to do that?"

"I enjoy challenges, and we have heard many stories of your kind in this place," the man said, looking from Aladorn to Rosha.

Aladorn nodded shortly. The man was a mercenary, of that Aladorn was certain. From his group of rag-tag ruffians to his own armor and horse, he had the look about him.

"Yeah, sure. What about it?"

The rider halted his horse right before Aladorn in an attempt to loom over him—make him feel intimidated. Aladorn gritted his teeth as the stallion nickers, softly blowing warm breath over his skin. Aladorn still stood his ground.

"You could have died," the rider said. "But you have made me think of the possibilities of finding someone like you."

Aladorn thought about his words for a moment. Next to him, Rosha looked like she was searching around the place for a way to escape.

"At least you're honest," the rider sniggered. He quickly sobered up. "You fight recklessly. Whether it's with someone as strong as your partner or with multiple opponents like my group of men. It's almost as if the only way you can win is by gambling with your own life. You are struggling to find a purpose to go on, but deep down, you want to live anyway." 

Aladorn adjusted his stance and frowned at the man. 

"And what does this have to do with anything? Who are you? Why do you need to hide behind your men?"

The rider considered him for a moment, then in one fluid motion, he slid off his horse, flexing his knees slightly as he landed. His silver helmet came off, and the first thing he noticed was his stunning blue eyes.

Aladorn frowned, and he thought he heard Rosha murmur the word coward as the man's unruly blonde hair came into view.

It reminded him of someone else. Not that he wished to think of him at the moment.

"I'm Jerod, leader of the mercenary band. And you are?"

Without pausing, the name tumbled out of his mouth.

"Aladorn."

"I'm Rosha," his friend said.

"The way you two fight is admirable, Aladorn and Rosha, and I've taken a liking to you," Jerod said. "I want to join you."

The words were so odd that Aladorn took a moment to comprehend what he had said. Rosha exhaled slowly, and Aladorn's brows went impossibly high and almost straight into his hairline.

"You tried to kill us," Rosha said in that tone of voice a person employs when someone is extremely dense.

Aladorn chimed in. 

"I hate to say this, sir, but we're not currently accepting applications from murderous vagabonds. Perhaps they'll be an opening in the future."

"You could let me join," Jerod said, with an easy smile that again reminded Aladorn of someone else. "I'll be invaluable for you now that you know there's a great deal of danger on the roads for the likes of you."

At Aladorn's lack of response and Rosha's violent expression, Jerod smiled, all teeth. He ran a hand through his blonde hair, dropping his helmet onto the grass and kicking it towards their feet. 

"I have a feeling," he said slowly, assessing Aladorn from head to toe. "That I'll only be able to get you to let me join you is if I beat you in a duel."

Rosha grinned. This was her territory now.

"For once, you got something right. And if I win?"

Aladorn looked at the two of them with a horrified expression. Rosha could be quite deadly when she wanted to. He didn't have any more desire to spill blood on this forest than she had to embark on this mission.

Jerod replied with an ample grin that was neither carefree nor mocking, but something else entirely, 

"Then I'll leave you be. The Black Coyotes, my men and I, will depart. Saints, you can even kill me if you want."

"Jerod!" shouted one of the men—no, another boy, even younger-looking than Aladorn and Rosha.

The child staggered to his feet, his sword in hand, and began to defend him. 

"We can help—"

"Stay out of this, William," Jerod interjected. Then his tone turned soft, almost fond as he said. "Trust me. I know what people like them can do, and they are kind people."

Rosha bristled.

"I'm not as kind to murderers."

Aladorn raised his hands in defeat and sighed. 

"I'd much rather we all settle this and call it an even. I want to go back to bed and rest."

Jerod unsheathed his saber, a long narrow blade, which wasn't quite as remarkable as Rosha's spear. Aladorn wondered where he'd got that immense yet seemingly baseless confidence.

He couldn't help but admire his guts.

"Would you be willing to fight with a blade? I must say your spear gives you quite the unfair advantage here."

Rosha snorted but leaned her spear against a tree all the same. She was confident in her skills. Sword. Spear. It didn't matter. She'd taken down others before. She could do it again. With a flourish, she unsheathed her sword from the side of her horse's saddle.

Aladorn waited for Jerod to raise his sword and for Rosha's matching stroke with her own blade. A gust of wind passed between the three of them, and he saw Rosha's stance with her sword as she raised hers first to the call. Jerod blocked the strike. A shrill clang rang out as their swords met, impacting with sheer force as the two opponents fought with all their might. Jarod was in a horizontal guard across Rosha's face. Rosha was perpendicular and bearing her entire weight on her blade. There was no surprise on Jarod's face. Neither did he looked strained. His expression remained composed, and so did his movements as he pushed back against her, inching his way forward, even though his saber looked like it might shatter at any moment.

"Hey, there," Jerod breathed out, close to her face. He smirked.

Rosha refused to respond and gritted her teeth. Her arms were groaning in pain, but she ignored it, high on the rush of adrenaline that surged through her, making her oblivious to everything else but the need to survive. Rosha needed to prove herself. She needed triumph, much like what she felt after embarking on this road months ago.

"Honestly, you know, you don't have to try so hard. I'm already tired," Jerod said lightly.

Despite that, with a final stroke, Jerod came falling down backward, and out of pure instinct, Rosha jumped away, getting a shallow cut on her arm as a result. There was no time to regather her senses as Jerod counter-attacked. She blocked it and, in a rage, began her true assault. Her never-ending strikes rained down on him in a whirlwind of sharp metal. Blood began to trickle in rivulets down Rosha's arms and legs, mixing with her sweat and grime.

She was good. Rosha and a sword were a match made in heaven, yet Aladorn worried as he kept seeing blood spill down her arms and face.

She growled and sent her opponent backward, and Aladorn felt a grin threatening to split his face.

In Rosha's short, split-second of a pause, he brought his left hand up, pressing it against one end of his weapon, then twisted herself to the side, pivoting on one foot and nearly slamming the hilt of her sword against Jerod's unprotected temple. Jerod jerked back in time, and even as he dodged the first blow, his saber sped towards Aladorn's stomach.

Aladorn swerved out of the way, then aimed for a swift strike to Jerod's torso with his fist. Jerod blocked him and staggered back at the harsh impact of the blow. The warriors in the circle laughed at the attempt.

"You almost got me there. Better luck next time?" he teased.

Rosha tapped him on the shoulder with her blade. 

"You talk too much."

Jerod smiled deeply and resumed the duel. 

"That's because you are no fun, ma'am."

Then Jerod feinted right, and Aladorn saw it coming a split second too late. The blade came alarmingly close to her eye and grazed past her cheek.

"Watch out!" he screamed at Rosha. Jerod's horse neighed and stamped its feet.

Aladorn thrust his arm forward, ready to retaliate, just as Jerod took another step back—into empty air.

They all fell—Aladorn and Rosha dragged forward in the momentum—tumbling down the cliff, swords clattering beside them. It was a good thing they weren't high off the ground. Otherwise, they'd be dead by now.

Instead, they rolled and skidded across the dirt, each trying to get the upper hand. Aladorn shifted his legs, and he saw Rosha struggle to breathe as he managed to pin Jerod down with a blast of magic. He grabbed him by the collar and slammed down his fist without hesitation, feeling the crunch under his skin, knuckles stinging after the blow.

"Boss!" a deep voice yelled from above. "Get the bow and arrow!"

Another voice came in. 

"Don't! Jerod said not to interfere!"

"But we can't just let him..."

Aladorn drowned out the voices, landing several more punches in as Jerod feebly attempted to shield his face with his arms.

He didn't want to kill the man, so Aladorn relented once his anger subsided. Though he was sure, he wouldn't be getting up anytime soon. He stood up, swayed on his feet, and turned to face the cliff. He spotted the rest of the Black Coyotes crowding on the ledge.

A couple of them, like the two who had fought over whether or not to shoot at them with a bow and arrow, scrambled to reach the bottom of the cliff.

Aladorn took a moment to breathe. What to do now...? Run for it?

He always seemed to forget the first lesson the roads taught him: Never turn your back on your enemy.

His knees buckled underneath his weight, and he fell forward, knees hitting the dirt in a sickening thud.

For the first time, Aladorn felt panic.

It hit him with a startling intensity that he wanted to live. He couldn't let it end here. But Jerod's saber made the sound of a sharp whistle as it cut through the wind, and Aladorn saw a flash of silver coming down in his peripheral vision. He had lost. It was finally going to be over.

The magic swelled inside him when he called it, and in the space of a breath, reality bent around him. Aladorn felt his eyes widen. A flicker of warmth curled at the bottom of his stomach. His heart pounded against his chest. His breath quickened. His brain slipped into overdrive, memories flitting through his mind like the pages of a book. The memories battered against his skull, and the only thing he could make out from the blur of voices and colors was three words. 

"I'll join you."

Aladorn felt a spark igniting at the base of his thumb. He lifted his palms to the sky. Rosha hurried to his side.

"You'll be fine," she said.

"It wasn't my intention," another voice said.

"He is only tired," Rosha replied in a voice that was steely. "Get your men to move their efforts elsewhere. Bring me water and fabric. He needs to rest."

She sounded stern. It reminded him of a past long forgotten and being taken care of.

Rosha was family. That was why he'd rushed in to prevent her maiming. She was strong and pure, and he'd never let her get hurt for the sake of a duel. She could hold her own, but Aladorn feared for once that she couldn't finish it. Not when her opponent wasn't playing fair.

He heard steps leaving, and then Rosha's steely voice turned to address him in a short, clipping tone. 

"You didn't have to."

"I'm alright," he said, through slurred words. "Only ran out of strength."

"Magic won't get you out of this easily, Aladorn," Rosha said. "You need to be more careful. We were only dueling. You know I'm not a fragile flower."

"I know," he said. Sleep was catching him with his claws, and he slowly felt himself fade away into the darkness. "But we didn't know if he had any ill will towards you. He almost got us killed!"

"Shh," she said. "They don't have to hear this. I don't trust him or their intentions, but they might be of help. If we take the same way we did before, we can let time run its course and be prepared if they attack us. But it might be easier to get into Willownest with some help, and I'm sure they know this road better than you and me."

He hummed and, after closing his eyes, he let his word slide from his lips. 

"I'm glad you are here. I would be dead without some help to think."

Rosha put her hand on his hair. 

"Stop throwing me compliments. It won't get you out of this situation! Besides, when you're not letting fear win you over, you're as practical as me. You can't tell me you weren't thinking of snapping them in half if needed be." 

He murmured his agreement before collapsing. Cool hands touched his forehead, and later, when the sun hid back again and the moon raised, his friend kept watch.
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Chapter 5
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The next morning there was a nauseating sense of disorientation when Aladorn snapped out of his sleep, just like there always was when his brain rushed to catch up and shift the world back into its place. Aladorn screwed his eyes shut, forcefully quelling the spark of magic waiting to burst from his fingertips. It took a moment before he could open his eyes again.

He came face to face with Jerod.

The man had dropped his sword somewhere else and looked worse for wear, with cuts on his cheeks and chin.

Aladorn was dimly aware of some members of his band crowding over them—two other men with arrows and bows on their backs waited as they spoke.

Jerod ignored them and swayed forward as if his head has grown heavy. 

And that was bad enough.

"I'm glad you have decided to wake. The lady was threatening to run her sword through us if her brother didn't awake."

Something warm took root on his chest and refused to leave at the idea of being someone's family. Rosha had never been so effusive about their friendship, and neither had he, as he'd mostly grown among books and she'd grown along with horses. It was no mystery that they never were the effusive kind of friends other people were. 

And then was the fact that they were moving all across the Realm. Fighting threats and getting themselves in grave danger of death, which compromised any kind of time they had to discuss anything that wasn't food rations or survival.

Rosha ran through the clearing, leaving clothes in the ground as she rushed to see how he was doing as she knelt beside him. 

"You're okay?"

"I'm fine, Rosha," he said.

She exhaled a long breath and shook her head. 

"Please don't do that again. I won't be able to repay this debt, even if I wanted to."

"I've owed you other things too. Consider the debt canceled," Aladorn said, although his head pounded. "What have you done?"

Rosha looked from Jerod's expressionless face to Aladorn's. 

"Jerod has compromised to help our cause by guiding us into Tundraise's heart: Willownest."

Jerod dismissed his men and turned to the two of them to say in a low voice. 

"I'll take you there if you help me keep a low profile."

"Why would you want that?" Aladorn said, running a hand through his hair. The first thing he'd do was to go to a body of water and take a full bath.

"I have something in Tundraise, and they won't understand," Jerod said. "Mercenaries only know two things: money and blood."

"What about food?" Aladorn interjected. He saw Rosha threw daggers at him with her eyes and said, "It's a valid question..."

"I care for food and money," Jerod replied, sounding annoyed. "But I also care about family. The same way you two do. I have someone in Tundraise that I want to see, and these people won't understand if we don't move forward without them noticing."

Rosha nodded. It transpired that they had discussed this while he was unconscious. It didn't matter. He trusted his friend's instinct, which was why he replied in the way he did. 

"Alright. Let's go to Willownest."

Aladorn watched her demeanor as one of his hands twitched. Rosha noticed the way he moved his fingers around without the men noticing. A brief look at his lips confirmed that he was mumbling something. It almost looked like he would say something to defend them, but he kept quiet. Then a light flashed, and the two men were sent backward onto the ground.

Rosha searched the two and promptly kicked them to make sure they didn't do anything. They didn't move, and, looking to Aladorn, she raised a brow at him.

"Did you enchant them?"

"They're not dead if that's what you're thinking. Only paralyzed for some time. Just enough necessary for them not to follow us and get us into more trouble."

Rosha and Aladorn mounted the horses, leaving the men behind quickly, all except for one. Jerod came rushing behind them, waving his hands. 

"You almost left me."

"They will think it's strange if they woke up and saw the three of us leaving," Rosha replied. "I was only careful. Now they won't search for you. They'll think you were killed once they wake up. That or we kidnapped you."

Jerod looked back at the crew he was abandoning. Rosha couldn't tell what thoughts were running through his mind. He was willing to leave his crew in order to get to Tundraise. Why?

"Do you think they'll come after us?" Rosha asked.

"I don't think so," Jerod said. "And if they do, I'll deal with them."

Aladorn wasn't listening to the conversation. He looked lost in thought as they moved across the plains and slowly reached the bordering town.

"Aladorn!" Rosha said.

He shook himself and realized she might have said his name more than once. Jerod looked between the two of them with eyebrows raised.

Aladorn turned his big, expressive eyes to her. 

"I apologize. I was thinking of something."

"You need to rest," Rosha said, matter-of-factly. "All this running and fighting without sleeping has you acting strange."

"You might be right," Aladorn said, looking at her with the same expression, although his eyes became more focused as they reached the outskirts of the forest. A stream of light appeared as they reached the city. Men were walking around the town with little care of the circumstances happening at the moment. No one paid them any mind as they entered the gates. It seemed they all had a mind to keep their troubles to themselves.

And not invite any new troubles if they could help it.
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They were walking across the lands with less uncertainty than before. Aladorn and Rosha would never forget about the way things had started and how they have turned out now.

"We were so lucky," Aladorn said to Rosha as Jerod walked beside them, lost in his own thoughts. "I've never heard of people attracting as much trouble as we have and being alive afterward."

Rosha scoffed and nodded.

Aladorn saw the way Jerod walked behind them without paying much attention to the road. It was a good thing that there were no obstacles on the way. She was thinking of Thiles and wanted to make sure it wasn't happening again.

He liked to think of himself as a nice man. A trusting one even. But it was clear that believing in everyone's goodwill wasn't going to be enough.

Rosha took notice of his expression. 

"I never thought life would be so difficult. I wanted to go back to my home."

She shook her head as they continued down the road.

"But I don't have a home anymore. It's nothing but rubble and ash. I don't know what a home is."

"Don't we all, child," the man said, looking at the two of them. "We all miss a home we don't have. Sometimes I wonder if I really had one or if I imagined it..."

He looked quiet and so reflective that both Aladorn and Rosha felt this was the opportunity they were looking for.

Rosha took the lead. 

"We have to address something. We will only travel with you if you prove to us that you won't do anything to harm us."

Jerod huffed. Rosha halted her horse gently, and Aladorn followed suit. A babbling stream ran into a nearby pond, and Aladorn was tempted to tell them they should take turns washing. He'd let Rosha take the first turn and guard her back in case the man turned his back on them. 

Rosha would do the same, and that posed the question of how Jerod would bathe. He had no other option but to present his back to them unguarded, something that left an imbalance on their exchange, and Aladorn didn't like it.

Power needed power, and energy had to be exchanged if one wanted to balance a deal. Aladorn was a fair person, and the idea of being unjust to someone like Jerod didn't sit well with him.

"We had an ally that turned his back on us," Rosha said, caressing Shadow's mane. "You'll have to prove to us that you won't do the same."

"How do you wish to test me?" Jerod said, sounding extremely tired. His breathing was labored. He didn't have a horse, having felt it would be better for his men to leave them the animal. 

They had taken turns to share the two horses, but it was now time for the horses to rest. They were just a few steps from Tundraise, and people already looked different. The people they saw were eagerly working, and a few men were sitting by a fountain singing merrily as if nothing was happening in the Realm. Or at least, not anything that required any special attention.

Rosha kept silent. She didn't like to reveal too much information to anyone. It was her way of taking care of them. When their adventure started, they'd both been different people. Darrion too, but it was unclear how they would remain alive. Now it had become clear as the transparent waters of the pond near them. Cynicism was going to be a part of them for a long time.

Aladorn's hands trembled as he recounted Thiles' betrayal. Anger poured out of him, and he had to clench his teeth and formed a fist with his hand. Thiles' mocking expression as he revealed he was working with the Corsairs still bothered him.

"We've been betrayed by an ally before this," Aladorn said, looking from Thiles to Rosha, whose own glance promised revenge. "I don't want to start another confrontation. It's best that you leave if you have plans to betray us."

"I won't betray either one of you," Jerod said. "I told you I had to leave my men. I have to think of other things."

"We'll tackle you and leave you to feed the wolves if you do anything," Aladorn said as he tensed considerably. "I want you to know this now, so you have the freedom to turn your back on us now without being hurt or fighting."

"I believe you," Jerod said. "I'll be your companion if you're willing to understand that I won't hurt you. I only need someone to be by my side as I move through this city, and I thought such pair of formidable knights could help me."

"Some knights we are! I come from the stables, and he's a wizard," Rosha said darkly. "We only want to be fine and free to live in this Realm without being accused of any wrongdoings. If you wish to be part of this group, you must abide by our rules."

"Have we established any rules?" Aladorn said, frowning.

"We're doing that now," Rosha said, throwing him a significant glare as she stood up to come closer to Jerod. "The first one is that you must reveal your intentions for this expedition now."

Jerod flinched but recovered quickly. 

"I became a mercenary when the farm our family had was taken by the king of Tundraise and the new Queen. They left us to rot while they squandered our land. My parents couldn't afford to take care of me anymore, so I left. Now I'm trying to figure out what to do next. And I think I have an idea about this city. Just this city."

Rosha nodded. 

"Hmm. Let us see what Aladorn thinks."

It was Jerod now who turned his vibrant blue gaze on Aladorn's. 

"Do you believe me, sir?"

Aladorn weighed the information with all the care he could summon at the time. There were dark clouds looming behind them, and Aladorn feared rain would fall upon them. It was the last thing they needed. 

Still, they needed to hear what the man had to say about his pursuits and desires. Rosha and Aladorn needed to understand his loyalty, or else they'd be going through the same betrayals that had accursed their travels before.

He was also tired. His view had grown poor, and his heartbeat had speedup due to the lack of sleep. Dozing off would be the best course of action now, yet he worried over Rosha, who'd been without sleep for far longer. His own exhaustion would need to wait until she had some well-deserved rest.

Jerod must have seen the hesitation in Aladorn's face. He shook his head as he spoke in the same weary tone Aladorn had come to hear himself and Rosha use ever since they fled the Dark Elemental's temple. 

"My farm was the pride and joy of my kind. We've been working on it for many generations. Queens and Kings passed, and we still owned the lands until this new Queen, the Queen of Death, left us all without anything to put our name to."

When he paused, Aladorn saw Rosha look from one to the other with a kindness that he'd seen directed to others so often that he wondered how Rosha still found kindness in her heart to help others. Especially after having been betrayed.

Taking a stand, Jerod looked at his new companions.

"I want to help you two find a way into the city. If you help me find what I need, we'll help each other. If I betray you, I'll have no way to restore my family's farm or our way of life. I will help you accomplish your task. Will you let me?"  

Sincerity came from him, and it was hard for them to make a decision. Aladorn felt like they were going to be betrayed again. But he was also too tired to be able to say for sure why he felt that way.

Rosha, on the other hand, looked like she wanted to believe him. She saw the best in people, just like she saw the best in Aladorn. He sighed.

"Come on then," he said begrudgingly as both Aladorn and Rosha waved him over to come with them.
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Rosha followed Shadow along the stable's wall, which was covered in darkness. A man followed her with a battle ax and threw taunts at her as she scurried away. She thought she had finally escaped him, only to stand and have him throw the ax at her back. She screamed, but it missed her. 

Instead, it landed in another figure, hidden in the shadows. This person looked familiar, but Rosha couldn't tell who it was. She knelt to the ground and screamed, but the man that followed her turned into vast shadows, and all she saw was that pain and helplessness tore through her skin and bones as she cried and screamed at the moon and the Universe to bring back the person.

"A life for a life," said a hooded figure before the hood fell, and Rosha saw the familiar gaze of Queen Wynna Ravensmere and her cold smile.

Rosha spoke through gritted teeth. 

"You, you can't murder everyone! You'll be the Queen of the Dead!"

She didn't know why she was mourning this lost person. She didn't know who they were. But it was unjust and cruel to kill someone in her place. She hadn't wanted to make people sacrifice themselves. Even though she didn't know if this was a sacrifice or an accident, it still felt like a hole had been carved out of her chest.

"You are the one to blame, Rosha." 

The Queen said her name like a curse like she was the one poisoning everything around them and not the other way around. 

"Couldn't the two of you stay away from me?" 

She spat at her feet in a hateful manner. Rosha didn't flinch. All she knew was that she had to escape and that she had to tell someone, but who? She was all alone in the world, and all she could do was to fend for herself, on her own...

"It wasn't like this before," a voice told her. 

She turned to face it, her fists raised to fight. 

"You coward! Say it to my face!" 

But no one was there—no one but her Shadow and blood that dripped down the body in front of her.

Then a light came and awakened her. She had the power. She could reach the Queen and take her down, and she would be remembered until the end of time. She could help Darrion and Aladorn.

Aladorn! 

The figure was cast in light, and to her horror, she saw blood dark and a poisonous liquid spilling down her friend's face. The ax was buried deep in his chest.

She screamed and screamed. Then someone shook her. She grunted and flailed her arms wildly. Couldn't they see Aladorn needed her help? That it was her fault that he was hurt? Then she opened her eyes to the light of day—a clear sky above her and the worried glances of Jerod and Aladorn.

Aladorn!

"You're alright," Rosha said, touching his arm to make sure he wasn't another vision.

"Nightmares can be common after a long period of exhaustion," Aladorn said matter of factly, placating both her fears and her shame as red started to show in her face. Nightmares were the dreams of the weak in Rosha's mind.

"I'm sorry," Rosha said weakly. "I... I need to take a bath."

"As do I," Aladorn said, scrunching his nose up. "You go first. I'll stay behind with our friend Jerod."

Jerod grimaced and gave Aladorn a look that communicated that he knew the word friend was said without any real conviction.

"Can't blame me for being a gentleman," Aladorn said in reply to his expression. "You go first, Rosha."

Rosha nodded and stood. They had camped out just outside the city, deciding that it would be best for them to be fully rested before they ventured inside. The horses were tied to the tree they had rested under.

Rosha went back to the patch where the pond was, taking care to walk behind a bush to shield herself from her two male companions. Aladorn and Jerod sat quietly for a moment. Then Jerod started to hum.

"You could entertain people with your voice," Aladorn said, marveling at the high tones of voice the man produced after a long moment of hearing him sing softly.

"I would, but my manners are lacking in the ways of entertainment," Jerod replied humbly. "I think someone like you and the girl would be better suited for that." 

"That's nonsense. I see the world as it is right now, and I'm convinced that magic isn't only in the hands of Wizards. Regular people do magic. The kind that isn't related to people like me," Aladorn said, looking at the tall trees and the beauty of the road for inspiration. "But moving through other's consciousness and staying there until something as small as the flicker of a candlelight can bring it back to the front of their minds and souls." 

The two sat in quiet for a moment with the sounds of Rosha splashing in the pond behind them.

"Where are we going now?" Aladorn said, more to the air than to the other man.

"Elkenstar seems a good option," Jerod said. 

"I don't see why not," Aladorn replied, humming.

Rosha came back with her other set of clothes. Her hair, which had grown a considerable amount since they had left Maelhear, was loose, falling to her shoulders. She saw the confusion on Jerod's face. Aladorn raised one eyebrow at her as she approached them. Rosha did too. 

"I'm not going to wear a braid with wet hair."

Jerod smiled.

"You are right, ma'am. A braid with wet hair would be your doom. After all, you're only walking alongside two criminals on a road littered with death and danger."

"You're the worst jokester I've ever met," Rosha said, but Aladorn saw a small smile forming on her lips.

"Your friend here said that we should go to Elkenstar," Jerod said, going back to his serious expression.

"I agree," Rosha said. "It's the nearest town after all."

Aladorn smiled deeply, although Rosha noticed how tense his smile was.

"Let's part then."

"You're not going to rest until we reach Elkenstar," Rosha said.

Aladorn waved her off. 

"I have my resources. You don't have to worry about me so much."

Rosha adverted her eyes from him as the two men prepared to wash the weary road from their skin.
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They did their best to take turns washing so as not to terrify people once they arrived at Elkenstar. As soon as Jerod was finished, they moved their way up to the town with their meager belongings and the horses up to the entrance to Eleknstar.

Rosha moved around them with a small smile. Aladorn did the same. Jerod mostly followed them quietly, without any pretension to care for the villagers or anyone that came closer to them.

Fortunately, they had just enough money to secure a room at a shady inn for a prolonged stay. The owner of the Greased Horn seemed glad for any business at all and didn't ask many questions. Aladorn was grateful. He had put up with far too many curious minds recently.

Elkenstar was quiet and right next to a forested area. The farms surrounding the village reminded Aladorn of the bit of Oldrum that he had seen before it was burned to the ground. He wondered if Rosha thought the same.

She went off to train several times a week and went somewhere quiet and away from prying eyes to drill for an hour or so. Aladorn had gotten used to it. Two days later, when she went to train like usual, she invited them along. Rosha had found a small clearing just beyond the town and had marked several trees with her spear throwing and sword maneuvers. She said they were welcome to duel her at any time. Something only Jerod took up after watching her for a while.

After their dueling, they began talking. Rosha talked about the road ahead, and the other two would only nod and tell her about the difficulties they expected to see there. 

They didn't know what would happen in their quest to find the Light Elemental. They had ever fewer clues than they did when it came to the dark element. For now, they were just inquiring people without trying to draw attention to themselves.

Aladorn trained with his magic seldomly. The cost of casting spells had worn him down. Ever since the temple, he had been unable to find the right components to make the potion that restored him. He tried not to think about it much, although he hadn't said anything to Rosha yet. He feared her reaction and didn't want her to risk her own life for him. 

After the sun began to set, they made their way back to the Greased Horn. The main room where food was served only had a few guests eating the evening meal. None Rosha was worried about.

Except for one woman in particular who kept showing up whenever they were all together. 

She was a tall young woman with dark ebony hair set loose and a devious smile that Rosha found dangerous but did her best to keep herself in check. 

"What can we do for you?" Rosha asked after she had stared at them for far longer than expected. She'd been looking at Aladorn for hours as they sat on the inn's candlelit room.

The woman gave her a suspicious glance before replying.

"I'm only looking at my handsome friend," she said to Rosha's complete surprise and Aladorn's mortification.

Rosha and Jerod exchanged a glance, and Jerod's thunder-like laugh was heard across the room. The other tenants looked at them with mistrust. The place was seedier than they noticed at first, after all. Rosha mumbled an apology, to which the woman shrugged.

"No worries. I can be quite blunt when I have my eyes set onto something I care about."

"I'm not a thing," Aladorn interjected.

Rosha had never seen him as flustered as he was at the moment, and she fought her desire to laugh in order to be a good friend.

Aladorn mumbled something like a warning, and Jerod lost it once again.

"You don't have to be rude, Prince." He chuckled.

"I'm not a Prince!" Aladorn protested, burning red. "The only thing I am is someone willing to wipe you off the face of the earth if you ever mention this."

"Oh, don't worry," Jerod said, looking from the woman's mischievous smile to Aladron's pained expression. "You will remember this moment without difficulty."

Rosha laughed heartily, feeling it was an alright moment that wouldn't cost her her friendship. 

"Don't be so crass. We haven't even asked the lady's name."

"My name is Peona," she said, with a wink at Aladorn.

The young wizard did his best to drink from his mug and avert his eyes. Jerod, Rosha, and Peona all burst into laughter at this.

And thus, they met and formed a new alliance. Peona was traveling like they were. She was staying in the inn for a week and then moving on. That was all she had shared.

The four talked late into the night. At the mention of their horses, Peona insisted they go out and see them in the stable. She said she loved the animals.

As they rounded the corner, however, they found that they were not the only ones close to the stables at night.

Rosha held the others up with a hand and made a quick shushing noise to stop their chattering. She saw three soldiers, all in dark red armor, standing watch by the horse's pen. 

She looked at Aladorn and nodded at him to take a look around the corner of the inn. Once he did, his eyes went wide as he mouthed the words "three" to her.

She nodded.

"We can surprise them," she whispered, pointing to the other side of the inn. "Figure out what they're doing here. Then we'll have an advantage.

Jerod and Peona gave them questioning looks but went with them all the same. Rosha saw that the three hadn't moved from their spot once they got around.

"Think you can give us a firefly?" she asked Aladorn.

He nodded.

"Move in as soon as it goes off," he said, looking down at his hands as he spoke the words of incantation and formed one of his flame creations in the air.

It flew from their hiding spot as everyone drew their weapons. Just as the creature came up behind the three men, one of them turned around and shouted.

"It's them!" he said.

Then the firefly exploded in his face.

As quickly as they could, the four of them pounced. Rosha kicked one of the knights over with as much force as she could muster. Peona and Jerod brought another knight to his knees just as Aladorn conjured some rope from the stable with a blast of wind and wrapped the three of them together.

It was over in an instant.

Rosha was the first one to pounce on them after she pulled the middle one to a sitting position. She held the point of her blade just under his chin.

"What are you doing here!?" she demanded.

Aladorn was both impressed and nervous. The other two were unconscious. If they woke up, he wasn't sure they had the strength to take them all on if they decided the ropes were no shackles to them.

"They found us," he said, his voice rising as he looked around for more of the fearsome knights.

In the end, the four had managed to survive the battle. He didn't want them to push their luck past its breaking point.

"Now you know what I can do," Rosha said. 

The knight scoffed in her face. She returned his grimace by sticking her blade into his skin just enough for it to draw blood. He tried to pull away, but Rosha held him tightly.

"Fine," she said. "Either talk and tell us why you're here, or don't, and find that you've lost your tongue entirely."

"That's not very sporting of you," he said, grumbling, as she shoved him back against the ground.

She gave him an incredulous look. 

"I'm trying to save our backs, and you think I care about being sporting? It's not a game!"

"Ow," he said as she yanked the rope tight. "On the other hand, I could send you back to your Queen so that she could know you've failed to catch us. I suppose that's why you've come. Or, I could just do you in now."

She paused, obviously tempted, and for a moment, she enjoyed an exultant glow of victory. Then she sighed.

"Maybe it means we're closer," with that wistfulness back in her voice, and stood up. "This time, you live."

"You know, what exactly do you think is going to happen when we reach the next city?" he asked loudly, over his shoulder, hearing her grunts and the whistling of her sword-strokes. He wanted to bother her. That much was clear. 

Actually, what this particular knight really wanted was to fight. He hadn't held a sword since the last battle, and the Queen was now more set on acquiring allies through normal means. It had been weeks since he fought anything that wasn't his hunger and anger, but Rosha couldn't possibly know that.

Peona and Rosha left the men behind after giving them a warning. Jerod had complained that they ought to have them killed. After all, there was a war going on, but Aladorn had refused. Peona had ogled him, and Rosha wasn't sure of what they had to do. 

"Anyone want to explain why those men are threats? Or why we needed to beat them to a pulp before even giving them a warning? I saw them earlier."

"Why didn't you say anything?" Rosha said, spinning on the spot and pointing a finger at her.

"Excuse me," Peona responded. "Was I to know that you had people chasing after you? Anyone else I need to know about?"

Aladorn chuckled darkly as he exchanged a glance with Rosha. There were actually quite a few.

Jerod chimed in. 

"She was distracted, that's why. The pretty boy is a distraction to this fair Maiden."

"I'm a potioneer," Peona said, in a reproachful tone that wasn't bubbly but completely serious, so much so that even Aladorn took her account seriously. "And I tried too, but we moved fast, and then they appeared. They were supposed to be collecting taxes. That's what I heard earlier. Now I think you are the ones who should explain to me why you're running away."

"You are running away with us," Aladorn pointed out.

She raised an eyebrow at him, and although her words were serious, she managed to sound seductive as she spoke. 

"I am running after you, who are so elusive, my lord. But I still deserve an explanation."

"Well, you see," Aladorn said in a gentle tone of voice. "If you live long enough on this Realm you'll see this happen at least once: A new evil arises, and the new heroes that come to raise are in the form of those less expected to help."

The explanation he gave her was long enough that, afterward, Peona whistled a low note. 

"You are lucky bastards."

"Cheers for the lady," Jerod said, looking at Aladorn. "She has the intellect to go with your beauty."

Aladorn wasn't impressed, and Rosha laughed. 

"We need to leave town," Rosha said. "And soon. Let's get ready."
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Aladorn had no trouble choosing between a bath and sleep if the two had been put in front of him at that moment. Although, to be fair, that would be because he'd take a bath, too, in very short order. 

Unfortunately for them, before they even were able to get back to the inn, they were confronted again.

Just as they rounded the corner, another man dressed in red armor held his sword outright at Aladorn's throat.

"Gah!" was all he had time to do before his three friends put their hands on their weapons.

"The whole city's full of red knights. All I need to do is yell, and you'll be surrounded," the red knight said, pointing a sword to Aladorn's throat. 

The point had gone red by Aladron's blood after the man spent some time putting more pressure than was needed on it. Aladorn merely gritted his teeth.

The red knights had caught him unaware once again. At this point, he blamed it on his tiredness. But he wasn't going down without a fight.  

"And I'll have a knife at your throat," Aladorn said. "So I'd go tell those men surrounding me to go get you to the Queen. Maybe she could save you then."

"And what if you kill him?" Jerod said, joining them as Peona and Rosha came behind him with matching looks of horror. "Are you going to slit my throat in cold blood too? If you do, you'll be dead in a month. My people are stronger than you imagine. Never make a threat you won't keep."

Jerod's words hung on the air, and Rosha wondered what he meant. Was he lying to the men as she thought, or did he had other people to summon or rather—people that would appear on their own accord—to avenge him if something came to pass? Rosha hadn't yet learned when he was lying, so far, she only recognized some blunt words when he threw them, but most of the time, he sounded completely earnest. 

Right now, she wasn't sure.

She was silent a moment, her sword still, and then she said finally, following his stead in a low voice.

"He's telling the truth."

The man grimaced at her.

"I'll slit your throat if he said another lie." 

Aladorn tried to crane his head around to glare at him and couldn't, so he had to settle for just scowling off into the air. 

I'm sorry, she thought, I don't like the idea. But I don't see any other way to get away from this in one piece. 

"You better stop looking at the pretty boy and start praying,' the knight said.

"Let him go, and we won't tell anyone of your illegal deals," Peona said in a clear voice. 

She looked fearless, and Rosha admired her strength for a moment. Words were never her weapons. She preferred a spear.

"No," the man said. "I'll kill him here and bring you to the castle. There will be a party when we're done. The Queen wants you dead, girl."

"That, I'd believe," Rosha said before Peona raised her hand in the air. 

Everything happened quickly. One moment they were encircled by men in red with swords and no options, and the next, Peona had thrown something into the air. There was a bang, and lots of smoke, and shouting. And they were all running away.

Unfortunately, the loud noise had caused the horses to run away, and both Aladorn and Rosha muttered curses under their breaths. Now that they needed the most of their horses, they'd bolted. Oh well. It was better than they were alive.

Rosha turned to Peona with a grim expression after running away for a good stretch and letting the place fade into the distance. 

"How?" she asked.

Peona smiled and opened her left hand to show the contents in it. A small vial with a mold-green liquid was there in her hand.

"Do you think they'll follow us?" Rosha said just when Aladorn had interjected with renewed interest asking how she'd made it.

"I was working on it while some of you were sleeping," she said. "These lands haven't been the same since the Queen rose to power, and I don't trust anyone here, much fewer men in red capes, to protect us. I made it just in case someone found my knowledge dangerous and decided to test my strength."

The implications in her words hung heavily on the air, and Jerod huffed. 

"This is a truly despicable moment to be alive. A lady as yourself should be free to be herself."

"Thank you for your kindness, but this is normal by now," Peona said, then turning to Aladorn, she added. "I can teach you and your friends how to make this anytime."

Aladorn backtracked and politely bowed his head. 

"Thank you."

"Sounds like the Queen really wants the both of you dead," Jerod said. "What do you suppose the bounty on your heads is? A hundred coins? A thousand?"

"I'll have to consider it an honor. She thinks I'm worth so much," Rosha said and went back to walking.

Jerod followed her, glowering at the air. 

"What about when we get into Willownest?" he asked, unable to resist, even though he already knew better. "You'll be lucky if someone doesn't send your head to the Queen and take the gold. What if the monarchs there do? As far as royals go, they all tend to betray people as soon as they get a chance. Coin is a temptation too great for the ones in power."

"We'll take our chances," Aladorn said, without even slowing down.

"Maybe they'll make it five thousand," Jerod said bitterly. "You could have all the bounty hunters in the Realm after you."

He was looking at Rosha and Aladorn as he said it. Rosha crossed her arms. It was a sign of her trying to reign in her feelings, and Aladorn braced himself for the polite yet sharp words she would throw at Jerod. 

He didn't envy the other man. Aladorn kept himself quiet, for he knew it was the man's own fault for not being able to keep his mouth shut.

"Men or women that murder expressly for money," she said, in contempt. "I'll be glad to kill as many of them as I can before one of them does bring my head to the sitting monarch."

Jerod had a sudden, startlingly clear vision of standing by the Queen's side as some grinning men in red would tell them they had nothing to do in there. That their farm was now someone else's and the way his father's face had fallen. Then after months of his father sitting on a chair as they slowly starved with the meager portions of food, Jerod would have to beg him to come back to the world the way he used to be; strong-headed and calm, collected. 

A fair boss to his workers and a gentle father. Then his father would stare at him as if he'd lost his mind and ask why. And there wasn't going to be a single explanation he could even give that wouldn't sound as if he had lost his mind himself.

For his part, and although he sided with Rosha's reasoning, Aladorn knew in his heart that Jerod was right. The right course of action would be to serve the people that followed the crown and not the other way around. There was poison and corruption deep inside the ranks of the crown, and he wanted no part in it.

He wanted freedom. 

And what he wanted, he knew his friend wanted to. Although in her case, the solitude was enough to drive her angry and quiet, he was used to being alone. But, as of late, he'd come to miss the way he, Darrion, and Rosha would speak casually at the start of their travels. He'd always dreamed of having siblings, ones that would understand what having the power to shape and give rise to things would feel like. Others to play with, cook with, and follow into the woods.

He had none.

Quietness and books and life in the shadows was all he knew until he met his friends. He didn't wish for anything to happen to them.

"The horses!" Rosha shouted as she pointed in the directions they had been walking.

"Thank the Saints," Aladorn said, forgetting their serious conversation and thinking about his aching feet. 

The group made their way towards the beasts who looked winded but unhurt. 

"At least we won't have to walk the whole way," he said as he patted his stead.
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Chapter 10
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Rosha untied her horse from the old pine after she had checked on the packs and their health. Then she started them off on the day's slog. After they'd run into those Queen's men, she'd decided to take the group away from the river and into harder soil, sacrificing speed for safety. It was a necessary evil if she wished to finish her task in time.

She at least could count on Aladorn to help her. The road wasn't cooperative. She had to take step after step with a begrudging Peona to make sure she wouldn't be left too tired to work properly afterward. The woman was as reluctant as Rosha was to receive help, and that made her pity Aladorn, for he was the one usually dealing with her strong-headedness.

Not that he called it that. But she knew better.

Now they were past the many roads and somewhere in the foothills east of Elkenstar. Grey granite outcrops jutted out from the ground. This was no country for farming. Even the trees were scarce. 

By the end of each day's march, Jerod's legs and feet ached from the uneven stony ground underfoot, but they hadn't seen a sign of another person in a week, mostly because no sensible person would have wanted to be anywhere nearby. 

Aladorn and Rosha had grown used to the travels and moving around restlessly, so the trip didn't mean too much in terms of difficulty to them. Yet, once they reached the slope, even Aladorn was complaining again. 

"Rosh, this may be the death of me yet," he said under his breath. 

It didn't help that it was not his turn to ride one of their mounts. Rosha kept silent, but her feet ached. She had to show strength, no matter what. Once they were going all the way up, she kept sighing as she stepped onto rocks, sticks, and a few other things left behind that she much rather not think about what their nature and origin was. Some looked decidedly like bones, but she refused to think of it as she stepped into them.

"So, what did happen to you?" Jerod asked Peona idly as she nudged him along up a slope that was full of loose scree, just asking to cut through his thinning boot leather. They had to walk sideways the entire time, and he didn't have any urge to take it quickly. 

Rosha and Aladorn were off trying to get the horses to behave. That left the two of them discussing their history as they searched for food. 

"I'm not sure how someone of your amazing abilities would end up in such a backwater town," he added. 

He tried to make it mocking, but it didn't quite make it. She didn't notice or didn't care to. When he glanced back, her face was hard with lingering rage. 

"The ones in charge decided I couldn't be doing anything good with my potions," she said angrily.

"With what?" Jerod said. "Did you work for someone in the high ranks? I should know how that is."

He looked angered at the thought of his old job. It surprised Rosha, who thought he was content with murdering and pillaging bodies for the sake of a bag of coin. It was a cynical thought, but the corruption on the system was broad, and Rosha wasn't past, thinking they would resort to the vilest acts to achieve their ends.

Peona looked around them with a small frown forming on her face. She turned to Jerod let out a deep sigh.

"I was there when it happened," she said. "I was helping the others prepare for this war," she said as her shoulders dropped. "The old Queen and the others had barely fought before. Then Ravensmere came. My Queen would have never done something like this. She was loyal to her people."

Jerod barely swallowed. 

Rosha and Aladorn didn't move or speak. Even the wind stopped blowing the fast streams it had been sending their way ever since they started walking up this treacherous terrain. 

No one moved for a moment, letting the information sink in. Things were bad enough as they were. No one wished to bother Peona. They didn't really want to think what would have happened if the old Queen was alive thanks to this woman's work, but he doubted Peona had the kind of powers to bring back the dead.

Aladorn was the first to speak. 

"I'm sorry. Your loss has caused you pain. I deeply regret it."

Peona looked taken aback. 

"I didn't mean to follow her. I was only working at the Palace, but she, the new Queen. She's evil. More so than any of the actions that my Queen had committed. We weren't mistreated there, but as soon as the new Queen took charge, we were nothing more than garbage. She wanted no one close to her and her Elemental."

Rosha's eyes glowed slightly as she looked from Aladorn back to their new companion. 

"Elemental? You've seen it?"

Peona shrugged her shoulders. 

"Of course."




Chapter 11

Jerod wondered where in the world were Aladorn and Rosha. If he didn't know they were like siblings, he'd suspect them of being married. They were joined at the hip and almost seemed to think in similar patterns. He'd known siblings that were less likely to be as close.

So, whenever the two of them went off, he passed the time by talking to Peona. And she was beginning to tell him more and more of her story.

"The men followed the past Queen's subjects and prosecuted the ones thought to be rebels to their cause," she went on, explaining how she had left the royal court of Tundraise. "A shadow loomed above all of us, and that was why I left. Nothing I did back then was going to save me. Not after so many years of the old Queen's rule."

She finished her story in a very low voice.

Jerod glanced back down the slope at her for a moment. Her beautifully long raven hair and her resolution were a good sign of her character. The story was almost more believable than the idea that she'd made it up. On the other hand, the whole idea that she'd been serving Rodal of all people with this much devotion did argue for her being a lunatic anyway. 

"And then you went off, and now you're helping us? Just because she was there?"

"The old Queen had saved my life," Peona said. "I heard tales of your friends' travels, actually. Tales that people that sided with the Queen kept saying were lies, yet the way this woman behaved at the tournament spread like a spilled container and sooner rather than later—"

"Wait," Jerod said. "You knew about us?"

"Them," she said with a slight smile as if that was the more pressing question. "Not so much you."

He stopped at the flattened top of the hill and turned around to frown at her. 

"How exactly did you end up working for the other Queen in the first place?" he said, with rising wariness. When she'd first said it a couple of weeks ago, he'd assumed she had done it more for some coin rather than undying loyalty.

"She held a meeting with talented potioneers," she said. "She promised a boon to the victor. I won, so I asked her for a place in..."

"You won a contest," Jerod repeated. "Who was the final contender with you?"

"I can't remember her name, but she was talented."

She stiffened, but almost at once, she made a small flicking gesture of her hand, as if casting her own anger away and just sighed. 

"Believe me or don't. It doesn't matter. Keep moving," she added.

"How did you beat her?" Jerod demanded indignantly, not moving an inch. 

"We had to make something appear to be invisible. I managed to make a bird vanish while she ended up replacing the poor creature's wings with spider's legs." 

"I think I would have heard of such a wonderous tournament," Jerod said, crossing his arms. "But I never have."

She was staring at him with her eyes as wide and shocked as a doe. 

"Do you think I'm lying? I could give you my oath that I'm not, but—well."

He turned away from her and started walking down the slope. He was several steps away from her before she started moving again. She trudged after him in silence. Peona didn't say a word for hours, even as they trudged endlessly along over the hard ground, featureless scenery dragging past. The narrow stream gurgled alongside them like the landscape itself was whispering behind his back, mocking.

It started to drive him mad after a while. He didn't want to be the one to speak first, but he felt her at his back, and he wanted to prod her, to jab something out of her, even if it was just a quick accusation. 

You're lying, he said in his head over and over again.

But she didn't say anything. So he stubbornly didn't either.

Early that afternoon, their little stream finally met the wider one, silvery fish visible in the water, and they took them to their camp.

The countryside went for miles all around them, empty to the horizon in every direction. Jerod had just unpacked the horse's supplies when he turned to find Aladorn and Rosha sitting side by side with a map in their hands. Peona and Jerod joined them, and the two young friends raised their heads almost in unison.

Rosha spoke first. 

"I thought you two had run out."

Peona laughed dryly.

"Not a chance."

Feeling a bit hurt, Jerod protested. 

"I'm not that bad once you get to know me."

"Where are we going next?" Peona asked.

"To Willownest if the Red Knights don't wish to bother us any further," Rosha said, and Aladorn nodded.

Red Knights were a threat where they were heading, but Peona and the rest needed supplies and a place to stay. 

"We should be there sometime tomorrow if we keep a good pace," Aladorn said, his finger on the map.

It was true. By the time the sun had risen, and the group had made their way down the road, the city of Willownest began to loom over them. It was the largest city Aladorn and Rosha had seen since leaving Maelhear.

Great banners of red and gold adorned the city walls, and guards wearing the same colors marched along the gates and towers that watched over the surrounding countryside.

"You're sure no one is looking for you?" Rosha asked Jerod. 

"You two are the ones who'll need to keep a low profile," he responded. "Peona said she had heard about your travels. Probably best not to introduce yourselves if you can help it. Put your hoods up and keep your heads down."

This was not a posture Rosha enjoyed, but she knew Jerod was right. If the Red Knights really were searching for them, it was possible many more knew a basic description of her and Aladorn. The only thing they had going for them was the fact that they weren't traveling alone.

The guards at the gate didn't ask many questions. Some of that was due to the coins Peona pushed into their hands as they walked by.

"We're in your debt," Aladorn said.

"Save my life sometime," Peona said with a wink at him.

Rosha was sure she saw him go a little red.

It didn't take long for them to wind their way through the city streets and find a smaller, off-the-beaten-trail inn that was more patches and repairs than the actual wood structure.

No matter. They needed cheap lodging and something away from prying eyes. With their horses stabled and two rooms secured thanks to Peona's apparently deep pockets, the four settled down to a meal that was best described as mush and ate happily.

While they were there eating, a group of men came into the inn and started complaining, rather loudly, about their day.

"Bunch of sots," a rounder man in traveling leathers said. "Pestering us all day about maidens and wizards. Bloody pain."

"Come from up north, I hear," a tall skinny man replied. "All dressed in Red."

Rosha and Aladorn turned their backs to the pair as Jerod and Peona scooted around their table to get a better view.

"Come to complain in my tavern instead of pay for my food, boys?" the older but friendly matron of the inn said as she came up to them with two plates of the mush and mugs of ale.

"You know we're good for it, Marta," the rounder one said as he put some coins in her hand. "Just can't stand these bleeding knights talking about temples in the forest and pestering us about every little thing. Think we got enough to worry about with ole' Bert getting struck by lightning the other day. Outta the blue too!"

"He deserved it," the skinny man said. "I heard he had been making moves on a young lass. Three times his junior! Just ain't right. The gods are getting theirs if you ask me."

They kept bantering for a while as they ate, but Rosha and Aladorn had certainly heard all they need to know. 

"A temple in the forest?" Rosha whispered.

"And lightning from the sky?" Aladorn added.

Jerod looked between the pair of them with his eyebrows raised high.

"I suppose that load of complaining makes a lot more sense to you two than it does me," he said. "But I know you're looking for a temple."

Peona nodded her head.

"The Hidden Temple of the Saints," she said in a matter-of-fact tone.

Rosha and Aladorn looked shocked as they turned to her.

"What?" they said in near unison.

"I.." Peona said, looking confused. "I've heard tales of such a place from my time in the court."

She seemed embarrassed.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't know you were looking for a temple. I don't know exactly where it's at, but I know a general idea. I may be able to take us there if that's what you're looking for."

"Please!" Rosha said, the fire of adventure back within her.

"The men seemed to say the Red Knights were here in the city," Aladorn said.

"More people out to get us," Jerod replied, uninterested in anything except his mug.

Later on, as they were heading up to the rooms, Aladorn expressed his worry about the whole situation.

"What if this is like the Dark Element all over again?"

"You aren't planning on leaving me with Jerod and Peona, are you?" Rosha said with a smirk. She tried to reassure him that nothing would happen. She placed one hand on his shoulder. 

"They're going to help us. I'm sure of that."

"You keep stealing my words, and you'll be smarter," Aladorn said.

She smacked his arm lightly, and he laughed heartily before replying. 

"I don't want this to be like Thiles.... I don't want us to die."

Rosha breathed in slowly through her nose. Aladorn had a tight smile on his lips as he watched her. Jerod and Peona caught up with them at the top of the stairs.

"We can't stay for too long if there are people looking for you already here," Peona said as they walked down to where their two rooms were.

"I agree," Aladorn said. "It's a matter of time before something else happens. I can feel it."

The group realized that they could stay for more than just one night. They slept, gathered what supplies they could, and then headed into the forest the next day. As they ventured deeper into the woods, they trust on Peona's odd instructions about where to turn, what cave to venture into, how to fend off the forest creatures that approach them, and what trees to climb. Then, after traveling for some days, they finally came to a clearing. 

It was there that they could see the mountains as they reached the edge of their world. The forest loomed directly ahead, and Peona paused before entering it. Everyone was exhausted from getting little to no sleep the night before, and the sun was already halfway to its zenith.

"I can't take another step," Jerod said as he flopped to the ground. Shadow gave his face a couple of licks.

"Yeah, I'm tired too," Rosha said with a yawn. "Maybe we should stop here."

"We can't," Peona said as she stepped next to her. "We should keep walking while it's still light out."

She had a map in front of her. Her ability to orientate herself to where they were on the map was excellent for the rest of them. Rosha and Aladorn were good at it, but they didn't have the same kind of skill, innate and vibrant, that she had.

"I agree with Peona," Aladorn said in his deep voice. "We should keep moving."

They grudgingly continued and trudged through their fatigue. They stopped twice to eat and once at a stream to fill their water pouches. Their group stopped for the day as the sun began to set, so they put up their tents and light a fire.

"Sweet relief," Jerod said as they settled in front of the fire. He gave his arms a good stretch, and they glittered in the firelight. He noticed a few people staring, and I pull them back self-consciously.

The silence was only disturbed by everyone snoring in front of the fire as they sprawled too, enjoying the warmth. Jerod, Aladorn, and Peona were circled by the horses lying on the opposite side of the fire from Rosha. He laid his head down, and though he could hear them laughing as he fell asleep. 

Aladorn must have said something funny, but he couldn't hear since he was beginning to succumb to sleep.

A pang of jealousy stung him. He wished for nothing more than to reach out and speak to Peona, who he'd come to like as they moved from one place to the other and planned their travel. Aladorn and Peona were looking at maps and planning their course as the good leaders that they were. Those two seemed to get along very well, which couldn't be said about certain other members of their group.

How he wished he could speak to Peona on his own. But he knew when he wasn't welcome, and his advances wouldn't be embraced if she was so set on pursuing Aladorn, who, for the most part, only cared about the War and protecting himself and Rosha.

He stared awake, realizing everything was quiet. Peona sat up alone, prodding the fire with a stick, keeping the flames alive.

"Hey," Jerod said quietly as he sat up next to Peona. "What are you doing?"

"Keeping watch," she said curtly.

"Oh, do you think it's necessary?"

"Of course, it's necessary, sir," she growled. "What if the men in red come back? Those men could decide we looked just enough like who the Red Knights were searching for and send them on  our trail just to get rid of them."

He hadn't thought about that. 

"I guess you're right...wait, you heard about that?" he replied. Sleep was getting the best of him, and his witty was mostly in combat, not in words.

"Yeah, they told me while you were taking forever to change," Peona said with a sideways glance at him.

"Oh," he said. He didn't know what to say to her. She was so distant and cold that he would freeze at any given moment if she kept answering like that.

An Ice Queen with the power to render him speechless. That was what Peona was to him. He snuck a glance at Rosha and Aladorn and their easy camaraderie. He wished he could be that way with Peona.

"If you're just looking for someone to talk to, you wait for the two of them to wake up," she said with a glance in their direction. "I'm trying to keep watch, so please quit distracting me."

He got up with a sigh and walked just out of sight of the fire. His attempt to be friendly didn't end as well as he wanted it to. He debated between sitting back down and just going to sleep in the grass. He decided to go to bed and headed toward the tent he was sharing with Peona. A shiver ran down his spine as he got closer to the edge of the woods. He paused to peer into its depth and swore he could see glowing red eyes looking back at him, but he couldn't see who they belonged to.

"Hello... Jerod..." a familiar voice said. "I'm back."

He tumbled backward as shadows burst from the forest. These are not the same as the ones I fought before. They moved through the air with loud shrieks, almost looking like they were flying as they sped up. 

He didn't have his sword on him, but he did have a knife, so he slid it out and started blocking attacks from the shadow's claws.

As he fought, more of the humanoid shadows slowly emerged from the forest as well. Someone must have heard his shouting because he saw a blast of fire through the trees.

Aladorn joined him with his magic. The writhing flames took the shape of something big, like an animal, and it beat the flying shadows out of the air. Rosha and Peona pulled out their weapons as they came to fight, but Aladorn beat them to it. 

His shape changed, and the next moment he was a brown blur that brought destruction as he weaved between foes. Jerod had to take a turn to duck under his lighting fast blade.

"Please! Someone get them out in the air!" he shouted as he swung his sword at some more walking shadows. "Hurry up!"

The animalistic shadow faded away as the fire beast burst to open what looked like white wings and took off with a powerful downward stroke. It engaged the flying shadows with taunts and aerial maneuvers.

"Come and catch me! You're no match for my fury!" Aladorn shouted as his creation flew rings around the winged shadows. He hacked and sliced them with his beast until they turned to dust.

Jerod and Peona held their own. Aladorn wielded his dagger as if it weighed nothing. He hacked shadows in half with one swing and using the same momentum to spin the dagger and take out another walking shadow. Then he propelled forward. 

Even more impressive was Peona. She had taken her bow out and dropped shadow after shadow out of the sky until only the walking shadows surrounded her. She let this bow fall to the ground as she drew some shining vials from her pouch. She threw each of the vials towards a group of shadows. Each burst with a slightly purple light, and the shadows dissolved into dust. 

Jerod guessed Peona must know how to handle her battling technique.

"You are a genius," he said.

Peona didn't say anything, opting to bow at him before they continued to fight, but they're becoming overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of shadows that continued to pour out of the woods. He was so distracted watching them that he didn't notice an incoming attack until the last breath.

"Get your head out of the clouds and pay attention!" Rosha shouted over the screeching and growling of the shadows. "We're under attack if you haven't noticed!"

He and Rosha were fighting back-to-back, but there was only so much they could do after so many shadows. He wished with all his might that he had his spear. The sword was fine, but a spear like Rosha's would give him an advantage.

Aladorn let out a gasp as his fire creature burst into dust. He couldn't maintain it. The magic taxed him too greatly. The shadows mocked him as they crept closer to them, knowing that they had just gained the upper hand.

"We're not going to make it," Jerod growled in frustration. What was he supposed to do in this situation?

He blocked another attack from the claws that extended out of a shadow's arms where its hands should be and sliced at its neck.

He saw Aladorn close his eyes as his hands continued to burn with fire. 

"Light Elemental that is bound to our destiny, whoever you are, please lend me your strength!"

Aladorn wasn't quite sure why the words came to him. He didn't expect anything to happen because the words felt so foreign to him. He was beginning to feel enraged due to the use of his fire magic. He was mad at himself for even thinking he could make something happen.

But then, something changed.

He felt a warmth spread from the inner side of his chest, and light radiated from his skin. The light moved from his chest and floated in front of him before bursting into flames. A large red bird erupted from the flames and screeched into the night.

The fighting paused as everyone looked at the manifested spirit. The bird was covered in deep red feathers that emitted their own glow. It had a slender neck and beak and had three distinct silver feathers that stuck up off its head. The bird sought the shadows and shined brightly in the sky. The shadow creatures shouted dark curses at it.

"I am the manifestation of your soul, Aladorn. Your spirit animal," a female voice said in his mind. 

Aladorn didn't know how, but he recognized it as the voice of the bird in front of him. 

"I am sent by the Light Elemental to be your companion. I am very honored to meet you."

Aladorn looked at the magnificent bird in wonder. 

"Please help us," he pleaded.

"Don't let the bird attack!" the shadows shrieked from the forest. Their red eyes blazed angrily. "Get it! Kill the bird!"

Flying shadows and walking ones alike swarmed the spirit in an attempt to prevent it from helping them, but they were no match for Aladorn's companion. The phoenix shot straight up in the air and shrouded herself in fire. She dived straight down like a blazing arrow and incinerated many of the shadows.

The shadows began to retreat into the darkness of the forest, forgetting all about them.

"You may have won," one of the shadows growled. "But don't...get too confident... I'll be back, and I'll be... even stronger..." 

Its eyes flickered out, and a quiet settled over their camp.

"That was close," Peona said as she sat heavily on the ground. "You really saved us back there, Aladorn."

"It wasn't me," he said with humility. "It was the Light Elemental."

They all looked up at the bird circling above them in the sky. Her beautiful red and silver tail streaming out behind her like a trail of fire. She slowly descended and, as she did so, she shrank to a smaller size. With a flap of her wings, she landed on Aladorn's shoulder. 

"Thank you," he told her, reaching out a hand and stroking her wing weathers in reverence. "You saved us."

"It is my duty to protect you," her voice said in his mind. "I will come whenever you call." 

She faded in a burst of flame and smoke.

"Is that a spirit animal?" Peona asked him, sounding awed.

"That's what she called herself," he answered with a big smile.

"I'm so happy for you," Peona said as she returned his smile. 

They beamed at each other for a few moments.

"What's going on?" Rosha asked, confused. "He already knows how to use magic. Is that bird like the fire beast he made?"

Peona shook her head sadly. 

"A spirit animal is a strange occurrence. It is a miracle that Aladorn got one. A miracle from the Light Elemental." 

Rosha nodded, and Jerod hummed.

"What's going on?" Jerod asked, looking at the dark forest, thinking that the shadows might return at any moment. "I think we have fallen down a hole we won't be able to come back up again."

"You missed the explanation, idiot!" Peona yelled at him. Everybody flinched, not expecting her to be so frank.

"It's okay," Aladorn said. 

He looked at him with a small smile. 

"Magic is a weird thing," Aladorn said. "Not even I get it."

"What were those shadows?" Jerod asked.

"Creatures of darkness?" Peona retorted. "They weren't really shadows. We could hit them after all."

"Well, I thought that name fit," Jerod said. "We can't just call them shadows forever, though. It's not specific enough."

Aladorn nodded in agreement.

A silence fell over the group as they reflected on what just happened. Rosha's battle high was wearing off, and she could feel her muscles beginning to protest standing.

"I think we should all go to bed," she said. "It's been a long day."

There were murmurs of agreement as they walked to their tents. Rosha stoked the fire, and the camp was covered in sparks and light. Shadows lurked around them, but this time they weren't monsters. It terrified her to think that shadows of the supernatural kind could be lurking around her. She told herself that the shadows were gone as they walked back to the edge of camp and she took first watch.
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Chapter 12
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The spirit appeared in Aladorn's dreams. It was next to him as he walked. It was a dark bird, this time with the same silver-colored eyes. 

"I'll keep the first watch," he called behind his back. 

"I can't count on any of you to stay awake," He heard the bird grumble to herself as he sat down.

He wasn't sure how he felt about it yet. She seemed ruder now, but he thought deep down he really didn't care. It was the Realm of the Dreams, and when he fell asleep, things as unusual as this happened.

"Go to bed already," the bird muttered at Aladorn. "I'm not going to carry you if you fall asleep on your feet tomorrow! The Light Elemental has plans for you, and you won't be able to fulfill them until you rest."

Aladorn slipped into the depths of sleep and, as he lay on the side opposite from Peona and the rest, closed his eyes wearily. The last thing he wanted was to bring a fight now that the Light was supporting them on their travels. It was winning it over or never getting any help, and he didn't want that to happen.
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Chapter 13
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The further they pressed into the Realm's territory, the more mountainous the land became. The southwest portion of it, where the wild animals lived, was known for its dense forests and gigantic mountain ranges, and they were experiencing it all in full and vivid detail.

It had been seven days since they had left Willownest and just a few since the shadow forces attacked them. Somehow they had managed to make good progress. Aladorn, guided by Peona, kept them moving at a fast pace. Peona was the vivid picture of a knight in the body of a potioneer as she gave them orders. Rosha was the only one that outranked her, and she still refused to lead as she pointed out that Peona knew the roads better than her.

"Power should be earned through work," she said, looking up at Aladorn, Jerod, and Peona.

Jerod thought he kept up pretty well, so he was usually in the front by Aladorn's side. Peona needed to help set their course, and he brought the heavy packs as she brandished the maps. Rosha was the voice of reason at all times, and her wit kept them on their own two feet. This was especially obvious when Aladorn said things that were correct but should be done carefully, thus why Jerod followed her gladly.

Behind them were only shadows. At some point, they felt unmotivated, but the road helped them hurry into their tasks as the fight for the freedom of their people was painfully obvious with each step. Although they kept themselves away from people, sometimes they heard exchanges coming from others that passed them on the road.

Whenever they could, they hid in the trees just beyond the sight of any other travelers.

That day they heard two farmers yelling. A tall man and a younger, stocky fellow were complaining about the conditions they were working on. According to what they heard at first, they had no gloves, nothing to take out the grass but their hands, and there was a pest hurting the crops.

And the new Queen who would punish them if they didn't make their quotas. The Queen had no mercy for the poor. They watched from the shadows as the two interacted.

"Hey! Slow down up there!" the tall man yelled from the back.

"No!" the stockier shout back. "You catch up, Harriot!"

"I'm too tired!" the man called from behind Harriot.

"Quit whining and hurry up before I kick you..." the man shouted back. This ended their discussion, and the group watched as the farmers hiked all the way up to where their homes must be. They moved faster than they expected, and thankfully their retreating backs weren't on display sooner than they anticipated.

The group stopped by a clearing to eat. The further they'd gotten, the sparser the forest maze had become. It became hot when they couldn't find any shady trees. They sat by Aladorn and Peona in a small patch of bushes as they munched on the fruits they had. Rosha burnt some meat that Peona and Aladorn had skinned and, after they ran through the last of the fruit, they ate that too.

"So, what's it like to have a mascot?" Jerod asked Aladorn before chewing some more of the charred meat. The meat was hard to chew, so he gnawed on it while he waited for the wizard to reply.

"It's a boon to have a companion who doesn't eat all the food," he said as he playfully snatched a bit of meat away from Rosha.

She slapped his hand and grabbed it back.

"I wonder what it'd be like to have a companion who doesn't complain all the time?" she asked playfully.

"What was it like where you grew up?" Aladorn asked Jerod.

"Well, we're all rather large in build, so the buildings are usually very big," he said thoughtfully.

"We train with battle axes mostly, and sometimes broad swords too. When we're not doing that, we're usually doing other strength training or battle strategy."

"Is there anything that doesn't involve training?" Aladorn asked. It seemed like that's all they ever did.

Jerod seemed to be in deep thought for quite a long time. 

Aladorn wondered for a moment if he had overstepped his place. They weren't friends, only companions, and he really didn't wish to be on his own on this journey. 

"What are the knights of the Queen like?" Aladorn asked, trying to steer the conversation away from something personal to something Jerod might be willing to discuss.

"That depends on where they come from. The higher ranks are from the mountains and tend to be larger. They are better warriors but not good at anything agricultural. The other ones are marginally better at it. The Queen assigns everybody to their posts."

Aladorn responded with an amused grin. 

"They call the mountain men bears. The men from the forest are not as large, and they excel at strategy more than brute strength. That's not to say they aren't strong either. People said they needed little help defeating the people who opposed the new Queen." 

Aladorn imagined the world shaped up by the Queen's hand, and the idea was nauseating.

"So, she makes everybody into her pawns," he said.

Aladorn frowned. Jerod did the same. 

"What about the rest? Who's taking charge of the Realm? Besides the Queen?" he said.

"No idea," Jerod said with furrowed eyebrows. "My brother used to say this Realm was only going to be alright if people managed to do the right thing. Hard to believe there are people who will do the right thing if there's so much wrong right now."

"You had a brother?" Aladorn asked. 

It was a detour to their conversations. 

"He looked a lot like our mother, but he was as bull-headed and obnoxious as our father. He never thought before acting, and he's always getting in trouble." 

Rosha listened intently. She hadn't ever heard Jerod speak of a sibling before, and it intrigued her.

"But he's also very brave. He'd fight hard for something he cares about, and he doesn't give up when he set his mind to something." 

Aladorn smirked. 

"That may or may not be a good thing."

He thought about what Jerod said as they watched them eat a half-rotten apple. He picked out of the tree he was sitting in. He didn't realize he was the kind of person Jerod said he was. Although he did remember, he was the first one to help them fight when they were attacked by the shadows.
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Rosha kept turning over in her sleep. She saw a handsome figure watching her, even as she dozed on her mat.

The shadow's red eyes flickered toward Rosha, and their gaze met for a brief moment. 

They looked away quickly out of embarrassment, but not before she could see the intensity in their eyes. She blushed when the man-shadow chuckled from his place in the apple tree.

Rosha awoke with a start. Peona was keeping watch again, and she looked over at her with a quizzical expression.

"Are you not feeling well?" Peona asked when she stepped up. "Your face is quite red."

"I-I'm fine!" Rosha stammered. "I just spent too much time in the sun."

Peona accepted her answer and went back to eating the nuts and berries she had bundled in some cloth. She offered two to Rosha, who took them eagerly and scarfed them down wolfishly.

The forest had a lot of tasty things growing in it, and they spent some time gathering food as they walked around the campsite. It was nearly morning, and the men were just beginning to stir from their sleep.

"So, where are we going next?" Rosha asked Peona, their guide.

She rummaged around in her bag and pulled out the map of the Realm's territory. There was a line marking where they had already been, and Rosha noticed they had been avoiding a lot of the cities. Aladorn said it's because they didn't want to draw unnecessary attention to themselves.

"We're right here," Peona explained as she pointed to a spot on the map. "I think if we keep up this pace, we should arrive in the temple by tomorrow." 

She pointed to a large dot a little way away from the spot she indicated they were.

"The temple?" Rosha asked curiously.

"There should be a settlement close to it," Peona said. "At least that was what I understood before leaving the Queen's court."

"Could we get a place to stay?" Aladorn asked hopefully. There was only so much sleeping on the ground he could do.

"That is the plan," Peona told him as he rolled up the map. "We can also stock up on supplies, but we have to get there first."

He jumped to his feet excitedly. 

"Excellent. Let's get our journey started! I don't know about you, but I definitely want to sleep in a bed tonight!"

Jerod put his things on his pack before jumping high into the air. He wished he could fly the same way the bird that Aladorn had could do.

"Come one, everyone! We've got a city to get to!" he said to the group. They packed their things away, and one by one, they joined him in their walk. The cliffs there were walking by now were so high into the air that as they walked, Jerod could imagine himself flying. Looking in just the right place, he could watch the ground underneath him vanish, and the open sky was all he saw.

"Yes!" Aladorn exclaimed as he extended his arms. "It's so nice up here! "

"I'll race someone to that tree over there!" Jerod shouted when he reached the same altitude as the rest of them.

"You're on!" Aladorn shouted back, and the two of them took off for the hills.

Rosha and Peona shook their heads and laughed at the two men who sprinted ahead while they helped the horses along.

"Maybe running wasn't the best idea," Jerod said several hours later as they trudged along a path up a steep slope. The setting sun colored the sky a bright orange. Rosha squinted to keep the light out of her eyes.

They ran for a while as carefree children, but they got tired quickly from all the effort it took to carry out their gear along with them.

"Ugh, whose idiotic idea was it to fly again?" Aladorn asked rather snottily. He wasn't in the best mood since the city was nowhere in sight, and the promise of sleeping in a bed seemed to be slipping away from him.

Rosha decided it was best to ignore him and focus on walking. She was getting short on breath, so most of her effort went into that and placing one foot in front of the other.

"Look at it this way," Peona said to him with adoration in her eyes. "The time we gained running makes up for the time we're losing walking this slowly."

What she said doesn't make Rosha feel any better, but she appreciated the effort. 

"Thank you," Aladorn said. "But I feel bad that we wasted all that energy. I feel especially bad for you and Rosha because I know running isn't really your thing. It's hard to talk and breathe at the same time."

"Don't worry about us, Aladorn," Peona said with a tired smile. "We're the strongest women of the Realm."

"Yeah... I guess you're right," Rosha said and returned her smile. She didn't hear what she said next because she passed out from fatigue.
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The first thing she noticed when her consciousness started returning was that the whole world seemed to be rocking up and down. Rosha slowly opened her tired eyes to find out what was going on. 

She looked up and saw the side of Aladorn's face. He was walking alongside her as Shadow carried her faithfully on his back.

"Aladorn?" she asked. "I'm really confused now. What's going on?"

"You passed out from exhaustion," he replied simply.

"Well yeah," she retorted. "I meant, why am I riding?"

"We couldn't just leave you back there. And we couldn't stop and wait for you to wake up if we want to get to the temple by today."

"Oh, that's right," she said, remembering their plan. 

Rosha looked around and saw that it was twilight. 

"I can walk now. Let me down off Shadow."

"I'd prefer you get more rest," Aladorn said with a grin. He gave her a sideways glance. "The faithful Shadow can handle carrying you for a while. Besides, we're almost there." 

"Good Shadow," Rosha said as she patted the horse on its sleek, black mane.

"Yeah, and Jerod has been carrying your bag."

Rosha looked for the tall, blond man and spotted him a little way ahead of them, carrying two packs. 

"Oh no," she said guiltily. "Put me down so I can carry my own bag."

"I said don't worry about it," Aladorn repeated forcefully. His tone left no room to argue. "You're in no condition to be walking, and Jerod could carry more and still be fine."

Looking at Peona, who to Rosha looked like a princess, she smiled warmly. She was walking on the other side of her as they continued on their path.

They weren't adults, yet they weren't children either. There was a fine line between their youth and their adult days, and sometimes Rosha forgot she was just a young woman herself. It was a consequence of being on the road. The bags under Peona's eyes told her she felt much the same.

"I'd like to see you carry two bags for a turn!" Jerod shouted over his shoulder. 

Aladorn shook his head.

"You suggested I carry Rosha before I reminded you we have horses!" he shouted back. "Who looks more the fool?"

Jerod began to take some steps back towards Aladorn, playfully, raising his fists. Rosha held up her hands.

"Stop you two! I'm fine!" she said.

"Now is not the time to argue," Peona said in her calm voice. "We've made it to the place we wanted to reach."




Chapter 16

The Temple rose up high over the trees. Aladorn was sure that anyone who had looked from the wilderness would have been able to see this massive Temple rising up over the forest. Even though they were a week's travel on foot, its giant looming tower would surely be visible for any number of days' journey.

"How is this a secret temple?” Jerod asked, putting words to Aladorn's on thoughts.

“I told you this was a temple of magic,” Peona said. “It's one of the secrets the queen of tundras kept quite close. I was fortunate enough to learn about it during my time in her court. Not many who knew about the secret Temple still live. The queen of the north decided that many of them needed to die before she took over.”

Rosha certainly felt admiration for their new friend. Where would they be if it weren't for Peona?

A massive bridge from their side of the cliffs led to the entrance of the Temple. Great waterfalls ran down either side of it, making it a beautiful sight to behold. Where the trees had begun to grow sparse, they grew in abundance near the entrance of the Temple.

“What are we waiting for?” she asked. “Let's go inquire of the light elemental.”

“I prefer to wait for the sun before walking into any unknown ancient temples,” Jerod said, feining playfulness.

He felt a genuine unease about the whole thing.

Rosha deflated a bit, but slid down off the horse and agreed.

“That is probably for the best,” she said. “Let’s camp just here tonight and walk in at first light.” 
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Walking into the Temple proved to be the easiest task they had come upon yet. There was no door that could be seen. A large gateway led into the first inner sanctum of the building. Rosha looked up and was sure that the height of the Temple above them was even more impressive now that they were inside of it. The roof of the structure was nearly impossible to see. 

“Never in all my days did I expect to see something so wonderful,” Jerod said as he looked up at the massive arches that allowed light to flow in freely.

“That's a far stark contrast from the darkness of the other Temple,” Aladorn said.

“Yeah,” Rosha said, nudging him gently. “Almost like that was the Dark Temple, and this is the Light Temple.”

“Your attempt at humor is fascinating,” Aladorn said. He was trying not to laugh. Then something struck him as odd about the Temple.

“I don't see any doors to get any deeper into the complex,” he said.

Peona, Jerod, and Rosha all looked around as well. The Temple was indeed bright and beautiful. But after walking forty steps, it seemed like the Temple just ended. It was as if the impossibly tall tower with its massive arches and beautiful bridge that led them here was the extent of it. Aladorn was sure that from the outside, it appeared like there was much more to be seen.

He looked over at Peona with a raised eyebrow.

She shook her head.

“Hey, I got us here,” she said, putting her hands up. “I don't know much more about this place other than where it was located.” 

Aladorn crossed his arms as he thought for a moment.

It was Rosha who spoke first.

“Why don't you ask your new friend?” she asked Aladorn.

For a moment, he looked puzzled as he glanced between Jerod and Peona.

Jerod shrugged, but Peona gave a knowing smile.

“Your new magical friend,” she said with a grin.

Aladorn nearly smacked his own head. 

“Of course! The Phoenix!”

I need your help, he thought. In a flash, the bird burst out of nothing and circled the Temple a few times before landing on Aladorn's shoulder.

"It seems all your years of study were not wasted, after all," Rosha said with a grin.

Aladorn did not think her comment deserved a response. He scrunched up his nose and shook his head.

“Hello,” he said as he stroked his bird's wings. “We found the temple, but we are not sure what to do now. Think you can help us?”

With a call, the phoenix spread her wings and began to circle the Temple over and over again, flying in and out of the arches that sort above them. As she did so, the floor that they were standing on began to glow brightly with a mixture of drawings and ruins that Aladorn recognized from the map they had copied off of a wall.

“I know some of these words!” Rosha said as she tore open her pack and took out a journal. 

Jerod folded his arms, and he looked down at it.

“I don't think I need to understand these words to know what we're looking at,” he said.

The three of them looked at him questioningly as the phoenix came back down and landed on Aladorn's shoulder.

“This my friends,” Jerod said smugly. “Is a puzzle.”
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“What do you mean you haven't found them!?” The queen bellowed at four red knights who coward at her feet. “I did not grant you all the power this realm has to offer to hear excuses!”

Darrion knew what was coming, and he guessed that if these red knights had any sense at all, they were aware their fates were sealed as soon as they had walked into Ravensmere palace without the people queen winner so desperately wanted dead.

With a final shout of anger, the queen lunged her hands forward at the nights and dark, shadowy tentacles sprang from the ground, grabbing each of them in turn and crushed their bodies inside of the red armor they had been gifted with.

With another wave of her hands, the tendrils threw the four deceased servants of the queen against a wall, where they crumpled in a heap.

The court of Ravensmere was silent as it watched these proceedings happen. The whole realm knew now of the queen's new dark powers. They also knew the fate of anyone who angered her.

“Who else dares to disappoint me!?” the queen shouted.

No one moved. Not her wizards, her other knights or her personal guards. Darrion stayed still as well. So far, he had managed to live through the queens raging throughout the countryside. Every task she had given him, he had completed. No matter how gruesome or cold-blooded it had been, he obeyed. And he hated himself for it.

“How difficult can it be to find an illegal wizard and a girl who feigns strength!?” Queem Wyanna raged.

Over the last few weeks, the queen had become obsessed with finding in capturing Rosha and Aladorn. It did not matter to her that she had successfully conquered the entire realm of lords. It did not matter that most of the southern kingdom was now bound to her as well. All the power in the world seemed nothing to her as long as these two who had defied her ran free.

Only through the use of torture had she learned of how they had nearly foiled her efforts to obtain the dark element. Now she wanted them dead to ensure she kept her power.

With a final yell, she stormed out of the throne room and back towards her own private chambers.

Obediently, Darien followed.

Once they reached the solitude of her study, the queen lifted a bust of some long-forgotten general and threw it against the wall, or it smashed into a thousand pieces.

“Show yourself!” she shouted.

Darrion took a deep breath as he prepared for the cold that was sure to follow such a command.

The dark elemental stepped out from the shadows and held her chin high.

Darin had been thinking of the element as a woman, though he was not sure it was actually female. Its body had only a faint shape to it. The reason he had labeled it feminine was because of its long flowing hair. And because of its chilling voice. 

“Why have you summoned me, my queen,” it said with no hints of reverence. Darrion was not sure yet how the queen could control such a powerful force. 

He also knew better than to ask.

“Why have they not yet been captured?” Queen Wynna shouted at the creature. “I thought you said your shadows were going to apprehend them!”

"They have received aid," the element responded coldly. Darrion did his best to keep his body from shivering.

“Who are they?” Queen Wynna shouted. “I've sent scores of knights after them! Bounty hunters! Thieves! And the very minions of the dark element itself, yet they avoid me!”

Darrion did not know why the queen so desperately wanted to kill them. Perhaps this was information the dark element had shared with the queen personally, but not with him. All he knew was he wished with every fiber of his being that he could be with his friends and not in the presence of this darkness.

"My ancient nemesis knows I have awoken," the dark elemental replied. "As I now walk and move, my ancient foe seeks revenge so as to put me back in my prison."

Queen Wynna whirled on the spot. 

“You told me such a thing was impossible!” she shouted. “You told me you could awake Without the knowledge of the light!”

The dark elemental hissed, and Darrion found he was unable to control the shivers that were sent down his fine.

"You are not the only one who wields powerful magic," it said as its voice begin to rise in crescendo. "Others are working against me. Those of an equal power. Those who could oppose the dark element."

Queen Wynna let out another yell of frustration.

"I was supposed to rule unopposed! She shouted. Now you tell me that there are forces that rival you? Send more of your shadows! Destroy anyone who attends to add them! I will not be defeated by a girl and illegitimate wizard!” she raged. 

“My family did not plan this rise to power, only to be threatened now! We did not risk the life of seven princes just for this," she held up that amulet that was around her neck, and the dark elemental hissed again.

“To be a meaningless bid for power!”

Darrion looked between the dark element and the queen. Was her necklace the secret behind her ability to control this ancient power? He could not remember another moment when she had been without the amulet since the darkness had come. He made a note to keep an eye on it.

“Send more shadows!” the queen ordered. “Stop them! Kill them! Your own well-being is at stake as well! Bring them to me!”

The dark element bowed its head as it took a step backward and faded into nothingness.

The room immediately felt warmer as Darrion took a small gasp. He had not realized he had been holding in his breath.

The queen turned to look at him as he made the sound.

"The only reason you live is because you show me unflinching loyalty," she said with piercing eyes. "These two are your friends, I know. And once they are apprehended, if they are taken alive, I will ensure your loyalty with one final test."

Darrion was sure exactly what she meant by this threat.

"Now come," she commanded him. "Our carriage to Darkveil awaits."
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Rosha looked down at the runes that appeared on the floor and was trying to decipher them. It appeared that they had the six elements that they were aware of and two that she did not know about.

"I see here earth, wind, fire, and water," she said, pointing to the elements as they appeared around them in a circle. 

“And then at the far end light and darkness,” she said. “What I don't understand are these two here.”

She pointed to the two runes that she had been unable to identify from her book and the ones that appeared to complete the circle but were foreign to her.

“I didn't know there were light and dark before I met the three of you,” Peona admitted. “If there are two more, that's far beyond my knowledge and potions.”

Aladorn stood up from where he had been crouching and examining the runes that they had been unable to identify.

“But maybe your potion-making skills would help you to consider what these additional elements might be," he said as the thought came to him. "You mix all types of elements together. Can you think of any that might be foundational?"

"Stop it. You're making me blush," Peona said as she covered her face with one hand.

“Lots of things make the world go round,” Jerod said as he continued his slow pace around the room. 

Whenever he had a decision to make or something important on his mind, he took to pacing in circles. The floor plan of this room lent itself to such a practice easily.

“Money. Power. Greed. Lust. People fight and die for all types of things.”

“I hope it's not one of those,” Rosha said as she looked over the runes. “What if someone had control over those things? Can you imagine the damage they could do?”

Aladorn folded his arms over his chest.

“Fire can be good,” he said. “It can keep you warm when you're close to freezing. You can cook food with it. And it can also destroy an entire village.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“But something you said makes sense,” Peona said as she examined all of the markers again. “Each of these things are like the stones of a building. Or parts of a potion. The world is made up of all of these things. What are two more things the world is made of that we haven't described here?”

“Life and death?” Jerod offered.

Rosha thought that was a pretty good guess, but nothing appeared to happen.

"Love and hate?" Rosha guessed. 

Again, nothing. 

Peona turned to look back at the entrance they had come from, wracking her mind to try to think of what might possibly be the two more missing elements. That was when she noticed something.

"What time of day did we get here?" she asked, looking up at the tall tower above them. Sunlight still streamed in from above as the sun poured its light onto the Temple.

“Morning?” Rosha said. “Or maybe a little bit thereafter? Why?”

Peona reached in her pouch for a vial of potion.

“The entryway has gone dark,” she said.

No sooner were the words out of her mouth than dark shadows with red eyes began to approach them. 
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Aladorn sent the phoenix to fight the shadows as soon as they appeared. Rosha stood up and drew her spear as well. The shadows seem to be more intent on attacking them with their full force this time.

"No, no, no!" Jerod said as the shadows came to attack them.

He hated the shadows. He wanted them to go away.

He drew his sword and began to hack and slash at any of them that came to close to him. 

Peona grabbed a vial and threw it at the group of shadows that were forming together in the entry to the Temple.

It exploded in a large orange cone of fire. The shadow creatures made shrieks of loud and high-pitched noises as they disappeared in the blast.

"Well done, Peona!" Aladorn Shouted. 

She turned and gave him a winning smile.

"Anything for you, handsome!" she said.

"Peona! Look out!" Rosha shouted as a shadow creature rows up out of the floor and swiped at her leg. Peona screamed as the claws of the creature raked over her calf muscle and red began to pour down her lower leg. Rosha stabbed her spear in between the eyes of the shadow creature, and it dissipated as soon as her weapon made contact with it.

“Peona!” Aladorn said as he conjured up a gust of wind that swept a group of three of the shadow creatures from the Temple and cast them over the edge of the waterfall outside.

“How badly are you injured?” He asked with great concern in his voice. 

“Not enough for you to quit fighting on my account,” she said she reached out to her bag of potions and produced a green liquid that she began pouring over the cut.

“I'll take care of this. You go and stop these monsters!”

Aladorn nodded and saw that the shadow creatures were beginning to convalesce into one close to the entrance.

“Um,” Jerod said as he looked on with horror. "I think they're growing."

Rosha looked and saw that he was right. The smaller shadow creatures were gathering up into one. It looked as if the more that they joined together, a larger mass began to form from their bodies.

With a deep guttural roar, a shadow creature twice her size stood up, and bared its massive claws at them.

"This is bad," she said.  "Aladorn do you think your new Phoenix friend can help with this?"

No sooner had the words come out of her mouth than the Phoenix dove at the shadow creature with a call of battle. 

As soon as it hit the shadow golem, a bright light filled up the chamber, and Rosha had to shield her eyes. When the light faded, it looked as if the golem had been injured, but it was still standing. And the phoenix was nowhere to be seen.

"Aladorn?" Rosha called.

"We have to try something else!" he said as he clutched his head. 

The cry of the phoenix was deafening in his mind. He heard his spirit animal wail out in pain. Where she was now, he didn't know. But he also knew he was not going to be able to cast any spells with this shrieking cry in his head.

"Peona!"

“I'm here!” she said as she stood up gingerly on her leg. Skilled of a post near as she was, she was not the best at applying healing potions to her own body. Something she decided she had better remedy if she was going to spend any more time among this company of friends.

She reached down into her pouch again as the iron golem was recovering from the impact of colliding with the phoenix.

“Explosion. Slippery floor. Bright light. Ring of fire,” she said as she listed off all of the possible potions that she had remaining in her stash. 

She didn't know when the next time would be when she would be able to create more of these. But she certainly knew that if she were dead, she wouldn't be able to do much with any of them.

She took out a yellow vile and uncorked it. She kissed the glass before she threw it into the shadow creature. Another explosion of bright light filled the room and the creature burst into two separate columns as it howled in agony.

“Excellent!” Rosha said as she charged forward with her spear. 

Now the creature was the same height as she was. Perhaps she could deal with it now—at least one of them. Jerod rushed forward as well. 

“On your left!” he shouted as he swung his sword wildly at the creature with red eyes. 

His blade cut through whatever Dark magic held it together, and it let out a roar of pain. In retaliation, it's swiped at Jerod. He fell backward as he overbalanced his dodge. Rosha cursed as she threw a quick succession of stabs at the other creature, who seemed undeterred now that it had been cut down to size.

She landed a solid blow to its lower section, thanking her earliest fighting mentor for the training he had given her.

Unfortunately, as the second shadow stepped backward, smaller shadows begin creeping out from behind the pillars and arches that held the great tower together.

Aladorn shouted in frustration.

“Argh! We don't have time for this.”

As he shouted the word ‘time,’ the rune that was underneath his foot began to glow bright golden color. The other runes all around the circle that represented each element glowed in their own colors as well.

“What did you do?” Rosha asked as she stabbed at a smaller shadow that came charging at her. It blew into dust as she made contact with it.

“Time!” Aladorn shouted. “One of the other ancient elements is time!” 

The whole Temple rumbled as he made his proclamation. The shadow creatures, however, seemed undeterred and continued to advance on them. 

“Feel like shouting other words randomly as you stand on that other rune?” Rosha asked as she dispatched another shadow.

Aladorn was already ahead in his thinking. He was rushing over to the other side of the circle where the last remaining element was. He was searching his mind as quickly as he could with the pained screams of his phoenix in his head and the battle that raged around him. 

"Last vial!" Peona shouted as she threw a red liquid at the feet of one of the larger shadow golems that were advancing on them. 

A giant ring of fire sprouted up from the vile, protecting them from any more oncoming shadows. For the moment. 

"I don't know how long it'll hold," Peona said. "What did you say about the building blocks of the world?"

"What did that old man in Opalstar say again?" he shouted at Rosha, who was busy dispatching a group of three of the shadow monsters who were attempting to overcome the circle of fire.

"The elements are older than all of us!" she shouted. "They've been around since the beginning of time!"

Aladorn was sure they were a breath away from the answer. But with all the commotion, he just could not focus and think of what it could be.

Peona looked up. 

"The elements are older than time?" she asked. "Even older than the stars above?"

"That's it!" Rosha shouted. "The universe! Stars! The last element is the whole cosmos!"

As the words left her lips, a flash of purple came from the final rune, and light poured down from on top of the roof as bright as could be.

The shadows screamed in pain as they were all driven away by the violent blast of energy. One by one, large pillars of light shot up from the runes inscribed on the elements. They shot up through the tower and then, at the top, join into one. And with one shattering blast, returned back down to the platform they all stood on. 

The last thing Aladorn remembered before the light overtook them was the sound of his phoenix in his head.

"We are free."
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Rosha woke up with a start.

She was passed out on the stone floor of the temple. As quickly as she could, she looked around to make sure that her friends were okay and was relieved to see Aladorn, Peona, and Jerod all lying down as well. Apparently, she was the first person of their party to wake up.

But not the only one who was awake.

“Hello, Rosha,” a voice that came from behind her said.

As quickly as she could, Rosha lunged for her spear and pivoted, taking an attack position as she faced the source of the voice.

A woman who was dressed in green but had no hair on her head and piercingly white eyes looked back at her curiously.

"I'm not a threat," the woman said as she stood in the same position. 

Her hands were clasped in front of her, and she made no move to respond to Rosha's threatening posture.

But I must tell you, if you attack me, I would retaliate in full.

Rosha was still dazed, and her mind was slow to connect everything that had happened. She quickly scanned the temple for any sight of more shadow creatures. She did not see any. She was, however, standing very close to Aladorn.

“Al,” she said as she kicked him in the side. “I really need you to wake up.”

“Ugh!” he said as he woke from unconsciousness. He sat up quickly, looking around the room quickly like Rosha had done.

Aladorn first looked for the shadows. Not seeing any, he got to his feet and rushed to Rosha's side.

He felt far too drained to be able to cast any magic, but it didn't stop him from drawing his dagger and looking squarely at the woman who now stood facing them.

“Who are you? What do you want?” he asked in quick succession.

She tilted her head.

“Aladorn?” she asked as if he should know her.

Slowly, both Jerod and Peona pick themselves up off the floor. Looking around the scene unfolding in front of them, they seem just as confused about the proceedings as Aladorn felt.

“I thought you summoned me?” the woman said. “You look ready to attack me. I thought you wanted me to come to your aid.”

Rosha and Aladorn exchanged a look before turning back to her.

"Are you..." Rosha began.

"The light elemental?" Aladorn finished for her.

The woman nodded her head.

"I am indeed. I've been calling you to me."

As she said this, Aladorn's phoenix materialized in the air above them and circled a few times before coming to land on Aladorn shoulder.

"Did you gift him with a spirit animal?" Peona asked as she turned to look at the Phoenix.

"I did," she said. "There is much that needs to be done. I fear that we may already be too late."
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If the dark element had been all power and fury and bent on the destruction of the world, the light elemental seemed to be the most caring individual on the planet.

And it was slowing their journey considerably.

“I thought you said we might be too late to fix the damage being done by the dark element?” Rosha asked as the light elemental started to examine a flower on the road they had taken north. 

She had told him it was vital, that they make their way to wherever it is the dark element was. She had also said that it would not take long for her nemesis’ power to recognize that she had awoken.

"Speed is necessary," she said as she stroked the flower gently. “Haste is not. I know mortals can tire quickly, and it would be unwise to exhaust yourself on our journey.”

"I can't say I disagree," Jerod said playfully.

Peona gave him a disapproving look.

"You are the embodiment of an entire element of magic," she said as she stooped down beside the light elemental. "Is it in your power to take us to where the dark element is? Wouldn't it be better to arrive by some magical means that does not wear us out?"

Aladorn saw that the start had apparently not crossed the mind of the elemental.

“There are several different ways we could arrive, but I'm unsure how many of them your mortal frame would be able to withstand.”

Aladorn was finding himself questioning whether or not the elemental really understood how much the mortal body could take. He was also not sure if that meant they were in for a great deal of harm or not.

“One way, however, may not damage you beyond repair.”

Yes, Aladorn decided. They were in danger of mortal peril for sure. 

She stood up and spread her arms wide as Aladorn felt a ripple of magic rush through the forest road they were on. A great call from the bird she had gifted him with echo down on them. Then, the Phoenix came rushing towards them and landed on the ground in front of the group. It looked regal as it stood in front of them, but Aladorn was confused.

“I thought we were talking about traveling?” he asked, perplexed. 

“We are,” the elemental responded. 

With a wave of her hand, the phoenix began to grow to the size of a horse, then two horses, then as large as a building.

When it let out another cry and lifted its wings out to its side, it was a deafening shriek that forced the party to cover their ears.

"I believe this will be sufficient for our travels?" the light elemental said. "Though, I do not think the other beasts will be able to travel with us."

Rosha and Aladorn looked back at their horses, who had faithfully followed them through most of the southern kingdoms.

"Oh, Silver and Shadow," Rosha said as she looked at them. "I hate that we'll need to leave them."

"It'll be better for them that they don't go rushing into battle with us," Aladorn said. "Plus, there's plenty of grass and trees around. And that stream just before us will give them plenty of water."

It was a sad moment, but the two quickly took off their packs from the animals. Rosha stroked Shadow's mane, and Aladorn patted Silver's side.

"Good horse," he said.

"Um," Jerod said as he looked from the horses to the phoenix. "A horse I know how to ride.  When it comes to a bird, however, I'm a bit untrained."

With another wave of her hand, the Light Elemental lifted the two saddles that had been placed on the ground and, in a flash of light, turned them into five saddles that sat on the back of the great phoenix.

"Shall we?" she said, pointing to their ride.

"Ladies first," Jerod said, motioning to Peona.

"How chivalrous," she said as she rolled her eyes.

Undeterred, however, she leaped onto the saddle in the middle and felt rather great about the whole experience.

"Like she said!" Peona echoed with growing enthusiasm. "Shall we?"
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The group soared over the forest and mountainous terrain with relative ease.

Rosha thought the entire experience was absolutely wonderful. From the wind whipping through her hair to the beautiful sights of the mountains and forests passing underneath them, she loved every moment of it.

Aladorn, however, had not stopped screaming since the bird had taken flight.

“I still don't see how she prefers you to me,” Jerod said over the wizards panicked yells. “At least I look brave!”

He didn't feel very confident in the situation, however. Jerod more preferred the opportunity to keep all of his body on the ground as much as possible. But he also wasn't going to let Peona see him scream and wail like Aladorn.

They ducked and weaved until they were over the mountains and flying through vast stretches of desert.

“We must be close to Darkveil now!” Rosha said over the washing wind that was flying over them. “Should we stop before we get back to the realm?”

“Yes!” Aladorn shouted. “Yes, please! The first chance we get!”

The light elemental looked over her shoulder at Aladorn with a curious expression.

“You are not in danger,” she said matter-of-factly. “Why do you yell so much?”

“I don't like it up here!” he answered truthfully. “We could fall at any moment and have our lives ended by the sudden impact of the ground below!”

“But you are in the saddle,” the light elemental said. “And we are not going upside down.”

“Can we? “Rosha asked with far too much excitement for Aladorn’s liking.

“No!” he yelled, pointing down at the ground. “There! Land there! Please!”

The place that Aladorn was pointing at looked like a medium-sized settlement. It was not one Rosha was familiar with from looking at her maps, but it was large enough to have a market square, and probably therefore some type of inn she was sure. They could re-supply before they made their final push back into the realm. 

“Fine!” Rosha agreed reluctantly. “But we should probably land a fair distance away, so we don't fly a giant bird right into the middle of town and freak everyone out.”

"You mortals really are strange," the light elemental said as she guided the phoenix down to the sandy ground below.

Aladorn made no effort to hide his relief at being back on the ground.

“I don't even care if there are scorpions!” he said as he hit the sandy ground. “I'm just grateful not to be flying!”

Peona got off the saddle of the bird with much more grace.

“I agree with Rosha,” she said. “I'd like to try going upside down at some point.” 

The two women exchanged a smile and a wink.

"Darkveil, you said?" Jerod asked as he dismounted the Phoenix. With a wave, the light elemental had the bird return to its normal diminutive size. The saddles disappeared, but everyone's packs and weapons stayed the same as they fell to the ground.

“Have you ever been here?” Rosha asked as she gathered her spear and equipment.

"Once," Jerod said. He didn't offer any more than that. He figured at this moment, it wouldn't do anyone any good to be more cautious than they already were.

"Since we're closer to your realm," he continued on. "Do you think we will see more of these Red Knights?"

Aladorn, having gathered his composure as well as his pack and dagger, nodded his head.

"And we’’ll have Corsairs to look out for. Not to mention the army of this nation. And anyone who might remember us from the last time we were here and almost killed the queen of Darkveil."

Peona and Jerod looked at him with shocked expressions.

Rosha just shrugged her shoulders.

"We told you we were well-traveled," she said as she began to march towards the settlement.
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“I really wish we could find a place with more decent lodgings,” Aladorn said as he adjusted himself on the rather uncomfortable bench in the main room of the inn.

The Desert Flower was a really optimistic name for the boarding house they had managed to find a room at. Not only were there no other customers except for themselves, but it seemed like there hadn’t been any other customers at this inn for a generation.

That would be good for them on one account, however. It meant that no red knights were in the area and that they would be safe from that threat for the time being.

“So how do we stop the dark elemental?” Rosha asked as they sat around the table. 

All of their eyes went to the light element who had not tried to eat any food or drink water. Rosha wasn't sure if she needed to.

The rest of them feasted on fish and fruit and drank clear water from the oasis. It was decent food. Much more decent than several of the other inns they had stopped at. Jerod was sure their host was just glad to cook for anyone.

The light element sat there looking at them all with a curious expression.

"Sacrifice," she said plainly. "The only way to defeat the darkness is by sacrifice."

Everyone stopped eating.

"Do you mean kill a goat?" Peona asked. "I know there are some cultures that think the blood of animals is how they can appease their gods. Is that what you're talking about?"

The light elemental shook her head. 

"The blood of a goat will not suffice."

Rosha and Aladorn looked at each other.

"Do you mean sacrifice people? Like, murder?" Rosha said.

"Only the darkness steals and murders," the light elemental replied. "The sacrifice must be noble and pure. Much blood has been spilled. The dark element is strong. It will require a great sacrifice in order to defeat it."

Everyone at the table went quiet.

Jerod was the first to speak.

"Well," he said as he eased to his feet. “This seems to be a conversation much more draining than I had anticipated. I'm gonna take a walk outside.”

"Be careful," Aladorn said. "We're still not sure if there are any red knights close by."

"You heard the innkeeper," Jerod said. "We're the first new faces she has seen in her life! I don't think we need to worry."

It felt good to stretch his legs. The sun was beginning to set, and several fires were lit around the beautiful body of water that kept the small settlement going.

Jerod breathed it all in. He wondered if he could start fresh in the northern realm.

His family was impoverished, and he owned no land. Perhaps he would be able to find his wealth in the north? Maybe even find his brother and bring him to a new home.

He was just beginning to convince himself that a brighter future Leah had of him when he felt the cool edge of a knife pressed up against his throat as someone grabbed hold of him from behind.

"Move, and you're dead."

"Not very sporting," Jerod said as he tensed his body up and prepared to draw his sword and retaliate.

"I wouldn't touch that blade, Jerod," said a voice from the other side of the street.

"I know that voice," Jerod said. "Is that you West?"

"Oh, now he remembers us," said a man as he stepped out from the shadows. "So he could just leave his crew. Left us stranded with no money and bounties on all our heads. Gave us a horse to ride around on though."

The man with dark hair and an eyepatch nodded at him.

“Appreciate the gesture. Sold the beast and managed to get away from our debts by booking it North. It seems like you had the same idea. Not so lucky for you, though,” he said. “The bounty on your head is larger than all of ours. Something about causing trouble in a few cities in Tundraise and making this new queen upset. This new queen is also looking for a girl who fights with a spear and a wizard. Wouldn't happen to know any of those two, would you?”

“Now West,” Jerod said as he raised his hands up away from the sword. 

They were found out. His bounty hunters and mercenaries, who he had trained and led, had become stronger and smarter.

Hopefully, not too smart.

“Hey boys,” a familiar feminine voice said from the door of the inn.

Jerod didn't have to look to know that it was Peona. The sound of a shattering glass vial against the stone road and the explosion of a thick black smoke told him all he needed to know.

With a fluid motion, he elbowed the man who had been holding him in the stomach and fumbled his way back to the door at the inn, where a hand grabbed him and pulled him in before slamming the door.

“Idiot!” Peona shouted. “You're going to get us killed!”

“By what?” Jerod shot back. “Existing and having a past? How was I to know my former band of mercenaries would make their way up to Darkveil?”

She stared hard at him.

“We can't stay,” she said. “Come on. We've got to tell the others you made me use my last vial.” 

“And that we're in mortal danger?” Jerod added. 

“Fine,” Peona huffed as she turned to make her way towards their table at the back of the inn “That too.”
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They were in the air again, flying through the night. Aladorn wasn't screaming this time. The darkness that fled below them was a little easier to handle than the rolling mountains and deserts.

He could almost pretend they were just barely gliding over the surface of the earth rather than as high as a mountain.

"So we can't stay in a small city because of Jerod's mercenary crew and the bounty on three of your heads," Peona began. "And we can't stay in a large city because of Red Knights. And we can't camp because of the shadow monsters. Does anyone have any ideas of where we can go?”

She was frustrated for sure. 

She knew the dangers of the journey they were on. She knew how important it was for them to defeat this new queen and her dark element. But she was beginning to feel like they were always being attacked and never on the offensive.

"Why not just head right for the Dark Elemental and get this over with?" she suggested.

"Is that an option?" Rosha asked as she looked to the Light Elemental.

The woman turned around in her saddle and gave them a curious expression.

"Everything is an option," she replied. "But are you ready to come face to face with the consequences of this decision?"

The question gave the four of them pause.

"I am," Aladorn said. 

Rosha turned to look at her friend.

"I've seen enough pain and devastation to satisfy several lifetimes," he said. "If we can put an end to it. Or even a portion of it, yes. I'm willing."

He looked at Rosha with a determined expression on his face. Rosha was glad she met this illegal wizard on the road so many months ago.

"I am too," she said, without taking her eyes off Aladorn. "Let's go find the Dark Elemental and Queen Wynna. It's time to end this war."
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Queen Wynna’s carriage bumped along the road as they came closer to the capital of Darkveil. Darrion remembered the first time they’ve come this week. How he hadn’t wanted nothing more than to prove to the king of granite watch that he was a warrior. Someone to be trusted and worthwhile. He wanted to be a knight so as to make his lot in life something more to his liking.

He wished he could return to those days. Maybe he would tell himself that his desires were misplaced. That he should want peace instead of violence.

He remembered how the wildness of the forest had affected him. As they came out of the forest this time, he felt no such a curse. Was it because the dark element was free now? Was that the reason the agent cursed had lingered over those trees was gone? He didn’t know.

All he knew was that he was now in the service of a queen who cared a little for him other than his connection to the two people she so desperately hunted.

Then he felt a dark chill come over the carriage as the magical element of darkness appeared beside him. It took every ounce of his strength not to shutter.

“The light is coming,” the shadow said. “She has awoken and is coming!”

“Are you sure?” The queen asked. 

Darrion could see the fear written over her face.

The queen was strong and commanded armies and the full power of darkness. But she feared the other side of her power. The power that may unseat her.

“She will be here soon,” the darkness said. “I must prepare.”

With that, she vanished into shadow.

The Queen let out a scream of rage as the carriage came to a halt.

“Y-your Majesty,” said the man who was unfortunate enough to have to open the door after she had beat on it with her hands for a solid three moments.

“What!?” she demanded.

“W-we’ve a-arrived at Darkviel, my queen,” he said, bowing his head and motioning with his arm.

Darrion saw through the carriage door that they had come to the very front of the castle that he had once marched to with the King of Grannitewatch.

“Prepare the troops!” the queen ordered.

She looked at Darrion with ice in her blood.

“If that elemental has your friends along with it,” she snarled. “Consider your life forfeit.”
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The sun rose up over the ocean to the east of them as they continued to fly towards Darkveil. Rosha was the one who saw it first. The campfires. The tents set up in rows. The trails of smoke and the supply trains that were running from this desert capital up to the Realm of Lords.

The North had come for war.

"I think we ought to land soon," she said as she looked down on the scene in front of them.

She remembered the last time they had been this way. When they had fought corsairs in a desperate attempt to seek revenge for the king of Granitewatch. How they had fled from the terrible army that had pursued them.

This was a new threat altogether.

It was the entire army of the north combined with the armies of Darkveil. She saw every house color represented—even Granitewatch, her own house that had been decimated after the Trial of Houses. And now the much larger army of black and purple. Ravensmere. The army of the queen.

“What in the name of the Saints Above is going on?” Aladorn asked as the phoenix began to lower itself to the sands below.

As they reached the ground, Jerod hopped off and put his hands on his hips.

“I would say the north is going to make sure that the southern realm bow to the rule the queen,” he said. “This is ushering in a new era—one where there are not separate kingdoms but only one true ruler.”

Peona got off and shook her head.

“This is what my people feared,” she said. “That the new queen would not only claim rule over our land but actually rule them.”

“And she's using the dark elemental to add to her power,” Rosha said. “Perhaps that's even how there are more Red Knights.”

“My ancient foe has such powers,” the light elemental said. “It is possible for us to bestow upon mortals the power to fight for us. To be our avatars.”

Rosha looked at the unassuming light elemental with wonder.

“Would it be possible for such a thing to happen for us?” she asked.

The other three members of the group all looked at her.

She kept her gaze on the ancient power they had awoken.

She seemed to consider Rosha's words very carefully before responding. 

“Yes,” she said with a great amount of hesitation. “But it is not a boon to be given lightly. There are mortals who asked for this gift before and were unable to harness it. It drove them mad, even though they only desired to serve me.”

Rosha saw that this made the woman look terribly sad. She wondered what past trials this ancient element had seen. What wars she had fought in and ages she had witnessed.

“If we mean to defeat the dark elemental,” Aladorn said. “Such measures may be necessary.”

“I don't think you're only going to be going up against one army and an element,” Jerod mentioned. “Look.”

To the west, past the glittering sands and in the shadows of the rising sun, horn trumpets blew. Another army was marching towards Darkveil. This one did not bear the same colors as the northern realms or the kingdom ruled by the corsairs.

This was an army of Decahelm. The country of Opalstar and Ravenbell. 

“Look!” Peona shouted. “Ships!”

To the east, where the coast was, Aladorn saw twenty or thirty white sails glimmering on the horizon.

“Chastenwick?” he said with awe in his voice. “They're from the other side of the world! Further south than Tundraise even.”

“What's going on?” Rosha asked, looking between the armies that were gathering in the sands of Darkveil.

The light elemental took in a deep breath.

“It is the dawning of a new age of elements,” she said. “The old gods have been awoken. It is time for a reckoning of war.”
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The two armies clashed into one another before the sun rose to mid-day. Aladorn watched helplessly as men and women from all over their world fought and died. 

What was the meaning of it all? 

Why did Queen Wynna want to conquer more than just their realm? There was no need for more conquest or death. She was already the strongest woman in the world. Why did she need more?

“What can we do?” he asked as he watched on in horror as blood spilled in the sands in front of them. “How can we possibly stop this?”

“There's only four of us,” Jerod said. “It would be suicide to walk into this. Best to let their bloodlust play out.”

Rosha disagreed with that.

She wanted to do something. To stop the violence. Even fight in the war if she could. But she felt just as small as Aladorn expressed. 

What could they do?

She turned to the woman they had freed from her elemental temple. The one who was the full embodiment of light.

“Can't you do anything to stop this?” she asked.

The strange woman looked at the battle that was occurring with growing sadness.

“Would you stop it if you could?” she asked. “With each death, the dark element grows stronger. I sense it working in the hearts of the soldiers. It's nearby. If I were to fight her now, I would lose. It's far too strong. It's blessed far too many people with its powers who fight with it and for it. The woman who now controls it has given it much.”

The light elemental hung her head.

“I fear the fate of the next era has already been decided,” she said sadly.

Rosha stomped her foot in the sand.

“No!” she shouted. “I refuse to accept it!”

Peona, Aladorn, and Jerod all looked at her with wide-eyed expressions.

“I don't like it either,” Peona said. “But what can we do?”

“Make me your avatar!” Rosha said as she looked out at the fighting and the violence in front of her. “Call me your warrior! Give me your strength, and I will stop this. I've seen what a red knight can do. One who has fully given themselves over to the power of the dark elements can take on an army.”

Her chest swelled as she held her spear high.

“Grant me your power, and I'll do what I can to stop this!”

“Do you understand what you're asking?” the light elemental asked. “This is a gift that may also be a curse. I sense you are strong. Strong of heart and mind. You may yet survive this. But I can make no guarantees. And if you fight the darkness, I do not know if you will win.”

Rosha's expression hardened as she looked at the light elemental. 

"I understand," she said. “Grant me your power. And I will fight for you.”

"Rosha," Aladorn said, pleading in his voice.

He admired his friend's bravery. And her strength. He always had. She was every bit the warrior that he could never be. Books and spells were his specialties. She was strong and brave.

But he did not want to lose her.

“I know what I'm doing, Al”, she said. “This is why I was sent on this mission. On this quest. To change the world. It's what I intend to do.”

"I know," he said. 

He did know. He knew Rosha would fight to end this war with every fiber of her being. She would give her life so that this war would stop and so that their lands, both in the north and the south, could be at peace.

He hugged her.

There was so much he wanted to say and communicate, but all manner of words failed him at that moment.

"Fight," he said as he stood back from the embrace that she had returned to him. "And I will fight with you."

She nodded at him. She wouldn't stop him.

Jerod stepped forward.

"Wouldn't be very sporting to let you go off on your own," he said. "We all have a time when our death comes upon us. Maybe this is it for each of us."

"Or maybe it's time to fight and live," Peona said. "Besides, I'm not letting Aladorn out of my sight."

She smiled at him as she gathered her pouch and her bow and arrows close to her.

Rosha nodded at them all, glad for their friendship and their commitment to fight alongside her. She turned to face the strange woman from the temple.

“I am ready,” she said.

"Then prepare yourself," the light elemental said as she spread her arms out wide. "Rosha, my avatar of light!"
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Rosha felt power flowing through her veins. Like lightning, it penetrated every fiber of her being.

She felt taller. More powerful. And a growing light was making her vision more perceptive.

“Rosha!” Aladorn said. 

She looked down at him and then realized she was, in fact, looking down at him. While normally Aladorn was slightly taller than she was, she now was a head taller than him. 

She held her spear in her hands, and even it began to change. Far from the ancient weapon that Garis had given to her so long ago, it now looked like a fitting weapon for a warrior of light. Its white shaft was strong and sturdy, and silver threads of power ran up and down its length. At the tip, and an ornate blade that glowed with a silver light assured her that she was holding a weapon of mythological proportions.

“I'm suddenly feeling much better about charging headlong into an army,” Jerod said as he looked at her in awe.

“Lead the way,” Peona added.

Rosha looked at the light elemental and nodded.

“I will stop this,” she said.

“I believe you," the light elemental said.

With that, Rosha charged into battle with her friends behind her.

The first group of soldiers they met were easily knocked back with just a swing of her spear. She didn't think she even came into contact with any of them. The sheer force that followed her weapon was enough to knock ten men to the ground.

Peona threw a vial that exploded in the aftermath and sent another group of Ravensmere soldiers running.

“I thought you were all out!” Jerod shouted as he knocked a man down to the sand.

“Oops,” Peona said, mischieveously. “Must’ve missed one.”

Aladorn used wind and fire to knock back another group of Darkveil corsairs who saw that they were coming for them.

Within a moment, the battlefield opened up, and men were beginning to flee from these four who came into the middle of this war.

Rosha felt powerful. Like She could take on an entire army all her own.

That was when she heard the dark laughter. She saw it flying over the battlefield and coming straight for her. A woman clothed all in black who had what looked like tendrils of power emanating from her body flying towards her.

Rosha threw all her weight behind her spirit as she jabbed at the darkness that attacked her. The creature wrapped its tendrils around her weapon and pulled with all its might.

Rosha was immediately aware of how much stronger this creature was.

She was only an avatar of the light, after all.

This creature was darkness incarnate. 

Jerod slashed with his sword, severing one of the tendrils that had wrapped itself around Rosha’s spear.

The darkness shrieked in pain and whipped at the mercenary with her hand.

Jerod went flying off into the sand.

Peona threw a vial of silver liquid that hit the chest of the creature. It shrieked in pain as it lashed out at her as well.

“Begone demon!” Aladorn shouted as he unleashed a ball of fire at the darkness.

This final act caused it to relent, and Rosha saw an opportunity.

She struck out at the darkness with her spear and plunged it deep into the chest of the demon.

“No!” called a voice from to the side of their epic battle.

Rosha saw Queen Wynna standing there, holding an amulet in her hand as she extended out to reach for the dark elemental.

Its body slowly faded off from Rosha spear and coiled around Queen Wynna.

“You cannot defeat the darkness!” she shouted. 

As she spoke, her voice grew shriller and echoed with a dark foreboding.

She swelled with power as the darkness enveloped her, and her crown blazed with dark energy. Her eyes turned red, and she began to float in the air as the rest of the dark energy enveloped her completely.

“You will face me as the queen of darkness!” she shouted. “You will bow before me!”

Rosha did not hesitate.

She charged with her spear and lunged it at the queen. Ravensmere dodged the move with ease.

Aladorn watched his friend battle the dark witch Queen Wynna.

All the fighting that had been taking place around them seemed to subside as armies from all over the world watch the struggle between light and darkness.

That was when Aladorn saw him. 

Darrion.
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"Are you going to stand there and watch this woman destroy our friend?" Aladorn shouted at him. "Or are you going to side with the light?"

Darrion watched in wonder as his childhood friend Rosha was wreathed in light and fought the terrifying vision of queen Wynna. He thought of all the time he had worried for them. How he had served the queen only for the hope of possibly seeing his friends one more time.

How he regretted the decision he had made to abandon them and seek fame and power for himself.

He wrapped his fingers around his sword and drew it from its sheath.

He nodded at Aladorn and held up his blade.

“Down with the queen of darkness!” he shouted as loud as his courage allowed him too.

Aladorn echoed his call, and the two ran forward to help their friend.

They fought as a unit. Rosha, covered in the power of light, kept the Queen at bay. Even as she sent a blast of dark energy towards her, Rosha was able to send them back with swipes of her spear or a blast from her hands.

Aladorn threw bolts as quickly as he dared at the woman who had stolen so much from them. Each time they hit, he saw the pain on her face as flames licked her shadowy form.

But when Darrion managed to cut into her arm with his sword, she let out the loudest shriek of rage she had yet.

“How dare you!” she boomed as she let out a burst of energy so large that it knocked the three of them to the ground as well as the soldiers who had gathered around to watch the battle.

Darrion found himself on his back in the sand as the queen of darkness stood over him and all of her terrible power.

She called out a tendril from her fingers that wrapped around Darrion and lifted him into the air.

“I knew you would betray me!” she shouted. “Disloyal bastard! I kept you alive for the sole purpose of murdering you in front of your friends!”

Darrion felt the tendrils of magic wrap around him tighter as his vision began to blur. She would surely crush him in just a moment. He had wanted to reunite with his friends. To tell them how sorry he was. The best that he had been able to do was fight alongside them one more time.

It would have to suffice.

Rosha yelled with rage as she grabbed the tendril holding Darrion and the neck of Queen Wynna in her powerful hands.

“You will not steal another thing from me!” she shouted.

With a blast of powerful light, she severed the tendril and sent it back into the shadows. Darrion fell to the sand and choked for breath.

“Insolent champion!” Queen winner garbled. “I should have killed you the moment you won that tournament!”

“Indeed,” Rosha said as she slammed the body of the queen down with one arm and grabbed her spear from behind her back, plunging it through the chest of the Queen and deep into the sand.

Immediately, the dark power that had sustained the queen began to seep away from her broken body and down into the dunes. The broken body of Queen Wynna lay limp in a pool of dark, sickly liquid.

Rosha stood up, breathing heavily as she looked around for her friends. Aladorn was helping Darrion to his feet. Jerod and Peona were making their way towards them gingerly.

Soldiers all around them looked dazed and confused as they regained their footing.

Rosha saw the opportunity.

“You came here to fight for a queen!” she shouted. “One who cared nothing for you! She only sought power for herself. Do you wish to continue fighting for a Monarch who cares nothing for your lives?”

The men and women of the armies who had gathered here looked around at each other, confusion written all over their faces says.

Did they want to fight? Was this a battle worth dying for?

Rosha looked over to where the light elemental was standing. Had she done it? Had she ended the fighting and the war?

In that moment of uncertainty, the light elemental fell to her knees with a shriek of pain.
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The very sand they stood on began to rise and shift as dark energy bubbled up from it. Men screamed in horror as they fled. Aladorn pulled Darrion away from the spot as it began to spin in a whirl of darkness.

Rosha set her jaw and prepared herself for whatever was to come.

“I am finally free!” a voice growled from the growing darkness. “The woman who enslaved me is dead! Now I am released from my chains!”

From the swirling sound came a creature that looked like monsters Rosha had read about in stories. Great giant wings emerged from its lizard-like body, and a giant mouth that could swallow her whole opened up in an enormous, deafening roar.

A huge tail that had deadly spikes at the end of it slammed down into the sand, sending a shower in all directions.

It was as large as a house.

For the first time since gaining power, Rosha felt like she may have met her match.

But this did not deter her.

“Free or not, demon!” she shouted as she held her spear tightly in her hands. “I will not yield to you!”

The dragon snapped its jaws at Rosha, and she responded by striking at it with a spear thrust.

The bite grazed her arm with one of its deadly teeth, but Rosha managed to cut a portion of its neck.

The two circled each other as they exchanged blows. The dragon of darkness swiped with his claws as Rosha stabbed anything the dragon dared to put close to her.

“I feel bloody useless!” Jerod said as he watched the battle unfolding in front of him.

“Now I really am all out of vials!” Peona said, taking her bow and notching an arrow to it. 

She let an arrow fly and it struck the demon in the neck. Aladorn threw a bolt of fire at it as well, and the dragon roared in objection. Jerod was sure their hits were nothing more than annoyances to such a beast. 

It spread out its giant wings and began to beat them against the ground. The dragon rose up into the air. Rosha ran forward and held onto the beast's tail before delivering several stabs into the gut of the dragon.

It flaired madly, trying to shake Rosha off of it. 

“I will not be defeated by one who only wields the power of light!” the dragon said.

With a dizzying spin, it managed to dislodge Rosha, who fell to the earth with a thud.

Sand exploded everywhere.

Rosha gasped for breath as she felt some of the power of light escaping from her. The demon roared. 

“I am darkness! I am fear! All will know my power!” 

Rosha struggled to breathe as she felt some of the power of light escaping from her. With a deafening called, the demon roared and sent more of the armies of the realm scattering in all directions. 

Rosha tried to stand, but she couldn't. The power of the avatar of light was leaving her. She was defeated. The dragon of darkness would win, and the whole realm would be cast under its shadow.

With a roar, the dragon lunged for Rosha.

“No!” Aladorn shouted as he rushed between the dragon and his friend. 

Exploding out of the air came the giant phoenix, large enough to challenge the dragon. With his claws bared, it tore into the demon and let out a shrill cry.

Aladorn thrust both his hands out and caused a pillar of fire to assault the dragon.

“No!” The dragon shouted as the Phoenix tore at it with its beak and claws. “I will have power! I will have dominion!”

“Not as long as a friend is willing to give his life for another!” Aladorn shouted. 

He let the pillar of fire fall as he gathered every bit of power he could find within him. The ground beneath him, the wind as it blew through the desert, the water as it fell from the sky, and the fire as it scorched down from the sun. Using every ounce of his strength, he set a blast of pure elemental fury at the dragon.

“An offering worthy of my power!” shouted another female voice.

Jerod saw the light elemental standing over Rosha and beside Aladorn, her arms outstretched as more light filled the area and the dragon roared in pain.

As this assault hit the monstrosity, the phoenix wrapped its body and wings around the demon of darkness and exploded in a magnificent ball of light.

Dark shimmering particles rained down on the sand below—the last vestiges of the great demon that had been defeated. 

Gasping, Aladorn looked at Rosha, who lay sprawled out on the ground before him. She had returned to normal size.

She managed to get herself up on one knee and look him in the eyes.

"You did it," she said as she looked into the face of her friend.

"We..." Aladorn said. "We did it."

And, in a heap, he fell to the sand.
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The sound of children playing filled the streets as a messenger ran from the palace entrance down past the inn and the bakery, the armory, and the merchant who sold things from far off distant lands. 

He ran quickly because he knew the prince would want to ride early this morning. The sun was still beginning to rise over the horizon. If the horses weren't ready, it would be the fault of this messenger. He did not want to be berated for tardiness again.

As he ran into the stables, he nearly collided with the stable master.

“Woah there, Benjamin! You nearly knocked me over!” the stablemaster said. “I almost have the prince's horses ready. You can tell him not to worry.”

Young Benjamin was gasping for breath.

“Thank you, Miss Rosha!”

Rosha smiled down at Young Benjamin as she saw a familiar twinkle in his eyes. One who longed for adventure. 

“When do you think the prince will allow you to come on one of these hunts?” she asked him as he leaned against the side of the stables.

She had three horses ready, as requested. They were groomed and saddled and the best she had to offer.

“Not this time,” he said. “He made it clear it's just the three of you.”

Rosha smiled and tweaked his hair.

“Maybe next week,” she said as she led the horses from their stable homes and up towards the palace grounds.

Oldrum looked much better since they had worked all these years to restore it. Fortunately, now that trade had resumed between most of the houses, they had all the materials they needed. There were hardly any scorch marks left on the old stones. It helped that their small city had become something of a tourist destination as well.

“Good morning, Miss Rosha!” Jerod said as he led his guards through the streets of Oldrum on their morning patrol. “Not hunting any bandits today, are we?”

Rosha shook her head. 

“It's been years since banits thought it wise to live in our forests,” she said over her shoulder. “But if we find them.”

She winked at him, and she continued to leave the horses up the path. Indeed, it had been years since they had had much trouble and the house of Granitewatch. What with the new the elected council, which ruled over them and fairly allocating resources, it seemed the realm was finally being put to rights.

Rosha was glad to have a small part in it.

She came up to the castle gates to find the prince standing there and impatiently tapping his foot.

“Took you long enough,” he said as he moved his blonde locks out of his hair and adjusted the bow on his back. 

“What do you think people would say if the prince was unable to manage his own horses?” Darrion asked.

"I think they would say he chose the wrong stable master to try to rein in," Rosha said as she threw him the leads of his horse and jumped up onto her own.

Darrion shook his head as he mounted the animal Rosha took such good care of for him. It was strange being the leader of a city, but after the wars of light and dark that had followed that epic battle in Darkveil, the troops that he had led and the generals he had served insisted he was ready for leadership. 

At the time, he just knew he was done with battles for a long season.

“Where is our third?” Rosha asked as she looked over at the empty horse beside Darrion. “Not too shy to go riding with the prince, is she?”

Darrion shook his head.

“Peona has been up all night researching some new potion,” he said with a look of someone who lived with a creative genius.

“I doubt she'll be up for several more hours.” 

“Perhaps then,” set a voice from the gate. “You might allow an old friend to ride with you.”

Both Rosha and Darrion turned in their saddles as a grin split both of their faces.

“Oh!” Rosha said. “When did you arrive?” 

“Last night,” he said. “I didn't want to bother either of you and felt a surprise like this would be more fitting.”

“You old scoundrel!” Darrion said as the wizard climbed onto the horse that usually belonged to his wife. “Finally, managed to get away from the college?”

Aladorn shook his head. 

“I'm actually on a mission for them,” he said as he pat the side of the horse. 

“Something about a temple that's been discovered far to the south. They want to send me and several others down to investigate it. It will probably take months for me to travel all the way there, study it sufficiently and then make my way back,” he said with a grin. “So a week here in Oldrum certainly won't hurt them.”

He looked over his shoulder cautiously as he lowered his voice.

“Just...” he whispered. “Don’t tell Peona I roder her horse. Please?”

Darrion and Rosha smiled at each other.

“So it’s worth something to you, is that it?” Darrion asked conspiratorily.

The three of them rode through the streets of Oldrum as the crisp morning air swirled around them.

Three friends who had once left the city broken and scared now road off into the forest together. They rode as heroes who had fought in countless battles and whose songs were still sung in castles and taverns all over the realm. They rode as legends of great stories that would be told for years to come. 

But most importantly, they rode together. 

As friends.
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The adventure through the Realm of Lords is over. 

For now.

I love hearing from readers. If this is a world you want to explore further, let me know! Feel free to reach out to me on social media or by email.

Thank you  so much for reading this series. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did writing it! I needed to do something to help me get through a particularly difficult year. 

Writing a new story in a new world with new characters was definitely the thing I needed to get through. You were a part of my healing process, and for that, I am incredibly grateful.

The pandemic may be (hopefully!) coming to an end, but this series will serve as a reminder of how I managed to make it through.

I couldn’t have done it without you. Sincerely, thank you.

And as always,

Enjoy the Journey!

RG Long
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Find me on social media:

	Twitter.com/rglongauthor

	Facebook.com/rglongauthor

	Instagram.com/rglongauthor


Join my newsletter to be the first to know about exciting new releases, new stories, and get other epic fantasy book recommendations!

	Rglongauthor.weebly.com/subscribe
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