
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
  Oath of Embers 
Copyright © 2024 by E. L. Canney
Published by Celestial Dreams Publishing LLC
Publication Date: August 2024
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. Book cover created using Canva. Interior chapter art created using Book Brush.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Warnings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Pronunciation Guide
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map of Eirly's
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        57
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        58
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        59
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        60
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        61
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        62
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Astraeics Explained Part 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Astraeics Explained Part 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Connect w/ E. L. Canney
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Meet The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sneek Peak - Book #2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Pronunciation Guide


Welcome to the realm of Eirlys  (AYR-liss)! You may say the names in this book however you want! I want you to enjoy the riveting story about to unfold. Not do homework before diving in—so go my beautiful readers and immerse yourselves into this enemies-to-lovers filled book! (However, for my special bookworms and bookdragons who still need these—here you go!)
PEOPLE: 
Seraphina (seh-rah-FEE-nuh)
Conlaed (CON-layd)
Kaelan (KAY-lan)
Liara (lee-AR-uh)
Ivar (EE-var)
Chieftain Harendar (HAR-en-dar)
Eirik (AY-rik)
Solthorn (SOUL-thorn)
Madam Maelis (MAY-liss)
Sigrun (SEE-groon)
Kaldur (KAL-doo-er)
Torvald (TOR-vald)
Valda (VAL-dah)
Elowyn (EL-oh-win)
Soulsoufrie (SOUL-soo-free)
Makatza (mah-KAHT-suh)
Bjorn (BYORN)
Esmeray (EZ-muh-ray)
Kasia (cass-sea-uh)
PLACES:
Eirlys (AYR-liss)
Verengarde (VEH-ren-gard)
Marilla (mah-RIH-lah)
Sadira (sah-DEER-ah)
Mystic Spire (MIH-stik spyr)
Valravn Halls (VAHL-rah-vn hawlz)
Grotto Gardens (GRAW-toh GAR-dnz)
Verengarde Verdant Haven (VEH-ren-gard VER-dnt HAY-vn)
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  Prologue


The flickering flames of burning embers were never meant to kill. They were meant to cleanse. Until wielded by a small child without control.  
Seraphina never meant to start that fire, nor did she grasp the magnitude of her actions that fateful night.
If she possessed the magic to traverse the veils of time, then she would weave the strands of fate anew. Crafting a tapestry of choices far different from those of her past. Not allowing her foolish childish feelings to overwhelm her. 
Oh, how she longed for his companionship though. How she yearned for that feeling of home, a place where she truly belonged. 
And he knew her so well.
He understood her struggles, even if they were misguided. 
That was her fate.
Her doom.
Her ever-longing for something she could never fully claim.
That was when her mind reeled back into that tortured memory—that living nightmare. A reminder of her destined demise.
Fading back into the cramped barn with smells only an animal should endure. The walls seemed to close in, suffocating her with a mix of emotions. 
The branded memory of following young Conlead into the wooden cage bloomed  in her mind again. Their laughter muffled by the falling snow. Her vision clouded as the scene unfolded before her.
They’d crept out of their beds. Ready to regale each other in the tales of their adventures. Much like they usually did at that young age. Stealing away a few hours from their chores and responsibilities. Their childish hearts entwining on that speck of the map in Eirlys. Her young soul cherished her time spent playing with Conlead. 
However, that treacherous night began not unlike any other. 
“Oh, Sera, you won’t believe it! The pigs ran off again and father made me tend to the fence that fell and chase all the pigs back! It’s not my fault they only have one child. Why do I have to do all the work of a whole family on my own?” Young Conlead mused to Seraphina as they sat behind the hay bales, using his favorite nickname for her. 
“Well having a bunch of siblings isn’t great either. At least you don’t have to share a room with the filthiest villager.” She scrunched her little nose at the thought of her adoptive sister's horrid habits. 
Conlead then talked about how he would one day train with the other village soldiers. Wanting to grow up strong and mighty, not unlike his father. While Seraphina dreamt of getting on her father’s horse and riding off to explore other lands. To be free.
It was in that moment she felt it. Her heart wanted more from their cherished friendship or what she knew of it at that minuscule time in her life. She felt so drawn to him, and her admiration had grown over time during those formative years of only eleven. Yet, she knew that was exactly what her heart wanted.
His smile. 
His infectious laughter. 
She wanted to kiss him. 
To show him how much he meant to her.
As the many moons glazed across the frosty night sky, she felt that wild curiosity inside of her ignite.
And she gave in.
Quickly closing the limited space between their lips, she gave him a peck. As any young and smitten female would do. Just as he was mid-sentence, discussing the new dagger his father gifted him. Playful dark curls bounced around his face. 
He halted his movements, stunned realizing what she had done. His expression contorted, and he wiped his mouth quickly on his loose jacket sleeve. A sudden reaction without any true thought. 
And her heart sank. 
Shame and rejection dotting the lines of her face.
Unsure of what to do, she couldn’t bear to face him or let him speak. His eyes widened with confusion, or was it dread?
Singed with instant regret, her anger welled up inside like molten lava. She stood and ran towards the barn door desperate to flee her mistake. Tears burning her eyes.
It was in that fateful moment she hadn’t yet realized what she had done. What would come to haunt her for the rest of her days.
What felt like an eternity happened in a matter of mere seconds. As flames engulfed the air around her like a shield to the pain bubbling up inside. Only those flames weren’t just inside of her but now swarming that small barn into a roaring inferno. As the sweet little male lay trapped inside.
Stunned and scared she didn’t know what to do but watch as the reflection of the flames danced in her eyes. 
Conlead…
No!
She screamed. Her voice echoed throughout the village and reverberated in her soul.
Her whereabouts that night were never spoke about to anyone. In the morning light, she searched and searched for her little friend only to find his parents—devastated, staring out at the remnants of what had been in that barn. Weeping for the loss of their only son. 
The searing blaze of power that coursed through her veins, igniting her very being, faded into the abyss of memory. Never to be summoned again. 
Never again would she allow the untamed fire leave her fingertips. Never again to devour her or any other soul. Never again to spiral into the chaotic depths of unbridled magic…or so she thought.
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Many moon cycles later fate had other plans for her once again. As the realm of Eirlys lay shrouded in an enchanting frost, much like a myriad of other nights. Whispers of change encapsulated the vast expanse. 
Each footfall in the snow resonated like a mystical chime, the only sound to break the haunting silence of the towering forest above her.
The icy air caressed the tops of her ears, reminding her of the need to remain vigilant.  To look for any movement in the mystical wilderness could portend danger.
Though the trails were long since buried, familiarity guided her through the labyrinthine woods. A domain she often frequented as a seasoned huntress from her village. 
The towering trees, majestic and ancient, whispered secrets from their gnarled boughs, as if holding the wisdom of countless ages.
Desperate for a moment away from the ceaseless chores and errands tasked to her by her adoptive parents, she sought solace in the hunt. 
A rare freedom in her cloistered existence. Crimson tendrils of hair, like strands of fire were cut short at her shoulders, while a small braid adorned the unruly tresses. A bold beacon of color across the stark white expanse.
As the day's endeavors filled her hands, three rabbits slung over her shoulder. Then her trusty bow clutched firmly in the other, she began the journey back to the hovel that sheltered her. 
Her little village, a place so far removed from the wilderness she now traversed, awaited her like a distant dream. Yet, the tranquility of the forest lingered, reminding her of the mystical realm she dreamed of beyond the confines of her mundane adult life.
As she wandered, memories of her tragic past wove tendrils around her thoughts, gripping her heart with a tightening ache. 
The stark, never-ending landscape suffocated and bewildered her. Its icy fingers squeezing the life from her once ferocious passion that used to burn within.
Now smoldering, left behind a bland existence that felt foreign. A stranger in her own skin.
Long gone were the days of a burning red flame driving her towards the freedom she yearned for. Instead, a torturous feeling had taken root, replacing that blazing passion with a painful fear. A relentless shadow crushing her once young and light soul. 
Love, laughter, and pain intertwined in a beautiful nightmare. Their dance a haunting melody that reminded her she couldn't experience one without the other.
Many beings became lost in the fires of their souls, while others were forged in them. Her story had yet to unveil where she stood beyond the dashed embers of the flame she called her tragic life.
Her broken soul was adrift in a world that couldn't embrace her. She yearned for answers, for a sense of belonging, but the mystery of her origins and the indifference she felt towards Eirlys left her feeling like an outsider. 
The spoils of the day swayed across her back. Moving to the steady beat of her footsteps in the beguiling landscape. The wind began to pick up all around her as she trudged on. 
However, the cold never pierced her skin the way it did her fellow villagers. Her sun-kissed skin embraced the frigid climate.
Despite her unusual resilience to the cold, she remained concealed under layers of thick furs and sturdy boots, in an effort to blend in. Yet, beneath her facade, she yearned for a sense of connection that always seemed just out of reach.
Snapped out of her reverie, there was a sudden thundering sound and shouts erupted from behind her. Only yards away in the dense chilling forest. 
Gripping her bow tighter she felt around for the dagger she kept hidden on her thigh. She crouched and narrowed her view attempting to pierce the growing snowstorm. Attempting to discover what disturbed her late afternoon.
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Instincts honed through years of hunting with her adoptive father guided her. The echoes of their shared footsteps woven into her very being. The prizes of her hard-fought day slipped off her shoulder like a sigh of the forest. Cascading to the ground below as she climbed with all her might up the towering oak.  
The tree, a sentinel of the woods, welcomed her like an old friend. Offering both shelter and perspective, as if the spirits of the forest whispered secrets only she could hear.
Her nails dug into the tree's thick bark. Poised behind the oak's ancient strength, she hid. Her white furs merged seamlessly with the snow-kissed surroundings as she lifted her hood. 
Piercing amber eyes roamed across the small clearing, searching for the origin of the treacherous sounds.
“Grab him!” A commanding voice drifted closer, clearer. 
“We may yet spare your life, but do not test us!” They were beginning to come into view.
There were three formidable warriors, their presence polluting the natural serenity like a dark stain upon a canvas. Their ebony armor, weathered and worn, told tales of battles fought and enemies vanquished. 
Yet, even amidst their cruelty, there was a sense of rugged beauty in their savage demeanor. 
A curse escaped her lips. 
Verengarde.
The mountain clan name was synonymous with both fear and fascination. They moved with the intensity of a tempest as she recognized them. Their insignia, the mark of their rogue clan, etched on their cloaks.
The Verengarde clan, a force of nature unto themselves, resided in the heart of an ancient mountain and cave system built like a fortress in the black northern mountains.  
Rulers in a kingdom of trees and shadows, making them the greatest threat to the villages scattered across the land of Eirlys.
Their weapons were aimed with a chilling precision at the fallen elder beneath them. 
The old male, wrapped in fine but tattered white furs, clutched a weapon that seemed to glow with an ethereal light. Injured and vulnerable, he gasped for breath on the frosty ground. 
His voice, weak yet filled with determination, carried on the frigid air. 
"I will never relent to you! The Axe…it’s wielded to protect, not to destroy. I will die before you ever soil it with your unworthy, blood stained hands. I am the Knight, the Keeper, and Follower of the Queen of Embers. I have no fear of you. Or death!” The words hung in the air like ancient incantations, carrying the weight of centuries of tradition and honor. 
They struck the elder across his weathered face. While cursing at him as blood ran down his chin adding to the countless bruises already forming. Unsure if the old male’s life-force wasn’t already fading into the ether. She let the villainous scene play on.
“I don’t care if you are the Goddess herself! Give us the Axe. Or we will take it from you.” His strike was strong and true as the elder was hit and fell back against the icy ground. The Axe faltered in his weathered grip.
Every fiber of her being quivered with tension as she observed. Every inhalation suspended as if held captive by the forest itself. 
Her position was high and hidden in the towering oak. Heart drumming in her chest like the primal beat of the wilderness.
Urging her to action. 
Never formally trained in combat, she had still secretly witnessed enough of the soldiers in her village practicing to know how to hold her own. 
This isn’t my fight. I should just go.
Caught between the shadows of the moonlight, she made her choice to fight or flee.
Summoning her courage, she drew back her bow with three arrows already notched into place—and released. 
The near silent whir of her weapons tore through the crisp air. As her arrows hit their marks she dropped her bow and leapt down. Her dagger and short sword gleaming like a shard of moonlight. 
The huntress’s cry echoed through the clearing, a harsh sound swallowed by the impending storm overhead. She dropped between them like a stone, her landing a sudden, jarring interruption to their torture.
The first warrior, his breath stilling in his throat, moved first. A swipe, vicious and swift, meant to cleave her in two, but his wound hampered his movement. She sidestepped, her body moving with the fluid grace of a mist on the wind. The world seemed to slow as her dagger flicked out, finding the narrow seam in his armor. Metal met flesh with a soft hiss, his scream tearing through the air like a rending of fabric.
The second and third warriors hesitated only a heartbeat, long enough for her to meet their eyes. There was fire there, a molten intensity that reflected back at them, and they knew, somehow, that this was no ordinary fight.
They attacked as one, their blades flashing, cutting through the air with the precision of years of training. She was ready. Her dagger and sword met their strikes with a sharp clang, the sound ringing through the clearing like a bell signaling a final reckoning.
The battle raged around them, a whirlwind of steel and blood. Her sword twisted in her grip, a wicked spin that sent one of the warriors stumbling back, but it cost her—his companion wrenched the blade from her hand, the disarmament a harsh reminder that she was not invincible.
A searing line of pain bloomed across her cheek, a crimson mark against her skin. But she did not falter. In a single, fluid motion, she flung her dagger with a precision born of desperation. It found its mark, burying itself deep into the eye of the warrior who had disarmed her. He crumpled, the light in his eye extinguished before he hit the ground.
She didn’t have time to breathe, to assess the situation. The third warrior’s blade slashed toward her side, a glancing blow that sent a rivulet of blood trailing down her ribs. She spun, avoiding the worst of it, the elder’s prone body nearly tripping her. But there was something in the air, something ancient and powerful, guiding her hand as she reached for the nearest weapon.
The Axe, its surface etched with runes that pulsed with a dull, ominous light, felt right in her grip. She moved with it, a primal dance that felt as if it had been choreographed by the ages. Her strikes came heavy, each blow landing with the weight of centuries behind it, her skin tingling with a cold, burning power that surged through her veins.
The warrior in front of her, once fierce and unyielding, found himself outmatched. Her upward swing was a force of nature, cleaving through his defenses, his weapon splintering under the assault. His form crumbled, reduced to ash and cinders, the remnants of his life scattered to the winds.
Only one remained, his movements desperate, the wounds he had sustained making him sluggish, but no less dangerous. He lunged at her with a wild fury, but her eyes, now glowing with an ethereal light, saw every move before he made it. She stepped into his attack, her motions precise, the Axe now an extension of herself.
His final strike was pitiful, a last effort to reclaim victory from the jaws of defeat. But it was too late. The Axe came down with a force that shook the earth, shattering his armor into molten shards. The battle was over, her frigid breath the only sound left in the clearing. The weight of the conflict settling over her like a mantle.
In the aftermath, she stood adorned a in crimson aura, standing as a stark contrast against the snowy battleground. A testament to the ferocity she had unleashed. 
In that moment, her body turned on her.  Then fell to her knees as a roaring inferno ignited within her. Uncontrollable spasms ravished her body. 
Then just as quickly the Axe's aura began to recede. Slowly she rolled to her side amidst the fading remnants of the battle, her chest heaving with a mix of fulfillment and shock.
They’ll come for me now…I need to leave, quickly.
Knowing the act of violence would invite the wrath of the Verengarde, she struggled to stand. Her breaths coming in ragged gasps, while rushing to the older male's side. 
Wearily she wiped away the blood streaking down her face with her sleeve.
Then knelt down and held the weary hand of the elder knight in hers. Their fingers entwined with the lines of fate etched on his palm. His face, weathered and adorned with long silvery hair, bore an ancient pride. A reflection of a life well-lived. 
With a staggering breath, he whispered, his voice a mere murmur, "It is finally time." Attempting to reassure him, she promised safety and aid. But his touch against her face, rough and warm, conveyed a different truth.
"My essence will join the Gods as the prophecy is finally fulfilled," he said, his words a bittersweet melody. "The fates have willed this day, Seraphina. Embrace it. Let the Axe of Celestial Wrath guide you. It will not fail. She is with you always. Find them. Find the Sacred Land. Be reunited with…" Trembling, he reached for the Axe, feeling its fervent essence pulse in response to his touch. A surge of anticipation coursed through her, an ancient otherworldly recognition she couldn't explain.
As she gripped the hilt, an electric jolt shot through her, a connection forged in the fires of fate. The Axe's blade, a searing brand against her skin, enveloped her in an intense heat. 
Yet, it was not pain; it was pure undiluted purpose. The Axe's essence intertwined with her very being, a merging of mortal and celestial. Her short hair, once her simple adornment, transformed into cascading strands shimmering with the Axe's fiery hue.
The gems embedded in the Axe's hilt infused her with their energy. Battle marks, once subtle, now glowed with radiant intensity. 
One mark, a bold white line across her right eye, bestowed upon her a vision beyond mortal sight. As the binding burn subsided, she stood transformed.
In the moonlight, her eyes blazed with ethereal fire, and her hair, a testament to her newfound energy, cascaded down her back like a living flame. Ancient symbols adorned her skin, dark markings scattered across her body. 
From her shoulder down to her wrist, bold intricate designs told of strength, courage, and unbreakable bonds. Symbols she couldn't read, but knew they marked her fate in the stars. 
Her voice echoed through the vast forest, "I don’t understand, what is this? What just happened? Please hold on…just a little longer.” Desperately, she pleaded with him as she held the elder’s hand once more. 
A peaceful smile graced the old male's lips as he closed his eyes. Passing from their realm with fulfillment and hope. Simple words hanging in the air as he spoke his last, “You are the only one who can bring her back and save us all.”
Seraphina, stunned in place, surveyed the male's limp body as she released her hand from his. Long moments drifted by with nothing but distant howls in the night to break the silence crowding around her. 
The weight of a muddled destiny settled on her shoulders. 
She wept for the stranger and then tossed the Axe far from her. Attempting to understand what fate had befallen her.
How did he know my name? What is all this? She thought to herself. 
Time passed in a blur before she could move again. Once she had the strength to compose herself, in the reflection of a nearby stream, she marveled at her transformed self. No longer just a female orphan, but a force with nature, bound to an ancient weapon. 
Unsure of what to believe, she hoped the day was nothing more than a vivid dream, a fleeting memory from a realm lost to her consciousness.
However, honor dictated she bury his body. Given the hard cold ground she opted to bury him beneath rocks by the stream.
Confusion, bewilderment, and fear gripped her. 
Overwhelmed, all she could do was move through the motions of a short symbolic ceremony for the stranger. Who inevitably raised more questions than answers. 
The oddly familiar pulse of power was burning behind her mind, ignited anew, an increased raging force penetrating her mind and tearing down her carefully laid mental barriers. 
Ones she had built so long ago after that doomed night from her childhood. Conlead…
She had spent so many years since that fateful event dampening that fiery impulse in her veins. That overwhelming force that had trapped her in a foreign body and stole her free will. 
A power she had hoped to quell for the rest of her days, to protect those around her. However, it was bludgeoning its way back up from the deep well inside–demanding its release once again.
In the heart of the cold, dark forest her steps become deliberate and filled with determination. 
The night's many moon shadows clung to her like a mysterious cloak as she moved swiftly across the land.
She silently sent up her final prayers for the elder and cautiously lifted the Axe once more and secretly stowed it on her back.
A half day's trek back to the village lay ahead, but nighttime approached she had already run low on supplies.
So she opted for a nearby tavern she knew was a small trek southeast. Hoping she could find rest there until dawn. While attempting to push aside thoughts from the recent events that only fate would have brought her.

      ***Her footfalls, heavy with weariness, resonated as she approached the inviting tavern. Perched high among ancient oak branches, it emanated a warm glow from within. A beacon in the snow-covered night. The fusion of nature and architecture painted a whimsical silhouette against the dark canvas of the forest – a seamless blend of timber, leaves, and dreams.
Drawing closer, the snow underfoot whispered softly, accompanied by the distant melody of laughter and the crackling fire within. The air bore tantalizing scents of roasted chestnuts and mulled wine, pulling her in with their aromatic embrace.
The exterior of the tavern bore the marks of time. Intricate carvings telling stories of long-forgotten legends on its wooden panels that wove up the massive oak holding it all in place. Snowflakes adorned the eaves like a sparkling crown, adding to its allure.
Guided by rustic lanterns, she ascended a narrow wooden staircase, feeling as though she was stepping into a hidden world beyond ordinary reality.
Inside, the tavern welcomed her with open arms, a warm sanctuary against the never ending winter's chill. Wooden beams embraced enchanted fairy lights, casting a soft, golden glow upon the patrons gathered around the crackling fireplace.
Her entrance went unnoticed amidst the lively crowd; travelers from far-off lands darkened the doors often enough for her presence to be inconspicuous. Tapestries depicting mythical creatures and ancient forests adorned the walls, while leather-bound tomes on bookshelves invited her to explore distant realms. 
Laughter and storytelling filled the air, shared by a diverse cast of characters—adventurers, scholars, mages, and mystics—each with their own tales to tell.
Drawing the hood of her cloak closer to her nose she attempted to hide any features that would make her stand out. Behind the bar stood a bearded innkeeper with kind eyes and a knowing smile, easily serving drinks with lesser magics. Levitating intricately carved wooden tankards all across the room. 
His presence radiated comfort and familiarity, as if he understood the desires of each guest before they even spoke.
In that moment, the treehouse tavern transformed into more than just a place; it became a living character in the story of her winter night's adventures. Yet, amidst the warmth and camaraderie, she couldn't shake the weight of recent events. 
With the limited funds she had brought, she paid for a small room in the attic. The only lodging she could afford on such short notice.
The creaking of the small wooden door was nearly her undoing as she crept in. Laying the heavy Axe to rest beneath her furs, she tugged at the layers of fabric, freeing herself from their burdens. 
The night had veered far off course from her plans, and she still reeled from the events that had transpired.
‘I need to rest quickly,’ she said to herself in the small space, her thoughts racing with the urgency of her situation. 
‘I must be on my way at first light. It’s not safe to linger here.’ 
The threat of retaliation from the Verengarde weighed heavily on her mind; she knew they would soon be searching for their missing clansmen. Covering her tracks as best she could, one could only hope they wouldn't discover their loss until morning.
Hurriedly, she ordered a meager meat tray and a drink to stave off the growing dread in the pit of her stomach. Weariness settled into her bones as the warmth of sustenance filled her, and her head drooped closer and closer to the creaking bed before she was completely spent.
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Awakening with a jolt and a gasp, she found herself sprawled on the floor, her sudden descent met with an audible thud.  
In that moment, a transient fog clouded her thoughts. As she scowled at the unfamiliar surroundings, memories of the previous night's events gradually resurfaced. 
She gingerly crawled her way back up. Her aching backside reminding her that the beds were as unyielding as a slab of rock.
With a series of twisting movements, she stretched her body while scrutinizing her permanently marked arm. Tracing the new intricate black patterns etched onto her skin. Her long hair, unbound from its braids earlier in the night, cascaded around her shoulders. Shuddering at the foreign sensation, she toyed with the strands, relishing a new pride in her long and vibrant hair. 
Having always kept her hair short, it had been a practical choice in her hardened village. Where females rarely sported long locks. Her life's labor in her father's forge and her hunting expeditions demanded the convenience of shorter hair.
Yet, she couldn't help but delight in its extended length. 
“I guess it’s as good a time as any to see how hard it is to wash all of this.” 
While she had scrubbed off most of the blood on her face and clothes with snow during her hasty journey to the tavern the previous night, faint stains still lingered. 
She didn't need anyone growing suspicious of her blood-stained appearance, so she ventured down the hall to the washroom. Thankfully, at the ungodly hour, no one else was awake to intrude on her.
Her hair proved challenging to work into manageable braids. She twisted and tied it as much as she could manage before her shoulders protested the exertion. Compelling her to find sustenance once again. 
Suspecting Liara, her closest friend back in her village, would be worried she hurried her morning endeavors. Given her previous promise to have returned already.
After a refreshing moment of cleaning up her aching body she began to descend the stairs in search of food. Tiptoeing to the threshold leading down to the kitchens, she heard voices and halted her movement. An unfamiliar, but commanding voice emanated from below. 
The voice seemed to be directed at the tavern's keeper, and considering the early hour, it was unlikely to be anyone but the innkeeper who was moving about.
Her body stiffened, and a chill coursed through her veins as she listened. "I am only going to ask this once more. Did you receive any new tenants late last night?" 
The rumbling voice was unmistakable now. 
Her luck had officially run out, and she berated herself for her own foolishness. Why had she stayed the entire night? She should have grabbed some food and forged deeper into the forest in the dark. She should have kept moving. A foul curse left her lips in near silence.
Holding her breath, she crouched low and dared to lean around the stairs' landing to catch a glimpse of the intruder.
There, in the once spacious room, stood a behemoth of a man, who made the entire tavern appear diminutive in comparison. This was no ordinary figure but a member of the detested Verengarde clan, and not just any Verengarde warrior, but one adorned in leathers marking him as a high-ranking leader.
With his back to her, he advanced on the trembling tavern keeper, who seemed trapped with no escape. She didn't wait to hear the feeble reply from the poor male.
Quickly and quietly, she slipped back to her room, closing the door with a silent precision. With practiced efficiency, she gathered the last of her gear, pulling on her boots and furs. The enigmatic Axe was the final piece, tucked securely under her cloak once again.
The small window beckoned, its size incongruent with the bulk of her protective layers. With cracked edges and clouded glass, the window seemed to implore her to act with haste. 
She squeezed through the opening, and with nimbleness and determination, she scaled down the side of the massive tree supporting the suspended structure. 
It was no simple feat, but her will to survive drove her forward. She fervently prayed to the Gods, begging for escape from the looming nightmare. 
In the past, she had yearned for death's embrace to relieve her suffering, pain, and guilt. That day, however, everything was different. 
A strong purpose surged within her, a fierce determination to see another sunrise, to cling to life with unyielding resolve for no other reason than to see her sweet friend, Liara, once more.
Stealthily, she descended, her lithe muscles strained by the weight of the formidable battle Axe.
Before she could fully grasp her circumstances, her feet found solid ground. Without hesitation, she snatched a horse tethered at the clearing's edge, leaving behind her last few coins in exchange. The dense forest quickly swallowed her, its shadows offering refuge just as the window in her former room shattered behind her, struck by an unseen force from the darkness.
Run. Run!
Her breath transformed into a ragged symphony, each exhale a desperate note in the haunting melody of her escape as her thoughts reeled.
Solace would be found in the only sanctuary she could vanish into the tapestry of obscurity. Her families dwelling in the wretched realm called out to her. 
A frozen river sprawled not too distant, its icy surface a treacherous path etched into her memory. A steady distance from her relentless pursuer. She estimated only a few more hours remained on her journey back. However, at this frenzied pace, she might find herself savoring the warmth of mulled wine by the hearth before the afternoon prayers concluded.
A fleeting moment of respite arrived, and she halted her horse as it was wearing down. Her parched lips pleaded for moisture. 
Not daring a glance back, her focus steadfastly affixed to her destination, her village. Freshly fallen snow was her great relief as she savored the moisture dancing on her tongue before sharing with her faithful steed.
The crisp air conspired against her, every inhalation a battle, time elongating into an endless stretch. 
Immersed in the journey, she clung to the hope that the Verengardes' relentless pursuer was momentarily thwarted. Perhaps scouring the old tavern room for any lingering trace of her presence before resuming the chase.
The irony of the predator becoming prey weighed heavily on her mind, but she could not afford the luxury of contemplation. 
Finally, she reached the summit, overlooking the valley cradling her village. A glimmer of hope kindled within her, yet there was little time for rest. Urgency seized her, propelling her descent. Racing towards the shelter of her little town.
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Gazing up at the sky, her original purpose of the hunt was a distant memory. Overshadowed by the pressing concern of explaining her transformed appearance to the people she was closest to. The azure expanse above seemed to stretch infinitely, absorbing her silent worries. 
So many unanswered questions swirled in her mind, dissipating like morning mist beneath the sunny sky. The melody of distant mountain music reached her ears, adding a surreal note to her thoughts. 
How could she return to her old life after this? How would she explain the enigmatic weapon now in her possession? A pang of fear shot through her as she considered her father's suspicions; he would think she had stolen it.
Approaching the outskirts of town, she was met with a warm smile from Liara, her oldest and dearest friend who could always be found tending her family’s garden. 
She cursed herself for not taking another route back to her family home as she contemplated the impending conversation. Liara, her kindred spirit, her confidante in the dreary realm, swiftly dropped her lavender filled basket. Sprinting and leaping toward her returned friend. 
"Seraphina! Where have you been? I was getting so worried when you didn’t return on your usual...” Liara's voice trailed off as her gaze fell upon the mark across Seraphina’s eye, her soft touch was comforting as she examined it.
"It’s nothing," Seraphina said, attempting to free herself from Liara's grasp. "Really, just a kill that went awry is all." Her thick Eirlys accent added a melodic lilt to her words, but the lies strained against the truth. 
"I had three rabbits thrown over me when I heard a loud sound coming from behind. It was one of those ghastly bears out stalking the area. I just wasn’t being careful, and it swiped at me before I could react. I’m here. I’m alive; that's all that matters.”
Liara's concern was palpable. "It looks as if it’s already begun healing. How long ago was this attack?” Seraphina tightened her grip on her hood making sure her long tresses were discreetly tucked away. 
“You stray too close to the Verengarde clan mountains again, eh? You know how furious your da and ma would be if they found out. You may not be a little girl anymore, but they do care for ya, in their own way. And I would surely feed you to the pigs if I thought you’d put yourself in harm's way like that, just for some meager spoils."
Seraphina shrugged, turning away. "Of course not, Liara. I’m not so foolish as to think I could get that close and walk away unscathed. Listen, I'm starved and tired, and I need a good night's rest before tomorrow. So I’ll meet you later and explain.” Seraphina paused before walking away and said, "I promise I'll be more careful next time." With a broken smile, she left, her anxiety hidden behind a facade of weariness.
Inside the familiar cabin not far from the outskirts of the village and a few houses down from Liara’s, warmth embraced the timeworn walls. The flickering fireplace cast a comforting light, painting dancing shadows that seemed to tell tales of forgotten times. 
Despite the chilling winds outside, inside, a silent ongoing frost settled between the family members. Words were scarce, and laughter was a distant memory, each inhabitant lost in their world of grievances, their emotions buried beneath the icy veneer of self-preservation. 
Only three of her five adoptive siblings were in the cabin to give her such a cold greeting. Barely acknowledging her existence, per usual.
Her adoptive parents did their best to help her, but with six children to worry about, she often found herself lost in the shuffle of their lives. Especially as a grown female. Truly she should’ve been married off already and out of her parents house for good. Finding a suitable match had proved challenging—for her father. 
As long as she lent a hand at the village goods store they owned, and her father’s forge, she could easily fade into the background.
What little she remembered from her past haunted her like a fever she couldn't shake or a thirst she couldn't quite quench. It lingered like a ghost in the corners of her mind as she moved about the cabin.
Seraphina snatched leftovers from the breakfast tray, while quickly seeking solace in her room. The hood of her cloak concealed her newly cascading locks and scar. 
Her heart ached with the weight of her choices. She knew she had to be strong, to face the unknown that loomed ahead. 
Changing into fresh clothes, she opted for a sky blue shirt and pants, a feeble attempt to conceal her femininity in a world often unkind to it. 
In the solitude of her room, she wiped away the traces of the day with water from the basin. The cool sensation bringing a momentary respite as it flowed over her skin.
With her hair tightly braided and tucked away into a crown on her head, she hoped to temporarily conceal its length. The cascade of thoughts in her mind seemed as tumultuous as a storm, but amidst the chaos, a glimmer of determination shone in her eyes. 
She reminded herself that she needed to be strong, for her village, for her friend, and for herself as she found a place to hide the mysterious Axe that seemed to hum with power in her hands.
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Time she didn’t have was rapidly slipping away, ticking down to the moment when the imposing clansman would storm into her village, demanding answers. Seraphina hastened her steps, her muddy boots sinking into the Godsforsaken town's muck, her gaze cast downward. She passed buildings akin to their own humble dwelling, moving uphill toward the village's heart. 
As she approached, a scene of both simplicity and resilience greeted her.
The landscape around her was draped in a pristine layer of snow in the midday suns that covered their sky, and icicles adorned the rooftops of the stout wooden houses. Smoke twirled from chimneys, carrying the inviting scent of hearth fires through the icy air. The streets were peppered with other village people as they attempted to buy and sell goods to each other. No one gave Seraphina a second glance. 
Drawing nearer to the village's center, the rhythmic symphony of metal striking metal reached her ears. The forge stood tall amidst the frosty surroundings. Its thatched roof sheltered the skilled blacksmith, his eyes aflame with focus as he worked diligently. The dance of fire mirrored in his gaze reflected the determination in his heart.
The forge itself seemed alive, a masterpiece sculpted with care and passion. Its robust stone walls cradled the warmth within, and the smoldering embers cast a welcoming, golden light. The air buzzed with the scent of hot metal and burning coal, promising the birth of weapons and tools, vital instruments for their village's protection and survival.
The energy of the village resonated from the forge, a constant pulse of productivity. The blacksmith worked in unison with his craft, his hammer striking the anvil with precise purpose. 
Approaching the forge, she felt the heat emanating from its hearth, a mix of comfort and trepidation enveloped her. 
The forge wasn’t just her father’s workplace; it was a testament to his resilience and indomitable spirit. Though adopted, she had been among the first of her parents' children, discovered by them on a bitterly cold night nearly twenty-four years ago—at least, that’s what she’d been told.
Her father's rhythmic strikes paused only when it was safe to do so, adhering to the strict rules of the forge. She stood by, her fingers playing with the threads of her too-small jacket, pretending to be at ease as she did her best to cover her new markings down her arm and the thicker bulge of her braided crown of hair.
His hammer's resounding beat ceased as he looked up, a questioning glint in his eyes. She nodded, her voice steady as she spoke up over the loud equipment. “Sorry to interrupt your work, Father. I just wanted to let you know that I am back and ready to help fulfill orders before the end of the day.”
She held back the truth about her lost dagger, the one they had crafted together when she was just a little girl. Its handle bore their forge's crest, a unique bond between them. Instead, she needed to distract him long enough to replace it, grabbing another from his stocks. She was sure she could find an old one, sharpen it, and craft it to match her needs.
“Seraphina, what happened to your face?” His voice cut through the forge's hum as he grabbed her arm, guiding her toward the open doors to view her in pure sunlight instead of the forge's glow. His dark beard peppered with singed pieces.
She winced as his callused hands tilted her chin, examining the thin line across her eye that traveled down her cheek. “It’s nothing, Father. I just had an accident while hunting. I promise I’m not in any pain.” Her own lies echoed in her ears, her hope riding on his acceptance of them.
“Where did you go? Tell me you didn't stray too close to the Verengarde mountains. You know there are far worse dangers out there than just those filthy assassins.” His hands fell back to his sides as he turned away, his shirt sleeves rolled up, and his robust chest hidden beneath his sturdy apron, protecting him from flying sparks.
She followed him, her fingers idly pulling at the arrant strands of hair, trying to divert his attention from her new scar. “No, Father, I would never. Not again. I swear I was only on a days' hike out.” Her words hung in the air, laden with the weight of past mistakes. Yet, she couldn’t linger on them; more urgent matters demanded her attention. The elder’s words echoed in her mind. ‘You’re the only one who can bring her back.’
She weaved her questions about his workload with practiced finesse, her movements around the building a subtle dance, hoping to maintain his focus on the conversation and the rhythmic pounding of his hammer. Diverting his attention from her true intentions of the visit. The urgent need for a dagger fueled her actions; it had to be there, hidden among the tools and metal scraps scattered throughout the forge.
Her fingers wandered over trinkets displayed on shelves and piles, as if she was aimlessly examining them. Victory came at last: a small, rusty dagger, reminiscent of the one she had lost, concealed beneath layers of grime. She discreetly slipped it into her belt behind her back, concealed by her jacket tails. She assisted in a few lingering projects of the day before excusing herself. She left before he could even blink, the fading light of day guiding her steps.
As night descended, she was nearly through the center of town back to her family’s cabin when it happened. 
As if a stitch ripped in the fabric of her life—a distinct sound pierced the icy air, sending shivers down her spine. The village's ancient bell, perched high in the bell tower, began to toll. Its deep, resonant tone echoed through the village, not just one chime but two, signaling an intruder.
The bell's toll sliced through the winter silence like a clarion call from centuries past, its urgency impossible to ignore. It seemed to carry the weight of history and tradition, as it had been guarding their village for generations.
In the stillness of the wintery world around them, the bell's sound took on an ethereal quality, a voice from the past reaching out to them. As its echoes faded into the cold night, the village stirred to life. The sound propelled them into action.
She sprinted back toward her father’s forge, guided by his commanding voice ringing in her ears. “Seraphina, no! Grab your mother and sisters and hide them. Go, now!” The village warriors were already gearing up, one of her brother’s among them.
Her father saw the plea in her eyes to stay and protect the village but his stern expression sent her on her way without protest. The soldiers' training drills replayed in her mind as she gathered her family while bursting into the cabin. Together, they hurried into the cellar through a small hidden tunnel moments later.
Amidst the frantic chaos, her mother’s voice cut through the noise. “Oh, thank the Goddess, you made it! Hurry now, hurry! We must stay quiet, okay?” She ushered them to safety, her fear-stricken eyes pleading for reassurance.
Yet, Seraphina couldn’t hide. Not when it was her fault the bell chimed. She felt a hardened surge within her veins to fight, her blood boiling beneath her skin.
Ignoring her mother's pleas, she bolted the door behind her, a determined glint in her eyes as she exited the space back into their open living room then darted up the stairs. Warning them not to follow her.
In her room, she thought of grabbing the Axe as it flickered in her peripherals but the thought was quickly extinguished. The Axe was evidence of her crime against the Verengarde, a secret she couldn’t afford to expose. 
Instead, she watched from her window as a distant figure approached on a dark steed. Their small village army moved swiftly, meeting the imposing clansman in the village square.
It’s him!
Desperation drove her to find a way closer to the foreboding scene. She drifted out into the cold night, her thick fur cloak concealing her. Her rusty dagger strapped to her thigh.
Then as she drew nearer the center of town she looked up, yes higher, she needed to go up. 
She made her way onto the stable roof of a nearby barn, where she lay on the snow-capped surface, knowing that this would be a bitter cold position for anyone else but her.
Her rusty dagger pressed against her, the cold steel grounding her in the moment. Below, torchlight played on stoic faces, illuminating the tension in the air as the clansman confronted the warrior.
The deep commanding voice pierced the quiet. "I demand to speak with your town magistrate. There has been an attack on my people, and I will get my retribution." He had a dark presence that struck terror into the elders gathered.
From the crowd of fathers, brothers, husbands, and villagers emerged the frail town magistrate. His body withered beneath flowing cloaks, hands raised in a gesture of peace. "We have no quarrel with you, clansman. There isn't a citizen here who would attack a Verengarde."
The warrior remained undeterred. "Three of my brothers were attacked late yesterday. Slain in cold blood. Their bodies left with their gear and armor. This was no aimless threat but a calculated slaughter." As he spoke, ethereal moon shadows seemed to rip from him, enveloping the whole square in a bone-chilling ebony cloud. 
A heat stirred deep within her soul, a power she had always struggled to control, closing her eyes in a desperate attempt to keep it contained. Her dampened powers begged for release with renewed strength. They beckoned from the furthest recesses of her consciousness. A new frenzy of power behind her eyes ignited as she watched. 
On the roof, she knew she couldn't reveal herself; it would be suicide. The snow beneath her rapidly began to melt. 
Yet, a huff escaped her lips when he mentioned ‘slain in cold blood,’ ignoring the fact that they had been terrorizing a helpless old male. 
"I tracked the vermin filth to a tavern not far from here. The keeper confessed to a late-night addition to his guests but had no further description. I tracked him here." Gratitude filled her; that she had enough sense to cloak herself deep within her furs. Ensuring no one saw her face, suspecting nothing of a female's presence.
"Who among you has been missing the last few days and recently returned?" The words hung heavy in the air as her father's face flashed with realization. His eyes scanned the crowd, desperately hoping no one else came to the same conclusion.
The magistrate stepped closer to the towering Verengarde clansman, and the soldiers shifted uneasily in place. 
"My emboldened friend," the magistrate said, his voice tinged with disdain, "I would be the first to help you hunt down a traitor among us. I would deliver him to ya myself if anyone we knew fit that criteria. But alas, all of my men have been here in this village preparing for the Moonfire Tribute Celebration tomorrow." His arms raised slightly, feigning innocence. Perspiration formed on her brow as she watched the confrontation unfold.
"Then you would have no qualms with me staying here for the festivities as I conduct my own investigation into the matter," The foreboding warrior said matter-of-factly. "This villager stole a precious artifact my men had been tasked with retrieving as well. I’ll be looking for both while I am here."
The shock on the magistrate's face spoke volumes. A Verengarde clansman had never stayed for more than a few moments in their village, and the thought of it unsettled everyone present. 
The soldiers exchanged glances, wondering how to handle such an unexpected visitor.
No one offered him shelter; the fear of being slaughtered in their sleep silenced the villagers. The magistrate motioned toward the creaky tavern at the outskirts of the land and left him with a warning. "You are not to cause any trouble here. One whisper of you breaking our laws, and we will have no other choice but to…" His sentence was cut short.
"Oh elder, I have no intention of starting a war with your speck of a village, as short-lived as that would be. However, I will conduct my business and be on my way in a few days' time. I have much more important matters to attend to, despite this detour." He simply dismissed himself from the crowd, his movements thunderous and defiant, aiming for the seedy tavern. 
The enigmatic fog seemed to follow him in the dark of the night. A chill ran down her spine as her gaze tracked the clansman across the square.
She crouched lower as he passed. Time seemed to blur as she waited, her eyes fixed on the broad shoulders and dark hair until they vanished down the cobblestone road.
Finally, she slid down the backside of the building, hoping her descent went unnoticed as the crowd scattered back to their cabins and reunited with their loved ones who had gone into hiding. 
Her feet had barely touched the ground when Liara, with fierce determination in her eyes, whirled around the corner, catching her in the act.
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Small but resolute arms pulled Seraphina deeper into the trees lining their favorite frozen pond, away from the prying eyes of the town. It was a familiar spot, a sanctuary of sorts, where they had hidden themselves countless times before. 
Liara had pieced it all together. With an expert whisper, she dropped her grip, eyes ablaze with a determination that mirrored her anxiety. "Seraphina Monisteria, I swear to the Gods, if ya don’t tell me the truth right now…ah, consequences be damned!" Her chest heaved, breaths labored from her mounting distress.
Seraphina's legs gave way, and she stumbled to the ground, rubbing her temples, trying to find the words to explain the inexplicable. 
How could she convey what had happened when she herself didn’t fully comprehend it?
“Liara, I...I was just...I never meant to,” her melodic accent faltered, words catching in her throat. Tears threatened, but she held them back, head held high. “I didn’t lie when I said I was minding my own business, with my kills for the day on my back and a loud sound breaking behind me.” She paused, gathering her courage. 
“I only lied about the bear part.” There it was, out in the open, the weight of her deception heavy on her shoulders. They had always promised to be honest with each other.
Liara’s next question hung in the air, heavy with fear and concern. “And what about the three clansmen being slaughtered? Is any of that true? Sera, I can't even imagine...your scar?” Watery eyes filled with terror begged for reassurance that she couldn’t give.
Seraphina enveloped her in an embrace, whispering words so soft even the birds couldn’t hear as her watery cloak soaked her dear friend’s jacket. “I only did that to save a poor old elder they were torturing and trying to steal from. I swear. I would never put myself in that position if I didn't feel it was for a good reason, a maddening good enough reason. I fought them only to protect the elder. I couldn’t let them continue as I simply walked away. I didn’t mean to kill them. Not really. I only meant to protect that elder. Everything happened so fast. ” She locked eyes with Liara, telling her everything: the Axe, the elder, her hair, the new permanent markings on her arm and face, every detail. Then her breathing became labored as dread filled her.
Attempting to take a steadying breath, she watched Liara absorb the harrowing tale. The next words out of her friend’s mouth chilled her to the bone. “He is going to kill ya. Torture and kill ya when he figures it out. Ya have to go, ya have to run and never look back. Ya can’t stay here anymore, my friend.”
Liara's gentle hands cupped hers. “Liara, you can’t tell anyone about this. I fear my father already suspects, but no one else must know. I can’t run right now. It would be too obvious that I had something to hide. Then he would go after my family or you for answers in tracking me down. It’s too soon. All I have to do is hide myself away long enough for this Verengarde scum to conduct his investigation and then leave. He thinks he's looking for a male. He will never suspect me. I’ll make sure of it. I promise. This horrible night will go away, and then I’ll consider it. I’ll consider leaving forever if it means protecting you, all of you, from their wrath.” Liara kept silent, considering the plan. 
Then she added, “You’ll need to wear some of my clothes. He already said he tracked you here, makes me wonder if he could scent you as well. If he catches even a wisp of your scent, you could be dead.”
The thought hadn’t crossed Seraphina’s mind, but Liara’s cunning mind may save her. She accepted her friend's help and followed her back to her cabin. 
At least it wouldn’t seem unusual, as they often spent time together there. Seraphina’s own cabin was crammed with people, and Liara was an only child.
They spent precious time plotting together. Liara handed her a cloak, a shirt, shoes, everything infused with her precious scents, a gift meant for her future wedding day. 
Seraphina's nose stung at the scent, a burning sensation she bore in silence. Liara's dark chestnut hair swayed as she moved around the room.
Seraphina played with her own, revealing its stunning length and bouncing curls. Astonished, she felt it slide down her back, warming and comforting. Liara helped her with the braids, tying them back into one another. Concealing the length while a few thin strands fell to hide her new scar. The less who questioned it, the better.
“I’ve heard things about this clansmen general.” A quiet whisper with trepidation in her voice, Liara spoke. 
“What do you mean?” 
“There are always rumors spreading about the clansmen. I’m sure many of them spread from the clansmen’s own lips to strike fear into the villages of Eirlys, but there has to be some truth to them.” 
Seraphina shifted uncomfortably. “What is there to know about him?” Her accent glinted with her nervousness.
“All I know is he is ruthless and gained the title of ‘General’ for a reason. He wields darkness like a sentient being. He can move through shadows without being seen. And he is without mercy. I heard he once killed a whole crowd gathered in another village with just the flick of his wrist. His shadows doing his bidding.” 
“That’s absurd, what could he possibly have to gain by killing so many innocent lives?” Her breathing was becoming labored and she fought to still her racing thoughts. 
Liara noticed quickly and began trying to sooth her friend. “Breathe, Sera. Just breathe.”

      ***Early the next morning Seraphina quickly slipped back to her cabin to help her family get ready, bringing Liara’s clothes with her. The early morning air ushered in a multitude of unknown fears and possibilities, weighing heavy on her weary frame. 
Her eyes caught a brief glimpse of the Axe. Still hidden behind her wardrobe as she walked in. A small comfort in the face of her exposed secret. 
Thankful she was gifted her own room after turning fifteen. All she had to do was keep her head low, immerse herself in her chores, and endure the upcoming festivities.
A curse escaped her lips, her mind hardening against the looming reminder of the day: The Moonfire Tribute Celebration. An annual festivity meant to express gratitude to the Gods for another season of prosperity and luck ahead. She had several hours left in the day before she could truly fade into the background. All the village women were expected, nearly compelled, to participate in the passing of the bread ceremony.
An archaic ritual symbolizing the roles females played in her community. Each one would gather a loaf of bread and present it to a male in the village, typically of their choice. If there were more males than females that season, then several loaves would be distributed per female. If the opposite was true, everyone would be included.
However, her mind was swirling with damning thoughts.
Why did I have to come back to the village? Why didn’t I just run off to some foreign land where I’m unknown and free from these suffocating traditions? I’ve put everyone in danger…
Her father's voice echoed up to her as she finished her morning routine. Clad in Liara’s fragrant clothes, she made her way to him in their cramped kitchen.
His scowl conveyed all she needed to know about his suspicions. “You’ll be working with me in the forge this morning before joining the girls in final preparations for the ceremonies tonight. I need your help with some last-minute orders that came through. Eat and meet me there right after.” She nodded her reply. Keeping her hands and mind busy was her only refuge against the lurking intruder among them.
Breakfast tasted like dirt in her mouth as her mind reeled from the events of the last few days. She ventured out after helping with the household chores. Then wrapped her cloak around her burning body. Her senses heightened, feeling the entire realm around her. Her scarred eye bothered her as she attempted to control its new ability to see far and wide on command.
Every touch of the wind, every distant footstep, resonated with newfound intensity. Her amber eyes took on a speckled crimson hue as she picked up on far-off murmurs, newly loud and clear. 
The village was buzzing with crowds doing their part in preparations and children ran through the cobblestone streets as laughter filled the air. 
Caught in her thoughts a few twists of the road later, she bumped into a solid figure. Her face scrunched against the rough material. 
She jumped back. Eyes involuntarily locked onto the brooding figure as she had rounded a corner too quickly. 
He stood tall and imposing, a commanding presence emanating from his dark, stormy eyes. His chiseled jawline bore a well-groomed beard, adding a rugged sophistication to his fierce countenance.
Thick, dark hair framed his face with an enigmatic allure with shorter strands cropped to the sides. His intense gaze penetrated the soul, leaving her vulnerable and caught off guard. Black runes painted lines across his face. A clan marking. 
Clad in obsidian weathered armor, his muscular form was accentuated, a testament to years of battle-hardened strength. Every scratch and dent in his armor spoke of countless victories. A fur-lined cloak billowed in the breeze, adding mystery to his silhouette.
Across his back was a mighty sword, its polished blade gleaming like a shard of moonlight, hinting at its deadly precision. The hilt was adorned with intricate mythical carvings, whispering of untold secrets.
A formidable aura surrounded him, an essence of moonlight, shadows and mystery that sent a chill down her spine. He felt like a guardian of the underworld, a sentinel of the night, a dark and powerful...Verengarde male.
Clutching her cloak closer, she willed the stench of Liara’s clothes to mask her. Then silently prayed to the Goddess it would do its job. “Watch where you step!” He barked. 
An unnerving feeling rose within her as she tried to sidestep away, heading toward her father's forge.
She didn’t dare speak. Until he caught her arm in his iron grip, and she nearly stumbled as her body whirled back. 
Enigmatic shadows enveloped her as he demanded her attention once again. Her gaze flickered downward. Pretended to be captivated by the cobblestones below. “Apologize,” he said, a smirk starting to stretch across his face. His voice was somehow softer than before as he studied her.
Anger instantly thrashed and boiled in her blood as she turned her head. 
Damn it.
Her resolve built with every breath as their eyes locked. She swung her arm away, revealing the strength hidden beneath the feminine clothes she wore.
Her words came out sharp as a blade, a spitfire defiance. “You are no leader here in my village. I will not apologize to a brute like you, you Verengarde scum!” Rage filled her scarlet-specked eyes, and she took off. Not caring to pause for his reply. Thoroughly avoiding giving her hands a chance to tighten around his bulging neck.
The path beneath Seraphina's feet crumpled as her steps grew heavier. Anger pulsed through her veins like a wild, untamed force. Dread quickly overwhelmed her as she realized the perilous web she had just woven by engaging with the warrior. The very warrior unknowingly searching for her.
Her father barely spared her a glance, as she entered the forge. He focused on his morning rituals to prepare for the day's work. The comforting warmth of the forge’s embers embraced her as she removed her cloak. Then took her forging apron from the hook. Expertly keeping her back turned to him.
Between his tight lips, he muttered, his voice low, "What really happened to you yesterday? How did you get that dreadful scar?" Seraphina's movements were deliberate, holding back a retort that would have usually flowed freely. She spoke in a whisper, "I think you already know."
A resounding thud echoed as he hammered. His brow furrowed, deep in thought. "You foolish child..." Another thud and he paused. 
"You have to leave, right now. Gather your things and head towards the Southlands. My sister's village is well protected there. It’s larger and better guarded. I know she will help you." Another thud, the sound scraped against the elements beneath it.
“We can keep that beast at bay and distract him. At least until the end of the ceremonies. Give you time to escape. A slim chance, but it’s better than the alternative.” Their bond was strained, but Seraphina knew deep down that her adoptive parents cared for her. He risked his plan to protect and conceal her.
“Father, I can’t,” she moved closer to him. “If I leave, my guilt will be obvious. He won’t be the only one hunting for me then.”
He let out an exasperated sigh. “Sera, please listen. I know we don’t speak much of the day your ma and I found you, but you must understand. Your journey does not end here in this little village. You’ve a destiny, a life, waiting for you out there. It’s why I’ve always pushed you, trained you to be strong and competent. Despite your ma’s wishes for you to marry and settle down.” 
She stared at him, shocked at the words coming out of his mouth. Typically a male of few words. “I’ve not told you everything about that night. We didn’t just find you out in the snow. We were…” He paused his powerful blows as he studied his hands. His eye darted around the vast opening of the forge as villagers passed by. Consumed in their own thoughts. 
“We were given you. She wasn’t your true ma, but she was certainly trying to protect you. She didn’t tell us much. Just that you were important and to keep you safe. Your real family could still be out there. She said that forces beyond our control would take you from us one day. That fate willed it so.” His hammering was a steady rhythm between his weighty words. 
“I can’t help but think that day is finally upon us. I may have never been a great da to you, Sera, but I’ve always protected you as best I could. Please remember that.” His pained eyes searched hers. Guilt written all across his weathered features. 
She choked back a sob. “Father, please don’t say that. I could never leave all of…”
“Don’t argue with me, Seraphina!” His voice lowered. “He doesn’t even know you exist, and the villagers are aware of your hunting trips. Eventually someone will figure it out and tell him.” His warm caring hands gripped her shoulders.
“Besides, you’re already beyond marrying off into another village. No one will take you, not here anyways. No one wants a daughter-in-law stronger, faster, and more capable than their own son...It’s my fault, I suppose.” He gave a small chuckle as he looked down.
Her amber eyes studied the top of his head. Torn between the shock of his confession and her own that she needed share. “The problem, Father, is that he does know I exist. We ran into each other moments ago on the street. I may have…well, I yelled at him after accidentally bumping into him. I tried to walk away, but I couldn’t let him speak to me that way. I stormed off, but he'll undoubtedly inquire about me. Find out where I live, and about my family…” Her words trailed into silence as the full impact of her actions settled in. Shoulders slumped in defeat.
Her father's face went pale. Panic replaced his already worried expression. “Sera...Oh, what have you done…You and your temper.” She launched into a plan, desperate to divert his mind from her failures.
“I can attend the ceremonies as usual. Liara lent me her clothes and that fragrance spray to mask my scent. He still believes he's searching for a male. I can get through the...” Her father tightened his grip on her shoulders, shaking her out of her thoughts.
“Liara knows?! Sera, he will never leave us alone until he finds what he's looking for. He might return with even more clansmen. He could burn this village to the ground searching for you. I won't let them kill you, or worse…take you.”
He released her as he paced. “Please, you have to go. Make a brief appearance at the bread ceremony, then leave under cover of night when everyone's senses are dulled. You can't...you can't ever come back. He will never stop looking for you.” His voice quivered in the last few words.
Then cleared his throat. “Now help me with these orders. Then get ready for tonight. Avoid the main roads and do not go near that warrior again.'' The weight and realization of her situation fell heavy on her shoulders as she simply nodded back.
“We will all miss you. I am confident you will survive this, my daughter. You’ve made me very proud.” Her heart clenched with his words. Letting the sweetest proclamations he ever made to her settle deep into her soul. 
“Thank you for everything, da.”
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The Celebration's vibrant hum echoed from the confines of Seraphina's bedroom as it came to life. That ageless night marked The Bread Ceremony, a ritual ordained for every female after the coming-of-age rites. She had participated several times before, but that year was different, it may very well be her last one.  
That thought struck her like a blade piercing her shadowed heart. Despite the simple mundane existence of her little village, cherished memories danced in her eyes. 
She wore Liara’s long-sleeved dress, accentuating her femininity, the midnight cerulean color emphasizing the muscles earned through years of labor. Her bare back exposed, she concealed her ancient markings with the dress's clever feminine design.
Leave…I have to leave…tonight. 
Her father’s words lingered in her mind. As she packed, memories with Liara and rare moments of solitude with her family flooded her thoughts. She clutched a pressed flora from a childhood book she had shared with her dear friend. A precious relic from their school days, before placing it in her pack along with supplies. 
The newly sharpened and cleaned dagger.
Blankets.
Food. 
Water canteen. 
Then her new, albeit heavy, companion.
Neatly arranged in a hidden corner. Knowing, even then, she may not have time to retrieve them. 
With a sense of urgency, she hurried out the door. Late and already aware of the drifting murmurs from the ceremony, she draped her thick shawl around her shoulders and neck. 
Her mother and sisters had long departed. Her father was lost in the festivities along with her brothers. Under the moonlight, she slipped away, her path shrouded in an obsidian veil.
The magistrate's voice reverberated through the night as he spoke of harmony, people, land, and the honored guest. Kaelan was his name, presiding general of the Verengarde clan. 
Rounding the corner chapel walls, she entered the crowded courtyard. Where tables spilled over with food, wine, and gifts for all to partake in. 
The Bread Ceremony, a symbol of gratitude and unity, unfolded. Every female of age was required to present three loaves that season to three different males, ensuring no one went wanting.
Curses filled her thoughts as she sprinted toward the center, the dress hampering her movements. Disappointed glances followed her late arrival. At the offering tables, she clutched her three loaves like a lifeline and moved through the crowd. 
With limited choices left, she handed the bread to a shy, newly of age male. He smiled and gave her a slight bow as was customary. Then turned and scanned the circle of males, her options dwindling with every inhalation. 
An older male to her right was free to receive the next loaf she offered. She gave him a warm smile as she recognized him as the recent widower of their village school teacher. He gave her a slight bow and she withdrew her arms leaving her with one final loaf.
As she straightened her back, she could feel the intense gaze running down her body. Burning an invisible mark down her backside. 
An intruder into their sacred ceremonies. 
He was close, just across the circle. The magistrate's glare in her direction was all that compelled her forward. Even though she attempted to ignore the warrior.
To her utter horror, he was the last male left to receive a loaf and she was the last female with one to give. 
Goddess, why do you test me so? Of course this would happen to me! 
Every step was an insufferable burden as she slowly approached him. Elated voices filled the air with laughter and conversation, as if nothing were amiss. Her eyes darted for her father, but he was locked in conversation with her mother. 
There was no escape. 
No other females had dared to approach the intruder.
So it was up to Seraphina to complete the ceremony. 
The oafish man was a pariah, tolerated solely out of fear. Yet, Seraphina's duty was clear, even if it meant facing the unwanted and repulsive Verengarde in that moment.
The weight of tradition pressed heavily upon her as she approached the Verengarde warrior. His gaze, like a crawling insect, traced the lines of her figure, sending shivers down her spine as the festive music reached a crescendo. 
The seconds stretched, each moment an eternity, amidst the lively symphony of music, laughter, and chatter that enveloped them.
He had the audacity to sneer at her as she neared. His arms were crossed, and his ankle lounged over his knee in an all-too-casual stance, as if he belonged there.
She bit her lower lip in fear of making a catastrophic scene. Knowing her temper would often get the best of her. “Well, we meet again. I had a feeling you’d come back to grovel. Is this your offering, as an apology?” His stormy eyes lowered, and she swore when the corner of her lip stung. A small drop of crimson blood began sliding down her chin. She hadn’t realized how hard her bite was.
A momentary lapse in sanity. 
Her anxiety took over. 
As it often did.
Without her permission. 
Her back stiffened. She was mere inches away, his legs nearly brushing against the skirt of her borrowed dress. Her nose scrunched as the scent assaulted her senses. Still drenched in Liara’s cursed fragrance.
In an obvious show of defiance, she wiped the small spot of blood from her lip. Just before she placed that same finger on his loaf and then handed it to him. 
Discreetly soiling it, knowing only he saw the treacherous act. She simply smirked back in answer to his question. 
Fighting, even when staring death in the face. No matter how mesmerizing that face looked in the moonlight.
Instead of simply grabbing the loaf, he wrapped his gargantuan hands around hers, trapping them so she couldn't easily pull away. Not without making a show of it in front of the whole village.
Her heartbeat quickened as he leaned close, daring her body to bow closer to his seated position. His weathered, calloused hands met hers. A striking contrast of strength and gentleness. 
Long, sinewy fingers spoke of a warrior's dexterity, while firm yet tender. They left an unforgettable imprint on her soul, revealing the enigma of the infuriating warrior.
His voice, deep, nearly sultry, echoed in the night. "I accept.” He declared, his warm breath caressing her heated cheeks, setting her blood on fire. 
Then he ripped off the portion of bread she had sullied and ate it. Eyes widened, the realm fell away, and they were suspended in time. Eyes locked and challenging, neither party willing to lose the silent battle between them.
Until the abrupt halt of music and the magistrate's voice shattered that stilled moment.
As if waking from a trance, Seraphina slipped her hands from his grip. Her gaze darted back to the village leader. Without a second glance, she fled, vanishing into the night air. 
Her hands trembled, desperate to rid themselves of the memory of his unnerving touch. While the echoes of his sultry acceptance lingered like a haunting melody.

      ***Liara, already aware of Seraphina's plan to escape, met her in her room. Once the ceremony ended so the feasting and debauchery could begin. 
Seraphina quickly stripped off the dress and threw on her most brutal hunting leathers. Then strapped on her weapons, and hauled her thick furs over them. She finished off her ensemble with her pack.
Liara assisted her every step of the way. Gathering up her borrowed clothes into a bundle in her tender arms. With a sudden pause in her movements, she looked up at Seraphina, noticing the distress.
Flashes of the old barn torn apart by flames stole across Seraphina’s mind. Sharp memories of the young boy who she had lost to it so long ago invaded her focus. Then began to flood her memory like a tidal wave. An old friend she had never been able to keep. The realization that while Liara still existed in the realm of Eirlys, the same impact of loss and fear—of never seeing her again—washed over her with intensity.
She choked back her tears as she finally spoke, “Liara, you have no idea how, every time you’re near, every smile you send my way, or when we get lost chatting into the night, you heal parts of me that you never broke. I’ve cherished your unwavering loyalty and friendship all these years. It breaks my heart to think that I may never see you again.” Her throat burned as she gasped for breath, and Liara dropped the pile of clothes to hold her in a sweet embrace.
She spoke into Seraphina’s shoulder, “If ever there were two souls fated to exist in the same time and realm, it was ours. I will never forget ya or your love and sisterhood. A piece of my heart will always be with ya, Sera.” Liara’s tender frame backed away, and she took a deep steadying sigh.
“This isn’t goodbye forever, you know. You can't get rid of me that easily.” Seraphina said in a sad attempt at lightening the mood. Liara simply smiled back and held her hand as they walked towards the exit of the family cabin home, her childhood home.
The night air filled their lungs, and the flickering lights from the joyous festivities in the near distance played across their solemn faces with the cheerful music abounding. Seraphina took in her surroundings, committing to memory every stone, every road, and every field. 
She felt the warmth of Liara’s hand in hers as they ventured to the edge of the surrounding forests, further south, toward an unknown future. She took in her friend’s pale skin, chestnut hair, kind eyes, and heart of gold once more. Oh, how she would surely miss her every day.
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Seraphina let their intertwined fingers release as she began to step away. The falling snow wrapped them in a white cloud. Letting them have a final moment. 
Until they quickly scowled and whirled at the sound of an unwanted guest, who was only a few short steps behind them. A branch snapped beneath the weight of his murderous stride. 
He leaned against the tree nearest them and perched his shoulder against it.
Curse the Goddess, no! 
On instinct, Seraphina spun Liara behind her and snapped her feet into a fighting stance she'd learned. Then planted them firmly into the ground. His low chuckle sent chills down her spine as she balled her hands into fists.
"You know," he drawled, "I certainly didn't expect a female, let alone a fiery daughter of a blacksmith, to be the one to slaughter my idiotic brothers. Tell me–how does one lowly villager slay three highly trained clansmen in cold blood and live to tell the tale? Who helped you? Your father? A brother perhaps? Who else was there with you that night?" He crept closer. She slowly reached a hand behind her back, ready to strike the moment he came into reach. 
Then quickly pivoted with bow and arrow in hand, aimed at his torturous soul. 
“Seraphina?" Her name rolled off his tongue and felt like a whip lashing out, warning her.
“Don’t take another step closer. Let Liara go. She isn’t involved in any of this. She just came to say goodbye. ” She said, her words coming out as daggers. Sidestepping, with Liara at her back and clinging to her furs, she attempted to remove him as their barrier back to the village.
His laugh cracked like glass and echoed in the silent forest around them. They were too far away for anyone to hear their screams. Especially with the festivities ongoing. “I should kill you both right here, right now.” His arms crossed as he assessed their next moves. Shadows gathered at the edge of his fingertips. 
Threatening. 
Sentient.
Bone chilling.
Suddenly, he was moving quicker than she could anticipate. Her breath was quickly stolen from her as dark shadows engulfed their space.
Liara scrambled to pull Seraphina away as he approached, but he was too quick and backhanded her cheek. Liara’s small form stumbled back.
Seraphina felt the sting of her tears as she dropped her weapons clawing at her throat to breathe again.
He cupped her chin and the infernal hold he had on her lungs ceased. All she could do was meet his gaze with her own while gasping for air. 
He leaned in close and breathed her in. “Ahh, there you are, Seraphina. Those hideous clothes before muted your scent, but you can’t hide from me. I’ve had my eye on you. I was content to play our little game of cat and mouse for a few days, but then you had to go and try to escape when you thought no one was looking…tisk tisk.”
His face was hard as a statue, his misty grey eyes swimming in swirls of a black abyss. “Tell me how my brothers died.”
The grasp on her mouth loosened, and she struggled to cough out, “They left for the ether in a swift and timely end if that’s what you’re concerned about.” Her stubborn instinct to fight until the very end.
“In fact, only one of them begged for mercy as I held his life in my hands.” A cruel lie, but she wanted to cut deep into his wounds and make him suffer before her end. A mouse fighting against a wicked enemy, but she couldn’t…wouldn’t back down.
“You wicked thing. Where is the Axe?!” He flung her body onto the ground and released her as though touching her seared his skin.
Liara stirred back to life on the ground by her side. Seraphina threw herself over her body while simultaneously flinging her dagger at his chest. 
He expertly dodged the assault as she yelled back, “Destroyed! Your ill-fated brothers, as you call them, those brutes destroyed it as they killed that poor helpless old male. I simply was caught in the crosshairs and fought my way out to protect myself.” 
He can’t know about the axe…I have to save Liara!
The axe’s power surged in her veins and warmed her back as if telling her it was ready for a fight under her cloak.
“You’re lying! I know its power runs in your veins. I know it has a new master. I can see it in your eyes, Sera. Do not force my hand.” She cringed at the nickname he threw at her as if the monster knew her at all.
She lunged at him with fire and wrath spilling out uncontrollably all around her as her body surged, ready for war. 
Ready to burn the entire forest down in order to kill him or die trying. 
But Liara…
Instant regret calmed her rabid flames as steam clouded her view, and she looked back. Liara held her arm close to her as she screamed and withered in pain. 
Seraphina’s heart clenched as she withdrew from her attack and ran back to Liara’s side. 
“No, no, no! Liara!” She had done it again. She had let her emotions hurt someone else that she loved so deeply. 
All of her rage and fury dampened as she tried to approach her friend. As if buckets of water drenched her embers into ashes. 
The shock on her face mirrored the pain Seraphina had caused and her fear. Seraphina let that sting engulf her–Liara should fear her; she had never deserved her love or care.
Kneeling beside Liara, she looked back at the brooding dangerous figure and said, “Let Liara go, and I’ll give you what you want.” His demeanor calmed as he considered.
"I’m not in the habit of making deals with village girls.” He paused. “Why are you so eager to give your life for hers?" The brutal warrior seemed more intrigued to know that answer than the location of the Axe for a mere moment.
“She is my soul-bonded sister. I would die for her. I’d kill for her. I'd live for her. I’d do anything to keep her light in this realm. To keep her from falling into the ether, to keep her away from you!" Liara peered up at Seraphina as the swelling on her right eye grew and her beautiful eye closed partially with it. Seraphina scrambled to throw the icy snow over her new burn. Her limp body laid out in the snow with Seraphina hovering over her.
Kaelan paused a moment, stepping closer before leaning down. “Run, little girl, before I change my mind. Speak of this to no one or I will slaughter this whole village myself.”
Liara gripped Seraphina's arm as she shook her head. Seraphina braced both of her hands around Liara's shoulders and made her stare into her piercing gaze as she said, “I’m so sorry, Liara, for everything. You must leave now. Do not look back. Do not search for me. Live your life. You deserve everything you’ve ever dreamed of...I love you. Now, go! Please!” 
She shoved Liara onto her feet and pushed her away. Liara stumbled around, a look of terror on her face as she questioned her next move and finally turned away, tears streaming down her face and neck.
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"Well, I’ve held up my end of the bargain," he barked at Seraphina. Reaching behind her back she began to loosen the strap holding the Axe hidden beneath her furs.  
“No games, Seraphina. Nice and slow…” Kaelan’s voice cut through the tension. She gave him a knowing nod.
The gleaming celestial weapon shone bright in the dark of the moonlit night as she held it up to him. Happy to be rid of it if it meant ending the feud. 
Kaelan slowly approached, analyzing the great weapon as he reached out for it. His hand had hardly brushed along the hilt before the Axe became red hot and seared part of his lower palm. 
Immediately reeling from the pain, he stepped back, and every mark on Seraphina's arm glowed with fury as the dormant power within her surged again without her consent. There was no holding back or hiding it anymore as the heat of the energy inside of her spilled over.
Her hair took shape as it unwound itself from the tight braids that once held it back, cascading and flowing all around her. Her skin burned with light like molten lava, and the snow beneath her feet melted in a small pool.
She had never felt so powerful, so strong, than in that moment. Her voice took on an ancient and ethereal tone as she said, “Seems like the Axe has chosen its one and only master. You are certainly not worthy of wielding it.” She wasn't sure if those words spilling from her burning lips were her own.
He scrambled out of her reach and yelled back, “They’ll kill her! And if I die, my brothers will only come looking for me and follow my trail here to this village. They’ll burn it all down, and destroy everyone you care about.” 
Seraphina considered his words as she strategized his death, but her heart sank as she remembered the injury she had recently inflicted on her dearest friend. The pain and fear in Liara's eyes flashed in her mind. The wind knocked out of her once more, she lowered her arm. Her power subsided with the motion. 
Dropping to her knees, she gripped the Axe.
“Then kill me, and be done with it. Take the Axe and be on your way and never come back here.” His misty gaze searched her face for any sign of hesitation, but she was unrelenting.
He took a step towards, while cradling his smoldering palm. “It doesn't quite work like that. As I feared, killing you won't make me master of the Axe. The Axe must also choose me. And given the reaction I just received, it’s certainly not picking me any time soon. You’ll simply have to come back with me.”
Seraphina dared to look into his swirling eyes, “To Verengarde? I’d rather just die.”
He began pacing around her as he contemplated his next moves. “Your death won’t prevent me or my brothers from bringing down this whole village and everyone inside of it. As noble as you may think your sacrifice to be, you’d just be giving up. An easy way out…No, you’re coming back with me. Tonight. Grab your pack and let’s get moving.”
Seraphina realized she couldn’t kill him because she knew he wasn’t lying about his brothers. They would come looking for him and burn down her village, along with Liara in it once they learned of his demise. 
She couldn’t fight them all off, not at once. 
She couldn’t stay. 
She couldn’t just give him the Axe. 
She was out of options. 
Maybe going with him would buy her some time to figure it out. To find a way back to her family, one day, back to Liara.
“Fine, I’ll go with you. But don’t think for one second that I am not going to make being near me a living nightmare for you.” She threatened as she swung the pack over her shoulder and strapped in the axe once more.
He snickered, “I’d expect nothing less from the wielder of the Celestial Axe of Wrath.” He motioned her forward.
Goddess, if the fates haven’t already marked me for the ether, then what could you possibly have in store for me now? 
Thinking back to how she wasn’t successful as a daughter, villager, or friend. Her departure would spare everyone she cared for any more grief on her behalf. 
So she let herself be taken, if only to ensure no one would ever have a reason or way to hurt her loved ones again, including herself.
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With each step, the crunch of snow beneath their boots echoed in the crisp mountain air. His horse had exhausted itself and he had abandoned the effort of riding it to let it carry their supplies.  
The snow-laden terrain stretched before them, a pristine expanse of untouched beauty that belied the treacherous path that lay ahead. The towering pines cast elongated shadows from the many moons peppering the white canvas, their branches heavy with the weight of the recent snowfall.
As they ascended and the lightly treaded path stretched upward, Seraphina's breath quickened and mingled with the mist that billowed from her lips, a testament to the biting cold that nipped at her cheeks. The path grew steeper, demanding a persistent determination that burned deep within her core. 
Moments of respite were scarce, as Kaelan pushed them on through the night and into the early dawn. On occasion, he would allow them to pause and drink water from their packs and relieve themselves, but pressing forward was his sole focus.
The next nightfall painted the world in shades of deep indigo, and they would soon need shelter, both growing weary from exhaustion. They had hardly spoken to each other as the hours passed them by and the miles stretched before them. 
Seraphina was lost in her thoughts.
She spent hours in her own head trying to remember anything she’d ever read about a Celestial Axe of Wrath or anything that would trigger a memory for her to better understand just what exactly she had gotten herself into, but nothing came to mind. She knew very little about the clan other than their brutal and treacherous existence in the realm.
With the dying embers of the fire casting a soft, flickering light, Seraphina decided to rest her weary body, wrapped in fur blankets, and let sleep pull her into its embrace. Kaelan's voice caught her attention quickly, and she fluttered her eyes open again.
His words rang in her ears from the utter silence they’d endured for so long, “We’re only a couple days more journey from the fortress. As we get closer, I’ll have to blindfold you. No one outside of our clan is allowed to know our exact location and the ways in which our labyrinths turn and twist within these mountains.” He gestured above them.
“Fine.” Seraphina didn’t give him the satisfaction of a meaningful conversation. Her hate for him raged on as she attempted to accept her fate. Goddess, how have I fallen into this mess? What was done in my past lives to deserve this?
The next day was colder than the last but she’d hardly noticed. They hiked along a pristine frozen river that seemed to snake its tail end around the base of a dark mountainside before disappearing into its own oasis. 
“Remind me again why we didn’t take more than one horse on this trip?” Seraphina surprised herself with the outburst of a question but she was sore and infuriated. She needed to complain about something. Kaelan didn’t so much as turn his head as he kept moving, nearing an inky thicket just at the edge of a once raging water supply. 
“Well given our exit I doubt anyone in your village was available to spare one. Besides with all of this riveting conversation so far, I can’t imagine losing any time for it.” 
She could hear the sarcasm dripping from his words and she was ready to spit a retort back until they neared the rivers’ edge. The dark thicket revealed black orchids all across the edge. 
A wondrous plant suspected to be near extinction. She remembered hearing about them in schoolyard games. They had mystical properties that were beyond her knowledge. However, rumors revealed they held a level of importance in the last Great War. She marveled at the cluster of such magnificent beauty, tempted to pick one and keep it within the folds over her childhood book.
She slowed a few paces to examine one, careful not to touch it. 
“We cross here.”
Seraphina tilted her head up as her braid betrayed her twists and ties.Then let her hair, stark against the icy landscape, fall across her shoulders. “We can't, it's too thin.” She said matter of factly. 
He stooped onto his haunches and peeked a slit gaze in her direction. Then stood with senseless confidence and stepped out into the frigid expanse. 
“I’m serious. You may not be used to trekking in this area, but I know thin ice when I see it. You can still hear the water moving just below the surface. It’s too dangerous. There must be another way.” He simply smirked at her. 
“Is this your plan for getting rid of me? Trying to spook me out of going the way I know to Verengarde only to trap me somewhere else?” 
She twirled a twig from a nearby tree in her fingers as she approached the frozen edge and glared. “Now, there’s an idea.” 
Taking several more ignorant steps out, he turned his back to her and motioned her on with his hand. “Come on, I don’t hear anything moving below and this is the quickest way back I know about.” 
Her heightened senses proved him wrong, but he couldn’t see or hear what she could. 
He was a few paces further out as she stood on the precipice of the edge with one hand on her hip. While the other tossed the twig across the ice then knelt down to pick up a rock the size of her hand. Silence filled the tension between them as he turned again and she gave him a snarky look. 
“Don’t be an idiot, general. I may be ‘a lowly village female’ but I am not without my own set of skills when it comes to this terrain. I’m warning you now, come back to the edge and you won’t be sending us to a quick and horrid watery grave.” She tossed the rock just in front of him. The loud crack of the impact on the ice rang in their ears as it skidded to a stop several yards away. 
He laughed at her with a low and hideous sound. “See! You are wrong. Nothing to worry about. Now let’s go!” 
He barely made it two more steps until the horrific sound of cracking began. Fissures spread like a spider’s web almost instantly bridging out gaps from where the rock had hit its mark. 
Then panic tore across his face as his eyes met hers. She felt suddenly very satisfied with herself until she realized what she’d really done…Doomed him. 
On one hand she could be free of him before he took her too far from her home but on the other it would mean another mark on her soul and her village would face certain death by the clan’s retaliation. And as vile as he was, she couldn’t live with herself if she committed another careless murder. 
Not in this lifetime. 
She couldn’t let it happen again. 
A string of curses escaped her lips. Time slowed to an aching crawl as his demise flashed before her eyes. He was running for safety towards her but the ice was cracking at back breaking speed. She looped her arm around a tree next to her and outstretched her other hand, ready to help pull him back to land once he reached her.
She waited, holding her breath and counting down the seconds until she could feel his grip in hers. He moved faster than any male she had seen in the village before but…he wasn’t fast enough. 
Just as he was about to reach her, his foot caught on a piece of ice that had tipped up, the sharp corner snagging his boot. It sent him sprawling onto the icy surface, which then opened up and swallowed his shadowed form.
“No!” The words escaped her lips faster than she could process them as she watched his body become consumed by the broken water beneath.
She didn’t allow logic to dictate her next moves as his hands were the last sight of his body before becoming fully submerged in the deathly cold water. She ripped off her cloak and boots and dove in after him. 
She hoped her power over the element of fire that laid dormant for so long would surge. She wasn’t sure how to call it back to her, but her body didn’t fail her as she swam quickly to his side before he could fall much deeper. 
The heat from her core kept her breath in her lungs as she held it in giving her time to find him. Finally his hand reached hers and she hauled him to the surface. 
For once thankful for the strength she had honed into her own body over the years. Even if it had meant her mother protesting saying she would never find a male who would marry her when she could beat most of them in any feat of strength. 
Her thoughts swarmed as they reached the surface. His body was lifeless in her arms as she attempted to keep them afloat. His weight was substantial when she was no longer assisted by the icy river.
Her breath clouded the air in a fog as she attempted to bring him back to life. Her hands clasped together as she pumped his chest a few times. A trick she had learned as a child when a fellow classmate nearly drowned during a short excursion in the woods. 
She dreaded the next part but had no time to argue with herself over her actions. “Blast it already, wake up!” 
She felt as if she was still moving in water; her motions labored like time was keeping her from redeeming herself, determined to mark her soul with another senseless death. 
She refused. Her lips pursed as she tilted his head and they came crashing down to meet his own. She did her best to breathe that warm life back into him seeing his chest rise and fall.
She repeated the process three times before she started to lose that first kernel of hope. Then he finally coughed and heaved over throwing up water and a few other things she didn’t care to see, but relief washed over her body like a trickle of shivers down her spine. 
He took a deep haggard breath on his own after a few moments. His inky black hair damp across his scrunched forehead. Sighing with relief, she rolled back against the tree trunk watching the display. His stormy eyes fluttered. 
His breathing steadied but he was soon passed out again. After a few more moments watching his broad chest rise and fall she realized he was shivering. 
Right, she could feel the bitter cold on her skin but was unfazed herself given her unnatural defenses against cold. She needed to get him warm and fast before a fever set in. 
She grabbed her pack and found her fire starter supplies. They had a blazing pit shortly after. She didn’t attempt to move his body where it was currently laid, afraid to disturb him into breathing fits.
Then whispered more to herself. “You’ll freeze in those wet clothes no matter how large this fire burns.” 
Great…could the Goddesses punishments for me get any worse?
Sarcasm stung her words as she realized what she needed to do. She looked around the barren landscape with mountains crowding them from all sides and the rushing river. She would have to risk it. 
She found some supplies to bushcraft them a small lean to covered area protected by the tree’s branches and out of sight from any passersby other than their fire as a signal of life. 
She finally grabbed his right arm and leg and dragged his body into the makeshift shelter where she had laid her dry cloak on the ground. 
I can’t believe I am doing this.
She removed his clothes piece by piece doing her best to navigate certain areas that would send her into a delirious spiral of conflicting thoughts. 
His body was powerful and strong; she did her best to trap any thoughts of his bulging muscles and captivating features as she rolled him onto the cloak. Then slowly started to remove her own items. Wholly ignoring his own clan markings across his back and shoulders with occasional scars of his own. 
Her heart pounded in her chest as she intently watched his closed eyes making sure he didn’t once open them. His body was shaking in a chilled pain and she knew he was close to falling ill. 
It’s what spurred her on and kept her from cursing herself a thousand times for what she was about to do to save her captor.
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As the flames from the fire pit surged on and the small enclosure provided some semblance of privacy with the fading sunlight, she settled her body next to his. His skin jolted her. He was icy cold to the touch and it was rare she could feel any real sort of chill but his skin was near frozen.  
In a short panic, she wrapped her arms around his torso and drew him closer. She tucked her cheek next to his and wrapped her legs with his own until it was unclear whose naked limbs belonged to whom. The meager fur blanket covered their forms.
Time dragged on, each second stretching like a thread spun by the Goddess herself, determined to make the moment last. Eventually, sleep claimed her, pulling her into a night of unbroken darkness, where dreams dared not follow. As she drifted into that other realm inside her head, one that attempted to torture her even then.
It was a flurry of movement when she awoke just before dawn. 
He was wide eyed and peeling himself out of her death grip. His voice was horse as he pushed her away and attempted to cover himself. “Ah, what…” His words faltered as his memory came racing back. 
She shot up, nearly knocking her head against the branches providing their shelter as she scrambled to her hanging clothes, left drying by the embers of the fire. Then quickly covered her naked body. Throwing his dried clothes to him in the same movement.
Moments later she turned to stoke the fading fire. “You were going to die. That’s all. We will never speak of this night again, understood?” 
Voice was firm and unyielding as she studied the embers. Listening to him change while twisting new braids into her hair. Uncomfortable minutes passed before he stopped shuffling and spoke. 
“Why?” His voice sounded nearly hopeful with his question. It grated on her fading nerves.
Whirling to face him, outraged he asked anything at all. Tears burned the backs of her eyes as her piercing gaze found him. 
“Because I know what it feels like to be the worst kind of murderer, because I vowed to never let another careless death happen at my expense.” 
Taking a deep breath, she swiped back her cloak before adding, “Because my soul is marked and I have more to atone for than you will ever know. Killing in the heat of battle, in self defense or defense of another innocent is one thing. But, death because of a careless act is…unforgivable.”
Then a pained chuckle left her lips as she added, “Besides when, not if, when I do kill you. It will be during a fair fight. Not because of an accident along an icy river not fit for us to walk across.”
Stubborn. Stupid. Arrogant, male. Goddess, I take it back. You can end me now. I’ve had enough of this shameless realm. 
He was stunned into silence with her harsh words, but he didn’t stay still for long. Equally ready to shake off the recent events. Ready to be a ruthless general once again and lead his captive back to the dark fortress. 
Days turned into nights, each blurring into the next as they ventured higher. The landscape grew more unforgiving with every step. A heavy snowstorm delayed their progress further.
Nourishment came from the meager supplies she carried, rationed carefully to sustain her through the arduous climb.
One night they sat by the fire in a small open cave. Her gaze darkened in disgust as he surveyed her form. Her legs curled into her chest as she seethed at her circumstances. 
“What?” She demanded. 
“I haven’t decided if im going to keep you for myself or not yet when we return to the clan.” Her spine went rigid at his words.
He gave a sinful laugh. “Don’t worry not in that way. I’d sooner mate with a tree.” 
Breath suspended in her lungs released slowly. “Hmm, I’m sure there are plenty of holes for you to do just that.”
“Such a foul mouth. We can fix that.” Shadows swarmed his form as he sat on his haunches near the flickering flames. 
Threatening her. 
Begging her to attack him.
They crept towards her. 
Sentient beings she couldn’t escape. 
“Stop that. Stop it!” 
Her breath hitched as the shadows closed in, a living, writhing thing that gnawed at the edges of her vision. The fire’s warmth faltered, shrinking back as if it, too, feared the encroaching darkness. The air thickened, pressing down on her chest like the weight of a thousand unseen hands, each one gripping tighter, squeezing the breath from her lungs.
Her heart thudded against her ribs, a wild creature trapped in a cage, slamming against the bars in frantic desperation. The cave walls seemed to close in, refusing to offer any escape. She drew her knees closer, trying to make herself smaller, to disappear into the rock and vanish from his sight.
He won’t hurt me. He needs me. 
The shadows slithered closer, tendrils of malevolent intent that coiled around her, cutting off the world beyond the suffocating blackness. Her pulse roared in her ears, a tidal wave threatening to sweep her away into an abyss where light and breath were but distant memories.
The flickering firelight struggled, its glow dimming, as if it could not bear to witness her torment. His laughter echoed around her, bouncing off the walls in a sinister symphony, while her body betrayed her, trembling uncontrollably. The shadows mocked her, tightening their grip, pulling her into the cold, unfeeling void where escape was impossible. Her eyes shut tight as she buried her face into he knees.
It’s not real. It’s ok. Just breath. 
Then all at once they dissipated. “Why don’t you attack? Why don’t you let the fire within you burn?” 
The treacherous scene within the cave came back into focus. Rage stirred her into action. She closed the distance between then in an instant, reaching for his throat. He countered her attack and forced her body beneath his as he straddled her hips. Holding her hands in one swift movement above her head. 
She yelled back at him. “Why provoke me? What do you want? A demonstration?!”
His playful expression grew taut. “No, I want to make sure you can control yourself, when provoked. Because you will be. Every. Damned. Day. While inside the fortress. I need to know you can handle it. When I’m not there to steal your pretty breath away.”  
Realization dawned on her. He is testing me. 
Her jaw feathered as her piercing gaze captured his stormy grey eyes. “I know what is at stake if I don’t cooperate. I’d sooner die than let you attack the ones I care about. If my life in your cavernous mountain is all that stands in the way of their demise. Then so be it. I will play the part. I will be your willing participant in this facade. Now, release me!”
The tension in the moonlit air faded with the wind. The night was restless and fitful as Seraphina prepared herself for what would come next.

      ***They moved with purposeful strides the next day. At last, after what felt like an eternity of solitary struggle, they arrived. He stopped his ascent as they neared what looked like a small trail. Then let his horse trot off into the distance. The animal clearly familiar with that area on the northwestern spot on the map of Eirlys.
He ripped parts of his cloak off and approached her. “I need to put this over your eyes. The rest of the way won’t be difficult terrain, so I’ll guide you.” The first words he’d spoken since their fight the previous night.
She wearily consented and let him shuffle behind her as he carefully tied the cloth over her eyes. His fingers lightly dragged across her face. Darkness enveloped her surroundings. 
She wasn’t sure what he was going to do with her once they entered the fortress but she was ready to take any punishments the Goddess deemed fit for her.  
She let out a sigh, “How am I supposed to follow you and not fall every two feet at the same time?” Her hands fell to her side in a questionable thud.
He laughed as he finished tying and laid his hands on her shoulders, then slipped his hand into hers. She shuddered at first. Then felt his breath along the back of her neck as he whispered, “You must follow my lead.” 
Then they were on the move again. His calloused hand gripped hers as they moved slowly down the winding path. She lost track of time as they meandered around the mountainside. Eventually he halted and dropped her hand like dropping a hot iron.
She felt him moving behind her again as he untied the fabric from her eyes. Light poured into her view. It wasn’t overwhelming light, as the sun was beginning to set over the mountainous peaks. The malevolent Verengarde Clan Fortress loomed above them.
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Above them stretched the yawning mouth of the black stone mountain, a cavernous entrance to an abyss of mystery and danger. Seraphina gazed up at the foreboding threshold, snowflakes swirling around her, a mix of trepidation and curiosity engulfed her.  
The journey had been grueling, testing her limits and resolve. However, stepping into the cold embrace of the mountain, she sensed her true challenge was about to begin.
Through endless corridors of dark but glistening ebony walls and stony pathways, she was lost. The labyrinth seemed designed to confound her, twisting and turning like a living entity. 
Occasionally, they passed by silent warriors guarding grotesquely shaped openings to other mysteries within the realm.
In the labyrinthine heart of the mountain, an eerie sensation washed over her. Walls black as night, absorbed feeble light, creating an enigmatic atmosphere. 
Moisture glistened on cold surfaces, reflecting dim candlelight in the distance. Pathways twisted, revealing secret alcoves and hidden chambers, each cloaked in shadows dancing with a life of their own.
The air hung heavy with a damp, earthy scent, whispering of ancient secrets. Despite her unwillingness, she found herself mesmerized by the haunting beauty of the subterranean realm. A magical ambiance, pulled her deeper into the heart of the mountain.
Drawn by an unseen force, they entered a grand chamber, unlike any she'd ever imagined. The walls, adorned with intricate carvings, seemed to come alive. The floor, a mosaic of worn stones, held the weight of an ageless history. A majestic throne sat at the far end, carved from the same obsidian-like stone, radiating power and foreboding.
Every step toward the throne felt like a step deeper into a captivating enigma. Kalean turned ever so slightly and leaned in before whispering, “Remember when I said I wasn’t sure if I was going to keep you for my own use or not? Well, little huntress. I hope you know how to stretch the truth. Speak only when spoken to. Do not let anyone know why you are truly here.” 
Goddess why must I be so tortured? I was hoping I’d never see him again after arriving. Maybe be thrown in some dungeon without his unnerving presence ever gracing my view again. 
They approached a seated figure, an aged male surrounded by other clansmen with their backs turned to them. The menacing elder looked up, then waved his warriors away. As his eyes lingered on Seraphina. Kaelan ripped back her hood revealing her fiery braided strands and unyielding countenance. The scar along her eye, a thin line across her features, marred her with fury. 
“Ah, Kaelan, my favorite General, you’re back. And, who is this beautiful creature you’ve brought along with you, hmm?” He inquired, his gaze unsettling. She sneered at his trailing eyes as they roamed over her body. 
Thanks be to the Gods that she was mostly concealed under her thick furs.
“Chieftain Harendar.” Kaelan slightly bowed as he brought his left arm up and across to his right shoulder and then back down again as he straightened. 
“I hunted down our lost brother’s and now offer before you a witness to their attack. The old male they were pursuing died. Her name is Seraphina. A local village girl.” She gaped at the back of Kaelan’s head at his limited description of the events that had transpired. 
Why is he trying to hide my true nature from them? Why didn’t he tell them I was their killer? Surely it’s the easiest way to be rid of me. Confess my sins and have me beheaded or thrown into servitude. 
She didn’t speak and so Chieftain Harendar broke the silence himself, “Come closer girl. Tell me what you saw.” 
She looked at Kaelan who motioned for her to proceed. She took cautious steps forward before finally finding her voice and spoke a reply. “I was only out in the forest that day on a solo hunting trip–It all happened so fast.” Picking up on Kaelan’s idle description of the event. She left out a few details as well. Then a sudden pulling sensation in her stomach mad her queasy as she had an urge to tell him everything. To tell him all of her secrets despite her true intentions. The chieftain’s focus was solely on her and it twisted her gut. 
What kind of magic is this?
He bellowed, “And why, prey tell, Kaelan, did you see fit to bring her here to our most secret of sanctuaries in these mountains? Why not just kill her once you had the information?” She winced at his words waiting for Kaelan to speak. The Axe still securely hidden beneath her cloak.
He simply placed a hand on her back as he stepped forward and said, “I discovered that she is very good with a bow and arrow and her talents were wasted in that tiresome village. It’s high time we claimed another member and added them to our legions. I believe that with the proper training she could join our clan. That village was due for an offering one way or another. A debt payment that needed fulfilling.” Another skillful avoidance of the truth, but she was catching on. 
She attempted to hide her shock at his easy demeanor in which he kept such important information from his leader. Her curiosity officially peaked, she continued on with the charade. 
“Oh, is that so girl? Then please do give us a demonstration of your skills.” He waved his hand as attendants quickly scrambled to find something in this chamber to use as her target, but she didn’t give them a chance. She straightened her back and moved her body into formation as she withdrew her bow and arrow and aimed. 
She took her time, letting the silence fill the room with tension and then. A whirring and whispering sound momentarily released itself before hitting her mark. A candle far to the other side of the room once lit sat smoldering with a light fleck of smoke. While her arrow protruded out from the wall as it struck a center ring on a tapestry just beyond it.
The attendants and other dispersed persons along the edges of the room gave a short and quiet clapping noise as she lowered her weapon. Only allowing herself to briefly consider aiming her next blow right between his eyes, but withheld. For my family’s sake. For Liara.
“Very good. I’m impressed. Yes, Kaelan, I agree. My general, wise as ever. Let’s get her stationed up in the west wings and set up for a beginner training regime, except for hunting courses. I’d say she could start a bit higher up in that area. I expect a full report from you and the whereabouts of our special item, forthright. After you see to it that she is settled.” And that was it. The oaf demanded no further explanation and his dark robes billowed around him as he motioned for his previous crowd to come back. 
Kaelan clasped his hand around her arm as he bowed his head in one swift movement and then dragged her along.
His furrowed brow only tightened as he gestured down the corridor. “Come on.” She fell into step behind him, trying to absorb every detail, every turn, but the labyrinthine passages overwhelmed her. She knew she would need time to truly familiarize herself with the new surroundings, to make them her own.
As expected, they ventured to the western wing and he halted at the corridor's end, pushing open an ornately marked wooden door. 
Stepping into the medium-sized chamber nestled within the heart of the mountain, an odd sense of sanctuary enveloped her. The walls, with their unique curves, seemed to cradle the space, offering a refuge from the world beyond. The absence of windows intensified the aura of seclusion, letting the soft glow of candlelight dance freely across the tapestries adorning the walls.
A moderate bed, crafted with care from weathered wood, beckoned her with promises of respite. The bedding was sumptuous, a feast of furs and soft linens inviting her to rest her tired muscles and weary bones. The tapestries, thoughtfully arranged, depicted scenes of valor and ancient tales, each thread telling a story of battles won and hardships overcome.
A desk and chair nearby invited contemplation, a place where thoughts could flow onto parchment, and strategies could be plotted. Or revenge…
At the rear of the chamber, a small washroom awaited, an oasis of practicality and comfort. A stone tub promised soothing warmth after long days of toil. 
With a gentle exhale, she let herself sink into the embrace of the haven, finding solace within its carefully curated corners.
Her fingers brushed against the towering bed posts, almost reaching the high ceilings above. Though the room's size wasn't extraordinary, the lofty ceilings gave it an airy grandeur.
Kaelan entered, making the room suddenly feel even smaller. She placed her pack on the table and turned to face him. The carved wooden door softly shut behind him as he ran his fingers through his hair, releasing a sigh as if he had been holding his breath. 
“Why am I not in chains? What just happened out there?” Her mind was racing with an array of conflicting thoughts.
“I don’t have time to explain everything, but understand what I said back there was to keep them from ending your life. They don’t need to know where that Axe is, not yet. Keep it hidden and safe. I need time to figure out what to do with you next.” She stood there, arms crossed, trying to unravel his intentions.
The air between them thickened as he stepped closer. The warming sensation of his breath on her skin made her heart flutter momentarily and she loathed herself for the forbidden reaction. “Listen well, little huntress, and let the weight of your choices settle upon your shoulders. Do not dare overlook our deal. Remain here, or I shall snuff out not only your existence but also the very essence of your precious village and all you hold dear.” 
His gaze darkened. “And in the meantime, you shall train with our warriors. I can envision no punishment more fitting for you than learning to become one of us. Your enemy.” 
The burning urge to strangle his throat lit up her insides as she glared back. “There are ten pillars of training; each shall be revealed to you tomorrow. Usually, we all convene in the dining hall each night, but I shall reserve the formalities there for tomorrow. An attendant will ensure your dinner finds its way to your room tonight."
He moved to leave but paused, turning back with a sinister glare. "I have watchful eyes everywhere in this fortress. If you linger in a hallway too long or start any trouble here, I’ll know about it. Your life is only valuable to me if you do what you’re told. Speak not a word of what really happened out there to anyone, Sera." Then he moved to leave. Leaving her in a new realm of obscurity and confusion. 
Yelling back at him she said, “My name is Seraphina, to you!” However he had already gone, leaving her alone in the quiet chamber.
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KAELAN

Kaelan entered the Hall of Strategy shortly after leaving Seraphina. After taking a moment to change into fresh clothes and eat some food. He entered a chamber exuding a stern ambiance with its ornate war maps and diagrams etched into the walls.  
He was dressed in the customary Verengarde attire—black leather armor embossed with the clan emblem. Chieftain Harendar stood at the head of the table, clad in regal ebony robes with a mantle signifying his authority. 
The Chieftain's eyes carried a commanding glint, hinting at the power he wielded to compel truth from those who dared to withhold it. A power Kaelan often found himself attempting to circumnavigate.
"Chieftain," Kaelan spoke respectfully and gave a slight bow, "If you’ll permit me, I am ready to debrief."
Harendar nodded, motioning for Kaelan to continue as he studied the maps sprawled across the table.
"I found our warriors slaughtered in the woods. Just as we suspected, beyond the village. They had tracked the elder there and attempted to retrieve the Axe but, " Kaelan began cautiously.
"Speak plainly, Kaelan.” The Chieftain demanded, his tone measured yet expectant as Kaelan felt a sudden pull inside himself to reveal everything. He veiled his information as best he could.
"The Axe will not…be taken by just anyone. In fact, I tracked the local village female, Seraphina, from the ashes of our clansmen. I believe she knows more than she confesses to us. While we may not be in possession of it I plan to keep her closely under watch. Under the guise that we are letting her train to become one of us. I plan on keeping an eye on her until I can learn more." Kaelan revealed, careful not to disclose the true extent of Seraphina's abilities or significance.
"I see," Harendar raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "I certainly thought it odd that you’d bring an adult female here to train. You know we always look for children to groom under our mountain. Easier to mold into our ways. She may profess to simply be a witness to the attack but I want her closely monitored.”
"Certainly Chieftain, I’ll see to it personally.” Kaelan explained, choosing his words meticulously. "I’ll need time to assess our best use for her. Then how to best progress in our quest for the Axe. I’ll keep you apprised of her training progress. If she isn’t too much trouble, of course.”
“What will you do if she is?” The chieftain commanded. 
“I’m sure there’s room in the dungeons.”
The Chieftain scrutinized Kaelan, his gaze seemingly delving deeper. Attempting to extract more than Kaelan was willing to divulge.
"I will continue my research on the Axe to understand how it can be wielded. Should we ever truly possess it. If not, then I’ll travel to the Sacred Lands myself to extract what I need.” Kaelan continued, maintaining his carefully crafted narrative.
Harendar's expression remained inscrutable, but Kaelan sensed the Chieftain's probing gaze lingering on him. As he attempted to unearth hidden truths. 
The chieftain had clipped silver hair and a long matching beard. However, his grotesque scars across his mouth told a story of their own. 
He knew the Chieftain's ability to compel truth was a strong force, yet Kaelan masterfully skirted the thin line between honesty and omission.
The discussion shifted to tactical strategies, diverting attention from Seraphina's arrival. Kaelan meticulously navigated the conversation, steering it away from anything that might hint at Seraphina's latent abilities or her potential role in the clan.
As the meeting concluded, Kaelan couldn't shake off the sensation of a hidden tide within the room—layers of intention and secrets beneath the polished surface of the Chieftain's inquiries. 
He sensed that Harendar remained partially convinced, for the moment. The depths of Seraphina's arrival remained shrouded in the veils of discretion and careful words.
Kaelan found himself back in his room standing before the mirror. His own shadows danced along the walls with the fading moonlight form his window. With a stoic expression, he studied the intricate tattoo etched on his left shoulder across his back—the emblem of the Verengarde clan. The symbol was a complex fusion of ancient runes and swirling patterns, radiating a mystical aura even in the dimly lit chamber.
The inked lines seemed to pulsate softly, hinting at a power deeply rooted within its design. Each curve and arc bore testament to the heritage he had claimed so long ago, a mark that intertwined his destiny with that of the clan.
As he traced the contours of the symbol with his fingertips, memories flooded back—of rigorous training sessions, vows of allegiance, and the blood-soaked battlefields where he'd earned his place among the Verengarde. His loyalty to the clan ran deep, woven into the fabric of his being. A commitment forged through the years.
The tattoo had been a rite of passage, inked onto his flesh during the solemn initiation ceremony when he graduated from his training days. It marked his acceptance into the Verengarde fold, a testament to his unwavering dedication and fealty. 
However, in that moment, its presence on his skin felt like a tether, binding him to a path that conflicted with his warring emotions. About her.
If they ever find out about who she truly is, then they’ll kill her and me. Blasted Gods of old what am I doing? She will be the death of me. I just know it. 
Kaelan's thoughts swirled as he contemplated the symbol's significance. The recent events, Seraphina's arrival, and the clandestine whispers of ancient powers that threatened to unravel the steadfast allegiance he'd pledged to the Verengarde. 
He ran his fingers through his hair as his smokey grey eyes danced in the warm light.
Kaelan's gaze lingered on the tattoo for a moment longer before he resignedly pulled down the fabric of his shirt. Concealing the emblem once again. The symbol remained an indelible part of him, a visual manifestation of his history and the ties that bound him to the clan. 
His commitment to clan never wavered. 
Until that day. 
Until the moment he laid eyes on her.
He was fraught with deeper complexities and unspoken questions about his path ahead. And the infuriating, but fiery, new addition to their clan.
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In the eerie silence of her new chamber, Seraphina felt a strange mix of relief and unease. The bed, a sanctuary amid the uncanny quiet, welcomed her weary body after the arduous journey. Swiftly, she shed her gear and clothes, concealing the Axe beneath the mattress, its weight finding solace in the hidden recesses. A small dresser stood sentinel next to her bed, its drawers filled with remnants of the past inhabitant—a collection of battle leathers, straps, and various garments. 
A nightgown, perhaps once worn by another female warrior, beckoned to her. She hesitated for a moment, her mind skirting the unsettling thoughts about the room's former occupant and the reasons behind the vacancy of the room. Pushing those musings aside, she grasped the nightgown, its fabric soft beneath her fingers, and placed it gently on the bed. It was a bit short given her above average height but it would have to do.
Turning her attention to the tub, she filled it with hot water, the room soon awash in steam as she peeled off her layers. Fatigue etched into her bones, a testament to days spent on unforgiving ground. 
How many days has it been? 
How long am I supposed to remain here for?
Submerged in the soothing water, her body began its slow healing process. The minutes melted into hours, but the questions remained, lingering like specters in the mist. The abrupt shift from an ordinary hunt to a desperate flight, ensnared in a deal with the Verengarde clan, now bound to train among them—such a transformation felt unreal, a cruel joke played by fate.
A faint knock on her door broke the solitude, jolting her from her thoughts. She dried off and wrapped herself in her nightgown and cautiously approached the door, finding only the flickering candlelight dancing down the empty corridor. 
Puzzled, she glanced down and discovered a tray of food, a late-night offering left without a face to accompany it. Hunger pangs gnawed at her, and she eagerly brought the tray inside.
The aroma of the meal teased her senses as she set the tray on her desk, a feast awaiting her attention. They had waited until their own gathering was done before bringing her a portion, but the lateness of the hour mattered little compared to the prospect of finally filling her empty stomach.
With each bite, she savored the flavors, finding solace in the simple act of nourishing herself. Eventually, fatigue overcame her, and she crawled into bed, her wet hair cascading around her like a fiery waterfall. Sweet quiet and warmth cocooned her, guiding her into slumber's embrace, the uncertainties of the days to come faded away as she drifted into the realm of dreams.

      ***The reverberating bang against her door jolted Seraphina awake, the sound resonating in her ears like a war drum's beat. In the blur of the early morning, she reached under her pillow, her fingers curling around the familiar hilt of her dagger. 
Behind the door, a voice, as thunderous as a storm, bellowed, "Time to wake up! Be dressed in your leathers and ready for your first day of training in ten minutes! Breakfast has passed, but I left some bits and pieces here for you. Eat up, you’ll need your strength. I’ll be waiting at the end of the hall."
Panic gripped her. How late is it? Have I truly overslept? Shit. 
With swift movements, she took care of her morning business and dressed, the leathers clinging to her frame like a second skin. Twisting her hair into tight braids down her shoulder. A style she’d often seen her mother adorn. 
A hurried breakfast consisted of hastily swallowed bites, her mind racing with thoughts of what was to come. Strapping her dagger to her leg bindings and securing her bow and arrows, she felt a surge of uncertain confidence. The tools had impressed the Chieftain, and they might just keep her alive within the ruthless clan cage.
She was led to an open area, not quite a room but a carved space within the cave's walls, adorned with stone benches and raised circular areas where the females gathered each morning. Observing their routines, she marveled at the unison in their actions and the aura of discipline that surrounded them.
"Seraphina! Come here," boomed a commanding voice, cutting through the early morning stillness. She felt a mixture of curious stares and hostile glares as she moved to the front, her eyes meeting the formidable gaze of the speaker.
"Seraphina, I need you to listen quickly and carefully. We have much to cover before your first lessons begin," said the female, her voice a powerful force that echoed through the stone surroundings. The accent in her words carried the rugged melodies of ancient lands, evoking the essence of untamed beauty and myth.
"In our clan, we forge warriors of unmatched prowess, defenders of our legacy and guardians of our lands. To become one of us, you must embrace the ten pillars of training, each a cornerstone of your journey to becoming a true Verengarde."
She huffed before she could think better of it. Me become a clansman? I could never terrorize local villages and steal their young in the night. Breaking them away form the only life they’ve ever known. To be raised inside a dark insidious prison. 
Seraphina felt a mix of anticipation and anxiety as the female continued to speak. Ignoring her obvious inner musings. 
"First, Weapon Mastery," she declared, her voice resounding with authority. "Kaldur, a true Weaponmaster of renowned skill, will be your instructor. He will teach you the art of wielding swords, axes, spears, and shields, guiding you in the intricacies of attack and defense."
"Combat Techniques, honed under Kaelan's guidance, as I’m sure you may have guessed," the formidable female continued, her voice unyielding. "He will instruct you in the art of hand-to-hand combat, grapples, disarms, and the effectiveness of using your own body as your weapon.”
The mention of combat techniques stirred discomfort within Seraphina, her mind involuntarily recalling Kaelan, the Battle Strategist, and General. A shiver ran down Seraphina's spine at the thought of facing Kaelan again.
"Archery and Marksmanship," she went on, her voice unwavering. "Torvald, an Archery Warden of unparalleled skill, will nurture your abilities in this area. I’ve heard you possess the basics of this skill; Torvald will assess your level and tailor your training accordingly."
The instructors were introduced one by one, their reputations preceding them like heralds of legends. Physical conditioning, tactical maneuvers, seafaring and naval skills, wilderness survival, strategy and leadership, cultural and mythological education – each pillar was meticulously tended to by seasoned mentors, their expertise a beacon lighting the path for the newcomer.
The female's voice lowered, weighted with reverence, as she spoke, "Mental Resilience, guided by Sigrun, our Combat Sage. He will shape your mind to remain unyielding amid chaos, for the mind is as much a true weapon as any blade."
Her words hung in the air, the cavern itself seeming to hush, the weight of her declaration draping over Seraphina like a cloak. The mighty female's gaze bore into her, eyes akin to unmovable stones. A fusion of determination and awe swirled within Seraphina. The skills she would learn were not just tools for honing her body; they were the keys to infiltrating the clan from the inside.
The blueprint for her plan began to materialize. She began to suspect her new path and why fate brought her here. Attending her lessons was the first step.
"And my name, of course, is Madam Maelis. I will be your warden, overseeing your progress and whereabouts. Although we don't impose curfews, adherence to our rules is expected. Our strict meal times include breakfast served in your rooms, allowing time for preparations and study. Lunch occurs in your training chambers, while dinner is in the Grand Throne Room, a communal gathering for everyone residing within this mountain. Our morning meetings commence punctually at 8:30 AM, followed by lessons starting at 9:00 AM. Any questions?" Madam Maelis paused, her words embedding themselves in Seraphina's mind.
Silence reigned as Seraphina absorbed every detail. "Perfect. Now, proceed to your first lesson. You'll begin with weaponry, followed by combat, and then archery. The schedule rotates, ensuring each day brings three different lessons to attend throughout the week. Lesson orders will vary weekly, organized during our morning meetings to keep you on track." Madam Maelis lifted her head, surveying the room's occupants.
"Ah, yes, Valda, please escort Miss Seraphina to Master Kaldur's lesson. Good luck, girl. I expect to see you at dinner tonight." And with that, Madam Maelis strode away, leaving Seraphina in the company of a passing female warrior.
Valda, though clearly frustrated, eyed Seraphina up and down before commanding, "Well, come along. We're already late." The scratchy voice echoed in the chamber. They walked in silence, winding their way through the labyrinthine corridors until they reached a seemingly endless spiral staircase that stretched upward. 
Seraphina took a moment to observe Valda, her blonde hair whipped around her pale face. In her spindly arms, she held an assortment of books, and an inexplicable chill swept over Seraphina in her presence. There was something sinister about Valda's tone and the way her black eyes met Seraphina's.
"Your lesson room is on the third floor, first door on the right. Don't bother knocking; you're already late, and we don't want to disturb a lesson that's probably already underway. Give my regards to Master Kaldur," Valda said briskly before disappearing into a misty haze, leaving Seraphina to ascend the stairs alone. 
"Thanks, Valda," Seraphina murmured, her voice barely a whisper as she continued her ascent.
She marked the first door on the right, her hand hesitated on the unusually warm knob before twisting it open. Instant regret flooded her as a steamy fog engulfed her, revealing a small stone room where very old, very naked males sat, their gazes wide with shock. 
"Oh, I'm so sorry! Wrong room!"
Retreating, she slammed the door shut, her hand clamped over her mouth as she gasped, trying to erase the images she'd stumbled upon from her memory. 
She rushed back down the stairs, a string of curses escaping her lips as she straightened her bow and arrows after her quick getaway. 
Yuck, what a sight that was. That shit evil Valda! 
Revenge would be sweet when she found a way to repay her for her twisted sense of hospitality.
Venturing aimlessly deeper into the heart of the mountain, a world unfolded before her, unlike anything she'd ever seen. The black, stony walls seemed to cradle the secrets within, the mountain itself holding its breath in anticipation. Her steps echoed softly against the cool, damp stone as she wandered aimlessly. Feeling lost in the vast expanse of underbelly in the realm. Finally, she heard voices emanating from an opening, prompting her to peek inside.
Entering the room bathed in a soft eerie glow, her eyes widened in wonder. Cauldrons bubbled and hissed, their aromas weaving tantalizing spells in the air. 
Bottles.
Jars.
Trinkets.
All adorned every surface, each promising untold magic and mysteries. The room pulsed with energy, whispers and hums resonating through the walls.
Shelves lined with ancient tomes and scrolls reached for the cavern's ceiling, bearing the weight of countless incantations and spells. Runes etched into the stone floor pulsed with an ethereal light, casting intricate patterns. Shadows danced upon the walls, shaping mesmerizing forms.
In the heart of the room stood a large, ornate table cluttered with arcane ingredients and tools. Mortar and pestle, vials of sparkling powders, and delicate herbs spilled across it, a chaotic harmony of magic. The air vibrated with the scent of toiled ground, fire, and the promise of something beyond the ordinary.
Approaching, her fingers brushed an ancient crystal vial, its contents shimmering like liquid moonlight. Magic thrummed within it, a heartbeat of power. The room seemed to acknowledge her presence, embracing her in its mystical aura.
As she immersed herself deeper into the chamber, her eyes caught a glimmer of movement near the shelves. A figure emerged from the shadows, its form ethereal and delicate, like mist taking shape. 
Its eyes glowed with otherworldly light, and its skin held the hues of twilight itself. "Ah, Seraphina, you have come," the figure spoke, its voice wind chimes and distant whispers. "I sensed your essence. Welcome to my domain."
She gazed in awe at the being before her, its presence both enchanting and soothing.
"What…who are you?" she whispered, her voice lost amidst its lyrical tones.
"I am known as Elowyn," it replied, a smile playing at its lips. "In this realm, I am a guardian of forgotten wisdom, a keeper of the arcane. I watch over these spells, myths, and mysteries, ensuring their secrets are passed to–those worthy of their embrace."
Elowyn's ghostlike fingers caressed the shelves, the trinkets and artifacts responding to its touch as if recognizing an old friend. It seemed to sniff the air before continuing, "You seek to learn, to unravel the threads of magic that weave your existence. I can guide you, Seraphina, but such knowledge is not without its trials."
As Elowyn spoke, a subtle luminescence enveloped its form, casting a gentle glow that illuminated the room. Its orb-like eyes met hers.
"What do you mean?" Seraphina asked, her heart quickened with trepidation. She had never laid eyes on a creature such as that before. Only heard tall tales of it.
Elowyn's laughter rang like silver bells through the air. "You must attune yourself to the rhythms of this realm. Feel the pulse of magic around you, the very heartbeat of it. Then, with an open heart and focused mind, you shall embark on a journey, unlocking the secrets that lie within these walls and beyond them.”
As she listened, Elowyn's presence enveloped her like a comforting embrace.
In that moment, the room seemed to come alive, its walls echoing with the whispers of countless enchantments and the promise of boundless knowledge. 
Elowyn paused and then a cold but hollow outstretched hand clasped her own as it said, “Ah, yes, I see you Seraphina. Your greatness, your strength, your…power. Deep within but, ahh…yes…great secrets bind you here don’t they? Hmmm…” She tore her hand away before it could read anymore from her essence. She feared revealing anything about Kaelan and her deal to protect the village. 
"Secrets, secrets…," Elowyn whispered, its voice carrying the wisdom of ages.
Without another thought she quickly stepped back, attempting to leave. While still under the watchful gaze of the ethereal guardian. 
And without saying a word she vanished into the open corridor again, hardly believing anything she had just experienced. 
What manner of creature was that?
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The cold on her hand lingered as she rubbed it trying to bring heat back into her body. With no clear direction she pressed on. Hoping to find someone who would actually help. She rounded a corner while looking back and then… oof! 
Ah, not again…
His daring grip and solid body knocked into hers once more as he grabbed hold of her shoulders to keep her from falling. 
“Oh, I uh…” She scrambled to find her words as his puzzled gaze took in hers when another voice spoke. 
“Well, Kaelan, you weren’t exaggerating, were you?” The male voice said as he nodded toward her and surveyed her. 
“You must be Seraphina. I am Eirik, right hand to our beloved General.” She simply nodded. 
Kaelan released his hold on her as he spoke, “Why aren’t you in your morning classes? I thought Madam Maelis was supposed to…”
She interrupted him before he could finish. “Oh, she did. I just got lost on my way to weapon mastery with Kaldur. I, uh, I better get going.” But Kaelan didn’t let her pass.
“Sera, your time for morning classes is nearly up. You’ve missed it today, but as I understand it, you are in my class next. Just follow us as we head that way. At least you’ll be early for one of your classes today.” He wasn’t wrong. Even though she hated to admit it. She felt so helpless in their maze of a fortress. She simply followed behind them as they found their way winding up the harsh stone stairs.
A grand opening appeared in the wall and embraced the height of the expanse as she stepped onto the grand balcony that protruded from the top of the mountain. 
Fresh crisp air kissed her skin. After spending time deep within the stony embrace of the cavernous chambers, the sensation of being outside was a welcome change.
"My brothers and sisters,” Kaelan's voice boomed, cutting through the chatter. “Today, we continue to delve into the intricacies of hand-to-hand combat. In battle, the clash of steel may falter, but the strength of your body and the skill of your hands are unwavering."
Her eyes widened as she took in the scene before her. The balcony had been transformed into a training ground, an arena where battle techniques would be honed.
Fighting mats were spread across the area, and an intricate web of magic shimmered and hummed above, shielding them from the frost and delicate snowfall that adorned the mountainside. It was as if a warm embrace had been woven into the very fabric of the air, creating an oasis of comfort amidst the cold. 
She wondered if Elowyn was responsible for that enchantment. She hadn’t been exposed to such magic in all her life, so seeing it so boldly on display was a bit unnerving. 
While magic wasn’t unheard of in her realm it was certainly scarce, a rarity outside of basic ‘lesser’ magics. 
It manifested in odd bloodlines from those who survived since ‘The Great War’, an age-old desolation that was waged against magic wielders. Those who did have powers typically kept it to themselves for fear of being used. Or taken, like so many clansmen were.
Although in a place such as that, which collected powerful things, she wasn’t surprised they collected powerful beings as well. Any advantage they could get over their conquests was a priority for them. 
Hence why she was trapped there. Until Kaelan made a decision about her future.
Kaelan's deep voice resonated through the open space as he stepped away from her and explained the nuances of the days lesson. "A well-placed punch can incapacitate your opponent, disrupt their rhythm, and create openings for a follow-up strike. Observe."
He stepped forward, demonstrating a precise punch that seemed to carry the weight of centuries of battle experience with Eirik. "Weight transfer is crucial," he continued, "as is the alignment of your body. Especially fi you plan on going for the throat. Remember, every movement counts. Try it yourselves." His sideways glance at her with the mentions of ‘throat’ was not lost on her. He wasted no time starting the class, and everyone fell into line before him. She shuffled around to the end.
Arrogant ass. If there weren’t any witnesses around, then I’d show him just how close I can come to clutching his throat. Maybe use a dagger in the process.
The sound of laughter and camaraderie soon filled the air as they practiced in pairs, learning to anticipate their opponent's moves and react with precision. Watching the clansmen was nearly enough to make her toss her meager breakfast. 
The evil beings were training as if they weren’t preparing to slaughter entire villages and innocents who had no means of defending themselves. Af if they were only playing a game.
"Watch your footing," Kaelan's voice carried over the mat-covered ground. "A stable stance grants you power, control, and the ability to swiftly shift between offense and defense." 
He circled them as they fell into the movement and either commented or made adjustments as they learned their drills. He was careful not to linger or speak to her directly, and she didn’t mind the reprieve.
Engaged in combat with her sparring partner, a fellow female warrior named Makatza, Seraphina found herself immersed in Kaelan's teachings echoing in her mind. If she couldn’t burn the place to the ground, then she would find ways to infiltrate their defenses from the inside. She would learn everything she could about them and their dwelling place, including their training regime. 
The impact of their blows resonated in the mats beneath, energy coursing through her veins. It was a far more effective way to learn than her previous method of hiding behind bushes, watching village warriors train from afar.
Makatza was certainly skilled, her fine deep violet hair cut short hardly reached her shoulders. Seraphina was mesmerized by the plethora of different styles in all manner of presentation among the clansmen. All kinds of hair and skin colors, some she had never even seen before. A wild plethora of beings, a collection. The Chieftain’s collection. 
However, they all wore the same dark markings and runes painted on their faces. Not unlike the permanent markings up her own arm, while still wholly different. They wore kohl under their eyes, across their mouths, and down their necks.  Even as their sweat would make the marks streak after a time. Clearly this was traditional. She knew the clansmen to be very superstitious people. 
"Excellent," Kaelan's voice thundered, his eyes scanning the training pairs. "Now, let us move on to disarms. The art of relieving your opponent of their weapon is a skill that can shift the tide of battle in your favor."
Time blurred as they delved deeper into the training, the mountain's grandeur becoming a backdrop to their efforts. 
With exercises leaving her breathless, she reveled in the challenge. "Step inside your opponent's guard," Kaelan's instructions guided them. "Redirect their weapon's trajectory and seize control. Remember, a well-executed disarm requires finesse and confidence."
As the sun moved overhead, casting a warm golden hue upon the chilly landscape, Seraphina knew the moment would be etched in her memory forever. Moving her body in a rigorous regime was the release she needed after a traumatic few days. 
As the clock tolled noon they paused to drink water and rest, attendants bursting forth with trays of food for their promised lunch, as Madam Maelis had assured. Seraphina felt more winded than expected as everyone made plates and found spots along the arena to eat. 
She chose a solitary spot along the edge, hoping to catch a glimpse of her village, but her eyes found only the vast expanse below, dispelling her false hope.
Silently, she ate, relishing the view from such a height. Then, a warm presence approached from behind. Without even turning, she said, “You really shouldn't linger, K…”
But a gruff male voice, unfamiliar, interrupted, “Oh, come on. I haven’t even had a chance to insult ye yet.” He was slightly taller than her, wild ginger hair framing his freckled cheeks and strong jawline. He exuded an air of entitlement, making her feel more like an outsider than ever.
She hardly moved as he leaned against the railing, nearly touching her wrists. “Right…” Her village accent, thicker than usual.
He laughed, “Well, before ye push me away, ye could at least give me a chance to introduce myself. I’ve been watchin’ ye during the exercises. It doesn’t seem like this is the first time in a trainin’ arena.”
She rolled her eyes, tilting her head toward him. “Listen, I don't plan on staying here for long. So, I have no interest in getting to know anyone. Especially not a pontifical boy like you.” Her patience wore thin as she attempted to scare him off quickly.
Her wrist was yanked back when she attempted to leave. “Hey, ye can’t talk to me like that. Ye don’t even know…” Before he could finish, instinct and training kicked in simultaneously. With a controlled twist of her body, she shifted her weight, freeing her arm from his grasp. 
A smooth spin followed, her other hand guiding his arm across her hip. The energy of her spin and his movement combined, sent him stumbling off-balance.
Surprise flickered in his eyes as he tried to regain control, but her advantage was clear. Stepping into his stumble, she drove her elbow into his torso as her braided hair swept across her shoulder. The impact was precise, the force just right. His grip faltered, and his stance crumbled.
The moment hung in the air, a heartbeat suspended in time. With a surge of determination, she completed the move, sweeping her leg in a swift arc. His balance shattered, and he crashed to the ground. Her heart raced with exhilaration as she stood over him, victorious. 
Breathless and flushed, she realized the power of the technique she had executed. Silence settled across the arena as she gained an audience. All too quickly, it dawned on her that picking a fight with another warrior on her first day might not have been the best idea.
Leaning down, Seraphina's voice sliced through the air, a warning barely above a whisper meant for him alone. “No one touches me without my permission. Ever.” 
Her words hung in the silence, a steel thread laced with swiftness. With that cautionary note, she extended her hand, offering aid to her fallen opponent. 
His pride and shame grew behind his angered gaze, slapping her hand away in a futile attempt to salvage his dignity.
Then, Kaelan’s commanding voice shattered the quiet. “Well, if you are all so eager to get back to our training, then pair up. We have work to do.” The class grumbled, their attention shifting, while the audience dispersed. The defeated clansman hurried away, attempting to put as much distance between himself and Seraphina as possible.
Kaelan approached as she stooped to retrieve her toppled plate, his presence a sturdy reassurance amid the lingering tension. She didn’t meet his gaze as they gathered the scattered food, but his voice reached her ears. “You can’t pick a fight every time someone says something you don’t like, Sera. I need you to blend in more, and that…move you just did certainly isn’t going to win you any favors. You’ll survive by being like everyone else, not sticking out. You just put a target on your back.”
Biting back her retort, she stood, her words sharp and hushed. “First, my name is Seraphina to the likes of you. Second, I don’t need you to do anything. I can take care of myself, and that boy deserved what he got. Now, don’t you have a class to teach?” With that, she stormed off, slipping to the back of the line of clansmen as Kaelan straightened, his gaze following her briefly before he continued with the day’s lessons.
As the close of class, Seraphina found herself lingering by the balcony edge. Taking in the vast expanse of Eirlys that lay shrouded below. 
“Your form could use some work, and you strike too quickly. You need to take your time to decide not just your next move but your next five moves.” Her enemy's voice trailed up to her as the fading voices of the other warriors dissipated. 
“I really don’t care about your opinion.” She kept her gaze forward, while arrantly letting her hand trace the faint scar across her eye. 
His looming form leaned against the railing beside her keeping his back to the icy forest. “When did you get that mark?” 
She was pulled out of her trance and lowered her hand. “I…it’s none of your concern.” 
She moved to leave, but a light tug at her elbow brought her attention back to–him. “Listen, if you’re going to survive here among the clan and the trials you’ll soon face, then you need more training. I want you to come see me for an extra hour twice a week, maybe three. Just until you're caught up to where you need to be. We will meet here after your classes on those days, don’t be late.” 
She wasn’t given a chance to protest as he swiftly exited the dome. 
The hours throughout the day stretched long afterward, each second ticking away until she could retreat to her room. Finally, relief washed over her as her class on archery and marksmanship unfolded just as she’d anticipated. Her own skills shone through. The master allowed her to follow her own practice routine while he guided the rest, a moment of solace amid the challenges of the day.
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The day had unfolded like a tapestry woven with the threads of time, leaving Seraphina both physically weary and mentally invigorated. Within the Verengarde fortress, the clan dispersed like leaves carried by the wind. Yet, Seraphina was drawn like a moth to a mysterious flame, an insatiable curiosity pulling her back toward Elowyn before going to her room. 
The mere memory of their brief encounter left her thoughts in a tumult, a river rushing toward the unknown. Her thirst for knowledge had swelled, a relentless tide eroding the shores of her understanding. 
Before her stood the carved door to the guardian's sanctum.
The air within hummed with the fragrant perfume of exotic herbs, their essence a ghostly incantation hanging in the air. Crystals, like the eyes of forgotten deities, gazed at her from every corner, their hues shifting with the dance of shadows, weaving tales of forgotten epochs.
From the shadows emerged Elowyn, its form ethereal and luminous. "Ah, Seraphina, you return," Elowyn's voice echoed, its timbre carrying the weight of ages. "Your curiosity burns brighter than ever."
She nodded, unable to suppress her eagerness. "I want to learn more, to understand the depths of my power and the truths that have remained hidden from me since birth."
The guardian's eyes held a knowing glint as it gestured toward the shelves, where vials containing arcane elixirs and ethereal substances were displayed. "These vials contain fragments of the cosmos, captured and preserved over time. Each one holds a different aspect of magic, each a key to unlocking a piece of the realms puzzles."
The guardian's gaze remained steady, its presence a comforting anchor amidst the torrent of her thoughts. And then, in that timeless space, it began to share its ancient wisdom, weaving a tale that transcended time and boundaries. It spoke of a cosmic balance, of the interplay between the mortal and the arcane, and of the threads of destiny that wove through the fabric of reality.
Suddenly, she found herself confessing everything about her and why she was there and the journey her life took just a few short days ago.
It didn’t seem fazed at all. "The Axe of Celestial Wrath is a manifestation of ancient forces not heard of in nearly a century save for—well some three hundred and twenty-five moon cycles ago…,” Elowyn's voice echoed, its words carrying a weight that seemed to reverberate through the very air. "It seeks balance, and in you, it finds a vessel—a being with the potential to harness the raw magic that flows within. You were not made by accident, Seraphina. Your existence is a convergence of purpose and power, a beacon in a world of shadows. Lineage you’ve not yet uncovered. That is why the fates have willed you here."
She considered Elowyn’s words. “Yes, but what was I made for?” A question that had haunted her for countless sleepless nights.
She was beginning to feel part of something greater. And as she stood before Elowyn, bathed in its radiant glow, she realized that her journey was just beginning–a journey to unlock the truths that lay hidden within the realm. 
When it didn’t respond to her question, she took in the array of vials, her fingers brushed over the surface of one that held a shimmering substance resembling liquid stardust. "What is this?"
Elowyn's voice, soft as a whisper said. "That is Stardew Elixir, a potion that grants visions of the cosmos. It can reveal hidden truths and offer glimpses into the will of destiny. It is…very rare."
Her heart raced with anticipation as she gazed at the vial. "And my ancestry? Can it offer insights into where I come from?”
"Your lineage is intertwined with ancient forces, a legacy of those who walked the realms when our worlds were full of magic. The threads of your ancestry reach back to times when mortals and magic thrived, when realms danced in harmony. Doorways open to all who seemed their refuge.” 
She felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation, a yearning to uncover the forgotten echoes of her past. "Can you show me, Elowyn? Can you help me see?"
Elowyn's luminous form seemed to shimmer with a hint of sadness, its voice gentle as a breeze. "The journey to unveil one's past is a delicate dance, Seraphina. It requires not only the knowledge of the arcane but also the courage to face the truths that lie buried within. It is a costly endeavor. One in a manner of the physical and the spiritual."
Her determination surged, fueled by a longing to discover the fragments of her history that had eluded her for so long. Maybe even find out about her parents. "I can overcome that," she affirmed, her voice steady despite the apprehension that swirled within her. A hazy cloud captured her consciousness and she couldn’t remember why she was there. She couldn’t remember what she was doing. Just the need to discover more.
As Elowyn moved with a grace that defied the boundaries of the physical realm, it selected a vial containing a liquid that shimmered with shades of silver and midnight blue. "This is the Veilwalker Elixir," Elowyn explained. "It allows you to see through the veils of time and space, granting you glimpses of your ancestry. However, it comes at a great cost. One you will not understand until it takes what it needs from you."
She grasped the vial from Elowyn's outstretched hand, its cool surface sending a tingle through her fingers. "What kind of costs, Elowyn?"
Elowyn's luminous form seemed to glow even brighter as it nodded. "Close your eyes, Seraphina. Feel the threads of time all around you. There is no deeper connection to this realm than what you can find within yourself.” It closed its eyes and winced. “When I see you all the spirits say…‘Bound by fate, but forged in fire’.”
Her determination waned as she considered how steep of a cost it would be to have all of her questions answered. A small opening the cloud shrouding her vision peeked out as she contemplated.  
An old tale from her youth seeped into her minds eye. She’d heard of ancient beings that would trick others into treacherous fates with the promise of fulfilling their deepest desires. It all seemed too easy…too convenient.
Seraphina…don’t. Stop. Stop!
The near silent voice echoed in her head and snapped her out of her reverie. She set the vial down as if it had stung her. “I’ll take it into consideration; thank you for your time.” Breathless and suddenly exhausted she turned away. 
Then paused at the threshold with one last question on her tongue. “Why are you here with the clan? You have all of this power, yet you seem…trapped here.”
Elowyn harvested a sheepish grin as it replied, “I have my own histories and stories to tell, but not to you. Not today, my curious little creature.”
It was all she needed to realize she had nearly made a terrible mistake…
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The bed chamber embraced her like an old friend. With a sigh, she collapsed onto her sweet medley of furs, the worn mattress caught her like a caring hand. A few stolen hours stretched before her, a sanctuary before the obligation of joining the clan in the grandeur of the Great Throne Room for dinner. 
Elowyn's enigmatic words resonated in the chambers of her mind, like echoes of a forgotten melody. She tried to shelve them, a puzzle piece for another time. 
The weariness settled into her bones, a weight she had not known before. It wasn't the familiar fatigue of village chores; it was a different breed, born from the unyielding demands of her perilous circumstances. 
An idea, like a whispering breeze, wafted through her thoughts. A bath, she decided, would be a balm for her weary soul. The thought of the warm water soothing her aching muscles was a seductive promise, a gentle call of respite amidst the storm of her life’s turn of events.
An hour later, her body steeped in the tender embrace of the warm liquid, she heard a soft rap on her chamber door. Water dripped from her fingers as she wrapped herself in a towel and approached. With cautious curiosity, she cracked it open, her eyes met not with a face but with an empty hallway, the corridor silent as a forgotten tomb once again.
Yet, upon the stone floor lay a neatly folded pile of clothes, each hue like a stroke of an artist's brush. A note, nestled amidst the fabric. 
Once spread across her bed, she examined the garments. Her fingers traced the parchment. 
Sera, 
Since I know all you had in your pack on the hike up to the fortress was some supplies and a measly leather bound journal. I took it upon myself to order you some clothes from our seamstresses. Each night everyone is expected to come in our best clothes. A way to break up our daily rouge uniforms and focus on diplomacy outside of our training grounds. Our leaders try to find ways to have civilized meals with our fellow clansmen and I need you to participate. To play the part. I guessed your size. 
- K
P.S. - I threw in some everyday clothes as well for your days off. 
She huffed as she threw the note into a small trash bin. 
Ugh, seriously?…I swear this male is going to drive me absolutely insane. First he snoops in my pack as we travel up here and now buying clothes for me? He has no idea what kind of style I…
She held up a red dress first. 
Goddess, it’s so revealing–a plunging neckline? Thin straps holding it all together? Is that a thigh high slit too? 
“That rakish oaf, if he thinks I’m going to ever wear this dress, then he is much further beyond any hope of having common sense than I’d thought.” She mused to herself in the small space. 
The room, adorned with an array of garments, seemed like a kingdom of fabrics, each piece vying for attention. Seraphina fumbled amidst the myriad of items, some more revealing than others, organizing them into her small dresser. 
The risqué ones found a clandestine sanctuary at the back of her bottom drawer, tucked away from prying eyes, banished to obscurity.
In the midst of the sartorial chaos, she finally settled on a nearly normal black dress. Its sheer long sleeves and floor-length hem, adorned with intricate markings in a slightly different shade of black, mesmerized her momentarily. Standing before her tall mirror, she tried to discern the female reflected there, a new version of herself.
Her fingers brushed along the scar across her eye, a reminder etched in flesh. Her gaze followed the sharp thin line that started at her hairline. Then snaked across her eye, and traveled nearly to the bottom of her ear. The small area of hair that once connected her eyebrows was now gone, revealing a patch of vulnerable skin in its place.
Turning around, she noticed how the plunging material of the dress dipped low down her back. 
Low. 
So dangerously low. 
Yet, on the front, a normal neckline prevailed, offering a deceptive sense of modesty. While the back opening exposed her well toned muscles along her shoulder blades.
I think tonight is the perfect excuse to let my long hair do its job and cover most of my skin in a long crimson veil behind me.
She wasn't disappointed in her new appearance; confusion gripped her instead. Who was this female she was becoming? The unrestrained gale of her temper remained, her family and Liara were distant stars in her night sky, and her powers were an enigma. 
A mystery veiled in uncertainty thrummed underneath her skin as she did her best to hide them. The events of the past few days crashed over her like a tidal wave, the walls closing in, suffocating her.
Her breathing quickened, and sweat dotted her face as she crouched onto the cold stone floor. Her hand pressed against her thundering heart. Gasping for air, tears streaked her face, her throat constricting in a vice of anxiety.
Not again…
A knock resonated at her door, shattering the suffocating silence. Madam Maelis's voice, firm and unyielding, cut through her spiraling panic. 
"It's time for dinner, girl. I'm here to show you the way tonight, but after this, you're expected to figure it out on your own."
Struggling to regain control, Seraphina attempted to sit back against her bed, still on the floor. A feeble sound escaped her lips, devoid of words, as she clung to the shreds of her composure as her body quivered.
Madam Maelis turned the key in the door and entered abruptly. "Seraphina, I am not a patient…" Her words trailed off as she took in the sight before her. Seeing Seraphina's state, she gasped and swiftly bent down.
Wrapping Seraphina in her arms, Madam Maelis's touch was both a lifeline and an anchor. "Breathe, girl, breathe! Slowly… take your time. Don't rush it. Count them down." Her hands moved in comforting circles on Seraphina's back, guiding her through the storm of her own emotions.
She started counting, her voice a soothing cadence in the chaos. "One, two, three…breathe…good…one, two, three." Minutes passed, the rhythm of her counting merged with the calming of Seraphina's frantic heartbeat. Finally, Seraphina's breath steadied, her trembling form found a measure of peace. Her fingernails dug into the Madam’s shoulders.
Her eyes met Madam Maelis's, seeing kindness there for the first time since she had entered the fortress, concern etched on her features. "One, two, three…very good."
She rubbed Seraphina’s hand and said, "It's ok girl, I’m sure you've been through much since leaving your home. It will get easier. I promise. Try not to dwell on the bad things too much. That's how they get you. Focus on the good. Focus on the happy memories. Ones you can cherish for a millenia."
Words eluded Seraphina, yet a profound gratitude filled her eyes as she met the plump Madam’s gaze. The older woman's presence was a lighthouse in the stormy sea of Seraphina's emotions, guiding her to calmer waters.
"We're late," Madam Maelis said gently, her voice a reassuring presence in the dim room. "But it's alright. Let's get you cleaned up, my dear."
Madam Maelis helped her tidy herself, arranging her long fiery strands with practiced care, letting most of the strands cascade freely around her while the rest was half tied back. 
Finally composed, they left the room, heading towards dinner. As they walked, Madam Maelis's words echoed in Seraphina's mind. She clung to those words, a lifeline amidst the storm.

      ***The Grand Throne Room, with its glittering candlelight and aromatic feasts, was alive with laughter and vibrant conversation. Madam Maelis gave Seraphina's hand a reassuring pat before making her way to the tables where masters and instructors gathered. The room blurred into a sea of unfamiliar faces all with markings of kohl lined features symbolizing their different roles within the obsidian walls. 
The past few days, bizarre and confusing, had taken a toll on Seraphina. Still, she entered with a facade of strength, her demeanor unwavering amidst the grandeur. The room exuded a soft radiance, a departure from the shadowed caverns they called home. The tables were adorned with fine linens and gleaming dinnerware, contrasting the rugged warriors who mingled there, dressed in their best attire.
Navigating through the throng, Seraphina approached the grazing tables after the madam bid her ado, a tempting array of flavors and textures. As she pondered her choices, a deep, resonant voice cut through the chatter.
"Finding your footing amidst this sea of delicacies?"
She turned, her eyes meeting those of a tall, imposing figure. His features were marked by the trials of a warrior's life, yet an air of refinement set him apart. He wore a dark tunic and polished lapels, an intriguing contrast to his rugged appearance and rune markings along his cheeks and neck.
"Indeed," she replied, her tone neutral. "I thought it best to acquaint myself with the offerings before finding a seat amongst this crowd of strangers."
A knowing smile graced his lips. "A strategic approach, I see. I appreciate a fellow tactician."
Their conversation surprisingly flowed effortlessly. Weaving around the nuances of the feast. Despite her initial reluctance, Seraphina found herself drawn into dialogue with the light haired clansmen. 
"Well, if you’ve nowhere to sit. Care to join me?" he inquired, gesturing toward the tables behind them.
She hesitated, then nodded. "Sure.”
"Allow me to offer you a seat at my table." He gestured toward the smaller tables lining the walls, meant for more intimate settings. Seraphina hesitated but then accepted, seeking the solace of a smaller gathering in a room full of strangers would be easier to deal with than a full table of Verengarde traitors. One would be simpler to survive the night.
"I'll join you, but I don’t even know your name yet,” she said, realizing they had skipped that part of the conversation.
"I am called Ivar," he replied, offering his arm. She reluctantly took it as he led her to the candlelit table at the far wall.
In Ivar's company, the room seemed to shrink, becoming an intimate space where thoughts flowed freely and barriers eased. The evening unfolded into a blend of proper manners and civilized conversations, a training ground for tongues rather than fists. 
Despite the initial tension, Seraphina found herself surprisingly at ease in Ivar's presence as the feast began. Ivar engaged Seraphina in a more personal conversation. His voice carried a genuine curiosity.
“So, Seraphina, how has your time here been so far?” he asked between bites.
“Well, where I’m from…I am not used to such a strict daily schedule, and there are so many nuances of what to wear and what to do…it’s unique to be sure,” she replied, keeping her answers vague.
Ivar seemed nice enough, but Seraphina couldn’t ignore the suspicion gnawing at the edges of her mind. Her guard remained up; his people were not her allies, and she had to be cautious.
Which led her to think about how she could best utilize the encounter to her advantage…
Ivar was a commanding figure whose rugged handsomeness was hard to ignore, even amidst her determined effort to remain guarded. She kept her demeanor aloof as she scanned the room at the growing sound of chatter. 
Then, without meaning to, she quickly spotted Kalean across the room. Who was seated with others who looked to be leaders within the clan as well, including her archery master. His stormy gaze caught hers briefly and she could have sworn his face twisted into disdain at the sight of her dinner companion. 
Raising his goblet, Ivar initiated a toast, and she followed suit, their goblets meeting in a muted clink. His piercing gaze seemed to linger, as if he saw through the armor she had carefully constructed.
"I've heard tales of the Verengarde clan's legendary feats," She ventured, her tone casual. "Your reputation precedes you." She lied.
Ivar's lips curled into a smirk, and he leaned in slightly. "Legends often weave a tapestry that blurs reality. What exactly have you heard?"
Choosing her words with care, she replied, "Stories of unwavering loyalty to the clan, unyielding strength...and an insatiable thirst for power." She teased.
His gaze remained fixed on hers, studying her intently. "Power is a tool, Seraphina. A means to secure our place in this realm. We follow in our ancestors paths set before us. Traditional to a fault, I must say."
She nodded, masking her true sentiments beneath a facade of intrigue as she swallowed her true feelings. "A noble ambition, indeed.”
A soft smile played at the corners of his lips. "And you, Seraphina? What brings you to our clan? How did Kaelan really find you?" Well rumors of her arrival had certainly spread. 
She allowed a hint of nonchalance to color her response. "Perhaps a search for purpose. Life has a way of leading us down unexpected paths." Avoiding his direct questions.
His gaze seemed to deepen, a glint of understanding in his eyes. "Sometimes those paths lead us to where we truly belong."
His words held an undeniable allure, a magnetic pull that tugged at the edges of her defenses. Yet, beneath the surface, her instincts whispered caution, reminding her of the need to guard her secrets.
Changing the direction of the conversation, she asked, "What qualities do you value most in a potential ally, Ivar?"
"Loyalty," he replied without hesitation. "Trust is earned, not freely given."
"Wise words. How long have you lived here?"
“My whole life. I’ve not ventured much further than these cavernous walls we sit under. Other than the occasional exploratory expedition I’m allowed to join. At least until I finish training. I’m nearly done. And then I can join our warriors on real missions out into the realm.” A boyish grin spread across his face at the sentiment. 
She attempted not to lurch her dinner at the thought of the warrior going out with the rest of the clan to conquer more villages. She simply nodded back. 
“Your whole life, eh? Were your parents both clansmen?” 
“Yes.” His simple reply didn’t escape her notice. 
The conversation continued, weaving a delicate dance of veiled inquiries and measured responses. In his bewildering presence, she found herself drawn in despite her best efforts to remain distant. 
Yet, amidst the feast's celebratory atmosphere, she reminded herself that alliances in the treacherous realm could easily be masked by shadows. 
As the dinner gradually came to an end and the attendees began to disperse, she found herself engaged in a more personal conversation with Ivar. His voice had a deep undercurrent amidst the fading echoes of revelry.
"So, Seraphina," he began, his tone laced with genuine curiosity, "what passions do you like to pursue beyond the confines of training and daily routine?"
She contemplated his question. "I find solace in reading and the idea of exploring the hidden corners of our realm. There's an untouched beauty in the uncharted depths. I hope to see them one day." Letting a mild truth escape her lips.
His gaze softened, as if appreciating the sentiment. "A seeker of hidden truths, then. Intriguing.”
She offered a slight smile in return. "And you, Ivar? How do you spend your days when the weight of responsibility is temporarily lifted?"
A genuine smile graced his features as he leaned back into his chair. She hadn’t realized how they both were leaning so close to each other over the table, until then. 
"I find peace in the wilderness, venturing to the higher peaks to breathe in the crisp mountain air. It's a reminder of the world beyond these stone walls that have been my home for so long."
As the last echoes of the feast began to fade, she couldn't help but share her own nascent interest. "I've always had an–interest in archery," she admitted. "The thought of exploring the outskirts with bow in hand is exciting, even if I've yet to venture very far."
"Archery? I think I did hear something about a demonstration when you first arrived. I’d like to see it first hand. Maybe we can find some time together to journey out for a while. " An old sensation ran down her spine at his words.
"That would be a welcome experience," she replied, the corners of her lips lifting. Trying to hide her true intentions. 
If she could convince him to secretly allow her to leave the dark cave, to reveal the pathway out, then that would be to her advantage. Then to explore the area around it would at least give her new insight to where she was and how to best escape when the time came.
They continued to talk, a careful dance of words where Seraphina shared just enough to maintain her facade of openness. Ivar, too, revealed glimpses of his life. Yet, beneath the surface, Seraphina's instincts urged caution.
As they departed the grand throne room, the dimly lit corridors bore witness to their conversation. Ivar remained by her side, his presence a mixture of strength and enigma with his longer braided blonde hair atop his head in a bulging mass down his skull and piercing eyes. The painted runes across his face and neck seemed more regal, more pronounced. As if perhaps they weren’t painted on at all, but more permanently affixed to his person. 
His appearance was rugged yet refined. His compelling gaze stirred conflicting emotions within her.
Finally, they reached her chamber door, her small sanctuary within the mountain. 
"It’s settled then. I'll meet you here a few days from now. On our first day off. I look forward to our future adventures together." Ivar said, his eyes holding a mysterious promise.
"As do I." Seraphina replied, a genuine smile tugging at her lips.
With a nod, he turned to leave, his footsteps echoed down the corridor. Alone once more, Seraphina leaned against the stone wall, a mixture of emotions swirling within her.
The days ahead held the promise of both intrigue and danger, and Seraphina was determined to navigate them with utmost care. Then, she slipped into her room, finding a momentary respite from the long and draining day.
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KAELAN

“I wouldn’t mind having a taste of that fiery redhead. I bet she is a wild one when you get her alone in the sheets.” Eirik’s grating voice reverberated in his head and Kalean was on the verge bleeding inky death from his fingertips.  
“I’ll weave piercing shadows between your lips and seal them permanently if you don’t focus.” Kaelan barked back at his companion as they crouched in the field of trees. Taking cover before the distant carriage of passersby spotted them and ruined their mission. 
“What? Oh, you’ve already had a taste haven’t you? Is that why you are being so territorial all of the sudden? Come on, we always make jokes about the females in the fortress. What makes her so special?”
Kalean’s temper was squelched at the sound of lurching wooden wheels from his mark. Growling out his words he responded. “I’ve not tasted anything. And she isn’t special. She is a nuisance and I’d rather be rid of her entirely. The chieftain wants me to gain her trust. To find out what she knows about the Axe. Whatever we can do to leverage her. That’s all. She means nothing to me. Now shut up and help me.” He moved in determined strides.
The bitter winds of Eirlys howled through the jagged peaks, their mournful wails echoing across the desolate expanse like the cries of forgotten souls. Snow, thick and unrelenting, blanketed the ground, muffling the crunch of footsteps and the whispers of the land. The world was a stark canvas of white, interrupted only by the towering evergreens that clung to the mountainsides, their branches heavy with frost. The sun, a pale disc in the overcast sky, offered no warmth, casting a cold, indifferent light over the realm.
Kaelan stood at the edge of a precipice, his eyes narrowed against the biting wind. His breath came in slow, measured puffs, each exhale a plume of mist that quickly dissipated into the frozen air. He adjusted the grip on his sword, the hilt cool and familiar in his hand, and glanced over his shoulder at Eirik.
Eirik was a few paces behind, his expression a storm of unresolved anger. The recent argument between them hung in the air like the dense fog that settled in the valleys below, thick and suffocating. Kaelan could feel the tension radiating off his friend, palpable as the chill that seeped into his bones. They often went out into the realm to do the Chieftain’s bidding together. The were twin flames within the clan. Always discussing strategy, defense plans, and other such feeble topics typical of two warm blooded males. Eirik was his closest companion in the fortress. They’d grown up together ever since they were young teenagers. 
“Are you sure about this?” Eirik’s voice was low, rough like the jagged rocks that jutted out of the snow-covered ground. His shaved head was covered by the fur-lined hood of his cloak. Runes dotted the lines above his eyes. 
Kaelan turned to face him fully, his own obsidian hair a sharp contrast against the white realm. “We’ve been over this, Eirik. The Sacred Landers are moving supplies through this pass. If we don’t strike now, they’ll get away. We can’t afford to let them strengthen their hold on Eirlys. Not until we have the weapon to destroy them.”
Eirik’s jaw tightened, his icy blue eyes narrowed. “And you think disguising ourselves as villagers is the best way to do that? They’re not fools, Kaelan. They’ll see through us the moment use our powers. We needed to blend in to get this far. Anyone could’ve spotted us and sent them a warning.”
Kaelan’s lips curled into a grim smile. “That’s why we’re using the old path. They’ll think they’re safe, that no one could be foolish enough to launch an attack in this weather, especially not from this side of the mountain. It’s precisely because they think they’re untouchable that we’ll succeed.”
Eirik didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he stepped forward, his boots crunching in the snow as he moved to stand beside Kaelan. The two men gazed down the slope, where the path snaked through the valley, hidden beneath layers of snow and ice. Somewhere in the distance, the Sacred Landers’ carriage was making its slow, laborious way towards them, its passengers oblivious to the danger that awaited.
“You’re playing a dangerous game, Kaelan,” Eirik murmured, his tone a mixture of concern and frustration. 
Kaelan’s expression softened, though his resolve remained unshaken. “I know, Eirik. But we can’t afford to hesitate. Every moment we delay, they tighten their grip on our land. This is our domain, our clansman heritage. I won’t let them gain a foothold.” Shadows leaked from Kaelan as he readied himself. 
Eirik sighed, the tension between them easing slightly, though not entirely dissipating. His own lightning filled fingertips sparked to life. A response of their own to Kalean’s urging. “Then let’s make sure we do it right. No more reckless moves.”
Kaelan nodded, accepting the unspoken truce. “Agreed.”
They turned their attention back to the valley, where the faint outline of the Sacred Landers’ carriage could be seen in the distance, a dark blot against the sea of white. The carriage was flanked by a small contingent of guards, their silver hair hidden beneath horned helmets in a poor attempt to blend in with the locals of the southlanders. But their postures, the way they carried themselves, betrayed their true nature. They were trained fighters, not simple townsfolk.
Kaelan’s gaze sharpened as he studied their formation. The Sacred Landers were confident, almost arrogant, in their belief that no one would dare challenge them there. That arrogance would be their downfall.
“We’ll split up,” Kaelan said, his voice firm with command. “I’ll take the left flank, you take the right. We’ll converge at the center and hit them hard.”
Eirik nodded, the earlier tension replaced by the focus and determination that had always defined him in battle. “Be strong, Be swift. Be ruthless.” He chanted their clan motto.
Without another word, they moved, their figures blending into the snowy landscape as they descended the slope. The wind seemed to grow fierce, as if sensing the violence that was about to unfold, whipping around them with renewed intensity. The trees creaked under the weight of the snow, their branches bending like old warriors under a heavy burden.
Kaelan’s heart pounded in his chest, not from fear, but from the thrill of the hunt. That was what he had been trained for, what he had lived for ever since he became a blood oath clansman. Every battle was a step closer to claiming the realm for themselves. To driving out their enemies and any who would senselessly challenge them.
As he reached the cover of a large boulder, he crouched low, peering around the edge to get a better view of the approaching carriage. The Sacred Landers were gaining speed, close enough that he could make out the individual guards, their faces grim beneath their helmets. The carriage itself was a sturdy, reinforced vehicle, its wheels designed to cut through the thick snow. It was likely carrying supplies—food, weapons, perhaps even reinforcements. But it didn’t matter what was inside. What mattered was stopping it from reaching its destination.
Kaelan glanced to his right, where he knew Eirik was moving into position. His friend would be mirroring his actions, preparing to strike from the opposite side. Despite their earlier argument, Kaelan trusted Eirik implicitly. They had fought side by side for years, and though they often clashed over strategy, they always came together when it mattered.
The wind howled again, louder, as if urging them to act. Kaelan gripped his sword tighter, feeling the familiar weight of it in his hand. The Sacred Landers were almost within striking distance, oblivious to the danger lurking in the shadows.
Kaelan’s muscles tensed as he prepared to spring into action. The time for hesitation was over. It was time to remind the invaders that Eirlys was not theirs. 
He waited until the carriage was almost directly below him before he gave the signal—a sharp whistle that cut through the wind. In an instant, the world exploded into chaos.
Kaelan leaped from his hiding place, his sword gleaming with a dark, ethereal glow as he summoned the shadows to his aid. The shadows obeyed his call, twisting and curling around him like living tendrils, enhancing his speed and cloaking his movements in a veil of darkness. To his left, Eirik did the same, his seax crackled with arcs of lightning that danced along the blade. He let out a battle cry that echoed across the valley, the sound infused with the raw power of a brewing storm.
The Sacred Landers reacted with a mix of surprise and confusion, their hands fumbling for their weapons as they tried to understand where the attack was coming from. The shadows around Kaelan seemed to pulse with malevolent energy, flickering in and out of existence as he charged down the slope with supernatural swiftness. He was upon them in a heartbeat, his sword slashing through the air with deadly precision. The first warrior didn’t even have time to draw his sword before Kaelan’s blade, wreathed in shadow, sliced through him. His lifeblood stained the snow red, the vibrant color stark against the pale landscape.
Kaelan moved to the next warrior, his movements fluid and lethal, a dance of death that left no room for mercy. The shadows aided his every strike, coiling around his enemies like serpents, pulling them into the darkness from which they would never return.
Eirik was a whirlwind of fury beside him, his seax cleaving through armor and bone with brutal efficiency. Each swing of his weapon was accompanied by a crack of lightning, the electric arcs surging through the air and grounding themselves in the bodies of the Sacred Landers. The invaders were caught off guard, their formation crumbled under the relentless assault. Their silver hair, once hidden beneath their helmets, streamed behind them, a stark contrast to the storm of shadows and lightning that surrounded Kaelan and Eirik.
But Kaelan and Eirik were unstoppable.  Every swing of Kaelan’s sword, every strike of Eirik’s seax, was a blow against the invaders who had thought to cross the ravine. The shadows that followed Kaelan seemed to whisper of vengeance, while the lightning that crackled around Eirik spoke of wrath and retribution.
As the battle raged on, Kaelan found himself face to face with the leader of the Sacred Landers guards. The man was taller and broader than the others, his eyes cold and calculating as he assessed his opponent. Kaelan could see the flicker of recognition in those eyes—the leader knew that he was facing a formidable the General of the Verengarde.
Their swords clashed with a sound that reverberated through the ravine, the force of the impact sent shockwaves up Kaelan’s arms. The leader was strong, his strikes powerful and precise, but Kaelan was faster, his movements more agile, enhanced by the shadows that flickered around him as he stole the leaders breath from his lungs. He dodged a heavy blow and countered with a quick slash, aiming for the man’s unprotected side as he gasped.
The leader grunted in pain as Kaelan’s sword, still wreathed in shadow, bit into his flesh, but he didn’t falter. Instead, he pressed forward, his attacks growing more ferocious despite his challenge to breathe. Kaelan met each strike with equal ferocity, his focus narrowing to the man before him. The rest of the battle faded away, leaving only the two of them locked in a deadly duel, the shadows and lightning swirling around them like the forces of nature themselves.
Finally, with a swift, decisive move, Kaelan disarmed the leader and sent his sword flying from his grasp. The man’s eyes widened in shock as Kaelan’s blade, a part of the very darkness that surrounded them, came to rest against his throat.
“It’s over,” Kaelan said, his voice cold as the wind that whipped around them, the shadows echoing his words like a whisper of death.
The leader stared at him for a moment, defiance flickering in his eyes, but the shadows seemed to snuff out even that small flame of lingering life.
Then a twisting in Kaelan’s gut pulled him out of his rage filled onslaught. A hesitation he’d not felt since his early boyish days training within the clan walls. 
Was there ever a time before that? Yes, yes there was. A time filled with laughter, kindness, peace. 
That part of him faded into the ether long ago. Snuffed out by hard torturous training and grueling battles. Groomed into the weapon the Chieftain wanted him to be. As he would do to Serahpina. 
No. 
The thought was fleeting. A whisper in the frozen domain that clouded his vision from the dead leader beneath his blade. However, it was damning all the same.
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Several sunsets later Seraphina strode into the dimly lit cavernous chamber, her senses alert to the ancient aura that clung to the walls. The mind training room seemed to inhale and exhale with the secrets it held. A silent witness to the countless warriors who had passed through its carved entrance. The air was thick with anticipation as the Verengarde warriors filed in, finding their designated seats. 
Sigrun, the Combat Sage, stood at the front, his presence commanding respect. His eyes, like orbs of polished obsidian, swept over the room, sizing up each warrior. The flickering enchanted fairy torches cast dancing shadows, created an ambiance that both fascinated and unnerved. The room seemed alive, as if it, too, were a participant in the unfolding events.
"Warriors," Sigrun's voice resonated, breaking the silence. "Today, we delve into the realm of mental resilience. A warrior's mind is his greatest weapon, and we shall hone it like a master blacksmith shapes a blade."
Well that’s something I can relate to.
As the warriors settled into their seats, Sigrun's gaze intensified. "But before we begin, let us engage in a little exercise. I have subtly rearranged three items in this room since your last visit this week. Your task is to observe, discern, and identify these changes. This exercise is not just about sight; it's about perception. The ability to notice the subtle shifts in one's surroundings is crucial."
The Verengarde warriors cast curious glances around the room, some already forming idle guesses about the changed items. Seraphina, however, absorbed the challenge with a heightened sense of focus.
There were murmurs across the room about the maps on the wall or a lamp out of place.
Amid the low chatter, Sigrun's eyes found Seraphina's as she simply huffed at the other warriors' feeble answers. Looking wholly unbothered by the assignment. “What about you, Seraphina? Do you see any changes?"
She observed the room, her eyes flitting from corner to corner. "Yes," she said finally. "I see them. But perhaps there's more to observe than just rearranged artifacts."
Sigrun arched an eyebrow, inviting her to continue.
Seraphina rose from her seat, her gaze sweeping over her fellow warriors.
No, this is a game I can play. 
“Take Esmeray, for instance." She pointed to a warrior with a cascade of unruly auburn hair. "The faint tan lines on her wrist suggests she recently wore a bracelet, probably a gift from a lover. But it's missing now, implying something drastic changed in that relationship."
Esmeray shifted uncomfortably, confirming her deduction with a subtle glance toward the bare wrist in question.
"Makatza," Seraphina continued, gesturing to the female with a faint scar running along her forearm and wild violet hair. "Your calloused fingers tell a tale of countless hours spent practicing with your weapons. But the fresh scar—recent, judging by its color—hints at a lapse in focus, perhaps a moment of distraction during training."
Makatza looked down at her scar, a mix of surprise and realization crossing her face.
Seraphina's eyes darted to a third warrior, a burly figure named Bjorn. "And you, Bjorn. The meticulous way you adjust your armor suggests a concern for details, a trait that could make you a formidable strategist. But the slight tremor in your hands hints at a recent loss or emotional upheaval."
Bjorn's eyes widened, the truth of her words echoing in the cavern. No one denied her.
Sigrun, though stoic, betrayed a glint of approval in his ebony eyes. The room seemed to pulse with newfound energy, as if the warriors and the carved stone shared a collective breath.
Then, Valda, the blonde betrayer from her first day with dim eyes, couldn't withhold her skepticism any longer. "This is nothing more than a parlor trick. Anyone can make obscene guesses about others just by looking at them.”
Seraphina turned to Valda, her gaze unwavering. "Perhaps, but I was the only one who did. Observing isn't just about seeing; it's about understanding. It's about peeling back the layers and reading the unspoken stories etched around you. Oh, and the three items out of place in the room are the three male clansmen in the back right corner of the room, they don’t have this class at this time."
The room, though hewn from stone, bore witness to the unfolding drama within its walls. The three clansmen who she exposed stood up and with a curt nod to Sigrun left the room, their assignment having been completed. 
Valda's lips curled in a sneer, but before she could retort, Sigrun's voice cut through the tension. "Observation is a skill, Valda, one that Seraphina has demonstrated adeptly. It's not so much about trickery; as it's about insight. Now, let us proceed with our lesson. Seraphina, you’ve made your point."
With a flick of his wrist he summoned the room be shrouded in darkness to the fairy lights as he projected an image across the far wall. A gift he had—to manipulate what the warriors could see or not see. A peculiar power she noted.
As Seraphina settled back into her seat, a veil of daydream enveloped her, transporting her from the cavernous classroom to the rustic simplicity of her village back home. Her mind wandered through the winding alleys, past thatched cottages, and under the broad branches of ancient oaks. The very air seemed to carry the scent of the familiar, a melange of wood, smoke, and earth.
I want to go home…
In the village, she was a silent observer, a shadow against the vibrant tapestry of daily life. Her days were often spent perched on the outskirts watching the ebb and flow of her fellow villagers' lives. The rhythmic sounds of her father forging, children playing, and the distant laughter of females by the communal well created a symphony of simplicity.
Hunting was her escape, a sacred ritual that allowed her to slip away from the prying eyes of the village. As she roamed the dense forests, bow in hand, she reveled in the solitude and the chance to study nature's subtleties. The way leaves rustled underfoot, the patterns of animal tracks in the soft earth — each detail held a story waiting to be unraveled.
The village's diverse tapestry of lives unfolded before her like a series of interconnected stories. A scar on her father’s hand hinted at an accident with molten metal, a worn patch on her mother's apron spoke of countless meals prepared for her growing family. Those were the stories etched into the very fabric of her village, stories that captivated her as much as any grand epic.
Seraphina had learned to blend in, to become an unseen force in the background. Her quiet nature became her greatest asset. It was in the subtle glances, the unspoken words, that she found her canvas. While the other villagers busied themselves with the humdrum of daily life, she stood still, absorbing the nuances that whispered tales of joy, sorrow, and everything in between. 
The art of observation wasn't just about understanding others; it was also about attuning herself to the intricate dance of the natural world.
The classroom seemed like a distant memory as Seraphina lost herself in the soft embrace of nostalgia. 
As Seraphina's mind meandered through the corridors of her memories, a subtle shift in her gaze landed on Valda, the blonde warrior with a demeanor as sharp as her icy eyes. In that moment, she saw more than just a clansman; she saw a player in the intricate dance of her time with the Verengarde, and she was curious how that would play out over the next few days, or even months. 
Goddess how long will you torture me so?
Valda's poised exterior, so carefully crafted to exude confidence, held a telltale glint of discomfort. A slight twitch in her expression, almost imperceptible to the untrained eye, betrayed a subtle vulnerability. It was a nuance that she caught like a fleeting whisper in the wind.
But there was something more, a silent admission in the way Valda avoided meeting Sigrun's gaze directly, choosing instead to focus on her own hands. Seraphina's keen eyes caught the flicker of uncertainty that lingered around Valda, a vulnerability expertly shielded by a facade of arrogance.
Her thoughts whispered that perhaps Valda, for all her bravado, wasn't as assured in her abilities as she projected. An unspoken question lingered in the air—had Valda been relying on more than just her own skills to navigate the challenges of the classroom?
Seraphina, ever the silent observer, filed that bit of information away. For the time being, she chose silence. Allowing the secrets of the classroom to dance in the shadows, much like the untold stories of her village.
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The magnificent expanse of the training dome entrance came into view as Seraphina trailed over reluctantly, not wanting to spend another second breathing the same air as Kaelan. 
As she pushed open the towering doors, the air crackled with anticipation, carrying the faint scent of sweat and leather. 
Late afternoon sunlight filtered through, casting long shadows across the polished floor. Seraphina's gaze swept across the expansive space, taking in the rows of wooden training dummies and racks of weapons lining the walls.
In the center of the dome, Kaelan stood amidst a sea of mats, his muscular form a stark contrast against the backdrop of stone. His presence commanded attention, exuding an aura of strength and authority that sent a shiver down Seraphina's spine.
With a deep breath, she approached, her steps hesitant yet determined. Kaelan turned to her, his expression unreadable as he moved to set up the mats for their auxiliary training session. The tension between them hung palpable in the air, a silent reminder of the complexities of their situation.
"Well, Sera," Kaelan greeted her with a nod, his voice echoing in the vastness of the dome. "I trust you're ready?"
Seraphina nodded in response, her resolve firm despite the lingering uncertainty that gnawed at her. She knew the additional spent training was crucial for her survival, but wasn’t willing to admit it to him.
With a silent acknowledgment, Seraphina stepped onto the mats, her muscles tensing in anticipation of what would come next. “It’s Seraphina to–” 
He threw a sweeping leg under hers and she fell back on the mat as the air from her lungs left her body. She gasped violently. 
He moved to stand above her and shrugged down at her, not offering to help her up. “You said you were ready.” 
She nearly growled out her retort. “I’m going to relish in bathing in the blood of your demise.” She coughed willing air to refill her lungs as she sat up on her side and attempted to stand. 
“Fighting will never be fair or easy, Sera. Lesson One: Strike first, ask questions later. You don't always have to injure to kill, sometimes it’s better to injure to detain. Either way, never let the opponent gain the upper hand.” 
Her scowl she flashed at him would’ve sent her brothers back home running to hide, but Kaelan’s gaze never faltered. She crawled back into a standing position and officially stood ready to attack. 
She willed her memory to bring back everything she witnessed from the soldiers training in her village and her brief time learning from her father on their hunting trips. 
Most of what she knew was self defense maneuvers, but she was determined to not look weak. She swung a fist at his head and he dodged expertly. 
Keeping his arms clasped behind his back. “You can do better than that, Sera.” 
Her rage flickered at his personal nickname for her. “You won’t always have weapons by your side so move as if every strike was your last.” 
They continued the dance on the mat, she would throw punches, kicks, and he would dodge them with ease. Never moving his arms from behind his back. Her breathing became labored as she rasped out. “You know, for a big guy you move faster than I thought you would.”
A hideously evil grin stole across his lips. “Oh Goddess help me, Kaelan, don’t get any ideas.” 
“I didn’t say anything. You did.”
She lunged at him attempting to use the force of her body. “Just. Stop. Moving!” She hooked her arms around one of his as he attempted to dodge her. He couldn’t move fast enough to avoid her body weight crashing into his side that time. 
He tripped as she kept leaning in and that was the break she needed. She wrapped her legs around his and they both began tumbling to the ground. 
Recovering quickly, she went for his throat while adjusting her position. He was far more swift and in one movement had her underneath him and his hips straddled her sides. Using his weight to hold her in place. 
Her arms were flailing, just trying to find purchase on any part of his body. His grip captured and held firmly onto her wrists. Then forced her back onto the mat. She lifted her head in a near battle cry as she tried to connect her head into his but he leaned back just in time. 
“Feisty, little huntress, aren’t you?” He seemed to genuinely smile at her struggle. 
Squirming under his firm hold she bit back. “Ugh, get off of me!” 
“Of course, all you have to say is, ‘please’.” His gaze held her fiery one as her eyes widened. 
“Over my dead body.” 
“That can be arranged.” 
Her struggle eased a bit, but her fury did not. “What right have you to take me from my home, force me into this dungeon, and then have the audacity to try and tell me what to do? As I recall, I’ve already destroyed three clansmen's lives. I have no issues with adding to that number!” 
Suddenly the pain in her wrists flared as Kaelan jerked them into a standing position with her arms firmly clasped behind her back in his hands. She was forced to look at him as their chests crashed into each other. Her hair let loose from its braids and flew around her eyes at his sudden movements. 
He let out a low growl. “Keep your voice down Seraphina. What happened to those warriors was unfortunate. You had not only the element of surprise, but shot off three arrows injuring them before they even had a chance to sense your presence. I call that luck, and you are lucky to still be on this side of the ground. They were good warriors.” 
His release on her was quick as the last of his words echoed around the empty chamber. He paced back to the weapons rack and ran his fingers through his dark hair putting some errant strands back into place. 
“That’s it for today’s lesson. You’re dismissed.” 
Rage burned in her throat as her words failed her. She marched out while rubbing the red ring around her wrists, easing the bruised pain. 
Not willing to let her instant retort fall of her lips about how ‘short and quick his auxiliary lessons were’.

      ***The days slipped away swiftly, akin to fleeting shadows dancing across the stone walls. Seraphina navigated her classes and lessons, each step a conscious effort to master the art of survival within the twinned walls and winding corridors. 
She made a concerted effort to remember the nuances, the hidden pathways, and the best routes to take. Her understanding evolved like a carefully honed skill. 
Ivar had become a consistent figure since that first dinner, a promise lingering in the air as her anticipation grew for that moment when he would fulfill his commitment to show her the landscape beyond her gilded cage.
Kaelan remained a distant presence, their interactions limited to their mandatory lessons. She held a quiet resentment for him, a deep-rooted anger for the life he had forcefully taken her from. 
Her village, her family, and most of all, her beloved Liara, felt like fragments of a distant dream, fading as she embraced the harsh reality of her captivity. Yet, she refused to let despair consume her. 
Instead, she honed her skills, preparing herself for the day, armed not just with her physical prowess, but with the secrets she was determined to uncover from Ivar.
In the warm, flickering light of her room, Seraphina sat at her wooden desk, the familiar scent of metal and oil filling the air. She placed her dagger on the desk, its blade catching the light and winking at her. The whetstone, cool and reassuring in her hand, whispered secrets as she dipped it into a bowl of water.
With deliberate, rhythmic strokes, she began sharpening the dagger. The blade sighed contentedly, its surface becoming ever sharper. Each stroke of the whetstone was a dance of precision and care, the blade awakened from a deep slumber. Her father’s deep, steady voice echoed in her mind, "Feel the metal, Seraphina. Understand its needs."
Finally, she lifted the blade, admiring its keen edge. It gleamed, a mirror reflecting her determined gaze. She packed the dagger, its presence reassuring.
As Seraphina prepared, she washed off the remnants of the night, cleansing herself both physically and mentally. Her clothing, a fusion of practicality and style, was her armor in the unfamiliar world. 
A frosty grey tunic adorned her frame, accentuated by black straps and strings that crisscrossed the front. Over it, a supple leather vest provided an extra layer, its intricate etchings telling tales of strength.
Her pants, a blend of wool and durable fabric, hugged her legs, offering both comfort and flexibility. Reinforced knees and a tapered fit ensured she could move freely, an essential requirement for her potential hunting practice later in the day. 
A sturdy belt held an array of pouches and pockets, each containing tools of survival—knives, and other essentials. She left her Axe hidden where she’d first placed it, under her mattress, choosing instead to carry her father's dagger and her bow.
Her long crimson hair, a defiant cascade of fiery waves, fell across her left shoulder as she opened the door, after a slight knock. Ivar stood before her, his eyes tracing her attire from her well-crafted leather boots to the bow slung across her back.
“Well…” he coughed and adjusted his own leathers he wore. “I see you are certainly ready for the elements.” She quickly ushered him inside. 
“Good to see you again, Ivar. I’m nearly finished if you want to come and sit for a moment.” Seraphina was aware of her inability to lie effectively, yet she had observed the females in her village flirt enough to grasp the art of distraction. 
She hoped her charm would be enough to veil her true intentions, shielding her hidden agenda from him. He hesitated for a brief moment, his head darting around as if to ensure no one observed his entrance into her room. 
With a swift movement, he passed by her, finding his place at the small chair and desk in the room's corner, bathed in the soft glow of candlelight. 
The absence of a window allowed the room to remain in perpetual twilight, casting intriguing shadows across his face as he surveyed the humble surroundings.
“I just need to braid my hair back and then I’ll be ready.” She moved back to the mirror on the opposite side of the bed as she continued. 
“So where do you plan on taking us? I must admit I’m excited to explore…”
He cut in as he played with the straps of her nightgown that had been slung across the desk. “Well I hadn’t really mentioned this before but we are going to sneak our way out. Technically if anyone leaves the inside of the mountain they are supposed to be on a sanctioned mission or with some sort of escort. And approved beforehand, but I like to break the rules every once in a while. That’s why I’m here so early. We will need the extra hour or so before everyone is awake to make our escape. And then won’t be able to return until just after dark.” He looked up at her as she still braided her hair and listened to his confession. 
Seraphina recognized the rare opportunity. Her heart danced with excitement, her enthusiasm growing with every word he spoke.
"Is this ok, Seraphina? I’d hate to put you in a situation where you weren’t…" He began, his words hanging in the air, but she swiftly interrupted, her final twist of strands completed.
“That sounds perfect. Where should we grab water and food before we go?” She asked, moving toward the desk where he sat, wrapping up the last bits of her breakfast.
His grin widened in response. "No need to worry about that, I've prepared everything we will need packed right here." He gestured to the pack strapped across his chest. 
She nodded, observing as he stood beside her. Swallowing the final remnants of her food, she felt her breath catch slightly as he shifted his weight, brushing against her side much closer than he needed to be. “Shall we?”
Taking a final glance around the room, she moved towards the door, signaling her agreement.
Navigating through the cave system was quicker than she had anticipated. He seemed to possess intimate knowledge of the secret pathways and labyrinths, guiding them out with remarkable efficiency, and she was sure to observe and memorize all of them. 
It was evident that it was not his first time orchestrating such escapes. She assumed she wasn't the first female to accompany him either, but the thought barely registered in her mind.
They maintained silence for caution's sake, their voices hushed until they had safely cleared the main gates. Once outside, they found themselves embraced by the early morning light, the realm just awakening around them. The sight before them was truly breathtaking, and a faint smile graced Seraphina's lips as she inhaled the crisp, cool air, feeling the wind stir around them.
“Wow, I mean…” He began to trail off in his sentence, the words tapering into a thoughtful silence. Suddenly, he walked closer to her as they concealed themselves in the tall forest trees just outside a small cave opening he had led them through. 
Seraphina stiffened, ready for a fight, if needed. He seemed to notice her change in expression, lowering his hand back down but not moving away. 
His body nearly brushed against hers as he continued, “The natural air and light outside suits you, Seraphina. I…Your hair certainly glistens in a way that is impossible inside those cave walls, but out here.” He motioned around them without breaking his stare. “Your radiance is anything but muted.”
She feigned a blush, hoping to use his admiration to her advantage. If she could get him to truly enjoy her company, maybe he would eventually reveal everything she needed to know. 
She couldn’t escape yet, not with her bargain with Kaelan still in place. But perhaps she could find a way to break it, or break him, with Ivar’s help. A plan started to form, and she knew what she needed to do.
Removing any remaining distance between them, she looked up into his piercing eyes and gave him her warmest smile, her white teeth gleaming. “And you, Ivar, have much more captivating eyes than I realized.” She let his hand reach for her face as he traced the scar across her eye. But that was a mistake. 
She winced a bit and pulled back, thoroughly undone by that gesture. She didn’t realize how unnerving that simple touch would be.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…does it hurt you?” He innocently asked as she turned away, breaking the spell between them for a moment.
She crossed her arms and shrugged. “No, I just...it’s fairly new, and I’m not used to it, really.” Her village accent thickened with her swelling emotions. She was reminded of the dire situation she was in.
Blast, why am I making such a big deal out of this? It is just a scar. I’m sure he has seen many of them.
He gave her a softened expression. “You needn’t be afraid of me. I would never hurt you, Seraphina. It seems life in this realm hasn’t been kind enough to you already.” When she didn’t reply, he simply coughed and turned toward a small trail in the distance, attempting to change the subject.
“There are some interesting sights just beyond that hill and a scenic river beyond that. I figured we could start there today. And if we happen upon some game, we could pursue that as well.” His warrior demeanor was once again in place as he made intense strides.
She followed suit, thankful for the break in his attention as she stepped behind him. They spent the day hiking and crouching as he told her everything about the land, the rivers, the cave systems around, and the endless species they encountered. None they felt worth hunting down, but exciting nonetheless. 
She didn’t have to pretend to enjoy it because every step on the snow-covered ground was a release she didn’t know she needed. A reprieve from the long and ever-changing days she’d had up until that moment. 
No, this time she felt more like herself than she had in days. 
This feels familiar. 
This feels more like home.
It was hours before they found a spot by the rushing river further down the trail and stopped for lunch. He shook off his pack, unpacking what seemed like an endless supply of the foods they’d seen at the grazing tables the other night.
“I wasn’t sure what kind of food you enjoyed, so I grabbed what I remembered seeing you eat. I hope that’s okay?” The seemingly insignificant male was surprising her at every turn. She assumed he would act more brute than gentle, but in the privacy of their surroundings, he had no ill intentions other than companionship.
Traits she suspected he wasn’t allowed to show back in the caged fortress.
She gave him a courteous grin and said, “That’s perfect. No, this is perfect. This day so far. I didn't realize how much I needed to get some fresh air and get out of that blasted mountainside.” She paused as she reached for some meats and cheeses.
“I...thank you, Ivar. I really wasn’t sure what to expect out here, but it's truly a beautiful place.” She surveyed the pristinely white-covered part of Eirlys. A part she hadn’t yet explored until then.
“Seraphina, if it’s alright, I’d like…” She interrupted him briefly. “You can call me Sera. My friends back home do, and I don’t mind if you do either.” He seemed a bit shocked at first, but then quickly smiled back.
“Ok then…Sera, if it’s alright with you, I’m going to check on my traps quickly. I won’t be long, but stay here and enjoy your meal. I’ll be just beyond that clearing down the river.” 
She hesitated at first, wondering if the situation itself could be a trap, but she intently memorized every step out there and knew exactly how to get back on her own if he abandoned her there. She grazed a hand over her bow strapped across her chest tightly, reassuring herself. 
“Sure, not a problem. I’ll be here then,” she curtly replied as he nodded and walked off further down the path. She watched until he was no longer in sight. She quickly darted her gaze around, looking for any signs of an ambush or rustle in the tree lining that would’ve given away an intruder's hiding place, but all seemed very still. All seemed well.
She didn’t allow her heightened senses to falter though as she finished her food and decided to attempt crossing the short distance over the river by hopping along some of the rocks that jutted out. She made her way across easily, having done it so many times back home on previous hunting trips. 
A small waterfall gathered further up the river, and she explored the area along the way to it. Without losing sight of the partially eaten lunch that still lay across the water’s edge.
It was nearly an hour later when she heard her name being called, “Seraphina!” Only it wasn’t the voice she’d expected.
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Kaelan! Oh no, what is he doing out here?!  
She did not expect him to come looking for her, certainly not out there and not while she was with Ivar, attempting to charm him into telling her Verengarde secrets. She certainly knew Kaelan would never give them up.
She stepped out from behind the waterfall where she’d been investigating a small cave. Then inhaled a long breath before revealing herself.
He stopped just short of crossing the river as he took in her appearance—her gear, her leathers, her cloak, the food just down the edge.
Quickly launching herself over the rocks, she closed the gap between them. Anger ravaged his expression as he crossed his arms.
“What are you doing out here?!” His voice boomed. She simply strode up to him, grabbed his arm, and quickly pulled him back into the trees. Surprised, he allowed her to move him about. His shadows plumed around them as they hid behind a large oak base. 
She whispered back to him. “Goddess, Kaelan, keep your voice down. Ivar could hear you, and then I’d have to try and explain why the general commander is so interested in me and my blasted whereabouts!”
He scowled down at her, grabbing her shoulders as if trying to shake the ridiculous notion out of her. “Ivar? You’re out here with Ivar? The Chieftain's Successor?!” She stared blankly at him. 
“The what?” 
He only grumbled. “Ivar, the Chieftain's Successor. The heir to the Verengarde clan. His title signifies his role as the chosen successor to our current leader, his father. He will eventually assume the responsibility of leadership and uphold the traditions of the clan. And you are what? On a date with him?” She only stood there considering his words. 
“Well how was I supposed to know any of that?! Look, he is going to be back any minute now. You have to go! And it’s none of your business who I spend my time with. I’m not breaking any of your rules.” She whispered harshly back at him her own fiery gaze pooling with her power ready to unleash. Crimson specks dotting her eyes began to swirl. Then he quickly stole the breath from her lungs, thoroughly squelching her wild fury. She gasped as he released his hold on her, but her body failed her recovery. She slumped into his arms momentarily.
He gripped her form as he stared down, “Sera, get control of yourself! You cannot disappear like this. It’s only your first week here. I’m sure I won’t be the only one to notice your absence. I need you to blend in. Not go galavanting off with the Chieftain's son! Especially when you’ve no idea how to control your powers. Of all the blasted males in this whole clan, you would find your way to him. The one male who is more closely monitored than any other.” 
The malice in his voice dripped with distain as he said, “I thought you’d run off.”
She only rolled her eyes, “Stop. Taking the breath. From my lungs!” She coughed. “I’m not going to break our bargain and put my people at risk just to blatantly sneak off and make it that easy for you to find me! What kind of idiot do you take me for? And why all the secrecy anyways, huh? Why are you hiding my true nature from everyone? I figured you’d be glad to boast of your new conquest and lock me away forever.”
Then they both snapped their heads when the sound of approaching footsteps were crunching in the snow just down the river.
“Sera?” The distant voice carried over as she pushed herself and Kaelan hard against the tree and covered his mouth with her hand all in one motion.
Her eyes dared him to reveal their hiding place. He placed his hands on her waist as she pressed in, waiting to see if Ivar had spotted them. Senient shadows pressed in around them.
“Sera, where are you?” 
In a very hushed tone, she growled out. “You stay here until I get Ivar’s attention away from this direction and then go back. We can continue this debate another time.” Ripping his hands off her waist, she turned. Not allowing herself any lingering thoughts on how his grip branded her skin.
Revealing her spot to Ivar she made her way over to him and garnered his gaze away as promised.
“Oh Ivar, I was just doing a little exploring of my own while you were away.”
He flashed his perfect teeth at her as he watched her take her seat next to their food and said, “I see, well did you find anything interesting while I was gone?”
She simply swiped another meat and cheese, “Only a bothersome pest in the trees, but I took care of it.” Raising her voice hoping that Kaelan could hear her comment as he left.
The rest of their time in the forest was spent aimlessly exploring. With meaningful conversation as they wound their way through the pale white landscape. The idea of a hunt had all but faded away.
“Ivar, what do you know about Kaelan, I mean the General?” She attempted to coyly ask. 
“Well, I know he came to our clan when he was very young from some town that we had been monitoring and was brought back here to train. Verengarde’s do not encourage breeding because we are destined to be fighters all our lives so becoming a mother or father is too great a risk or distraction from our missions. Therefore in order to replenish our numbers we take offerings from neighboring towns and villages. It is a kind of peace offering, ensuring our protection over them and their cooperation with our kind. It’s been this way for centuries as far as I know. Why do you ask?” 
Barbarian bastards…
“I was just curious. He essentially did the same thing with me and my village. I’d just never heard of those types of deals before.” She didn’t mention that all she had ever heard about them was that they would terrorize local villages. Then threaten to burn them down if they didn’t hand over their loved ones to join their brutal clan.
He seemed to hesitate but then added, “I’m sorry if it wasn’t…I mean if he hurt you.” 
“Oh no, I just, uh, it was time for me to leave really. I was adopted when I was a child and truly I was looking for a reason to leave. Even at my age, I was ready for something different. I guess my skills with a bow were enough for him to desire to bring me here. My father tried marrying me off, but he had, uh, trouble finding me a match.” 
She looked up at the sky as the day stretched on before adding, “Besides it meant I could meet you and I’m enjoying your company immensely.” Her long dark eyelashes fluttered over to him in a teasing fashion and he bumped into her shoulder as they fell into a fit of laughter as she masked how she choked out the damning words.
He pointed out a few more cave spots as they walked along. 
The sky was littered with the suns of the realm as they faded from view with the coming of night. 
They neared the gates again and found their way to the hidden escape routes through a nearby cave all while dodging the lookouts. She quickly memorized their positions and what areas would hold their attention and which ones would not. Littering the towering inky mountainside they marked an ominous entrance far less inviting to any newcomer. 
They calmly maneuvered their way around the few passersby, not drawing any attention as he led her back to her room. He paused before taking her hand in a sweeping movement, “Sera, I’ve really enjoyed our day together. I hope you did as well.”
The growing heat in her cheeks was not as feigned as before as her skin tingled at his caress. 
Goddess, how long has it been since I’ve coupled with a male?
“Yes, well, exploring makes for a good time any day.” Her feeble attempt at hiding just how pleased she really was.
He lowered their hands but didn’t let go as his deep sea blue eyes met hers and he said, “I’m looking forward to getting to know you better. I hope you won’t mind if I see you again soon? I have business to attend to tomorrow, but maybe we can meet for dinner again this week?”
His thumb traced circles on the back of her hand as she shuddered a bit and took a step towards her door. “Sure, I’d like that.” She slowly removed her hand from his as she reeled from his tender touch. “I…I’ll see you later then.” And quickly spun her way back into her room, hardly widening the opening as she ushered her body through and closed the door.
His presence lingered a moment before she heard his footfalls down the corridor. She slowly made her way over to her desk, feeling around for her match and candle since she couldn’t exactly leave them burning in her absence.
Suddenly she stubbed her foot onto a firm but organic surface, then hands grabbed her mouth quickly, and she flailed around against her assailant. 
His familiar voice broke the silence, “Sera, stop! Don’t move.” Her voice muffled from his firm grip over her mouth, and her body stilled as his other arm held her in place against his chest. She knew that voice, that scent, that…chest.
She huffed as she scrambled out from his clutches, and he quickly lit a few candles along her desk fully taking him in. 
“What are you doing here?!” She demanded, attempting to slow her heart rate.
“Damnit, Kaelan, can you ever just show up to a female's side like a normal being?! Dear Goddess, you nearly…I nearly…ugh, what do you want?!” She attempted to put as much distance between them as she could in the tight space.
“What have you been doing all day with Ivar? Of all the stupid males in this place, why would you choose to spend time with him? He has eyes on him everywhere he goes and that means so do you now. I thought that your little dinner the other night was just a courtesy meal tasked by his father, but now I’m not so sure…” His voice trailed off, lost in his own thoughts, never pausing to let her answer any of his ludicrous questions.
She barked back at him as he busied himself with lighting more candles around the room. “It is none of your business who I talk to or what I do here. You’ve trapped me  against my will. The very least you could do is let me find my own way. Why does it matter if they watch me? Or him? It was one day, out exploring the area. No harm done. You can’t be the only one I know here, and given our secret rendezvous encounters, I certainly can’t be expected to only talk to your ghost-like presence on occasion. I’d go mad!” 
She paused for a moment as she removed her bow and arrows and set them on a stand leaning against the wall.
“Actually, no, I’m already mad. What in the ever-loving realm kind of claim do you think you have on me? Our bargain stated I stay here. I’m here. I haven’t left. You’ve no reason to go after my family. What do you care what I do with my time here? You’ve got to stop this. You’ve got to leave me alone. You’ve caged me here, isn’t that enough?” Fueled by rage and the injustice of her entrapment. She continued on as he stood there. Watching her meltdown with a flicker of amusement hidden behind his wondrous eyes.
“And while we are on the subject, I am not your responsibility or your property. For whatever reason you chose to keep me alive here, be it the Axe, or some strange way of punishing me for the deaths of your brothers, or whatever your reasoning be, just leave me alone from now on. I will uphold my end of the bargain as long as you do. That’s all you need to know. That’s all you’ll ever need to know.” Tears started to burn the back of her eyes, but she held firm and adrenaline surged through her body. 
He simply stood watching her wrestle with her storm of emotions.
“Even if I am to stay here for the rest of my days or until you are miraculously defeated in some fruitless battle in the future thereby freeing me of all this, I will remain here. I will train with your warriors, but I will not fade into the background as you want me to. As I have always done! I will thrive in spite of you and all that you represent.”
She dared a step closer as she spoke, her anger growing with every word. “I will make it my life’s mission to be better than any warrior ever trained here. I will succeed. I will conquer this Gods-forsaken fortress. If it takes until my dying breath, I will take my revenge on all of you! So either kill me now or stay out of my way.” Following her statement with a string of curses. 
As she stormed her way back to his side nearly colliding with him. She waited for him to say something…anything, but his stormy eyes just searched her raging ones. As if battling what to say next.
Impatient, she turned and grabbed her door’s handle and flung it wide open. Light from the corridor lamps spilled in and illuminated his shocked expression. That quickly turned into a fierce warrior's countenance as he moved to the opening. Only stopping briefly at the threshold as his breath grazed the side of her face. She turned her head away and momentarily wondered if he would take her offer to kill her.
“You have no idea what you’re saying. You have no idea of the capabilities of my brothers and sisters here. You can try all you want to fight us, to fight this, but you are an outsider and alone. Don’t forget that I know you and where you come from. Do not push me, Sera, for I may very well be the only one here willing to keep you alive, until given a new reason not to. Until you are no longer useful.” 
She huffed as he turned away and shouted back at him, “And for the last Gods damned time, it’s Seraphina, to you!” Then slammed the door shut.
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The following off day she decided to explore the fortress.  As she ventured through the intricate passages of the Verengarde's hidden stronghold, her curiosity led her to a chamber that seemed to radiate an air of solemn reverence.  
The flickering torchlight along the walls eventually revealed an awe-inspiring sight before her–the "Valravn Halls." Intricate carvings adorned the entrance, depicting scenes of valor, battles won, and sacrifices made by generations of Verengarde clansmen into the deep black stone.
Stepping into the Valravn Halls, her breath caught in her throat. The chamber was vast, its walls adorned with weathered tapestries. Rows of statues and sculptures stood sentinel, honoring the fallen warriors and esteemed ancestors of the clan. Their chiseled features conveyed unwavering determination, as if their spirits still lingered.
This must be where I can learn about the clan’s long standing myths, sagas, and traditions. Lessons I’m sure can help me figure out how to end these villainous creatures. They must have a weakness, besides an enraging and wildly attractive general. 
She winced at her internal confession. 
Intricately designed memorials adorned the hall, each bearing the name of a warrior who had etched their mark in the chronicles of Verengarde's history. Polished stones, relics, and symbols of battles long fought and won were reverently placed, a testament to the sacrifices made in the name of honor. Or their version of it anyway. 
Time seemed to blur as she wandered.
In the heart of the Valravn Halls, a grand tapestry depicted the founding of the Verengarde clan, the epic journey that had led them to their hidden sanctuary. The faces of the first warriors were immortalized in vibrant threads, a reminder that their roots ran deep and their legacy was woven into the very fabric of existence.
It was a place of reflection, of drawing strength from the past to forge a path forward. And as she traced her fingers along the intricate carvings, she knew that she was somehow going to be a part of that legacy. 
A large weathered map adorned one wall revealing the realm of Eirlys in its whole. 
This is incredible. 
She had never seen such an expansive and intricate depiction of the realm she called home. The fortress lay in the far upper left corner of the drawing, looming over the map as if claiming more territory than she ever imagined it could.
The top right corner was shrouded in mist, as if the map itself was hiding secrets, with that section partially burned and erased from history. Someone had taken great pains to excise that part of the realm from memory. The southlands were sparsely marked, but the mountainous terrain rose defiantly, shielding its secrets. A small clearing on the map, a mere whisper among the painted lines, hinted at her village, and perhaps others like it, scattered across the forgotten landscape.
She feared they would take her away from her home permanently. Finding a way to force her to be a future Verengarde trained warrior destined to add her own chapter to the saga. But never in the way they’d planned for her. Not in the way they’d want. 
No, she was determined to learn as much as possible about them. To be a force greater than they’ve ever faced and blot them out from the history of Eirlys. This wasn’t a history lesson for her, no, it was reconnaissance. 
As enlightening as the hall was, it still did not lessen her memories of the horrors and tales of violence the Verengarde clan spread across the lands. They may have depicted themselves as heroes but there was always more than one side to every story. 
The light sweater she wore felt tight as those thoughts flashed through her mind. The black pants and simple boots tied up to her knees began to constrict and her throat suddenly went dry. She sought out a small bench that wasn’t much farther down the wall and sat down. 
One…two…three…breathe. Calm down Seraphina…you’re ok…it’s just a anxiety. It’s all in your head. What did Madam Maelis say? Think of happy memories and good times. 
Her hand over her heart she bent over. Willing the pounding in her head to stop.
A dangerous problem to have, to show vulnerability.
Liara, I can think of her. Her smile, her kind heart and giving spirit. All those years we spent wandering around our village's borders and playing by the river…
That seemed to do the trick as her breathing became less labored and she started to see clearly again. 
“Goddess, what’s wrong with you?” An all too familiar female voice echoed out from just a few feet away.
“Good to see you too, Valda.” She barked out as she quickly stood and wiped the sweat from her brow. 
Her golden hair billowed out around her shoulders as Seraphina took in her attire. A violet top too thin to be comfortable and a plunging neckline that hardly covered her body beneath it. Then long black pants and…heels? 
What in the…How is that even slightly practical in a stone dungeon such as this? 
Her loud clicking noises lessened as she slowed her pace and stopped just before Seraphina. Her dark ebony eyes captured Seraphina’s disapproving expression. Her own ruby strands fell around her face as they broke free while she shifted her weight.
“What are you even doing down here? Everyone else is out enjoying their day off but you're here studying Verengarde ancient histories.” Her brow furrowed as she waved her pale and spindly arm towards the walls around them.
I could ask you the same thing.
The high pitched voice graded on her nerves. That hadn’t been their most recent encounter since she’d pointedly argued with her in Sigrun’s class.
In fact, every little pass by in the hall or brief conversation in a classroom had been anything but pleasant. She had no idea why Valda had so quickly decided to hate her but she certainly wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing how much she got under her skin. 
“I’m simply taking it in while I am on my way to meet a friend.” She lied and hoped it was convincing. 
She couldn’t let her think she had no one to see. Although…
“Actually Ivar is already expecting me so I should be on my way.” She casually slipped his name off her tongue as she moved past.
“Ivar? You certainly don't mean the chieftain's successor, Ivar?” She glared as Seraphina lightly bumped into her shoulder.
“Oh yes. The one and the same. He certainly has a way of getting what he wants doesn't he? Or have you never spent time with him?” She was determined to be just as volatile as Valda had been. Just wanting to piss her off.
Knowing how important he was within the clan and given his charm and handsome features she’d only guessed her comments would spark some sort of jealousy with Valda.
“I’ve known him since we were infants actually. Pity he had to spend time with the likes of you. I’m sure his father ordered him to…”
She cut her off, “Actually we spent the day together yesterday and we’ve plans for dinner again. Seems like more than just a friendly welcome to me. Especially with the way he likes to hold my hand.” Seraphina didn't let her reply as she gawked and quickly turned down the next corridor.
A vicious smile crept across her face. 
It was a few hours later when she found her way to several new spots like the Chamber of Reflection which was a tranquil space where individuals could seek solace and clarity. Soft illumination from enchanted crystals created an atmosphere of serenity, providing a sanctuary for meditation and introspection. She certainly felt like she could spend some time there in the future and that one clansman in particular needed to, desperately. 
Then meandered through the Council Chambers in a secluded enclave where the clan's leaders would convene to make strategy decisions. 
The elusive chamber was carved with symbols of authority, and the air was thick with heavy smoke smells from different choices of vapors. She was sure the leaders would inhale them during tough conversations and debates. 
She meandered over to the broad table in the center where papers were spread across with missives and reports. One stood out to her as she perused the writing that was a report about some kind of testing that had gone awry with a new potion they’d developed. 
She tried to read on but footsteps sounded in the distance just outside the corridor and she didn’t feel like being reprimanded for wandering in there alone.
She decided to head back to her own room within the Halls of Rest that were full of dormitories and rooms for males and females. Shock still reverebated in her mind that she’d been given her own chamber. 
Assuming all clansmen had one large room full of cots with everyone piled on top of one another. Their civility was certainly a surprise upon her arrival so many days ago. 
Then a thought trapped her. A good book would be nice to help pass the time…
It was another hour into the late afternoon before she found the Library of Lore. It seemed to be a treasure trove of scrolls, tomes, and ancient texts.
As she stepped inside the intricately carved oak doors a hushed reverence enveloped her. The shelves reached high, laden with scrolls bound in faded leather and tomes bearing the weight of centuries. The air held a distinct scent of parchment and ink, a fragrance that hinted at the countless stories and knowledge contained within the walls.
Running her fingers along the spines of the books, with only a small myriad of other watchful eyes throughout the room, she marveled at the variety before her. 
Some texts were weathered, their pages tinged with age, while others appeared pristine, as if untouched by time. The Verengarde Clans had meticulously preserved their history and wisdom, ensuring that each generation could draw from the wellspring of knowledge that resided there.
One particular tome caught her eye–"The Chronicle of Verengarde." With careful hands, she opened it. The tome revealed intricate illustrations and handwritten script that chronicled the rise of the clan, its trials, triumphs, and the legacies of its chieftains. The words seemed to dance across the pages, weaving a tapestry of stories that stretched back through the ages.
Another shelf held scrolls adorned with symbols and sigils, each representing a branch of mystical and arcane knowledge. Those texts delved into the art of runic magic, the connection to the land and spirits, and ancient rituals.
As she moved through the library, she uncovered scrolls that recounted legendary battles from the Great War. The courageous deeds of individuals, and the fabled artifacts that had played pivotal roles in the clan's success. 
Yes, these would do nicely.
Then, just as she was about to leave, a scroll caught her attention. Its edges frayed from years of handling. Carefully unfurling it, she discovered the words of a long-forgotten poet.
The verses seemed to resonate with the very heartbeat of the clan:
"In its embrace, warriors stride with pride,
Unyielding hearts ablaze, storms can't hide.
Legends of strength, from ancestors of old,
Echo through time, their valor bold.
Their banners unfurled, beacons in the night,
Verengarde's might in the Sacred Lands, a fearless sight.
Bonded by grace, unbreakable, true,
In unity they stand, a noble crew.
O warrior, raise your voice, let spirits soar,
Verengarde's legacy forevermore.
Determination and strength, let them grow,
Heart's fire aglow with the Heir, in you it flows."
Immersed in the stories until she felt a low rumble in her stomach, she stopped. It was well past dinnertime. She grabbed a few promising tome of poems and battle strategies and stood to leave. 
Not exactly the type of reading I’d hoped for but it will do. 
As she passed an attendant down the corridor she ordered a meal for the night. Wanting to begin her wandering among the pages of the tomes she held in her room that evening.
She opened the ornately carved bedroom door which was easily recognizable with its carvings of the mountainside they resided in and a depiction of hunters along the edge of it. 
A story she was sure was a telling of a great past Verengarde warrior and hunt. A fortuitous depiction.
That evening, in the solitude of her chamber, she sat by her bed, the Axe resting across her lap as she inspected its craftsmanship after tiring of her reading.
Her fingers traced the intricate engravings on the Axe's handle, the metal cool and reassuring beneath her touch. One of the first times she’d allowed herself to truly examine it. As she continued, a subtle movement caught her attention—a barely noticeable shift in the grip. 
Intrigued, she explored further until she found a small, unassuming clasp nestled within the handle's design.
A quiet gasp escaped her lips as she pushed, feeling a gentle click. With a soft release, a small compartment within the handle slid open, revealing a concealed space. Seraphina peered inside, finding a delicate piece–
A pendant?
Or charm?
The artifact was crafted intricately with a luminous gem at its center.
Carefully removing the piece from the Axe, it seemed to emanate a faint glow, pulsing with a latent energy of its own. The gemstone set in its heart shimmered, casting a subtle iridescence across the room. It felt warm in her palm, resonating with a power she sensed but didn't fully comprehend.
In the next moment, recognition washed over her—an instinctual understanding of its purpose. The charm wasn't merely an ornament; it was a conduit, a channeler of lesser magics. It hummed with potential, and as she held it, her senses heightened.
Seraphina felt a rush of energy enveloping her, tingling warmth spreading from the charm into her very core. Her eyes glazed over, a faint red hue flickering within them, signifying the magical link forming between her and the channeler charm.
With a sense of revelation, she felt it pouring information into her and its potential—the ability to summon the Axe of Wrath to her side from wherever she would venture, transcending realms with a mere touch of the charm. 
As she embraced the charm, a surge of wonder filled her. Then she carefully clasped it back into the knob. Noting she should remove the charm if she ever felt the concern of being parted from the Axe.
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As the weeks passed, Kaelan had mostly kept to himself after their last encounter, save for during lessons. Seraphina found herself content as she sat with Ivar in the Grotto Gardens. The concealed sanctuary, nestled deep within the caves, cradled an exotic array of herbs, flora, and fungi that seemed to whisper secrets of peace to her soul. The vines clung lovingly to the stone walls, while the vibrant petals swayed gently as if in greeting. 
Seraphina barely registered Ivar's words as her senses drank in the serenity of the place.
They’d spent several dinners together and the night before he had asked to meet and take her to a special place within the fortress.
The gardens certainly were special and lovingly tended to by skilled herbalists and apothecaries. Who nurtured potent ingredients for both restorative remedies and arcane elixirs. It was seated higher in the caves with a faint bit of light peeking through from the tops of the mountain. 
Her senses were immediately captivated by the lush aroma of earth and vegetation. The air, once cool and damp, carried a refreshing sweetness that danced around her. The transition from the dark stone corridors to the vibrant sanctuary felt like stepping into another world.
Before her sprawled a deep hidden Eden within the heart of the mountain. An exquisite tapestry of colors greeted her eyes, as the garden boasted a mesmerizing blend of vibrant flowers, exotic plants, and intricately patterned fungi. 
Sunlight, filtered through openings in the cavern ceiling, cast enchanting dappled patterns upon the foliage below. It was a realm of nature's wonders, a paradise concealed from the world above.
She followed Ivar along meandering pathways adorned with fragrant blossoms and vibrant ferns. 
They soon found a quiet nook amidst the foliage, where a small stone bench invited them to sit. She let her fingers trail over the velvety petals of a nearby blossom, feeling an unexpected connection to the vibrant world around her. 
With it as their backdrop, Ivar and Seraphina engaged in a conversation that flowed effortlessly, much like the babbling brook that wound its way through the gardens. They spoke of their own pursuits, aspirations, and the stories of the clan's ancestors that were said to echo through the hallowed grounds. She listened intently as he shared his own experiences and insights, his words taking on a new depth in the serene sanctuary.
“So what happened to your mother?” The questions flew from her lips unfiltered and she winced at her abrupt words. 
Great, Sera, just perfect. Look at his face. That is not a warm memory for him clearly.
“Oh.” He coughed looking away. As if gathering his thoughts. Deciding what he would reveal to her.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked—” 
“No, it’s alright.” A subtle shift in the brief upturn of his lips told her otherwise. The pinch of his eyes for a moment gave him away. As if speaking of her brought on immense sadness. 
He continued on anyways. “She died when I was young. She was on a mission in a deep ravine against the--well anyways she didn’t make it out alive.” 
Quickly wanting to alter the subject that permitted the tense air between them, she said. “Well I’m sure she was wonderful. I bet you have fond memories of her when she was alive. Do you have any siblings?” 
He went on to explain that he was an only child, but suspected his father had sired several more half siblings he would never meet.
As the conversation wove its tapestry, she couldn't help but appreciate the juxtaposition of the garden's tranquility against the fierce spirit that defined the Verengarde clan. She became lost in her thoughts.
“Sera?” She was broken out of her reverie. 
“Oh, I’m sorry Ivar, my mind trailed away from me. I was just taking it all in. It’s so unique and beautiful.” The budding friendship with the future chieftain had certainly grown over the passing days and they’d spent much of their spare time together. 
If they weren’t training or he wasn’t in meetings with his father then they were set about exploring the world around them. Or having meals together or simply being in the same room as they studied.
He laughed, “Welcome back then. I’m sorry I’ve been so preoccupied lately. My father has me tracking down some rumors in the fortress.” 
This piqued her interest. “Oh, what rumors?” She feigned innocent intrigue. 
“He says there’s been some kind of ‘outbreak’ among us and he wants to know more. He often has me liaison between him and some of the other warriors. Or to merely keep him informed of what I see going on and such.” She suddenly turned ill. 
“Oh.” The thought of him reporting anything about her back to the chieftain was nearly too much to even consider. 
Sensing her trepidation he said, “I’ve never spoken about you though, Sera. Our secret outings outside and stealing away a few moments with you here and there is a welcome respite I’d rather leave him out of.”  
She simply smiled and tried to hold back her heavy sigh of relief. Hoping she could trust the words leaving his thin lips. 
As much as she hated the Verengarde Clan for all of it’s wrongdoing she couldn’t help but feel a continuous pull toward the particular clansmen. For one he was a great source of knowledge about their inner workings but more than that she truly felt a kinship with him. 
Outside of their grueling training he was kind to her and they shared a growing affection towards one another.
He shifted his weight around the bench beside her and clasped his hand over hers as she had been propping up her weight on it. Piercing amber eyes looked up at him between thick dark lashes.
“Sera, I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a while now.” He paused as his thumb traced circles on the top of her hand like he usually did when they were near each other. 
Her unbound hair cascaded down in loose curls over her shoulder. The fiery locks caressed where their hands touched. 
She braced herself. 
I can do this. I can pretend to have feelings for him beyond platonic friendship. 
She had to do whatever was necessary to ensure her future victory over the clan and weave her way into his heart. She waited. “Sera, let’s…” He paused for a moment, seeming to find his nerve but then looked up at the small gathering of caretakers in the gardens. Instead of continuing on he simply stood and kept her hand in his as he led them down a small winding alcove around the bench and out of sight. Once settled into the small space his chest hovered just above hers, he looked down.
It was a momentary lapse in judgment as she felt his lips crash onto hers. She was expecting him to say something more. 
Not expecting him to charge in so quickly and confidently as he physically showed her his intentions instead.
At first she didn’t react. She hesitated because she knew once she went down that road of deception there was no going back. 
He pulled away quickly. “Oh Sera, I thought…I’m so…” Then she grabbed his rugged jawline in between two fingers and forced his mouth back onto hers. 
The silence was then filled with sounds of them exploring their bodies. His form pressed further into her as his tongue danced in her mouth and their kiss deepened in earnestness. 
His hands traveled all around her from her backside, up her spine and into her hair as she shifted around in their embrace. 
Her arms found their way to his neck pushing him further in and across his broad shoulders. His muscles rippled as he held her for the first time. It was those lustful feelings she let herself drown in. His hand began to slip up her loose sweater and across her breasts. Peaked with desire.
She moaned faintly and he gave a slight laugh against her lips. While simultaneously giving her chest  a satisfied squeeze. Their breaths became more ragged and then they heard a loud thud not far from where they hid. 
Instantly, their roaming over each other’s bodies ceased. Reality came back into focus, he took one step back. Never letting go of her hand. 
Her arrant strands of hair he had tossed around shifted as she fixed them and her sweater to cover the exposed navel. All while attempting to catch her breath as they watched the small entrance to the alcove. Hoping no one would see them.
Looking back at him, a devilish expression on his face widened. She bit her lower lip. As she often did when heat filled her cheeks.
Her eyes were wild with desire, she smirked back at him. All while attempting to slow her heart rate. He watched her finish adjusting the wayward clothes and hair as she took a step towards the clearing. 
All too swiftly he pulled her back to him. He kissed the tops of her fingers as he stared and in a raspy hushed voice said, “I’ve been waiting so long to do that. You are truly stunning, Sera.” 
She simply let out a flirtatious chuckle as she leaned in and planted a quick kiss on his lips before guiding them back into the gardens.
They let the comfortable silence fill the air as they made their way back into the main halls leading to their rooms. 
Nearing the corridor that led to her room, she attempted to drop his hand but he held on. Then twirled her back into his side. Letting her body fully crash into his as he leaned in and kissed her earnestly again. He moved their bodies as one until her back felt the cold unforgiving stone wall.
She was thankful no one else was around to see the passionate display but someone could round a corner any moment. “Ivar, stop it. Someone could see us.” 
“Sera, if I walk you back to your room now I have no promises left in me to maintain a noble…attitude towards you.” She realized what he meant and honestly thought about giving into that mutual urge but decided it would be best to let his yearning for her hold a bit longer. Make him work a bit harder for that final satisfying act, if she ever chose to give it to him.
She smiled as she unwound their bodies and took a small reluctant step back. He frowned. “All in good time, my Lord.” Her sarcastic tone danced around the words with her accent alight. 
“Then I shall eagerly await that day. Until then, I require your presence for dinner tomorrow night. And wear something that will make the whole room fall to their knees.” His confident laugh filled the air as she bit her lip again and turned away.
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Grunts and other such noises filled the air as she entered combat training classes once again. They had moved on from disarming opponents to playing into their own strengths. Some warriors had brute strength and could lean into their punches more while the rest of them, also strong and capable, didn't have the sheer force or weight to put behind those punches and had to consider more cunning alternatives.  
The class paused as lunch was served again. And she made her way to the edge of the balcony. Taking in the wonder of the exquisite expanse before her. She had learned more of her violet haired friend, Makatza, during lessons but decided to keep her distance. She could only deceive so many warriors at one time, before she started to feel her own spirit wither away. 
As she finished with her grazing meal something caught the corner of her eye. Some kind of dark movement in the far southeast. She stilled her other senses as she forced her scarred eye to focus. A new skill she’d learned since being imbued with the Axe’s powers.
Minor but useful new tools since she couldn’t show her true power or nature. 
Then she saw it–a group of twelve to fifteen figures nearing the mountainside on horseback. Growing dangerously close to their forbidden location. They were armed and seemed to have…no…
Are those staffs?
Mages.
They had a cluster of skilled mages. All clad in white.
Who could unleash their arcane infused violence in lieu of swords or daggers. 
She rushed to Kaelan, who was deep in conversation with another student. “Excuse me, it’s important.” She leapt in between them and apologized to the other student as she grabbed Kaelan’s arm and rushed him towards the balcony. 
“Sera, what are you doing?” He didn’t pull back though. He let her guide him to the outer edge. 
She pointed out, “Look! Just beyond the southeastern border. Do you see them? Are they ours? I mean, Verengarde?” Her breath quickened as she did her best to show him what she could easily see. 
He squinted attempting to see the lurking figures in the far distance, nearly specs in his eyes. Suddenly dark shadows filled the air around them as his power surged. 
His power radiated as hate filled his eyes. And his deep voice rumbled low in reply, “No, they are not.” 
He darted away, taking his shadows with him as he shouted, “Class dismissed!”
She hurriedly ran after him, her leathers swishing as her pace attempted to keep up with him. “Who is it, Kaelan? Have you seen them before?” He didn’t answer, only pressed on towards the council chambers still several corridors away. 
She fell into step with him as she attempted once more, “Kaelan, please tell me what’s happening.” 
He huffed, “You? Seriously, Sera, I don’t have time for this. We need to act quickly and swiftly. Plenty of our enemies know we live here but rarely have they been daft enough to come here unannounced.” She winced at his words.
While she had a laundry list of reasons to hate the Verengarde clan and him for keeping her trapped. She certainly knew there were plenty of other threats in the realm to fear just as much. Only she had protection there, among the volatile warriors. For a reason she couldn’t place, she was willing to help. 
In that matter at least. 
He halted before the main meeting door and turned back to face her. “Go Sera, continue your day as normal. I’ll have this handled quickly.” The door swung open and Ivar stood at the opening. Eyes wide as he looked at them glaring at each other. 
“Did I interrupt something?” Ivar innocently asked as Kaelan and his shadows moved through the threshold as Ivar exited. “What’s gotten into him? He looked like he was about to strike you.” Ivar gingerly grasped her hand. She softened her gaze to him and explained what happened. 
“Oh Sera, there’s nothing to worry about. These things happen all the time. Let him handle it. It’s his job after all.” His casual demeanor unnerved her but she simply feigned disinterest and let him lead her back down the hall. Only glancing back once more as they rounded the corner. 
There wasn’t any news about the intruders during her next class on archery and marksmanship. It unsettled her to think on Kaelan going to deal with the threat. Thoroughly distracted for the remainder of the lesson. 
Hours felt like an eternity until classes concluded for the day.

      ***Making her way back to her room, she was cut off from turning down her corridor as two of the chieftains' guards halted in her path. 
“Seraphina? You need to come with us.” The shorter one with dark kohl rimmed eyes motioned for her to turn around. While the taller one with fighting marks written in kohl across his chin and neck lead the way. 
“Why?” Hesitating to ask, she complied with their movements. 
“The chieftain wishes to speak with you.” 
“Um, why?” Her heart began to race. Her mind flooded with damning thoughts.
What if he already knows what I can do? 
What if he suspects my plan to destroy the clan? 
What if he gets all the answers from my lips with his power over drawing out the truth? 
It wasn’t long until they were rounding a corner into the chieftain’s office. The guards remained at the entrance as they ushered her in and closed the ornately carved wooden door firmly behind her. The room was far more open and welcoming than she would’ve predicted. Large windows opened up on the right side of the sprawling room. Ornate rugs littered the stone floor despite the inky dark walls, it was well lit with candles and other fading natural light. 
The chieftain sat sifting through papers across a stately desk with a roaring fireplace in the corner. 
Silence stretched on until Seraphina was nearly beside herself with worry as she wrung her hands together. Finally she decided to cough loudly. 
His wispy white head perked up. “Ah! Seraphina, yes, come in.” 
Taking a hesitant step further into the odd domain she tried to settle her nerves. 
I will only give him the simplest, shortest answers to any questions he has. I can do this. I can do this…
“Please have a seat.” Slowly she lowered her body into a dark leather chair directly in front of his desk. 
As much as Kaelan could upset her and threaten her family, she feared the chieftain above his general. Kalean she could handle, however, the enigmatic leech in the realm could shove it where…
“I hear you’ve met my son, Ivar.” 
Ohhhhhh, that’s what this is about. Ok, this is a game I can play. 
“Uh, yes. We’ve met.” 
His expression was unreadable, his tone civil, for now. 
He leaned back into his seat while striking a light for his smoke. Fumes from his lips spiraled around the room. 
“Are you settling in well here? Are archery lessons up to your standards?” He feigned nonchalance but she could sense the growing tension. The real question he wanted to ask her would come soon enough.
Yes, a game indeed. “I’m thoroughly enjoying those lessons.” 
“Yes, but are you getting constructive instruction? For someone with your inherent abilities?” 
The overwhelming desire to let the truth spill from her lips consumed her. Fighting it only made her stomach sour. Sweat began to bead over her brow. 
“It’s adequate.” Behind pinched lips her teeth clenched shut. 
He is testing me. 
I cannot fail this. For Liara. For my family. For me. 
“I see. Well please feel free to let me know if anything isn’t to your liking. I always appreciate a new insight, or perspective from outsiders.” She doubted that, but let him play his next move nonetheless. 
When she didn’t reply he puffed another plume of smoke into the air around them. She withheld the itch in her throat to cough. Not willing to give him the satisfaction. 
Flames from the fireplace danced in her gaze. 
His dark eyes roamed around her seated body. “You are certainly a bewildering creature aren’t you?”
“I’m not sure what you mean?”
“Well in all the years Kaelan has been a clansman and of course the last several as our general. He hasn’t once brought back a villager. Despite my many attempts to encourage him to do so. So, Sera-phina, what makes you so special?” She winced at his odd use of her name and the way he enunciated it. 
Kaelan has never stolen a villager away? That’s hard to believe.
Then dread began to boil from within.  
How do I answer this question without giving myself away?
Thinking back to when she first met Kaelan face to face, that’s when inspiration struck. “Let’s just say he couldn’t ignore me when I bumped into him in the street. Then later he attended one of our sacred ceremonies and I guess he was just enthralled with me after that. Of course, I was a witness to the elder’s demise. However, he must have seen more than that in me.” Enthralled, was a loose version of the term she could’ve used to describe that meeting. But despite the chieftain’s influence over the truth the words still left her lips and she only felt a mild discomfort. 
“I see.” He began to pace around the room. Circling her spot in the room. 
“And how do you feel about the General?” Another puff filled the air.
“I hate him.” The words left her lips before she could try entangling them in a half truth. 
“Interesting.” His crooked smile sent chills down her spine. 
Her eyes darted across his desk attempting to fixate on something–anything. 
“I mean, well, he…” It was too late the words had escaped her consciousness.
“It’s ok, Seraphina. He is certainly a brooding type of male. I’m sure you want nothing to do with him after landing here.” 
“No.” She silently cursed the Goddess for letting her speak.
“No?” It was too late, he was intrigued.
No, no, no, no!! Don’t ask me to explain. Don’t. Do. It. Please…
“Well, I must know more. What do you mean by ‘no’?” 
Oh shit.
“I don’t–not want anything to do with him.” Small gasps started stealing her breath. Her forehead scrunched in concentration. 
“Be specific, Seraphina.” The influential force of his power was pushing her further, harder for answers. 
Desperate, she racked her brain for an answer she could give him that would satisfy his curiosity. 
“I find Kaelan–very–uh, attractive.” Her hands flew to her mouth to stop it from letting more words escape. Her amber eyes upturned to face the chieftain. Who was leaning against his desk’s edge. 
“I mean, not like that, ouch, ok, yes, like that. Oh Goddess, please don’t make me keep speaking.” 
He was stunned into silence at first before releasing a bellowing laugh that filled the room. 
Spooked, she jumped in her chair slightly with his boisterous outburst. 
“Oh my. Well, yes, that is a confession if I’ve ever heard one.” He clapped his hands together, enjoying his little win in the conversation. “Wonderful, now we are getting somewhere. You hate him, but you still want to bed him. Quite frankly my dear–who wouldn’t?” 
An odd crinkle to his eyes stretched as he tightened his cloak and sat down again. 
He was enjoying himself and she loathed him for it. “May I have some water?” His decanter sat on the edge of his desk and he motioned for her to take some. 
The conversation continued for a short while later with the chieftain asking odd questions like what her life was like back in the village, and some other thoughts she had about Kaelan that she hoped would never leave that room. 
Then there was a shift in the air like a deep sigh awaiting release before he leaned over the parchments and looked deep into her eyes before saying. “I have one more question for you.”
Taking another sip of water, she waited. 
“Given the opportunity, could you take a life?” Her water choked on its way down and she coughed up a small bit reeling from his question. 
“What? What do you–”
“A Verengarde clansmen's life, more specifically. Given the chance, would you kill one of our own?” 
The room seemed to fade away around her as she coughed air back into her lungs buying time before answering. 
Well, I’ve already taken three clansmen's lives so technically yes, but—
“No.” She didn’t flinch. Didn’t move. Feeling no pain she continued on. “No, I couldn’t take their life. Not unless my own was in a direct threat. Not without feeling like I would lose my own life should I not retaliate. Or the life of someone I care about.” 
He frowned. Clearly not amused with her answer. 
Was he hoping I’d just outright confess to being a murderer? 
Suddenly the wooden doors burst open from behind. Breaking the trance of his influential power. 
She felt awful, a headache had formed and it was like moving through water to stand up. 
“Cheiftain! There’s a new report on the attack. Kealan has–” His sentence stopped short upon seeing Seraphina sluggishly move to the main door. 
“Yes, yes, yes…goodbye Seraphina. I do enjoy our conversations. I must call on you again soon.” 
Then she was outside the room and feeling a stir of new air to breathe began to clear her head.
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Finally back in her room, and thoroughly undone, she contemplated what to wear to dinner that night. Her first official date she supposed since Ivar had kissed her and made his intentions clear. 
Her confession to his father about her attraction to Kaelan echoed in her ears. 
Well, Seraphina, you and your mouth nearly had your head on a platter tonight. At least the chieftain didn’t learn anything important enough about me or my powers or the real reason why Kaelan kidnapped me. I consider that a win!
While Ivar had introduced her to his friends–mostly consisting of his battle company or warrior fellowship as they liked to call themselves. They’d joined them at their dining tables several times for dinner in the last few weeks but she had a feeling they would be back to their first table–alone again. 
Seraphina had acquired several new clothing items for herself since arriving, having started to earn a wage with a warrior stipend. She chose to wear a newly commissioned dress she had ordered for such an occasion.
The new dress emerged from its carefully wrapped box, a stunning fusion of elegance and practicality that reflected her warrior spirit with a delicate touch of femininity. The fabric, a deep midnight blue, flowed gracefully to her ankles, adorned with intricate black thread embroidery reminiscent of ancient runes.
Examining the craftsmanship, Seraphina admired how the bodice would accentuate her frame, its subtle embellishments catching the candlelight in a mesmerizing display. As she slipped it on, she appreciated the neckline's balance between modesty and allure, framing her collarbones and enhancing her posture.
The sleeves, trimmed with black cuffs, draped elegantly to her wrists, allowing for freedom of movement while exuding regal sophistication. A wide belt cinched at her waist not only added to the aesthetic but also provided a discreet way to carry her dagger, a practical detail she appreciated.
Unexpectedly, she discovered an elegant slit at the back of the dress, cleverly concealed yet promising ease of movement whether navigating a room with grace or responding swiftly to a moment of urgency.
Choosing to meet Ivar in the dining hall of the Great Throne Room, Seraphina moved gracefully through the corridor halls, seamlessly blending into the crowd of warriors that surrounded her. 
She marveled at how effortlessly she had settled into her role, moving in sync with the others without raising any suspicion or drawing attention to herself.
Other than perhaps her striking radiant head of hair. She had braided half of it back and let the rest of the strands dance down her back.
Upon entering she quickly met the attention of several males and a few females gazing. She curled her deep crimson lips into a knowing smile. 
Then a warm breath met her right ear from behind as a familiar broad hand wound its way across her back and over her waist. Ivar’s hand played with the small bit of exposed skin down her spine. 
She turned towards him as he whispered, “You certainly have caught the attention of the room Sera, in this ravishing new number you are wearing…I think it’s time to lay my claim on you.” 
He quickly let his lips brush against hers. For a moment there were hushed tones across the room and heat flared in her eyes and cheeks at the display. She squirmed a bit but his grip held firm as he leaned in then faced her. His hands not once leaving her waist.
“Well that’s a greeting I’ll never tire of.” She partially hissed as she lied through her teeth. She hated affectionate displays, especially in front of so many people. She had to remind herself it was all an act and she needed to play her role well in the facade.
She covertly turned his chin to the grazing tables. “Why don’t you grab me a goblet of that wine from our first dinner together and I’ll grab our old table.” He nodded in response as he slowly pulled his hands away. Careful to linger to show his new dominance.
Every second of it burned her blood. His countenance turned territorial and she knew he would soon be very domineering. She’d have to tread carefully around him. As nice as he had been to her she knew there was an evil rake trapped inside and he would unleash it if he ever felt it was necessary. 
At least that night had proved to be a welcome distraction as she still fretted over the battle Kaelan must’ve been unleashing in that moment outside the cavernous walls. 
She noticed Eirik was nowhere to be seen. So at least she knew Kealan wasn’t alone in his fight.
As she settled into her seat at the small table, she couldn't help but steal a quick glance around. Noting the tapestries and ornate decorations that surrounded them. The flickering candlelight added an air of enchantment to the space, and she couldn't deny the flutter of nerves in her stomach. 
Ivar set down two goblets, his warm smile a silent assurance that everything was as it should be. "A toast, my lady," he said, raising his goblet in a gesture of camaraderie.
Their eyes met as a soft clink filled the air. "To new beginnings," she replied.
The wine was sweet, the flavors danced on her tongue. She turned to Ivar, feeling a sense of ease settle between them. "I must admit," she began. "I never thought I'd find myself in such company." 
Ivar chuckled softly. "Nor I," he admitted, his expression warm. "But fate has its own plans, it seems."
She nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. "And what of those plans, Ivar? What do they entail for us?"
He leaned closer, his voice low and intimate. "For now, my thoughts are on us enjoying this moment…this night together." he replied, his gaze holding hers. "And exploring the path that lies before us, one step at a time."
A sense of anticipation singed the air between them, the unspoken promise of a future yet to unfold. She haphazardly gulped down more wine. The taste was imbued with a deeper sense of trepidation.
I can do this. I can do this.
"Tell me, Sera," he said, his tone soft yet curious, "do you have any secrets, any dreams that you wish to share?"
The burning liquid nearly choked her at his question. Candlelight reflected in his eyes. A sense of curiosity mingled with the warmth of the room, and she coughed out, “Secrets? Dreams? Please, tell me what you wish to hear most.” 
The last thing I need is another interrogation–especially from a Harendar.
Her eyes darted around the room as she patted her wet lips dry. His hand shot out quickly as a small drop traveled down her chin. He trapped it with his thumb then brought it to his lips and sucked briefly.
Stunned, she gulped down another bite. “I want to know everything about you. You enchanting creature.” She gave a slight chuckle at that. That sounds familiar…
What secrets could I share?
What dreams would he want to know about?
What can I reveal without giving away anything? 
She leaned in, letting her hand trace circles across his. “I do have one secret.” 
His gaze darkened. 
“I can’t snap my fingers.” 
His laugh echoed throughout the room and she suddenly felt every eye on them. “Snapping your fingers? What?” 
Tears lined his eyes with his mirth. “That’s your secret?” 
“Yes, well not all of us have such unsavory pasts. My secrets are childish at best.” Her playful tone thoroughly his undoing as he laughed again. He proceeded to teach her how to snap her fingers, but to no avail. She was hopelessly challenged.
“I have a secret of my own then.” He prodded after several failed attempts to help her hopeless ‘finger snapping cause’.
“I have no sense of smell.” He scrunched his nose as if in demonstration.  Covering her mouth to laugh, she gave him an incredulous look. 
“What? No sense of smell? So you can’t savor the aromas of the room? Like the lit candles, or cooked food or wine?” 
Raising his hands in sad defeat he replied, “Unfortunately, no. I haven’t been able to smell anything since I was a young child. An unfortunate mishap in my youth broke my nose and my ability to smell along with it.” 
“You’re just trying to make me feel better about my own shortcomings Ivar.” She tisked him. 
“I swear! Ask my father. It’s a true story. I’ll confess it in front of him if you like. He can confirm my words.” Her hands went clammy at the mention of the Chieftain. 
“I believe you. I promise. No need for that.” 
The evening continued. The grand hall seemed to fade into the background as they delved into discussions about the arcane, laughter punctuating their words.
As the dinner concluded and the hall began to disperse, Ivar stood beside her. "If you're free on our next day off," he said, a playful twinkle in his eyes, "perhaps we could dive into the ancient texts together in the Library of Lore. I’m sure we could find something useful there. In the meantime, practice snapping your fingers. I can’t have anyone thinking I’m with such a weakling."
She smiled and said, "Of course, my Lord.” Her sarcastic tone drifted between them. 
Ivar held out his hand as he said, “My lady, might I escort you back to your room?”
She accepted his outstretched hand and simply nodded. They moved quietly through the crowd with her hand resting in the corner of his arm as he bent it over his chest. She gathered her skirts in her other hand.  
There were hushed tones and murmurs as they moved about the room in that fashion and captured more than one stare. She huffed as she thought about Kaelan’s warnings to blend in and not stand out. 
‘I am done fading into the background and taking orders from others. I will make my own way in this realm and I will not let anyone tell me otherwise.’
Ivar lingered in front of her door as he kissed her deeply and she let his hand roam freely across her body enjoying the feeling.
I am still not ready to let him fully in. And one day of intimate kisses is not going to be enough for me to take the next step.
However, she moaned into his full lips, “Ivar, you have to go. You have to…” her words trailed off as he captured her lips again. Then pushed her body harder against the carved door with his own.
“Oh Seraphina, you tease…” Desire burned in both of their eyes but she pushed on his chest again attempting to release the embrace while putting some force behind it.
He grumbled at her movements and she slowly applied more pressure and attempted to slow their passions. “You are going to be the death of me you little vixen.”
She attempted to laugh off his aggressive manner as she pushed him fully away, using her full strength. “Hey I might not have trained as long as you but I bet I could get you down on your knees with one maneuver.” 
She said playfully as she fumbled for her door handle. Desperate to get away before she did anything else ill mannered that day. 
He laughed as he moved his arm above her head and leaned in, “You can maneuver me onto my knees any time you want as long as it’s in front of your naked body. As long its lingering above mine.” 
In idle protest to his filthy words, she lightly slapped his chest with her hand. Then blushed just the same. “Goddess Sera, what am I going to do with you? You’re driving me absolutely mad.” 
She moved her body behind the door as she closed it, “Only mad about me, my Lord?”
She didn’t let him answer. “Goodnight Ivar, dream of me…in your bed. And who knows? Maybe your dreams will come true one day…” 
Click.
The door closed and she locked it immediately. Ivar was in lustful pain as he leaned against the door for seconds longer begging her to come back out. 
Eventually relenting he walked away while cursing at no one in particular and promised to come back for her. “I’ll be thinking of you tonight while alone in my chambers.” His voice trailed off down the hall.
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Later that evening–she dared to cross the corridor again. Only it was in as much shrouded darkness and silence as possible. Voices had faded in the halls making her hope she wouldn't run into anyone.  
She may have had way too much to drink after dinner. Her head was nearly spinning after consuming the meager stash of ale in her room trying to distract herself from Ivar’s earlier advances.
Then drowning out thoughts of what the Chieftain could’ve almost discovered about her. She needed a respite and that had been her best option. 
However, curiosity dug its way into her consciousness. The skirts of her dress swayed as she crept barefoot into the unfamiliar hallway. Only one door at the end of it. She knew her way there only because she’d overheard other females talking about it, about him, one afternoon while reading in the library. 
They’d talked about their fantasies with Kaelan and how they’d give anything to be his. She scoffed at them but secretly held that information about the location of his room in the back of her mind. Knowing she might need it one day.
Well that night was it as she moved swiftly across the barely lit hallway. She let a small knock fall lightly on the door before quickly moving inside. Thankful it was unlocked.
She was surprised to find light from the many moons filtering in through a thin veil of drapes from a tall window. Located high up the wall nearly touching the ceiling. It was a welcome sight in the cavernous cage.
The room was twice the size of hers. While his bed was three times bigger and covered in furs and blankets that had a warming essence. His bathing room looked luxurious upon a quick glance as she moved further into the space. Taking in the desk with a leather lined chair, various pieces of wood carved furniture and items across the room. 
However, it was the tall arched opening beyond his bed on the right side of the room that caught her attention. She spied floor to ceiling shelves that held a wild amount of books further beyond its opening. 
Then a small sitting area lay inside as she walked through the dark amethyst drapes that were drawn up on either side of the entrance. A comforting embrace as she let her fingers trail along the spines of the books and took in the percarious space. 
It was truly breathtaking and wondrous. A tang of jealousy rode down her spine as the slit of her dress in the back parted when she sat down on his small sofa. Also lined with heavy blankets and furs next to a small fireplace at the back of the study. That’s when she spotted a small drink cart and happily poured herself a glass.
Nearly loosing track of time and her purpose for being there, the door abruptly flung open wide. A very dirty, very angry Kaelan thundered into the room. 
Throwing his bloodied sword to the ground he began taking off his boots, then vest, then tunic. 
Her body stilled and her screaming thoughts thundered in her mind–move, speak, do anything! 
He paused his undressing to light several candles at his desk before he whipped around and lunged. 
She gasped before she could react or scream, or really anything at all. Too stunned. 
He knocked her to the ground and books went flying off the shelves all around them as he growled and landed on her with a thud. His dark shadows began to steal the air from her lungs and her eyes went wide. 
His knees met her thighs and pressed down as he pulled back his head and held her arms above her head.
Then just as quickly, he let go. She coughed, willing air to refill her thinning lungs as his shadows retreated and she turned on her side. 
“Sera! Damn it, what are you doing in here?! I could’ve killed you!” 
Ugh, I really need to get a handle on my powers. They are way too dormant for situations like this.
“Well…cough…I just wanted to see…cough…how the battle went.” She took deep breaths as she slowly sat up. Thoroughly undone. 
He paced back to his bed as he ran his fingers through his hair—caked with varying elements like blood and dirt. She stared up at him from the ground still attempting to recover. 
Parts of her dress were torn from the struggle and she sighed a little at the sight of it all. “You certainly know how to steal a girl's breath away.” 
He ignored her sarcastic remark. “You can’t just lurk around like that. I could’ve–have you learned nothing at all in my classes? I can think of at least three positions I’ve taught you that would’ve fought me off.” He drawled on as he took in her pitiful affair on the floor of his study. 
Then walked off to the bathing room as he said, “I’m going to clean up. I ordered food so just bring it inside when it arrives for me, ok? We can talk then.” His voice tight as he disappeared into the darkness before flickering light filtered around the bottom of the door. 
She slowly willed her body to crawl back up onto the sofa before laying down and counting her breaths as her head pounded and adrenaline slowed. One…two…three…

      ***Eventually, Kaelan shook her shoulder and she jolted awake. She hadn’t realized that while counting her breaths she’d passed out so easily. She sat up quickly, then instantly regretted it as her head began to throb again. Wincing, she pressed her fingers to her temple. 
A glass of water appeared in front of her. She accepted it as he sat down while holding a plate full of food in one hand and scooped her legs out from under her while demanding she lay back down as he set them across his lap. 
She had no choice but to sink further into the surprisingly sturdy sofa. Her head slightly propped up against the back as she watched wide eyed at his casual demeanor. 
“Drink your water and lay back, Sera. I don’t have the energy to fight you tonight or carry you back to your room. You reek of ale.” And in one simple movement he had settled her legs across his thighs with his plate precariously perched on her shins over the tattered dress. 
She sipped her water, still too stunned to say anything.  She watched him eat. 
In between bites he played with the frayed ends of her skirts and said, “I’m sure you can get your dress repaired. I would just leave out the part explaining how it ripped while you were on the floor of my bedroom.” His coy smile flashed as he took another bite. 
Her feisty spirit came back at his scandalous words, “How dare you…” She tried to kick her legs out but he was faster, stronger. 
He steadied her movements and his tray as he said. “It’s been a long, late night for me. Stay a while? I could use the distraction. Even if it’s with the likes of you.” 
Confusion dotted her brow while his casual smile took a slight downturn as he was reminded of the recent events of the battle. 
What if he killed tonight? What if…well he is here in one piece. So that means one thing—they are dead while he still exists in this realm.
His words hung in the air until she sat down her glass on the small side table and dared to ask, “What happened?” 
“Let’s just say that while they thought their magic would triple the efforts of their meager numbers, I had some tricks of my own up my sleeve. They certainly put up a good fight but we won out in the end. We didn’t lose any lives, just some injuries. I’m surprised you spotted them so easily. They were so far off in the distance at that point none of our lookouts would’ve seen them until they were closer.” 
Not willing to share her otherworldly sight in one eye, she changed the subject. “Weren’t you…afraid? I mean of losing the fight or…”
“I’m not afraid of anything, Sera.” 
“I find that impossible to believe.”  She coughed at him.
“I don’t have the luxury of being afraid of anything. I simply focus on the task at hand. Strategize from there.” 
“A person without fear is also without hope.” 
“Don’t go soft on me now. What happened to your death threats?” He winced as he lifted the empty tray and turned to set it aside. 
She hadn’t even considered that he might be injured. She quickly moved and turned as he faced her. His hand clenched his torso. 
“Kalean, you’re hurt.”
“It’s nothing, really. I’ll survive. Not that you care about me living.” His eyes slid downward as she shifted to lift his shirt. The gash went across his noticeably chiseled abs. She quickly squashed the thought as she focused on examining the abrasion. 
She’d seen plenty of injuries in her time in the village. The females always expected to tend to any wounded soldiers that came back home. “That’s the mark of a mage's staff. That magic can infect you quickly if it’s not treated…Oh.” 
Placing the bandage back over his mark, she continued. “You’ve already met with your healers and had the proper ointments applied, I see." 
A statement from her lips as she backed off the sofa and stood moving towards the expanse of books lining the walls, only swaying slightly.
What am I doing here?! I shouldn’t care if he is injured. I shouldn’t…
Needing a distraction from his warm, strong, alluring body, “How long was I out?” 
He simply huffed as she listened to him shift on the sofa swinging his thick muscled legs across the rest of that all too small piece of furniture. 
“Maybe thirty minutes? I’m not sure how quickly you passed out but when I finished cleaning up I realized my food was still outside my door and you were silent as a mouse. At first, I thought you’d left but then found you sleeping here.” She didn’t turn around even though she could feel his gaze upon her.
“I see, well, I apologize for coming unannounced. I’ve certainly had too much to drink. I knocked when I first arrived at your door but you didn’t answer. So, I figured it was safe to go in and wait for you. I just…needed to know what happened. Everyone at dinner seemed so unbothered by the whole ordeal, it was unnerving.” Her fingers stopped on the back of a book called, ‘The Wanderings of a Great Realm Traveler’. She picked it up and started to read.
“You can borrow that if you like. I’m sad to say I haven’t had much time for reading lately. At least I could know the knowledge here isn’t going to a complete waste.” Her glimmering amber eyes peeked over her shoulder as she twirled the book in her hands. 
“Are you sure? I find it very hard to believe the ‘Great Verengarde General’ reads in his spare time.” 
He scoffed up at her. “What else am I to do in my spare time? Throw knives at the wall?” 
She ignored him. “I went to the Library of Lore not too long ago. While I found some interesting reads about the history of your clansmen I’ve struggled to find anything on a topic other than that. Where did you find all of these books?” She asked while scanning more titles.
He propped an arm over his head. “My work takes me to places all across this realm. I bought some in shops, some were offered to me and others were just found. Which is why some copies are more tattered than others. They’ve seen more violence than most warriors within these very walls.” His dark tale filled the space and she suddenly realized that dawn had to be breaking soon and she was not anywhere near her room. 
“Right, well um–thanks for the book. I’ll return it once I’m done.” She gathered the ripped ends of her dress as she nodded her head towards him and moved to open his bedroom door. 
“Sera.” His deep voice grumbled. 
“Yes?” 
“Has anyone told you how our training here works? How each clansman becomes a warrior?” 
Her silence seemed to be answer enough.
“Every six months they hold assessments that cover all ten areas of training. If a clansman can pass the assessments they are given instructions on graduation…ceremonies. Which are three trials, if you will. This is done once a warrior reaches the age of eighteen and continues until they reach twenty five. A warrior can take the assessments every six months as many times as they want. However, there is only one chance of passing the graduation trials. If a warrior has not graduated by twenty five, then they do not become one of us. Not in that way. However, they are kept here in the mountains to work in whatever capacity is deemed fit. No matter what, once a clansman is behind these walls, they will forever be here. If a clansman does graduate then they are marked with the Verengarde symbol and take the sacred blood oaths.” 
Her breath held as she absorbed his words.
"It's more than just a mark, Sera. It's a binding thread that connects us all, an arcane emblem of our unity and shared purpose," he explained.
Flames from the candles cast shadows on the contours of his face. "When a clansman completes their training, proving themselves worthy, they receive the mark. A choice is granted to them–where on their body they want to carry the symbol. It's a personal decision, a commitment etched into their very skin."
Kaelan gestured to the symbol on his covered shoulder and back. "For me, it's here," he said, pointing to the spot. “A reminder of our duty, our heritage, and the delicate balance we must maintain."
His words hung in the air. "You'll have that choice one day. However, you won’t be given permission to join the next assessment. Since you’ve just arrived. They will wait until the time comes for the following assessment for that. I myself passed into graduation when I was only eighteen. I was promoted to General by the time I was twenty three." 
Heat raged inside her at the thought of the Verengarde fire and ice runic symbol being etched onto her body. “I will never become one of you.” Her stoic voice was clear as she ripped open his door to leave.
He mumbled back at her just before she left, “Don’t take the main corridor, the attendants will already be moving around. Take the side alcoves between the halls to your left. You’ll find them hidden behind a large tapestry with a Verengarde clan symbol on it. It’ll take you straight to your corridor–unseen.” She paused only a moment then moved forward memorizing his instructions.
She shuddered trying to not think about everything he had just laid out before her. As if she would stay there until her twenty-fifth birthday. She would end her life before becoming one of them. Even if she was nearly one year away from that milestone.

      ***Stretching in the late morning air, she panicked as she realized she’d slept in. 
Shit! 
Quickly relieving herself, she splashed fresh water on her face just before throwing on her training clothes. Shit, shit, blast it all!
She cursed as she quickly ate the stale biscuit left on the morning breakfast tray then ran down the hall towards Madam Maelis. She hadn’t even bothered trying to tie her hair back as it sailed around her in the cutting wind with her fast pace.
The morning chime hit and she knew she was too late. She slowed as she met Madam Maelis’s gaze while dismissing the morning meeting. 
The other warriors began to disperse but she walked up to her waiting for a tongue lashing. She berated the tardiness but seeing the dark bags under her eyes she didn’t say anything too harsh. 
She sentenced Seraphina to help tend to the grotto garden’s that afternoon for an hour after lessons. Stealing some of her free time, but she didn’t mind. 
Her body ached at the end of the day's lessons as she walked towards the Grotto Gardens. The unnervingly silent gardeners didn’t even acknowledge her presence. She stood there unsure of where to go or where to start.
One of the workers gave her a wordless gesture towards some tools that he wielded. She grabbed them and followed his motions tilling the ground and prepping what could only be a bed for certain seeds to be planted. That went on for a long while before she realized the time. 
It was nearly dinner time before she stalked back into her room. The memories of the small interactions with the grotto workers still lingered in her mind as they toiled beside her. Clearly not every being inside the mountainous chamber were warriors. 
She started to consider which new dress she wanted to wear at the dining hall, but couldn’t do it. The memories of the previous night’s exchange with Kaelan filtered through her mind and she couldn’t seem to get them under control. Save for the small amount of time she spent in the gardens. The caked blood all over Kaelan’s body and the casual way he lounged on the sofa with her. 
That blasted book sitting on my desk, taunting me… I need some fresh air. I can’t stomach anything right now.
So instead of changing and waltzing into another formal dinner she donned her thick leathers and old fur coat before hiding the Axe beneath. She’d hardly touched the damned thing since she arrived and she figured it was about time she started training with it. 
While she had already learned some moderate weaponry maneuvers she needed to train with the axe if she ever had any hope of deciphering why she was chosen to wield it. 
Feel its weight.
Feel its strength. 
If she truly was its new master, then she needed to do that part on her own. Its craftsmanship was beyond anything she had ever encountered in her father’s forge. Materials stronger, heavier, and more magnificent than anything she’d touched in her little ‘no name’ village. 
She quietly made her way through the secret tunnels Ivar had once shown her. Moving towards the exit and focusing on it alluring embrace.
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The midnight air filled her lungs to capacity as she quietly snuck her way back into her room hours later, thoroughly undone by her exercise with the Axe. With her sworn enemies she had not only sharpened her fighting skills but gained a considerable amount of lean muscle. It was a welcomed change.  
Nearly ready to fall into her bed of pure exhaustion, she chose to clean up and eat a small bite from her meager stocks.  Until she heard a knock on her chamber door. 
The wooden panels echoed with a rhythmic thud, the sound resonating in the quiet corridor. As the door creaked open, Ivar appeared, his presence a silhouette against the dimly lit passage.
"Sera," he quietly greeted, a warmth in his voice that echoed the flickering torchlight lining the walls. 
She merely let out a sad moan. Her face buried in her sheets, still strapped in her leathers.
"Fancy a bit of a diversion tonight?"
Her body stiffened, but her eyes gleamed with curiosity. "A diversion, you say?" Her sarcastic tone played into his ears.
Ivar's eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief. "You’re not the only one who’s had it rough within these walls. There's a spot many of us like to escape to—a place carved out in the heart of the fortress, where the ceilings loom high and the walls echo with laughter. It’s a pub-like tavern, where we can unwind without worrying about competition and rules. What do you say?"
Excitement flickered in Seraphina’s eyes as she nodded. "Give me a moment to change, and I’ll join you."
As they navigated the fortress's winding corridors, the distant murmur of laughter and the clinking of tankards guided them toward the heart of revelry. They approached what appeared to be an unassuming stretch of stone wall, its surface covered in thick, creeping moss that thrived in the cold, damp air. Ivar pressed his hand against a specific patch of the moss, murmuring a few words under his breath. The moss receded, revealing a hidden door etched with faint, glowing runes.
With a soft hum, the door slid open, revealing the entrance to the secret tavern. Inside, floating orbs of light bobbed gently above the patrons, casting a warm, golden glow across the room. The air buzzed with energy as they stepped inside, the magical orbs illuminated the stone chamber. Then floating tankards in the air slowly made their way to awaiting hands.
Upon crossing the threshold, the scent of aged wood and ale filled Seraphina's senses. 
“How have you not brought me here before?” She asked him eyes wide with wonder. 
The cavernous makeshift tavern was a tapestry of rustic charm, with long wooden tables and benches hewn from the fortress's stone. The air hummed with the low murmur of voices and the faint strains of a tune played on a lute without a lutenist to hold it.
Her eyes danced with wonderment as she took it all in.
Around them, shadows flickered like spirits dancing in the orb light. The place seemed to have a soul, alive with the memories of countless gatherings, whispered secrets, and the clinking of tankards raised in camaraderie.
Ivar guided her to a corner where a large table stood, its surface worn smooth by the hands of many clansmen. There, among the gathered warriors, she spotted familiar faces like Eirik, Makatza, Esmeray, and Bjorn. The corners of their eyes crinkled with mirth.
Seraphina settled into a seat between Ivar and Makatza with her striking violet hair tucked behind her ear revealing a series of piercings all along the edge. The dim light cast a warm glow, revealing the worn yet comforting features of the place. 
Shadows seemed to dance on the walls, telling tales of battles won and lost, of love found and forgotten.
In the intimate space, Seraphina's attire reflected her essence. She wore dark, casual clothes that melded seamlessly with the stone walls. Hidden beneath were strategic places to store her daggers never feeling comfortable to leave without them.
As she settled into the corner, her eyes scanned the room, absorbing the atmosphere that seemed to echo with the heartbeat of the fortress itself.
Ivar's gaze lingered on her, a mixture of admiration and longing in his eyes. There was a silent exchange, a language spoken in glances, and then he turned to the group.
"Look who decided to join our little gathering tonight," he announced, a jovial tone in his voice. "Sera, meet the heart and soul of our late-night escapades."
A chorus of greetings and half hearted smiles greeted Seraphina as she simply nodded back knowing full well not everyone had warmed up to her presence yet. 
Seraphina sat amidst the gathered clansmen, her gaze flickering between the faces illuminated by the flickering orb-light as she sipped on her ale that had floated over to her. As if the tavern already knew what flavors would most please her tongue.
Eirik, his eyes gleaming with mischief, raised his tankard high. "Ah, tales of old, my friends! Who among us has not heard the legend of the Queen of Embers? A tale that warms the heart even in the coldest of winters such as our dear Eirlys that is forever shrouded in it."
Makatza, with a gleam in her eye said, "Oh Eirik. Haven’t we all heard enough of this bedtime story? We’ve grown up with those tall tales.”
Esmeray, her eyes bright with curiosity, leaned in. "I always loved them as a child. The image of a queen with molten gold hair, her eyes fierce as the sun, ruling not just with a scepter but a blade aflame with the essence of her being has always enchanted me."
Bjorn, the stoic giant with a beard that seemed to have tales of its own, joined the conversation. "Aye, and her weapon, forged from a volcano's heart, ablaze with the very essence of fire. A symbol of her unmatched prowess on the battlefield."
As the tales flowed, the flames in the hearth seemed to respond, leaping higher.
Eirik's voice resonated, "The queen defended her realm against ice-wrought creatures, a guardian with a heart ablaze.” 
“No it wasn’t ‘ice creatures’ you oaf.” Bjorn jumped in.
“Yes it was and she was adored by her people as the manifestation of the Queen of Embers, she brought warmth even in the coldest of winters." Eirik took another swig.
“You idiot, you make it sound like she was a harlot. How twisted is your version of this tale?” Bjorn spat back at him. 
Makatza interjected. "I remember my grandmother telling me about the jealousy that marred the stories. A dark sorcerer–or maybe it was three of them? They were envious of the queen's power, and sought to extinguish her flames. They say it took place across the realm in the Sacred Lands. Their plan, a treacherous one, was to summon an eternal blizzard to extinguish her power."
Esmeray continued, her eyes sparkling. "The night of the blizzard, a fierce battle unfolded in the heart of Eirlys' mountains. The battle drew them there, closer to the Verengarde fortress. Fire clashed with ice, the very mountains bearing witness to the struggle. They were bound by fate, but forged in the eternal fire of destiny."
Bjorn added with a solemn tone, "The queen prevailed, shattering their efforts to conquer all of Eirlys. Victory, however, came at a cost. Depleted of her power, she couldn't restore Eirlys to its lush state. On her deathbed, she bid farewell, promising to return if summoned by those with pure hearts and unyielding determination. An Heir within her lineage."
The flames roared to life, casting a warm, defiant glow. The tale hung in the air like a delicate melody, an echo of a time long past. The clansmen, their eyes reflecting the dancing flames, sat in silence for a moment.
Seraphina spoke softly, "So it’s about a queen who faced the elements, whose power and sacrifice shaped the destiny of Eirlys, but at a cost that shrouded us in eternal icy tundras. Sounds like a bedtime tale to explain to children our entrapment in this frozen realm…Nothing but stories of old, no truth to them."
Eirik, catching the subtle shift in her tone, nodded. "Oh, Seraphina. The Queen of Embers lives on in our stories, her spirit intertwined with our age old tales, we make of it what we want."
Ivar chimed in, “Yes, a tale of a sultry queen according to you, Eirik.” They all laughed in unison at his remark as Eirik glared back. 
“Well it’s just a story anyways. What about that one where…” Then he was cut off abruptly when a tankard of ale was slammed onto the table between Seraphina and Ivar spraying everyone at the table. 
“What is she doing here? This place is for true clansmen only. Not newcomers bent on making all of us look bad.” Seraphina didn’t need to turn her head to know who belonged to the shrieking voice. 
“Well it’s good to see you again too, Valda.” She said as she wiped at her face to clear off the dripping ale. 
“How can any of you sit here with her like she is one of us? She isn’t! She embarrassed nearly everyone at this table a few weeks ago in Sigrun’s class and yet you sit here and laugh with her like nothing happened.” Valda drew back her hand from the drink as she glared down at Seraphina and then to the rest of the group.
Seraphina finally stood, nearly knocking her chair behind her as she said, “I simply made observations as we were instructed to do. But more importantly, I don’t answer to you or anyone here. If they thought my presence as revolting as you clearly do then they could’ve left. No one is holding them against their will. Besides it’s clear you’ve had one too many drinks from the stench on your breath and the widened pupils of your eyes. I suggest you go find somewhere else to be before you make a grave mistake. Then make an even greater fool of yourself.” Seraphina’s hands balled into fists as she took another step closer to Valda daring her to start the fight that was charging the air around them. 
Ivar abruptly stood up and moved himself between them. “Ok, it seems we’ve all had a bit much. Valda, leave, now. Or would you prefer I let Madam Maelis know about your late night escapades you were forbidden from doing since that last incident?” 
Valda stared at them for a moment before spitting on the table as she walked away and said, “I won’t forget this Ivar, you can’t protect her forever.” Then stalked off. 
Seraphina became enraged at the comment and yelled after her, “I don't need anyone’s protection! Come back here and I’ll demonstrate just that to you, you little…” Then Ivar was pulling her back down into her chair before she could finish. 
“Sera, please.” The kindness in his eyes melted her rage and she slowly settled back into her place beside him. 
Everyone else at the table seemed a bit stunned but quickly changed the subject, and she was thankful for it. Makazta spoke up, “Have you heard about the random surges in warriors with magical powers lately?” 
Everyone’s eyes were immediately on her. Bjorn added, “Oh yeah, I had a kid in class the other day self combust. Apparently someone is supplying dangerous potions and elixirs to different clansmen and the side effects can be quite gruesome.” 
Seraphina interjected, “What do you mean? What kind of powers are they getting from the potions?” 
Makazta slammed her tankard onto the table and summoned another ale to find its way to her before continuing, “Apparently it’s mixed results. The outcome is based on bloodlines. Ones that may have faint ties to a magical member in their ancestry. It’s not strong enough for them to develop any new powers naturally on their own. But if they do have history far up their family member’s tree then they can sometimes harness it, but it’s a minuscule success rate.” 
Seraphina stored that bit of information away in her mind. Why would someone be distributing harmful potions that could kill their own clansmen? Elowyn–it has to be behind this.
As the night wore on, the tapestry of tales continued to unfold, weaving legends into the very air of the tavern. The clink of tankards and the murmur of voices filled the air. As she sipped on her ale, her gaze wandered, observing the faces of those she had long considered adversaries.
In that moment, a sudden epiphany struck her like a bolt of lightning. These clansmen, once seen as enemies, were not so different from herself. They were young beings, mostly stolen from their own homes as children, trained to serve a mortal god—the chieftain—who wielded control over their lives. The cycle of indoctrination and replacement echoed in her mind, each generation manipulated to perpetuate a war whose origins had long been forgotten.
The realization washed over her like a wave, a profound understanding of the injustice that bound them all. Her internal musings overtook her thoughts.
These clansmen have been compelled to swear loyalty to the Verengarde. They are unwitting pawns in a game they do not understand. Innocent lives lost and sacrificed for a cause shrouded in deception and ambiguity.
As Seraphina had delved deeper into her research, uncovering the tangled web of history and betrayal, she felt the weight of responsibility settle upon her shoulders. 
No longer could she stand idly by, seeking to dismantle the Verengarde clan at the expense of countless stolen lives. Even Verengarde ones, never having allowed herself that line of thought before.
They were prisoners in a cage of their own making, unaware of their captivity. Seraphina's path became clearer in that moment—to end them, she would have to save them first—from themselves. 
The flames flickered, and Seraphina, a silent observer, enjoyed the simple respite. However, the new damning thoughts plagued her mind.
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KAELAN

Kaelan sat alone in his study. The air was thick with the scent of old parchment and ink, mingling with the faint aroma of wood smoke from the nearby hearth. The fortress itself seemed to sigh around him, its ancient stones creaking as if they too held secrets they dared not reveal. 
His stormy grey eyes, sharp and ever-watchful, scanned the delicate pages of the tome spread before him. Dark hair, tousled and unruly from the day’s responsibilities, fell across his forehead. He absently brushed it back, revealing a deep-set gaze that spoke of unspoken burdens. The trimmed beard that framed his chiseled jawline gave him an air of authority, though his expression was softened by the flickering light. 
Kaelan wore a simple, dark tunic—functional yet of fine quality—its fabric tailored to allow freedom of movement, while his boots, worn from countless battles, rested against the stone floor, muffling the cold that seeped through the ancient stonework.
The study was his sanctuary, a place where he could unravel the mysteries of the past away from the prying eyes of the Verengarde inhabitants. There, amidst the shelves laden with forgotten histories and obscure tales, he kept his most dangerous secrets.
His hand, calloused yet steady, traced the outline of the hidden compartment beneath the sofa. A quiet whisper of magic, old and cautious, pulsed through his fingers as he unlocked the small, concealed door. The magic was a lesser kind, one he had mastered through years of practice and secrecy. As the compartment slid open, it revealed a collection of ancient tomes and scrolls, each more worn than the last, their covers marked with the insignias of long-forgotten kingdoms.
The books spoke of a time before perpetual winter had gripped Eirlys, a time when the Queen of Embers ruled with a fiery hand, balancing the ethereal forces of the realm. Kaelan had found the texts scattered across the land, each discovery a thread he carefully wove into a tapestry of truth, one that he alone could decipher. To anyone else, the books were mere relics, but to Kaelan, they held the key to the prophecy—a prophecy that could reshape the future of Eirlys. One he protected fiercely in secrecy.
As he pulled out the oldest tome, its leather cover cracked and dry, he felt a familiar surge of guilt. He had kept the books hidden for years, shielding their knowledge from the Chieftain and the people of Verengarde. He knew the consequences of their contents being discovered—how the power within could be used to either save or destroy the realm. But Kaelan had chosen to keep them hidden, not out of fear, but out of a deep, unyielding loyalty to a truth only he understood.
The prophecy had haunted him for as long as he could remember, its words etched into his memory like a scar that would never heal. It spoke of an Heir to the Queen of Embers, one who would rise from the ashes and unleash her wrath upon the land, restoring balance to the ether and ending the perpetual winter that choked the life out of Eirlys. The prophecy also hinted at the return of rightful rulers, those who would bring peace to the battle-torn realm. But it was not a prophecy the Chieftain fully grasped, nor did Kaelan wish him to.
“The Heir shall rise when the Ether bleeds, and the stars burn in their final dance. Their wrath shall reignite the dying flame, and the frost shall cower before their might. The Queen of Embers shall be reborn, and with them, the rightful rulers shall return. But beware, for with their coming, the darkness too shall stir, and only those of true heart shall stand against the night.”
The passage was written in an archaic script, the language of the ancients, but Kaelan had long since learned to translate it. As he read the words, a shiver ran down his spine, not from the cold, but from the weight of their meaning. He knew what it meant to protect the Heir, to ensure that they would rise and fulfill the prophecy, but he also knew the danger they would bring. The Chieftain, in his ignorance, believed the prophecy was a warning of a threat to the realm, but Kaelan knew better. The Heir was not a threat to Eirlys; they were its last hope.
Kaelan’s eyes flicked to the corner of the room where his sword leaned against the wall, its blade dull in the dim light. He had fought for so long, protecting a fortress built on lies and half-truths, while the real danger lurked in the shadows of his own mind. The Heir was out there, waiting for the right moment to reveal themselves, and when they did, all of Eirlys would change.
But Kaelan had done more than hide the books; he had buried the truth deep within the fortress, locking away the knowledge that could defeat the Heir should they become more than they could control. He had taken the scrolls that described the ancient rituals, the spells that could bind or banish them, and hidden them where no one would find them. It was his way of ensuring that the prophecy would come to pass, even if it meant betraying the clan. Eirlys was more important to him. Though he never dared to reveal that hidden truth buried deep within. 
“The stars burn in their final dance…” He repeated the words silently, his mind drifting to the night sky above Verengarde, where the stars seemed to flicker with an urgency he had never noticed before. Time was running out.
Kaelan’s thoughts were interrupted by a distant sound, the faint echo of footsteps in the corridor outside. He quickly closed the tome and slid it back into the compartment, his magic sealed it shut once more. He could not afford to be caught with the damning books, not when the prophecy was so close to being fulfilled. He could feel it in his bones.
Kaelan’s eyes hardened as he stared at the closed compartment. He had made his choice long ago, and there was no turning back. The Heir would rise, and with them, the Queen of Embers would be reborn. And when that time came, Kaelan would be ready, for he had kept the secrets of the past, and he alone held the key to the future of Eirlys.
He rose from the sofa, his movements swift and deliberate, as he crossed the room and opened the door to his bedchamber. 
Kaelan knew that the Chieftain would soon grow suspicious of his frequent failures in finding out more about the prophecy, having kept all of his findings to himself. But for the moment,  he was safe, and the secrets of the Queen of Embers remained hidden. At least for as long as he could keep them.
“Kaelan, old friend, why didn’t you come to the tavern tonight?” Eirik’s drunken voice bellowed as he tumbled into the chambers. 
“And miss your ale induced stupor? Why would I want to do that?” Kalean mocked as he assisted his friend to sit on the edge of the bed. 
“She was there tonight.” Eirik drawled out. 
“Oh? ‘She’ who?” Kaelan asked feigning nonchalance. He knew exactly who Eirik was referring to. 
“Valda nearly lost her head tonight. I was thoroughly entertained.” His words slurred but Kaelan still understood. 
“What did she do?” 
“She poked the beast within Seraphina.” Eirik chuckled as he stood again heading for Kaelan’s drink cart in his study. 
His brow furrowed as he watched his friend stumble around the room. Then kept an eye on the hidden compartment underneath the sofa. Ensuring it remained covered in shadows. 
“That’s not hard to do. She needs to work on keeping her temper in check. It may well be the death of her.” Kaelan mused mostly to himself. 
Eirik managed to pour a heaping amount of liquid fire into a glass before letting his backside meet the furs and cushions of the small sofa. “What’s with you two anyways?” 
“What do you mean?” 
Eirik’s hazy eyes met his own. A glimmer of sobriety peeking through. “I see the way you look at each other. There is a storm brewing between you two and I’m not sure if either of you will survive it.” 
Kaelan coughed as he poured himself a drink and turned his back to the bold truth burning a hole in his back. “I think you’ve had too much to drink tonight, Eirik. She is a warrior in training, like all of the rest, that’s all.” 
“You don’t look at the rest the way you look at her. Besides, it seems Ivar has a handle on things with her.” Eirik took another swig and leaned back into the armrest. 
Kaelan scoffed as he attempted to remove his friends worries. “If you imagine I look at her any differently then the rest, then know it is because I am concerned she will become a liability. I am keeping a close eye on her to ensure she doesn’t do anything to harm the clan.” 
A hearty laugh erupted behind his shoulder. “You tell yourself whatever you need to in order to sleep well at night. The chieftain relies on his powers to taste lies in the air, but all I need is to simply observe. And I’ve known you a very long time, old friend.” 
Rage burned behind Kaelan’s eyes as his shadows instinctively wrapped around his legs, ready to burst forth. “I think you need to sleep off your troublesome decisions this evening, Eirik. Go back to your rooms.” His jaw feathered as he attempted to keep control over his emotions. 
“Ah, there it is. I knew I’d strike a cord soon enough. Stay away from her Kaelan. Or she will be the death of you.”
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The suns dipped low in the sky, casting a warm, golden glow upon the forest floor the next day. Seraphina and Ivar, both clad in the practical yet lethal attire of the Verengarde, stood at the edge of a small clearing. Seraphina's eyes were alive with the colors of the fallen leaves, her hair cascaded over her shoulders like a waterfall of fire. Her bow slung over her shoulder and her quiver of arrows at her side. 
Ivar, tall and imposing, exuded a quiet strength in his own Verengarde armor. His eyes, a deep shade of ocean blue. He glanced at her, a mixture of concern and affection softened his gaze.
"What’s on your mind, Ivar?" Seraphina asked, her tone light but curious. They had spent many days together, often venturing into the woods to escape the watchful eyes of the fortress. Yet that day, something seemed different.
He hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully. "I’m sure you’ve already heard the rumors, Sera," he began, his voice a low, melodic rumble. "Rumors about the Mystic Spire Trials."
Seraphina tilted her head, intrigued. She had heard the name mentioned in hushed tones but little else. "Mystic Spire? What's that?"
Ivar's eyes flickered with a mix of emotions—determination, fear, and a hint of something else she couldn't quite place. "It's part of our training assessments," he said, his voice dropping to a whisper, as if sharing a forbidden secret. "A challenge meant only for the strongest and elite of the Verengarde. It's a rite of passage, the final step to becoming a true Clansman after certain achievements are met. Those who survive it, who pass its trials, are officially accepted into the clan. A graduation of sorts. No more training, you get to fight for the clan and are given battle assignments. You truly become a blood oath warrior."
Seraphina's heart quickened. "Tell me more," she urged, her eyes locking onto him.
Ivar hesitated, a mixture of emotions playing across his face. "It's not easy, Sera. The Mystic Spire challenges your very soul. The trials are relentless, designed to break the weak and elevate the strong. Many enter, but only a few may survive."
A spark ignited in Seraphina's eyes. "I see," she said, her voice steady, though her heart raced with anticipation.
Ivar's brows furrowed in concern. "I’ve been accepted to go. It's forbidden for outsiders to know about it until their selection day, after they’ve passed their assessments. Even mentioning the Mystic Spire to you is a risk. The clan has strict rules, and traditions about this."
Seraphina stepped closer, her gaze unwavering. "Ivar, I know you’ll be great and don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”
Ivar sighed, a mixture of worry and understanding in his eyes. "I’ve been preparing for this moment all of my life, Sera. But the Mystic Spire is different. It's not just physical strength; it's mental and emotional resilience. It's facing your deepest fears and conquering them. I admit, I don’t know if I am ready. And if I fail, my father…well let’s just say when he was in my position and facing the graduation ceremonies with his twin brother, only one of them made it out."
A determined glint flickered in Seraphina's eyes. "Ivar you are a fierce warrior and I’m sure you’ll succeed."
Ivar placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch grounding. "I’ll come back for you at least. I’ll be back because the best prize at the end of it all isn’t winning the challenges. It’s coming back to you." He leaned in and kissed her more gently than she could remember ever being kissed. 
Seraphina placed her hand over his, a silent defiance in her eyes. "I’ll be right here waiting for you."
Ivar searched her eyes, his expression torn between worry and pride. Finally, he nodded, his grip on her shoulder firm. "How was I ever so blessed by the Gods to find you? I’m never going to let you go."
Seraphina smiled, a mixture of guilt and determination pulsing through her veins. "When you return as a Verengarde Clansman Warrior it will catapult us into a new chapter for sure." Her veiled meaning dripped from every word as he soaked it in and interpreted her words in his own way.
And so, in the dying light of the day, under the falling snow of the forest that had become their sanctuary, Ivar continued to share the secrets of the Mystic Spire with Seraphina. 
And she conspired…
The challenges, the trials, the legends that surrounded it – all the knowledge she knew she would secretly need to face the forbidden rite of passage as he told them to her. She learned that they all wear masks and hoods throughout the experience. Only revealing their identities once all challenges were passed or if they had an unfortunate end during the trials. 
It was meant to symbolize the anonymity of each warrior that their victories were because of their wit and skills, not who they were, where they were born, or who they were promised to be. None of it mattered until they emerged a true clansman victor. 
They were to be stripped of their individual identities in favor of existing only as a clansman, because that was all that mattered once they became a warrior. It would never matter who they were, only that they were a Verengarde. 
With every word he spoke, her resolve hardened, and the path ahead seemed both treacherous and thrilling.
She was ready to prove everything she had threatened to Kaelan all those weeks ago. She was going to find a way to compete in the Mystic Spire and uncover their secrets. 
Anything to fight her way to freedom and to save her village from the threats those warriors posed. Anything to keep Liara safe.
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In the dimly lit training room nestled within the heart of the Verengarde caves, a sense of anticipation hung heavy in the air. Seraphina sat among the chosen warriors-in-training, having snuck in since knowing their meeting place from Ivar. Their faces masked in iron strapped around their heads and under their hoods as Sigrun, the illustrious Combat Sage, addressed them with solemnity.  
He began their perilous journey by fully explaining the mystic spire trials. Despite her relatively short training period, Seraphina felt a quiet confidence; as she possessed skills of her own.
In the room, veiled faces of hardened warriors, both male and female, remained stoic upon hearing Sigrun's words. The announcement of the impending trials seemed to evoke no surprise; instead, a palpable sense of determination settled among them.
Sigrun's voice resonated, weaving a tale of daunting challenges that awaited them within. "Warriors," he intoned, "you have embarked on a journey of trials and tribulations, but none shall test your mettle like the Trial of Shadows within the Mystic Spire."
Seraphina leaned forward, her eyes fixed on Sigrun, her heart echoing the rhythm of anticipation.
"The Mystic Spire," Sigrun continued, his voice unwavering, "is a place of both mystical allure and menacing darkness. It is a landscape nestled deep within Eirlys, where the very essence of your being will be put to the test."
A shiver traced Seraphina's spine as she imagined confronting her deepest fears and doubts made tangible.
Sigrun's tone grew somber as he described the trials. "The first task is the Trial of Illusions. Within the eerie cliffs, you will encounter illusions crafted from the depths of your own minds – your deepest fears, your innermost doubts. They will manifest before you, forcing you to confront and conquer them."
The room fell silent, the weight of the challenge settling over them like a heavy cloak.
"The Trial of Shadows," Sigrun's voice continued, "will test your ability to navigate a labyrinth of ever-shifting shadows and face the creatures within. These shadows are more than mere absence of light; they are sentient, cunning, and relentless."
"The final task, the Trial of Reflections," Sigrun concluded, "is a mystery only you can solve."
He continued on. "Prepare yourselves, warriors, for the Mystic Spire will demand every ounce of your strength, resilience, and spirit," Sigrun said with stern reassurance. "It is not a journey to be taken lightly, but it is a crucible through which you will emerge stronger, wiser, and ever more a true Verengarde warrior."
In the hours that followed, the momentous embark of their journey to the Mystic Spire arrived. Seraphina, along with her fellow warriors-in-training, gathered near the entrance of the Verengarde caves, their faces concealed behind silver iron masks and dark ebony hoods. The graduation grounds stood as a distant silhouette against the darkened sky, and a sense of unease permeated the air.
Clad in battle armor and leathers with their heavy cloaks to shield against Eirlys' cold bite, they secured their weapons, the weight of their purpose heavy upon their shoulders.
The chill of the underground realm clung to them like a relentless specter as they made their way through the dimly lit tunnels underneath the hardened ground, their footsteps echoing through labyrinthine corridors. Seraphina's breath misted in the frigid air.
Sigrun's voice echoed in the underground chamber, carrying portentousness. "Warriors, today you embark on a journey that will define you as a blood oath warrior. There will be several days of travel. Your rooms are being packed as we speak. In the untimely event that you do not return, your things will be sent disposed of.” 
The nightgown with odds and ends left in my dresser when I arrived. They must’ve belonged to a warrior who never returned from their trials.
The thought ran a shiver down her spine. Starting to wonder if she’d made the right decision. 
Their path was uncertain, their journey part of the trial itself—a test of endurance, teamwork, and adaptation to Eirlys' unforgiving terrain.
As they emerged into the open expanse, the landscape stretched before them, a mosaic of frozen earth and snow under the darkened sky. Towering spires of ice and rock reached towards the heavens, their jagged peaks disappearing into the swirling mist above. An eerie but welcome sight emerging from the cavernous fortress.
They felt every shift in the weight of their weapons, assorted gear, and packs.
With Sigrun leading the way, they set forth. The day was overcast, the skies brooding and heavy with the promise of blood and battles.
She could hear voices whisper around her, grim as they spoke to another in the sea of dark clothing, their gaze locked onto the treacherous ascent that awaited them. "This won't be an ordinary climb. The effort alone a challenge in itself outside of the real trials. Be vigilant.”  One whispered to another.
Their meager group embarked on the arduous climb, their hands gripping the jagged, hostile rocks. The terrain, its somber grandeur, seemed to taunt their determination, each step a struggle against unseen forces.
The ascent was grueling, an ordeal that pushed their limits both physically and mentally. The rocks under their touch felt cold and sharp, as if the very earth itself resented their intrusion. It was a stark reminder that Eirlys, despite its magical allure, could be as cruel as it was beautiful.
As they climbed higher, the atmosphere grew dense, choking them with an oppressive aura. 
The path ahead grew even more treacherous, the rocks taking on grotesque shapes that threatened to tear at their flesh. Seraphina could feel the exhaustion setting in, the sweat mingling with the grime on her brow. But there was no turning back; they were committed to the tormenting ascent.
After what felt like an eternity of suffering, they reached a plateau near the summit. The view, frighteningly breathtaking, offered little solace.

      ***Sigrun's voice was low and foreboding as he addressed the group. "We will rest here for the night before taking on our first trial tomorrow.” They hadn’t lost any warriors on the climb up and she was thankful she didn’t have to witness a burial on her first day. 
The night droned on as everyone seemed to settle into unspoken tasks, setting up tents, gathering food, starting a fire…which the group of a few clansmen seemed to be struggling with. Including two figures who seemed to portray Bjorn and Esmeray underneath their masked faces. It was difficult to know for sure, but it lightened her dreary heart to know they were there.
Taking that as an opportunity to help she waltzed over and offered her own rudimentary survival skills. Honed when she had still been surpressing her power in her village.
They balked at her for a moment. After the fire roared to life under her expert handling they tried to engage in conversation. She kept her mouth shut and her features veiled. She had to carefully conceal her identity or they would promptly send her back. 
The moderate group of clansmen gathered that night after cleaning up. Then sat around the center fire and decided to swap stories to pass the time. She knew it was a way to distract themselves from the looming trials that awaited them the next day. 
She could hear Ivar’s laughter as he talked to a few clansmen beside him across the living flame between them. 
The Verengarde warriors huddled around the campfire, their masked faces illuminated by the flickering flames. They were a mix of excitement and trepidation. Seraphina played with some errant pieces of rock by her feet as they all spun tales of wild beasts and conquering sorcerers in ancient times.
Then as the night grew a warrior who had surely been raised within the clan from birth cleared his throat as he mentioned a tale that explained why Eirly’s was forever draped in a frozen land of white snow and bitter cold nights similar to the tale she listened to just a few days ago. His eyes glinted with the thrill of storytelling, a tradition cherished among the Verengarde as he began.
"As you all may know, there is one tale in particular that I feel is tradition to share around campfires such as this," the clansman began, his voice a low rumble that seemed to echo the very essence of the forest around them. "I shall tell you a tale, a tale that has been whispered through the winds of Eirlys for centuries. It is a tale of a realm ablaze with power, a realm where fire and ice danced in eternal harmony."
Around them, the shadows of the forest seemed to stretch and dance, as if listening to the story themselves. She made the flames dance around them as the familiar story unfolded.
"And so," he concluded, his voice carrying a note of both melancholy and hope, "the tale of the Fated Queen of Embers has been passed down through generations. It is said that she still watches over our realm, her spirit intertwined with the very essence of Eirlys. Some even believe that she bore a child before her untimely end and that her bloodline is with us even now. Even though magic was nearly destroyed in this realm, we know very well that it is not fully lost. There was even an ancient cult that called themselves her followers birthed within the Sacred Lands, knights of the Fated Queen of Embers that passed down her ancient treasures through their bloodlines and swore to protect them knowing that one day they would be the ones to summon her back. No one knows what really became of them, but they are believed to still exist even today. Practicing their ritual that will one day bring their beloved queen back to them to restore the realm into its lush and warm state that it once was.” 
As the tale settled over the campfire like a comforting blanket, the warriors exchanged glances, their masked faces reflected a mixture of awe and reverence. 
They spun tales of wild battles and ancient prophecies until everyone was thoroughly spent.
In the heart of the night, beneath the watchful gaze of the stars, the warriors drifted into dreams filled with visions of fire and ice, of battles fought and destinies yet to be forged.
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“From here, the true trial begins." Sigrun’s voice boomed as everyone finished their morning meal. 
They were no longer certain if they had climbed the Mystic Spire or descended into madness as they stood at the summit, a desolate place surrounded by an eerie mist that swallowed the world. The air was thick with dread, and the ground beneath them felt as if it held the weight of countless tormented souls. 
The Verengarde warriors gathered in a circle; nearly thirty warriors all stood ready, their masked faces revealed nothing of their thoughts. 
Sigrun stood before them, his eyes like embers in the half-light. He cleared his throat, the sound echoed across the jagged peak with dark gray clouds hanging all around in the early morning hours. Masking any light from the sun as the warriors leaned in, anticipation thick in the air.
"In the Trial of Illusions," Sigrun began, his voice cold and unyielding, "you will be confronted by the very specters of your darkest fears and deepest regrets. These phantoms, born from the shadows of your own mind, will tear at the fabric of your sanity. They will strip you bare, expose your every weakness, and force you to question everything you believe about yourself. Fail to conquer them, and you will be consumed by them.”
Seraphina felt a cold shiver trace down her spine, her thoughts raced to her Conlead, Liara, her past, and the tangled web of secrets she was caught in.
"These illusions," Sigrun continued, his gaze cold and unwavering as it swept across the mountain peak, "will be as tangible as the stones beneath your feet. They will mock you, torment you, and strive to shatter your spirit. But mark my words: they are nothing more than shadows, twisted echoes of your own thoughts. Overcome the illusion, and you conquer your fear. But beware—no one else will witness what haunts you, and no one will come to your aid. Do not succumb to madness, for in this trial, you stand alone, and you alone hold the power to survive."
A murmur of determination rippled through the masked warriors. Seraphina squared her shoulders, determination glittered in her eyes. 
I’ve faced countless trials in my life; this will be no different.
He paused, his eyes lingered on each warrior, as if etching their resolve into his memory. "Remember, the mind can be both your greatest ally and your most formidable adversary. In overcoming our deepest fears, we discover the truest measure of our strength."
With those words, the area fell into a contemplative silence. Each warrior, masked and cloaked, carried the weight of Sigrun's wisdom.
Seraphina's resolve remained unbroken, but fear gnawed at her. The first illusion materialized before them without warning. A monstrous amalgamation of darkness and despair, its eyes burned with malevolent intent. Then pierced their minds as it picked apart their memories like a field of corn ready for harvest. 
It was a grotesque and nightmarish entity, a manifestation of hopelessness. The air grew heavy with its magic—a palpable inky blackness overtook her vision.
Amidst the desolate expanse of the Mystic Spire, where the boundary between reality and illusion blurred into an eerie dance, Seraphina found herself ensnared in a nightmare that seemed too cruel to be true. 
The jagged cliffs, ancient and imposing, bore witness to the silent struggles of the Verengarde warriors. Masked faces, once fierce and determined, now contorted with fear and despair within.
The illusion seized Seraphina's mind in an icy grip. Her senses dulled as the world around her faded, and she was plunged into a nightmarish vision. 
In the terrifying dreamscape, Liara, her dearest friend, stood engulfed in flames that danced like vengeful spirits. The searing heat, the agonizing screams, and the emptiness in Liara's eyes tore at Seraphina's very soul.
Desperation welled within Seraphina as she screamed Liara's name, her voice drowned by the crackling of the imaginary fire. The illusion held her captive, fear chaining her to the nightmare. Yet, Seraphina had been training for that moment.
Liara’s strained voice echoed in her mind. “You did this to me! You’ve doomed us all! How could you? Why don’t you just end your place in this realm and be done with it? Save us all, from your evil!” 
Agonizing cries filled the air as whispers taunted her—Murderer, murderer, murderer…
Amidst the nightmarish tableau, where the air itself seemed to tremble with the illusion's malevolent power, Seraphina's heart thudded in her chest like a war drum. She could feel the heat of the flames on her skin, the acrid scent of burning flesh clawing at her nostrils. 
The illusion of Liara, consumed by searing flames, writhed in agony before her eyes. Each scream, a dagger to Seraphina's soul, each plea for help, a rallying cry for her to fight back. And she knew, it was the uncontrolled flames from Seraphina’s own hands that gripped her poor friend in that inflamed cage.
Fear, icy tendrils clutching her heart, threatened to consume her entirely. The illusion's power was vast, its grip unyielding. But deep within Seraphina's core, a spark flickered, a stubborn defiance against the darkness that sought to overwhelm her.
She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the nightmare's visage. The teachings of the Verengarde clan, the principles of control and discipline, surged within her like a raging river. She focused on her breathing, each inhale a battle cry, each exhale a testament to her resolve.
Inhale. 
Exhale. 
Breathe. 
The rhythm became a mantra, a shield against the illusion's onslaught. The icy fear that had clenched her heart began to thaw in the warmth of her control. Seraphina visualized the techniques she had learned, the mental fortitude that had been instilled in her by the clan's sages. Her clouded gray eyes began to wane.
With a surge of newfound strength, the illusion wavered, its hold weakening under the onslaught of her willpower. But just as she thought she might prevail, icy claws crept across her forehead, a sensation both real and imagined. 
She flinched, her concentration wavered, and the nightmare threatened to engulf her once more. 
You are different from the others—who are you? The hideous voice scratched across her skull. A wild pounding in her head. 
Yet, Seraphina fought back, calling upon every ounce of her training and strength. Liara’s piercing cries tore at her consciousness.
The flames that had consumed Liara flickered, their intensity dimming. Seraphina gritted her teeth, her mind a battleground of wills. She couldn't let the illusion win. Not just for herself, but for Liara, for every soul the malevolent power sought to ensnare.
A surge of adrenaline coursed through her veins as she pushed back against the illusion, her mental fortitude a blazing beacon amidst the darkness. With a final, monumental effort, Seraphina banished the illusion from her mind. The flames that had consumed Liara sputtered and died, leaving only the echoes of the nightmare behind fading cries.
Gasping for breath, Seraphina returned to the desolate landscape of Eirlys. Her body trembled from the ordeal as she fell to her knees. Her gaze fixed on the stone ground, a mixture of relief and horror washed over her as the color in her eyes returned. 
The trial had ended, but the memory of the nightmare lingered, haunting her like a ghost. A singular tear crept down her scarred cheek under the guise of her mask.
Around her, her fellow warriors emerged from their own struggles. Sigrun's approving nod acknowledged their collective triumph, but within Seraphina, a fire burned brighter than ever. 
She glanced at Ivar, as she could easily spot his chiseled form. His body was still and composed, his eyes haunted by the horrors he had witnessed as one by one warriors relented from the ghost-like creature tormenting them. 
Only a handful of warriors succumbed to their fears and relented into madness. Sigrun had attendants, who traveled with him for that reason, to carry back the tormented minds.
The late night was quiet once more, the echoes of their trials faded into the depths of Eirlys. Yet, amidst the silence, a fierce determination burned within Seraphina. 
A somber group, marked to try again another day, was escorted back to the clan's fortress. Their chance at redemption postponed to the next assessment until their twenty-fifth birthdays.

      ***The following day brought the second trial at the Mystic Spire, a haunting spectacle that blurred the lines between reality and illusion. Deeper into Eirlys they ventured, the air growing colder and a sense of foreboding settling like a shroud upon their shoulders. 
The jagged cliffs, ancient sentinels, loomed before them, their harsh edges cut into the darkened sky. There was no gradual transition into the next trial; it was as if they had stepped into a macabre theater.
A dense, impenetrable mist greeted them, a vast expanse that seemed endless, swallowing the landscape in its ghostly embrace. Visibility was reduced to mere inches, silhouettes of warriors appearing and disappearing like phantoms in the swirling fog. 
In the looming shadow of a cavernous chamber entrance, darkness enfolded them like a living entity. They gathered around it. The inky blackness seemed to breathe, thick and suffocating, its weight pressing down on every warrior present. 
Sigrun's voice cut through the obsidian air illuminated only by a singular torch, sharp and commanding, announcing that each warrior must face the trial alone. One by one, they filed in, disappearing into the abyss of the cavern mouth. 
“You will enter alone, and you will either emerge victorious or you will not. This is not merely a test to be passed; it is a gamble with your very existence. You will risk everything, and if you fail, you will be utterly forsaken.” Sigrun’s voice echoed around them, cold and final.
Seraphina found herself pushed far back in the line, her turn delayed until the echoes of blood-curdling screams reverberated from within the chambers. Time stretched endlessly as she waited, the cries of the unfortunate mingling with the oppressive silence of the cave.
One by one warriors found their way out of the vicious depths of the caves. Some came out standing, others crawling, and others simply clutching their stomach as they upheaved anything left in their system. While a stark few never emerged at all. She heard a horrific sound that mimicked an explosion and Sigrun went to investigate and came back with the news that they lost another warrior to another potion experiment. 
One of the warriors went in right after downing an entire vial and it didn’t end well for him. A shiver went down her spine as she contemplated what kind of gruesome scene she would find there from the warrior's remains. 
Then what seemed like a female warrior was next in line just before Seraphina. The shorter warrior was trembling as she slowly stepped into the depths. 
Her steps slow and calculated while she clutched the ends of her cloak. Clearly regretting ever joining the ceremonies. 
In the suffocating embrace of the shadows, where darkness and silence held dominion, a torturous scream shattered the stillness moments later. It echoed through the caverns, a cry of desperation that seemed to tear at the very fabric of reality. Seraphina looked to Sigrun hoping he would show any sign of readying to interfere but he was stoic along with the rest of the clan as he had been for the duration of his torture.
Seraphina couldn't take it anymore, not when another life was rapidly leaving their world for the ether. Flashes of her own nightmare from the first trial haunted her thoughts, as Liara’s screams of terror reverberated in her mind. She couldn't allow the nightmare to come to fruition. To continue to allow it to happen and do nothing. Her hands began to lightly shake, so she clamped them into fists, pushing through her anxiety. 
Bolstered by her determination, Seraphina quickly tore away from the group, her steps resolute as she moved closer to the source of the anguished cries. Panic clawed at her, but she fought back, refusing to yield to fear as shouts rang out from behind her warning her not to go any further. “Warrior! Stop! You are not to intercede!” 
She charged through the cavernous opening, her movements swift and purposeful, leaving the demands of her companions behind as mere echoes. The cave, despite its eerie beauty, exuded an aura of dread. Luminescent crystals adorned its walls, casting a ghostly glow that barely pierced the oppressive darkness. The spectral light revealed the rough texture of ancient stones and the uneven, rocky floor stretched ahead.
Yet, the shadows clung to every surface, moving with a sinuous quality. They lurked, waiting for an opportunity to engulf her.
Cool, damp air enveloped her, carrying the scent of earth and ancient secrets hidden within the stone. The oppressive darkness pressed in from all sides, every step she took feeling like a monumental effort.
The rules of the trial were clear: 
Navigate the labyrinth.
Outwit the sentient darkness.
Survive. 
\\\But now, she had another life to bring back with her. The distant cries of the female warrior reverberated in Seraphina’s ears, a haunting reminder of the urgency of her mission.
With a deep breath Seraphina conjured a small, controlled flame in her palm. Its warm, flickering light pushed back the immediate shadows, providing a fragile sanctuary against the encroaching darkness.
Her steps echoed softly through the cave as she moved forward, eyes fixed on the shifting patterns of the shadows. They danced and twisted, an ever-changing tapestry of darkness that seemed to mock her presence.
The shadow creatures remained elusive, their forms shifting and ethereal, as if composed entirely of the malevolent depths below. They moved with a fluidity that mirrored the shadows around them, their movements synchronized with the darkness in the Trial of shadows.
In the heart of the labyrinth, amidst the overwhelming struggle, a profound realization dawned within her. It was a truth that transcended the physical, an understanding that transformed her perception of the shadows. Then a sharp pang went through her side as a smokey figure flew through her knocking her back. 
Closing her eyes, Seraphina stilled her racing thoughts. In the realm of her mind's eye, she visualized her inner fire, not as a raging inferno, but as a gentle, radiant light. It pulsed with a soothing rhythm, expanding until it bathed her entire being in warmth. This was the core of her existence, her essence, and it burned with unwavering strength.
In the moment of surrender, a profound transformation unfurled. The shadows, once hostile, lost their malevolence. They flowed around her, as if drawn to the radiant light of her inner fire. 
The labyrinth, once an impenetrable maze, became a path she could navigate with ease. The shadows guided her, showing her the way through their ever-shifting dance.
And then, in the heart of the darkness, she found her. At the center of a vast opening, the small warrior writhed and screamed, tormented by ghost-like dark orbs that fed on her fear, eating away at her very soul as an imposing figure lurked in the inky blackness. 
Furious, her flame burned brighter, pushing back the encroaching shadows as she moved toward the terrified warrior. 
In a flash, Seraphina enveloped the smaller warrior in the protective warmth of her controlled flame, never burning with heat but surging with light. The shadows recoiled, unable to withstand the enveloping blaze.
Then a dark sinister voice pierced the air echoing all around her, “Well, what is thisssss?” A deep heated breath blew her hood back revealing her striking red hair that had been expertly braided to conceal itself. 
Then a sound like a thunderous intake of breath from a large creature reverberated through her. “Ahh, I’ve not scented this bloodline in agessss. What are you called here in thisssss realm, oh fiery one?” 
She cradled the nearly lifeless warrior in her arms as she knelt down and attempted to see what was speaking to her but the shadows were too thick. The crunch and tossing of bones filled her ears as it moved.
“I’m no one of importance. Let us pass!” It took all of her will to keep her voice from trembling.
She closed her eyes, willing her other senses to heighten. Then as if responding to her inner plea she could feel it. Her power turned into preternatural hands; she could sense the magnitude of the creature lurking in the corners. A snake-like creature but ten times her size and weight. Then a quick flutter of…was that wings?
“I should be asking you, what kind of creature are you?” 
It hissed a reply, “I’m born of your worst nightmares, I am a creature of the dark. I am the keeper of these caves and wielder of these sentient shadows. I am nothing and everything. I am, a being of old.” 
Her heart quickened as she tried to think of a way to escape. She shifted her weight hoping to buy herself some time. “Well, oh so great creature of old, what do you want from us? Does the Verengarde just serve us up to you every six months to what…wait, that’s it isn’t it? How did I not realize this before? These trials aren’t just for us to pass in order to graduate, are they? They've set us up as an offering to you. For what? So you don’t attack us in our sleep? So you’ll do their bidding? Gods, what is this place?!” 
The bones…the trials…the warriors are the creatures…food! This is a sacrificial ceremony! 
Her breath quickened and her head swam with treacherous thoughts. Beginning to hyperventilate, she had to focus. Taking three steadying breaths as she scanned the area and held the limp body in her hands.
“Hmmmm, quick one aren’t you? That’s good. We are fated in the stars, you and I. We are weapons of strength and destruction. We are here and there. We are powerful on our own, but together. We could be unstoppable. The Verengarde are fools to send you here.” 
“They didn’t send me. They don’t even know who or what I am. I’m certainly not yours either amphiptere.” Recognition blooming in her mind as she studied the ancient snakelike figure with a forked tongue and venom dripping from its fangs.

“Hang on to me!” Seraphina yelled to the quickly fading hooded figure in her arms. The young warrior wrapped an arm around her shoulders and Seraphina lifted while wrapping her own arm across the female's side. 
Using all of her will and concentration to not let her fire burn the warrior in her arms. She focused on only dissipating the darkness around her. The shadows trailed behind them and tore at her flames but were never able to get close enough to touch either one of them. A horrific hiss pierced their ears as crackling bone and rocks began to fall all around them.
The winding path seemed to beckon them as the young female attempted to stay alert but her eyes were fading in and out of consciousness. Seraphina’s strength was faltering just before she saw the effervescent light dance at the end of the cave. Finally allowing her to snuff out her flames before anyone else saw her and with one hand flipped her hood back up.
Together, they emerged, the female warrior clung to Seraphina’s shoulders, as the last of her will faded out and Seraphina slowly laid her down on the cold stone ground. Outside, their fellow warriors awaited them. 
How long were we in there?
“What is the meaning of this?” Sigrun’s voice boomed as he came into view, his long dark cloak flung around him as bent down to see the fragile warrior passed out from her injuries. There were bloodied scraps all along her face and arms and across her chest. 
Seraphina quickly stepped back, adjusting her iron mask that was feeling heavier with each inhalation. Sigrun quickly motioned for his attendants. Tasked with assisting in the facilitation of the trials, to tend to the wavering warrior.
The warriors hood was pushed back revealing vibrant violet hair braided back and then her mask fell away confirming her identity, Makatza. Seraphina’s heart tightened at the sight. 
He then quickly turned his attention to her as his anger burned through his expression. He rapidly grasped her hand and pulled her close readying to rip apart her mask and discover who had so blatantly rebelled against his instructions. Then a deep voice broke through, “Stop!”.
She knew exactly who it belonged to as her intense and vibrant gaze reflected the color of smoldering embers caught him. Stepping through the crowd around them. Ivar ripped his mask off as he tore Seraphina from Sigrun’s grip, shielding her from him. 
“You will not touch them. They fought bravely, qualities I know to be important for any Verengarde Clansman. Leave this warrior be, they chose to do the right thing when none of the rest of us would. I’m sure my father would see it that way as well, Sigrun. If anything he would reward such strength.” 
Sigrun’s words floundered as Ivar turned towards Seraphina and gave her a discreet brief wink. Her eyes searched for any ulterior motive but all she saw was genuine care.
The next few moments were filled with murmurs as Makatza’s broken body was carried back to the tents until she was able to be moved back to the fortress. 
Seraphina waited on trembling knees behind Ivar as Makatza’s body faded from view and Sigrun whirled on Ivar. Their arguments echoed into the grey sky as the crowd of warriors gathered. “They will not graduate, whoever they are. They are done! And so will you be Ivar if you say one more word.” 
He turned on her, “You will go back to the fortress with Makatza and the attendants for defying strict orders. You’re lucky I don’t have you punished for this.” Seraphina felt like screaming at him for knowingly sacrificing warriors to the wretched beast inside and for letting warriors like Makatza die for their own gain.
For all of the villagers their kind had slaughtered and for her own kidnapping. She had so many emotions swelling inside needing release but she knew that for her family and for Liara she had to stop, she had to walk away, and so she did.
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Seraphina shook with anger, fear, and the chaos that was her soul. Her hands shook as she returned to her room. Then immediately began stripping her clothes while filling her stone tub with boiling water.  
The air turned into steam before the water could reach the edge. The temperature in the room was rising, she realized, due to her own heat emanating form her core. Quickly, she splashed her face with cold water in order to cool down. Before she could explode. 
It was the first time she had seen her reflection since before the trials and every fiber of her being stilled in an instant when she saw it. A dark ebony trail of hair framed one side of her face and fell in a small curl.
A small cluster of hair but enough to make her heart sink as she recalled a moment when the shadows had passed through her. Then she searched the rest of her body. Looking for any other signs of markings or changes but there was nothing else. 
She felt violated and…marked. She tried to understand what it meant but nothing the dark creature said revealed anything of use to her. The thin strands of hair were striking against her bundle of fiery red hair. 
She quickly submerged herself into the tub and scrubbed with an intensity that made her skin nearly as crimson as her hair. She willed the soap to magically dispel the inky black hair back to its original color but nothing happened. She tried cutting it out, but nothing worked. It was there to stay.
Tears burned her eyes as she thought about Makatza’s nearly lifeless body. The lingering images of Liara burning in an inferno of her making. She felt an intense moment of loneliness settle all around her as she hugged her legs to her chest and closed her eyes. 
What is happening to me?
Time passed like a story without an end until she heard a knock on her door just before it opened and closed. 
Shit! In her haze of emotions, she had never locked her bedroom door.
“Who’s there?” Her soft voice barely registered beyond her bathing room door. She didn’t care much about moving as she added more hot water to her tub.
The sounds of trickling water filled the air before a gruff voice answered her. “Sera, I need to talk to you–now.” 
“I have no interest in talking to or seeing you Kaelan. Get. Out.”
“Fine, you want to do it like this.” He made a huffing sound as she heard her bed creaking from the weight of him. “You want to tell me where you’ve been the last few days? Or why you suddenly disappear without a trace and then mysteriously reappeared?” 
“Again. Get. Out.” She tugged her legs even closer and laid her head on her knees closing her eyes in a huff.
“Sera, you had one rule to follow. Stay here and I won’t burn your village to the ground, killing everyone you love. So you will tell me where you went or so help me I’ll break down this…” She heard the door knob rattle. 
“Mystic Spire! Ok? Now leave me alone.” 
Everything stilled for agonizing moments before he responded. “You—what is wrong with you? Have you lost your mind? Do you have a death wish?! Only well trained, seasoned warriors go through those trials and come out alive. You’ve been training just a few weeks!” She could hear his pacing around as he spoke. Not caring to correct his timeframe. It had been nearly a few months.
“You could’ve died, you could’ve…how did you get out? The graduates haven't even returned yet.” He paused just before her door again. 
The steam in the room was dissipating along with the warmth of her water and instead of heating it up again she slowly pulled her body out of the soapy liquids and grabbed for her towel.
“I have no more energy for you Kaelan. Leave.” 
He shuffled around again before quieting his tone and said, “Please come out. Let me see you. Are you hurt?”
Seraphina huffed a harsh laugh, “Since when do you care about my wellbeing, General?” Her village accent strained her words. 
Then with her towel wrapped around her she pushed her way back into the room with Kaelan shuffling out of her way. Her room always felt so small when his large frame engulfed so much of the space. 
“Well, here I am, still in one piece. I’m not dropping my towel though. This as much as you get to see.” His stormy eyes were piercing as they roamed over her frame. Her wet strands cascaded past her shoulders down her elbows. He stepped towards her. 
She attempted to evade his touch.
She failed.
His fingers caressed her cheek on her scarred eye. The tender connection between them sent her senses soaring through her chest. His stormy eyes captured hers. Her breath hitched. His touch trailed down her collar bone, to her shoulder and then along her arm. Faintly tracing the symbols marring her skin. An ancient language she still did not understand. 
The action felt like it was branding her skin. 
Then she was snapped out of her paralysis and moved to her dresser to grab a clean nightgown and robe. And quickly disappeared back into the bathing chambers. “There you saw me. Now leave.” The sound in her voice was strained.
There was a short pause. “I’m not leaving until you explain what happened. Sigrun had every right to execute you after you emerged with Makazta’s body from the second trial. So how are you still here?” She slipped her robe over her nightgown then busted back into the room with her rage building again. Clearly he knew more than he let on.
If he wanted to keep pushing her then she would gladly let him be her punching bag. She rushed over to him and shoved at his chest. His blasted solid frame didn’t even budge. She shoved again. He simply crossed his arms arching a brow not saying a word. 
“If you already know, then why bother asking me?!” Turning swiftly, she went for her daggers whirling back at him waiting for his answer. 
“Because I heard about a rogue warrior nearly getting themselves killed while saving Makatza. I didn’t know if it was you or not but then I realized I hadn’t seen you in a few days. So naturally I came here searching for you but you and your battle leathers were gone. Only someone as reckless as you would do such a thing. Only someone who wasn’t a clansman would risk their own lives to save another at the trials. I just needed to hear it from your lips.” With every word he inched closer to her.
Her chest heaved with her heavy breaths as her temper reached its pinnacle and they were nearly touching. Then she did the only thing her minimal bit of logic left dictated. She slapped him, hard. 
“I’m nothing more than a tool to you. Your precious warriors are being sent off like cattle to slaughter! You know this and do nothing! You are hideous, traitorous, despicable beings who would let a young female warrior be sacrificed for your own gain and not think twice about it. They can try and kill me all they want but I will not stand back and watch such heinous acts. I will not back down, I will never stop fighting! I will never stop caring about innocent lives, no matter where they come from. So fuck you and this Gods forsaken place!” Shadows enveloped her and his strong calloused hands trapped her against the wall in one swift movement. While his body crashed into hers pinning her there.
“You have no idea what you are talking about Seraphina. You don’t understand what we do here or why we do it. Do not pretend to care for Makatza, she has been a Verengarde since infancy. You know if you had met her out there in the realm you would have taken her out yourself. Just like you did my brothers. You see the realm as black and white but you, little huntress, have no idea what is out there or what we are fighting for. Do not mistake my efforts to train you as a weakness you can exploit. I can just as easily have you locked up and tortured for the rest of your days.” 
The hot rage burned behind her eyes in subtle liquid droplets.  She would never let him see her in anguish. Their breath ragged from their fight he let her go and stepped back. While running his hand through his dark hair.
Strained silence hung in the air between them until his brow furrowed and said, “Why is your hair black around the side of your face?” 
She quickly lifted a hand to tuck the unmistakable strands back behind her ear. “It’s nothing. I…I dyed it.” 
Sensing her lie he simply shook his head and reached for the door to leave before saying. “Do not ever pull a stunt like this again Sera, or I will follow through on my threats.” 
Then he was gone like a ghost in the wind and she sank down to the floor and cried out her warring emotions until sleep overcame her.
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Ivar's bedchambers were the sanctuary of a Chieftain's heirship. A realm where the legacy of his lineage breathed through the grand tapestries and the polished woodwork. Candles flickered, their flames danced with shadows, casting an amber hue upon the luxurious surroundings. 
The room perched atop the mountain, a solitary sentinel gazing upon the vast expanse below. It contrasted sharply with the small, shadowed chamber Seraphina called her own.
In the opulence of Ivar's chambers, Seraphina felt the weight of the trials and all she experienced there hanging in the air like an unspoken presence. 
Ivar had reached out to her shortly after he returned from the graduation ceremonies. 
Ivar's eyes, weary yet resolute, studied a portrait of stern ancestors. Their gaze symbolic of the burdens he was destined to carry as the clan's leader. Turning to Seraphina, he spoke, his voice heavy with exhaustion.
"Well I survived," he stated, the weight of the ordeal evident in his tone. "I'd heard tales of these trials, but living through them...it's something else entirely." A new thin pink scar started at his wrist and wound its way up disappearing into his sleeve by his elbow.
He paused before turning to face her and took her hands in his. “Do you want to tell me why you were there?” 
Seraphina nodded, her mind still entangled in the maze of illusions and shadows. The memory of the labyrinth and the overwhelming darkness tugged at her thoughts, refusing to release its grip.
“I…wanted to prove myself.” Her lies felt like a lead weight on her chest but she couldn’t tell him her true intentions. She looked away, anywhere but his gaze.  “I just didn’t want to wait until the next assessment so I snuck into the group and well you pretty much know the rest. I’ll understand if you tell the Chieftain. Are you…well I mean do you hate…” she dipped her head making him think she felt shame for her actions. But truly she was disgusted with what she found.
"No, Sera. Of course not. I could never. In fact, I actually admire what you did. Choosing to go after Makatza and saving her. I think it was very brave," Ivar continued, his gaze fixed on her. "You are exceptional. And I think you would’ve passed our trial if you’d been given the chance.”
A glimmer of hope shone in his eyes, and pride laced his words, his vision of their shared Verengarde future apparent.
She managed a faint smile, her mind a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts. Clutching her light grey sweater tightly, she looked away again, trying to collect her scattered emotions.
The transition from the grim reality of the clan's fortress to the splendor of Ivar's chambers felt like traversing realms. His presence enveloped her as she gazed out of the window, the expansive white landscape below both calming and unnerving.
He lifted his shirt and revealed a new brand on his chest. The Verengarde fire and ice symbol etched over his heart. The raised red marks revealed the still healing skin. 
“I took the blood oath.” Pride spilled out of every word. His hands found her shoulders, his touch grounded her. He lowered his head, his voice soft against her skin. "I’ve returned as a warrior, Sera," he said, trepidation infused his words. "And now, we can face the next chapter of our journey together.” He seemed to take a deep breath. 
“As the Chieftain's successor, I have much to learn, but I can't imagine anyone else by my side as I do."
She stilled. Her intention to retreat was evident in her eyes, but he moved closer. His lips met hers in a brief, passionate moment. Her eyes closed, his essence filled her senses, a potent intoxication.
She had wrapped her hair into a tight bun to hide the new black mark from her encounter during the Trial of Shadows. Not willing to risk prying questions about it from Ivar.
Breaking the kiss, she pressed her palm against his chest and stared deep into his eyes.
"I'm sorry, Ivar," she began, attempting to step back, but he followed her, enfolding her in his arms once more.
"I know you're hesitant, Sera," he said, his voice earnest. “But I want you. All of you. You are everything I've ever needed. You would make a formidable chieftainess."
His words overwhelmed her, as the urge to run engulfed her senses. The walls felt like they began to close in around her. Her breathing faltered. “Oh, Ivar, stop. Please. I need a minute to breathe, to think.” Snatching her leather jacket, daggers concealed within, she moved to leave, he was undeterred.
"I know it's been a trying few days, and you need rest," he said, motioning for a guard to accompany her as she opened the door. Yet, she was already moving quickly, descending the stairs, heart pounding with the weight of her situation.
The plan to stay close to him, to be a part of his world without being consumed by it, seemed increasingly difficult. The complexities of her feelings tangled like thorny vines around her heart, ensnaring her in a dilemma that had no easy solution.
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In the heart of a rare moment of solitude beyond the cavernous walls of the Verengarde stronghold, a span of weeks since the trials, Seraphina discovered herself navigating the rugged terrain that stretched beyond the mountain's embrace. The suns were setting, marking the conclusion of the day's activities just before the communal dinner that she would happily miss. In fact, she had missed the majority of the time since her talk with Ivar. 
The air, crisp and invigorating, bore the faint scent of pine and dirt. The world beyond that concealed cave appeared vast and unfathomable, a striking contrast to the stone corridors she had grown accustomed to.
Has it been several months now since Kaelan stole me away? It's so easy to lose track of time in that cage.
With each step, her senses heightened, as if the very essence of the realm whispered secrets to her. She moved cautiously, every crunch of snow or distant echo set her heart racing as the suns began to set. Ivar's words still echoed in her head, and she couldn't dwell on them any longer. She needed time away from the claustrophobic trap she now called her dwelling place.
As a well-seasoned hunter, Seraphina's instincts were finely tuned, alert to the smallest shifts in her surroundings. However, it was miles out of sight of the fortress, amidst the unfamiliar landscape, that she caught a glimpse of movement a few feet away.
Her hand instinctively moved to the hilt of her dagger as she stilled, her gaze honed in on the source of the disturbance. Emerging from the shadows, a creature materialized before her—a creature unlike any she had encountered before.
Her breath caught in her throat as she beheld the large enigmatic wolf, its form both ethereal and substantial, as if it existed between the realms of reality and dream. How had she not heard or seen it earlier?
Its coat shimmered like the night sky, a tapestry woven from moonlight and starshine. Its eyes, a mesmerizing blend of silver and indigo, held a depth that seemed to pierce through the very core of her being.
Instinctively, she tightened her grip on her Axe, trading it for her dagger, a wave of caution swept over her as she began to sidestep back into the tree line. The wolf regarded her with a mixture of curiosity and wariness, its stance poised and alert. For a heartbeat, time seemed to stand still as they regarded each other—two beings from disparate worlds, connected by a thread of shared intrigue.
It reacted quicker, taking not even two bounds towards her before she started to run, hoping she could gain some height in a tree or—umph!
She was face-first in the snow as she felt her legs fall out from underneath her at the swipe of its paw. While growling out a sound that pierced any prey’s ears. She whirled around having dropped the Axe, but still ready to take out its eye with her bare hands if needed.
A firm voice broke through, slicing through the tension like a blade. "Hold, Solthorn." The command was firm yet not devoid of compassion. Then it’s enigmatic gaze darted toward the source of the voice, and there stood Kaelan, his presence commanding but reassuring.
The wolf's gaze shifted from Seraphina to Kaelan, as an unspoken understanding seemed to pass between the two. With a gesture from Kaelan, the wolf relaxed its stance, its caution yielding to a sense of submission. In awe, Seraphina watched as Kaelan moved forward, his presence a symphony of authority and affinity.
"Easy, my friend," Kaelan's voice was a soothing murmur as he extended his hand toward the wolf. "She means no harm." The words were infused with a quiet assurance, and the wolf's eyes never wavered from Kaelan's.
As Kaelan's touch met the wolf's silken fur, a sense of wonder and reverence enveloped Seraphina; she never expected to see Kaelan care for something. 
The air seemed to shimmer with an unspoken connection, a bond forged in the depths of mystery and magic. It was then that she understood—the wolf was no ordinary creature. It was a reflection of Kaelan's powers, an embodiment of the shadows he wielded.
She brushed off the snowy dirt from her coat as she stood, rooted to the spot, a witness to the harmony that existed between the male and beast. In that moment, she realized that the mysteries of the Verengarde clan ran far deeper than she had ever imagined.
Then Kaelan looked up at her as his...Pet? Friend? Battle Companion? Laid down next to him.
“Sera, why am I always finding you in just the wrong places to be? I shouldn’t be surprised by now, but what are you doing out here?” Kaelan grumbled as he walked over to her.
“I did not expect anyone to be out, certainly least of all you. What is that thing anyway?” Seraphina said as she waved her hand at it while brushing off the snow from her legs and searched for her Axe. Solthorn simply began to lick its enormous paws–nearly half her size alone.
“Fine, I’ll tell you, but only after you explain what you are doing out here. You’re supposed to be in the Grand Throne Room for dinner, like everyone else. You certainly pay no heed to rules around here or seem to care that if anyone else had caught you, unsupervised…well, let’s just say that mark across your face would end up being the prettiest thing about you.” His tone held a manner of darkness with his words, and she had to look away from his intense glare.
“Listen, I just came out here to…” She thought about lying to him but then figured he would be the only one she could share the truth with at that point. “I brought my Axe. I just needed to wield it again to feel its weight and power. I’ve hardly used it since arriving. I had to make sure no one heard or saw me with it. So, that’s why I decided to come. Under the cover of night.” She waited for him to protest, but he simply nodded.
Then he turned to pet Solthorn as he began to share the story of how he had encountered the extraordinary creature. His voice was a mixture of reverence and respect, a testament to the bond they had forged amidst the ethereal landscapes of Eirlys.
"Well," he began, his gaze fixed upon the wolf, "this remarkable companion of mine is a creature born of the night long ago during ancient times that crossed my path during one of my missions deep within the heart of Eirlys. Or I should say he found me.”
Kaelan's words were laced with a sense of wonder, his memories carried him back to that pivotal moment. "Amidst the crystal trees and shimmering mists, I felt an otherworldly presence watching me. Intrigued, I followed the sensation until I stumbled upon a small glade, where this magnificent creature stood. A much younger version anyways."
He gestured toward the wolf, its form exuding an aura of both strength and enigma. "Its eyes held a wisdom that transcended time, and when I extended my hand, a connection was formed."
As Kaelan spoke, she watched the wolf intently, sensing a deeper understanding between them. The bond they shared was evident in the way the creature regarded him.
"From that day onward," Kaelan continued, his voice resonating with a blend of pride and gratitude, "this wolf has been my constant companion. Its abilities complement my own. I haven’t always had them, but they manifested as I grew older, my umbrakinesis."
Her curiosity piqued, she couldn't help but inquire further. "Wait, so you haven’t always had those abilities since birth? How do they and the wolf's own powers intertwine then? What can you both do?"
Kaelan's gaze held a hint of amusement. "My…gifts allow me to manipulate darkness and move through the shadows themselves. And steal the air around someone, as you now know, as long as they are within the shadow itself. With Solthorn by my side, we can meld into the very fabric of them, becoming one with them. It grants us incredible stealth perfect for reconnaissance or infiltrating enemy lines unseen. He is quick too. I take him on my missions sometimes. Given his rather large size, though, he lives out here.” 
Uncharacteristically chatty he added, “I have a place not far off. Just a small hunting cabin. He spends most of his time there."
She couldn't help but marvel at the depth of their connection and the extraordinary powers they shared. She knew of Kaelan’s own sentient gifts, but the connection with the wolf, a living embodiment of ancient magic, was astonishing new information. As the wolf fixed its gaze upon her, she felt a newfound respect and admiration for the mysterious creature that stood beside them.
“Can I pet him? Will he bite?” Kaelan laughed wholeheartedly, louder than she’d ever heard him get, not like his usual short mumblings.
“While Solthorn has never bit me I can’t promise he won’t hurt you. While I’m here and command it, he won’t attack you though, but he is a wild beast at his core. I can’t make you any promises.” Her determination and will ignited as she moved closer. A small step at a time all the while locking eyes with the beast.
“Easy now, Solthorn.” She said as she slowly let her hand rest on his back with Kaelan dangerously close to her side. The animal turned his head as he watched her, but didn’t make any sudden moves. She took that as a good sign and proceeded to pet him.
As her fingers brushed against its fur, a shiver of awe coursed through her. The sensation was unlike anything she had experienced before–a tactile symphony of contrasts.
Solthorn's fur was a paradox, both sleek and velvety, its texture reminiscent of moonlight-kissed silk. Underneath her touch, she could feel the subtle play of muscles, an embodiment of the wolf's strength and vitality. As her hand glided through its fur, she noticed a faint warmth emanating from its coat, like a soothing embrace that enveloped her.
Yet, intertwined with the comforting warmth was an undercurrent of coolness, a reminder of the moon's ethereal touch. It was as if Solthorn's very essence contained the embodiment of the night itself–a balance between light and shadow, warmth and coolness, life and mystery.
As her fingers continued to caress Solthorn's fur, a connection seemed to form between them, a silent acknowledgment at least.
“I see you, Solthorn.” Her words hardly above a whisper. The gleam in his eyes was a response to her words as he turned back to his paws.
“I must say I’ve not seen Solthorn take to anyone so quickly. He usually darts off or attacks before anyone else can touch him. He must like you.”
“Well given the kind of person his master is I’m not sure how much of that is a compliment.” Before Kaelan could respond she continued on. “Your cabin, is it much further from here?”
She asked without taking her eyes off the beast before her. Kaelan seemed taken aback by the question but then in his typical rakish fashion replied, “Why? Are you wanting to ambush me again in another revealing gown late at night?”
“You oaf! I swear if you...” He swiftly held his finger over her lips to silence her as he stepped closer. The rage glimmering in her eyes.
“It’s a joke, Sera. No need to get all worked up about it. You make it too easy, you know? To boil your blood. So hot-headed and believe me the irony doesn't escape me in that statement.” He started to play with a black strand of her hair when it dangled around her temple as he pulled his finger back from her lips. Confusion still marred his expression at the new look. The obsidian strands came loose during her scuffle with Solthorn.
She swatted him away, “You’re insufferable and an inconsiderate rake. I swear I don’t know how any female has ever resided in your presence for more than a few minutes.” 
He chuckled as she started to move again, and Solthorn stood up to follow. “Long ago actually, one did. She…well she saw who I really am, better than anyone else I’ve ever known…But…I am dead to her now.” His voice grew deeper with each word as he turned his back to her and started off in a new direction.
“Well good for her for coming to her senses.”
When he didn’t say anything back she realized he wasn’t taking them back to the clan but instead continued further east. “Where are you going?”
He didn’t so much as glance her way as he said, “Well, you’re the one who asked where my cabin is. I thought it was obvious?”

      ***They walked in companionable silence the remaining few miles, and she was grateful for it.
Guided by Kaelan's lead, she ventured into the heart of the forest, the distant calls of nocturnal creatures created a symphony of nature around them. The path, though slightly worn, seemed to be a route known to only a select few. As it wound through the thick underbrush and ancient trees. Each step brought them deeper into the wilderness, the air growing crisper, infused with the earthy fragrance of pine and damp moss.
As they walked, Kaelan's cabin gradually came into view–a rustic haven nestled beneath the protective canopy of the woods. The cabin was modest, its wooden walls weathered by time and the elements, yet it exuded an undeniable sense of coziness and retreat. 
The door creaked open, revealing a space that felt like a refuge. The interior was quickly illuminated by a crackling fire in the hearth as Kaelan made quick work of it. The air was infused with the scent of burning wood, creating an ambiance that was both soothing and invigorating.
He seems different somehow. More at ease. 
She mused to herself. All the while noting how his clothes strained with his movements. The muscle, clearly honed by years of training and fighting, could barely be contained by the inferior threads. 
Focus, Sera. Focus.
Kaelan's cabin was oddly a harmonious blend of ruggedness and comfort. Wooden shelves lined the walls, adorned with an eclectic assortment of tomes, artifacts, and curiosities. Furs and blankets were arranged thoughtfully, creating cozy spots for rest.
The furniture was well-worn but sturdy, each piece imbued with a sense of history and purpose. Although she shouldn’t have been that surprised given the state of his bed chambers back in the fortress. At least there most of what he had in that room came from the clan. In the safety and solace of his thought there was solely a reflection of him. It was unnerving to her.
Solthorn, ever watchful, remained just outside the cabin's entrance. His form a dark silhouette against the night. The wolf's presence added an bewildering touch to the scene. A reminder of the untamed spirit that dwelled both within and beyond those walls.
As she settled within the cabin, she felt a strange sense of tranquility settle over her. The hidden retreat, far removed from the bustling heart of the mountain, was a space where Kaelan's enigmatic nature found its home—a reflection of the man himself, rugged and mysterious. In yet, tempered by an underlying warmth that she suspected had been an added touch from a past lover. Why that made her blood churn, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t want to know. 
He seemed to awkwardly move around the small space that felt even more confined with his prominent presence filling it. “I was planning on having dinner here tonight, if you’d like some? Nothing special, just some meat with bread and water. I don’t often have the chance to come here. So I only eat what I can hunt or won’t expire.” He moved to a small cupboard in the back corner where he rummaged through.
“Sure.” She was still taking in the structure around her until her stomach rumbled.
Laying her coat across the back of a small wooden chair near the front door, she propped the Axe next to it. She was happy to remove its weight off her back.
Turning around, she thoughtfully watched Kaelan’s back as he prepared their dinner and meandered her way to the couch. At least it was larger than his measly sofa in his study. Covered in fine furs and leather.
“I can’t figure you out, Kaelan.” He didn’t turn around as he laid pieces of meat to season and chop on the small counter and said, “Whatever do you mean, little huntress?” Humor painted his words and her brow furrowed.
“I mean, one minute you’re hunting me down, threatening me and my village, then dragging me up to that Gods forsaken cage in the mountain you call home…but then you have a small escape from it all here in this cabin and I just—I don’t understand you. What exactly do you want from me? From this bargain? Is wielding the Axe the only thing keeping me alive?” The thoughts had plagued her for too long and she at last needed to demand answers, even if it meant risking their farce of an alliance.
He continued to chop, his muscles rippled across his shoulders as she waited. “I thought I was clear that night. I wanted to kill you, for the death of my brothers, but that wouldn’t give me the power of the Axe and…” The chopping noises quickened before he started to cook the meat on the fire.
"It just seemed easier to bring you here and keep an eye on you until I can figure out what to do next." There was a pause in conversation while he finished cooking and she simply sat back and watched him work. Thoroughly undone by his casual demeanor. 
“Hmm, what’s taking you so long figuring that out?” She was straddling a dangerous line, but she no longer cared.
He started plating the food and poured water for them as she rose, staring off into the flickering fireplace, not letting him answer. “Why did you keep the whole truth from your chieftain about me? Wouldn’t it be easier to keep me locked up in a cell? Why do you have me taking lessons and training with your warriors? I could easily escape and kill so many of you in your sleep while doing so.” Her heartbeat quickened with her words, tumbling out as quickly as she thought them, not caring about the consequences. 
Too exhausted to play games anymore as she settled back into the warm folds of the couch.
Unfazed by her threats, he only turned and placed the food in her lap as he sat down and locked eyes with her. Shadows of the fire played across his chiseled dark features. “Sera, I have no doubt you could. However, that means I’d have no choice but to attack your village and end its existence in this realm. Besides, what good is a beast if you keep it caged up? Why not train it? Maybe even form an unlikely alliance with it? I’d only be wasting resources keeping you locked up in the dungeons..." He started into his food, and she sat there dazed and confused.
“I will never be one of you, if that’s what you mean to say. I’ll never take a blood oath. I’m not a volatile warmonger, and I certainly won't be used as such.” She let the array of flavors dance on her tongue as she looked back to the fire, suddenly very interested in its flames.
Goddess, this tastes amazing.
He quickly finished his food, laying the plate down and leaning back into the arm of the couch. Then casually draped his own arm across the back. 
His hand uncomfortably close to the back of her neck. 
She could’ve sworn she felt him playing with a strand of her hair. “Why do you care so much about that village anyway? Those people aren’t your real family, at least it certainly didn’t seem that way. I watched you closely while I was there…”
She whirled her head back around, nearly knocking all of her food off her plate. “It is none of your business. I have my reasons for protecting them! Is it not enough that they are innocent, quiet people? They don’t deserve to be slaughtered no matter  their imperfections.” Her accent was dripping in every word she spoke.
“Calm down, little huntress, it was only a question. That fiery temper of yours is going to get you into trouble if you don’t keep it in check.”
“You have no idea what I am capable of…General.” The rage burned in her eyes as she dared him to provoke her again. She could feel her blood boil in her veins, and suddenly the blanket she sat on caught flame.
Chaos ensued, and Kaelan grabbed both of their goblets and swiftly threw the water on it. The flame died instantly, including the one that had been raging inside of her as she realized how close she had come to burning the whole cabin down. 
Just like she had done to that barn so long ago. Flashes of Conlead and his innocent eyes before he died consumed her…
Her plate clattered to the floor, food scattered across the ground, but Seraphina barely noticed. The walls seemed to press in on her, narrowing her vision until the room felt impossibly small. Each breath grew more difficult, her chest tightened as though iron bands were cinching around her lungs. Panic surged, making her heart race wildly in her chest. She stumbled to the fireplace, her legs weak, and slid down against the wall, pressing her back into the cold stone, desperate for something solid, something real. Her breaths came in short, frantic gasps, as if the air itself was slipping away from her, leaving her drowning in the empty space of the room.
Her vision blurred, and she hardly noticed Kaelan’s arms wrap around her as her vision went dark.

      ***Her head pounded as Seraphina stretched and strained to take in her new surroundings. The soft material beneath her...or wait, around her?
A bed, she realized. I am in someone's bed. 
In the pitch-black room, she couldn't see anything. 
Wait, my tunic? 
My boots? 
My belt? 
My dagger? 
Where are they? 
What is going on?
Frantically sitting up, her fingers trailed along her body. Okay, I still have my shirt and pants, but nothing else.
Her hair fell across her back and shoulders in the frantic movements.
The cabin! She's still in the cabin.
Where's Kaelan?
Daring to reach across the remaining length of the bed, she felt nothing and no one else.
Relief filled her senses as her feet touched the cold wood floor feeling around the room and...There it is!
She twisted the door handle, and a small amount of light from the dying fireplace revealed Kaelan slumbering on the couch. His massive body dangled on all sides of it.
The recent events came back to her, and she realized what happened. 
She’d passed out. She cursed herself for showing that weakness to him. 
Goddess, what time is it?
Looking around the room for a clock, she couldn't find one. She moved across the meager sitting area to the front door. There were her things neatly folded across the rickety chair and her boots next to it.
Peering out from a small crack in the door she noted Solthorn snored away. Then looked up at the sky. It was getting close to dawn. 
How long was I out?
She shut the door quietly and looked back at Kaelan. He seemed so peaceful, stripped down to just his pants and a thick fur blanket hopelessly draped across his bare chest, hardly covering him.
She decided to take that moment to truly see him, to see his sleeping form as his chest rose and fell in silent rhythm. His face was fully relaxed, and his laughably large form filled the little cabin. 
I could kill him. No one would ever know it was me…
Then a small noise from outside startled her out of her thoughts. She didn’t let her mind wonder anymore as she hurriedly pulled the rest of her clothes back on and strapped the Axe to her back. 
I guess training with it will have to wait for another day. 
If she didn’t get back quickly, there would certainly be hells to pay from Madam Maelis.
She wrote a short note to Kaelan and laid it over his cloak as she slipped out.
Ah! 
Southern swiftly appeared in view. Thankful she didn’t do anything to his master’s sleeping form inside. Despite her damning thoughts.
The door silently shut behind her, and she leaned back into it. “Good Solthorn, it’s okay. I’m just leaving…Kaelan is sleeping soundly.”
His full form glistened in the light of the moons. His head was nearly as large as her entire body as he moved closer, sniffing her. Tilting his head as if he wasn't going to let her leave.
His eyes told a different story, though. She didn't know what possessed her, but she slowly reached out her hand and started to rub his ear, and he leaned into her touch as he closed his eyes.
“Yes, I see you, Solthorn.” And he laid back down again, his head resting at her feet.
He gave a slight whine as if acknowledging her. She slowly crept around him as she aimed for the path back to her cavernous cage. She gave him a small smile as she began her trek back, igniting a dim flame in her hand as her sole source of light in the early hour.

      ***She had just slipped into her room unnoticed, with enough time to change, braid her hair, and eat some morsels of breakfast before racing to the morning meeting on time.
The day blurred by as she was distracted by replaying the conversation she had with Kaelan the night before. She was walking towards her last lesson of the day, to the all-too-familiar Sigrun, who had a new meditation exercise he wanted to share with them when she heard her name called across the corridor. 
Rumors had circulated the days following the recent graduation trials about the mysterious warrior who had saved Makazta but nothing else had ever come of it and she was thankful for her anonymity. Then a voice called out to her from behind.
Cringing she pretended to not hear him as she rounded a corner, but she was not quick enough to escape.
“Sera, wait!” His arm was upon her shoulder, pulling her back to his side in a swift motion. “Oh, Ivar, hey. Sorry, I must’ve been lost in thought.”
He was catching his breath like he had run a mile to find her as he asked, “Where were you last night? I looked everywhere at dinner and didn't see you. I even went to your room, but it was locked, and I didn’t hear anything inside.”
She quickly made up a lie, “Oh, I wasn’t feeling well. I must’ve fallen asleep early and didn’t hear you. I think it was something I ate for lunch yesterday.” Glancing around and shrugging, hoping it would add to her story, but it was a mistake because she suddenly locked eyes with another as he strode past.
Kaelan, as well-kempt as ever, whispered in hushed tones with Eirik as they walked by. His eyes caught hers, and she could swear her throat closed up at the sight of him. 
She swallowed as her words faltered at the end of her sentence, and she couldn’t look away until he was out of sight again. Flashes of his bare chest draped over his couch in the cabin crept through her mind before she could dash them away.
Ivar, lost and confused by the story, politely accepted her sad excuse and decided to take her hand instead as he said, “Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better today. I’ll walk with you to your next lesson.”
Nodding she shifted the books in her arm. Ivar placed a quick kiss on her lips as he squeezed her hand and dropped her at the entrance of class. 
She gave him a small smile as he turned away. She had been craftily avoiding him since their conversation in his chambers but he seemed undeterred.
Entering the training hall, the scent of well-oiled leather and polished wood mingled in the air. The atmosphere hummed with anticipation as the clan members gathered, their conversations a low murmur punctuated by the occasional clank of weaponry. 
Sigrun stood at the front, an air of serene authority about him. Lessons that day promised something different—a meditation exercise aimed at bolstering a skill just as vital as any physical prowess.
"Warriors of Verengarde," Sigrun's voice resonated through the hall, commanding their attention. "Today, we embark on a journey of the mind. In battle, our thoughts can be as sharp as any blade, and our focus unshakable. I present to you a meditation that will hone your mental fortitude and grant you clarity amidst chaos."
They formed a circle, each warrior seated upon the worn mats, their eyes fixed on Sigrun. He began guiding them through the exercise, his words a soothing cadence that led them into a realm of introspection. She closed her eyes, allowing his guidance to wash over her, grounding her awareness in the present moment as she fought her thoughts of killing him where he sat. Ever since she learned at the trials what they were really for, but simply stored that information away. Knowing it could help her take the whole clan down one day. She had to focus on her long term goals. 
"Feel the energy of the ground beneath you," Sigrun's voice flowed like a gentle stream. "Let it steady your thoughts and calm your breath. Imagine a sphere of light, a beacon of focus, within your mind's eye. As you breathe in, draw strength from this inner glow. As you breathe out, release doubt and distraction."
The rhythm of Sera's breath synchronized with his words, and gradually, her surroundings faded. It was as if the hall dissolved, leaving only the realm of her thoughts and Sigrun's guiding voice.
Each inhalation filled her with a sense of clarity, and with each exhalation, she felt her worries dissipate like smoke on the wind. There was a faint hum of energy around the room as her senses shifted their focus with her breathing.
After what felt like both an eternity and a fleeting moment, Sigrun's voice gently brought them back to the present. She opened her eyes to find her fellow warriors doing the same, the room filled with a collective calm.
Sigrun met their gazes, a knowing smile played at his lips. "Remember this exercise, for in the midst of battle, your mind is your greatest ally. Strengthen it as you would your body."
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The new breathing techniques were repeating in her mind as she made her way back to her room to get ready for dinner.  
The candlelight flickered around her as she soaked in the ornate stone tub and read the next chapters of the book Kaelan had loaned her. The adventures in the newest chapters told of other realms and it thoroughly excited her.
Apparently, there were at least two other known realms called Marilla and Sadira. Both enchanting in their own way. Marilla was named for its shining seas, and Sadira was named for its affinity for nature and plethora of flora and fauna. While rumors of an enchanted forest captivated the pages she read. 
However, connections between the realms were long since lost to the ether. She could’ve kept reading all night, but a knock on her door startled her out of her reverie.
Carefully laying the book down on a small stone slab beside her, she dried off as she replied, “Just a minute!” 
Unsure of who would be at her door, she quickly wrapped her body in a fur robe and crept open the door slightly.
“Kaelan? What are you doing here…” He pushed the door open the rest of the way and waltzed in without giving her time to protest.
Tightening her robe around her waist she watched as he examined the room and turned back to her. "If someone sees you keep turning up here at my door, they’ll start to suspect something is happening between us!" She hissed into the room.
He only chuckled back, “That’s why I had to get in here quickly. Lock your door, just in case.”
Moving back to the bathing room, she called back, “What is so urgent you had to bombard me in my room and interrupt another lovely bathing time? I swear your timing is oddly consistent.” Blindly swiping a dress out of her drawers, she waltzed back towards the still-humid room. Needing a closed door between Kaelan and her as she changed and then dropped her robe.
Dread filled her stomach as she realized exactly which dress she had flippantly grabbed…from the bottom of her drawers…red silky material that danced in the warm light, and her heart sank. She couldn’t go back and exchange it for a more modest choice. He would realize what she was doing.
Shit!
Cursing under breath as his voice boomed back, “I just wanted to check on you. You left so early this morning and when I couldn’t talk to you in the corridor earlier…” His thoughts seemed to trail off. 
Clearing his throat, he asked. “Are you and Ivar…close now?”
Dreadfully fumbling with the endless sea of straps, she attempted to slide the scandalous dress on. “Ivar? Uh, I guess. We’ve…spent time together in the months since you saw us hiking. I thought you were keeping an eye on me. Don’t you know everything going on in my sad excuse for a life here by now? Inside my dark cavernous prison?” Completing omitting the fact that he had recently asked her to be his future chieftainess, a fact she was hoping to forget herself. 
Oof! 
Losing her balance, she’d barely shuffled the dress over her chest and around her arms before she crashed into the bathing room door and it broke free. Tumbling to the stone floor, she clenched the dress over her chest and scrambled to get up. Heat flushed her cheeks instantly.
Kaelan had been sitting on the edge of her bed and laughed at her obvious distress. “Get up and turn around, little huntress. I’ll help you tame those strings across your back.”
Horror tore across her features when suddenly his arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her onto his lap. She gasped as his fingers brushed her wet strands of hair from her back and over her shoulder. Then he made quick work of the maze of material. 
Tightened and adjusted it all in a matter of minutes.
Seems he’s done this before…
Silence filled the room as the rough skin on his fingertips brushed against her spine, and she shifted her legs across his thighs. 
“Uh, Sera, you better hold still…One slip of my finger on this dress and you’ll receive more than you bargained for entirely.” Solid as a statue, she halted her movements as he finished. Not daring to reply to his suggestive comments.
Grabbing her waist once more, the thin material between their skin hardly hid the burning sensation she felt lingering in the places he touched her. 
Pushing her off his lap he kept his hold on her. Instead he turned her around to face him. “Now, where are those heels I bought to go with this dress for you?”
Thoroughly undone at this point, Sera couldn't speak, so she pointed to where she kept all of her shoes in a pile. “Ah, why don’t you go grab those for me. I’ll help strap those on too.”
Wanting to scream at him, she wavered but something inside her prompted her to move. She didn’t know if it was because he had been so uncharacteristically kind to her the night before or not but she moved to his demands in a haze. 
Handing him the heels, she noted they in fact needed to be tied up her calves in order to stay on. His mouth slithered into a devilish smirk as he moved his hand down her leg and cupped her right foot.
Slowly he lifted it as he slid the shoe into place, which rested on his knee. Then he began twisting and tying it up her leg, seemingly taking much more time than he needed to accomplish the task. 
The tall slit in her dress parted around her leg and up her thigh as he made to swap feet and started on the left side.
Her breath caught, and it was all she could do to not unravel right then and there. His warm touch drove her senses to the brink of insanity. Biting her lower lip in nervousness she watched, awestruck.
It had been so long since she had truly relished in laying with a male, and the intimacy of the moment didn't evade her. 
One…two…three…breathe. She closed her eyes briefly as she tried to remember what Sigrun had just taught them earlier that day.
And while that room was not a battlefield in the true sense of the word, she felt she needed to fight with every fiber of her being. 
Fight the urges beginning to surge within her as her desire sparked. As his body heat emanated around and through her. His gaze trailed up her shin as he finished his final twist of crimson string.
He lowered her leg, letting his touch linger as he looked up at her from her bed. Those stormy grey eyes pierced her soul. 
“Remember the night you broke the ice in the river and had to bring me to the surface?”
The rhetorical question lingered between them. The pupils of her eyes danced as he continued. 
Slowly his calloused hand inched further up her thigh. “And then you had to strip our clothes and hold me all night to keep me alive?”  
Her breath hitched as fire ignited under skin at his soft touch.  “You swore never speak of that night again.” 
“Well I lied.” 
“Because I think of that night often.” Peering into her heart, she froze. 
It would’ve been so easy to push him back. 
To straddle him and take him where he sat. His gaze lingered on her, smoldering with a heat that seemed to ignite the air between them. It was the kind of look that spoke volumes, full of unspoken promises and a sensual intensity that made her pulse quicken.
He started to lift his arm towards her again. Her heart thundered behind her scantily clad chest. 
Oh Goddess…
Then a loud knock rang out from her closed door. Cursing under her breath she jumped out of her skin. Unsure if she was thankful for the distraction or not until she heard the voice behind the interruption.
“Sera? I thought I’d escort you to dinner tonight. Are you ready?” Ivar innocently asked none the wiser of the situation she was currently in with Kaelan.
Quickly she shouted back, “Uh, just another minute. I’ll be out shortly!” Her voice cracked and was breathless as she tried to compose herself.
Kaelan was already moving to the bathing room to hide himself. Shadows pooling at his feet with frustration.
She walked with him as he closed the door. Then he reached out his hand to caress her cheek. Tracing the faint scar line over her eyes as he whispered, “Just friends, huh?”
Freeing her cheek from his unnerving touch she frowned as she closed the door, her emotions a chaotic storm brewing within. 
What is happening?!
Braiding her hair into a crown around the top of her head, she needed time for it to dry. Then tucked in her blasted darkened strands. Still threatening to expose themselves. 
She adjusted the dress as best as she could to cover her tanned skin underneath, but there wasn’t much hiding in it. She silently cursed Kaelan for buying it for her at all.
All she heard was a slight grumbling laugh from behind the door. She could’ve thrown daggers at him if it wouldn’t have made such a scene.
Finally whipping the door to her room open, there was Ivar in his best suit as he took in the sight of her. “I’m ready Ivar, let’s go.”
He didn’t make a move as she stopped at the threshold with the door still propped open. “Oh Sera, how much longer do I have to wait? You are positively ravishing in that gown. I’d happily tear those straps off of you right here, right now.” He growled as he reached for her.
She swatted his hand away. “Ahhhh, good things come to those who wait, my Lord.” She drew out the last sarcastic pet name just for Kaelan’s ears, and she could’ve sworn she heard a curse leave his lips as she slipped into the corridor and clasped her hand into the crook of Ivar’s arm.
As the dining hall came into view, she became very self-conscious. She detested wearing such revealing clothes.
I’m going to kill Kalean, if I survive tonight. Then burn this dress in his fireplace just to prove my point!
The entirety of her time spent there she’d hardly worn anything without sleeves. With the red string of an outfit, anything she had attempted to hide before was proudly on display. 
The markings down her arm, her strong and muscled form from years of hunting and even more pronounced from the vigorous training she’d been doing within the Verengarde walls.
There were more than a few glances towards her as she entered. She had every eye on her, on them, as they crossed into the Grand Hall.
Ivar had a wide grin on his face, and she was stoic. Without even the help of her hair to cover her back or shoulders. 
Blast! Why did I have to twist it up? 
Ivar led her to the grazing table to start per usual. He would flaunt her on his arm all night, and there would be no private respite at their table. No, he would linger everywhere they went. Then he would lead them to his table of brute companions.
Feeling every eye on her, the murmurs of the crowd of warriors turned into hushed tones. Then as Ivar handed her a goblet of wine, she felt it, the shift in energy around the room.
Hardly ever attending the dinners, Kaelan entered. Choking as her attention moved with the crowd, and the warriors seemed to shift their focus once again. Drawing her gaze towards the entrance. 
Kaelan strode in, a commanding presence.
Dressed in upscale formal leathers, a testament to his position as the commanding general, the deep, rich hues of the leather complemented the dark tones of his surroundings, exuding an air of authority and strength.
His chiseled features were accentuated by the dim light, casting intriguing shadows upon his rugged countenance. He had the alert attention of more than one male and female in the room.
Broad shoulders held the weight of responsibility, and his strong body moved with a controlled grace that spoke of a warrior's discipline. The carefully crafted leathers clung to his form, a balance of practicality and aesthetic that suited his role perfectly.
As his gaze flickered over the gathered clan members, she felt a fleeting connection, their eyes met for the briefest of moments. 
A sense of recognition lingered in his gaze as her heartbeat quickened. She swallowed, hard.
He continued on, a subtle nod exchanged with the chieftain as he took his place at the head table.
Beside her, Ivar's voice interrupted her reverie. "Seems you caught the general's eye, Seraphina."
Turning to face him, her cheeks warmed at his observation. "What? No. Uh, no. It was just a passing glance, Ivar. He was just scanning the room." She gulped down more sweet liquid. Ready for the evening to be done.
He chuckled, his eyes twinkling mischievously. "Aye, but sometimes, even a glance can speak volumes. I mean what hot-blooded male in this room wouldn’t be mesmerized by your presence tonight.” He brushed his hand down her arm, and she trembled a bit. He was only interested in asserting his dominance and what she could only assume as a jab towards the general as well in a small fit of jealousy. After all she’d never answered Ivar about becoming his Chieftainess. 
Shifting her gaze back to Kaelan, a mix of curiosity and uncertainty swirled within her. Perhaps she had underestimated the complexities of the Verengarde clan, a realm that seemed to hold more layers and intricacies than she had initially perceived.
Happy to be seated at the table and able to conceal at least her lower half, Ivar never strayed far from her as he conversed with his small group and a few other females who joined them.
Playing with her food, she was thankful for his attention being elsewhere as she attempted to subtly glance at Kaelan again. Still shocked he even owned anything that wasn’t tattered or bloodied up.
They caught each other’s gaze occasionally, and it was all she could do not to melt at the sight of him. She had to get out of the Gods forsaken mountainside. Suddenly feeling like she was drowning.
The evening’s fleeting but intimate embrace as Kaelan dressed her was still playing on repeat in her mind. The walls constricted around her. 
Deep breath…I need some air.
Quickly excusing herself, she said she needed to use the facilities and practically ran out. Not exactly sure where she was headed. She just couldn’t sit in the same room with him or Ivar any longer.
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Nearly ten minutes into her wandering through the dark halls, trying to put as much distance as she could between her and the Grand Hall, footsteps approached from behind. 
Ugh, I told him I would be right back.
An exhausted expression spread across her face, “Ivar, I told you…” but as she whirled around she was met with a hard slap across her right cheek.
Stumbling back, shock tore across her face. "What in the…" Then a swift kick to her side. Gathering her bearings, she countered the next attack as golden locks flew through the air around her.
“Valda, what are you doing?!” She growled as she blocked the next punch.
“How dare you come in here and steal MY place, MY opportunity, MY…” She landed a hard hit to Valda's jaw before she could finish. Valda stumbled back but quickly found her footing again. 
Blast, Kaelan’s lessons! I know her attack moves the same as she knows mine. This could take a while.
Their sparring continued between the few words they could get out. “I…don’t know what…you’re talking about!” She swung again, Valda narrowly dodged the attack.
“Ivar was mine until you came along, they all were!” Valda screamed.
Swinging again, she huffed back. “They?...Oh yeah, then why weren’t you already in his arms when I met him? Hmm?”
Valda lunged again, even more distracted by her rage. She easily countered and side-stepped away as Valda yelled, “He was almost ready to ask me to be his until you showed up! Even Kaelan seems to favor you since he is the one who found you! So proud of his new warrior. I watched you both exchange glances this evening. I don’t know what game you are playing but it won’t work with me.”
They took jagged breaths as they circled each other. “You’ll never be one of us, Seraphina. So just drop the act already. Leave Ivar and I won’t make your days here a living nightmare!”
Arms braced for the next attack, Valda dropped her hands as she wiped the blood off her face. She did the same in response. “Ivar isn’t some chattel to be traded, but if he really means that much to you then why not just go up to him and ask? I stake no claim on him. I can’t help it if he is so enthralled with me.” She waved her hand away as if to emphasize her words.
Valda just glared as she lunged again, plowing into Seraphina’s waist before she could counter forcing her back into the inky black stone wall with a thud. Seraphina could feel the exposed skin slice in small lines across her back at the impact. 
Her heels snapped as she kicked Valda off her body. “Ugh, do you really think I desire to be one of you? My life is already a living nightmare so good luck making that any worse.” They paused, catching their breath.
“You don’t fool me, Seraphina. You enjoy your time here whether you admit it or not…break it off with him. Today. If I so much as see you look at him, I won’t hold back anymore. You’ve had your fun, now just stay out of my way.” And with that final threat, Valda retreated limping away.
The anger inside her squelched at Valda's words as she stood and let her walk away. Did she enjoy it there? No, those warriors, as misguided as they were, were still her enemies. She would continue to learn their secrets, and she would find a way to free herself of them. It’s just going to take time. Time she didn’t have anymore.
Nearing the corridor that led to her room, she felt a hand on her shoulder. She grabbed it and threw her weight into them, tossing the body over hers as they rolled off her back onto the floor until she realized who it was.
“Ivar! I’m so sorry; I thought you were…” She let her sentence trail off as she scrambled to help him stand back up.
He was brushing off his pants as he spoke, “Goddess, Sera, what is wrong with…” He stopped mid-sentence as he took in her disheveled appearance. She was sure bruises had already formed around her eye and cheek and some caked-on blood around her chin and down her back.
His hands were on her face instantly as he gasped, “What happened to you? Who did this?!”
Struggling to free his claim on her she pushed him away. “It’s nothing…I…I just tripped on my dress and fell down some stairs.”
His anger welled up as he wouldn’t let her go. “No. Who did this to you, Sera? I know fighting wounds when I see them. Stairs did not do this to your face or your back.”
“I’m fine, please. It’s nothing I can’t handle.” She tried shrugging him off again, but he held firm.
“No, you are NOT fine. You haven’t been fine for weeks. You just keep pulling away. Tell me what rake did this to you. I’ll have him exiled and tortured for this.” His words sent her into a frenzy. 
She shoved him off as she said, “Stop it! Just stop! Ok? It’s over. This…whatever this is…it's done.” She couldn’t pretend anymore, and she honestly didn’t want to, Valda’s words simply accelerated what she already had made up her mind to do.
Valda was simply the catalyst to force  her into action. She’d gathered some information from her time with him about the inner workings of the clan and strategic attack initiatives but she couldn’t risk going any further. 
Discovering more than what she bargained for during the trials, she hoped that would be enough.
Not scared of Valda or her empty threats, she still didn’t have the will to keep playing with Ivar and his emotions. She certainly couldn’t let him fantasize about an impossible future with her anymore.
“What?” The pain in his eyes was evident as she tried to put some distance between them in the small space. She couldn’t keep him tangled on the strings she pulled anymore. Her heart wouldn’t let her.
“Listen, Ivar. You’ve been a true friend to me since I arrived here, but I can’t do this.” She tried to think of any valid reason for her abrupt decision, one that he would accept at least. 
“I’m not one of you. I’m not part of the Verengarde Clan. I never will be…” Then inspiration struck her. “I’ve only been here for a few months and I…you should be with one of your own kind. Someone who can stand beside you as you take your father’s throne one day. Someone actually worthy of that title.” She nearly spat the words out but attempted subtlety.
He ran his fingers through his hair as he struggled to understand what she was saying. “Is that what this is about? My future position as chieftain? You think you aren’t worthy of being by my side?” 
Wincing at his words, she knew it was exactly the opposite. She would never go that far with her deceit. She could never pretend to be one of them. Not fully. 
I would never want that position. 
She was better than that, and she had to stop the charade if she was ever going to let that be true. She simply bit her lip and attempted to avoid his gaze.
He took a step towards her. “Someone threatened you, didn't they? What happened, Sera? You can’t mean any of this. It’s been a long day, just go rest, and we will talk about this tomorrow.”
Protesting again, she tried to make her point very clear. Pushing him away abruptly. “No, Ivar. I don’t need rest, I don’t need to think more about it. I’ve made my decision. Please honor it.” 
Hurriedly she walked back to her room, back to her meager refuge, before he could say anything else.
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Skipping lessons the next day, she told Madam Maelis she wasn’t feeling well and opted to hide herself away in her room for as long as she could possibly stand it. 
In the center of her room, the dim candlelight cast flickering shadows on the stone walls. Her heart raced as conflicting thoughts churned within her. The weight of her options bore down, threatening to shatter the fragile stability she had found within the Verengarde clan.
Dressed in a simple white shirt, black tunic, and dark pants, she paced back and forth across the room, each step echoing her uncertainty. 
Her gaze flicked to the small wooden desk against the wall, where a collection of parchments and scrolls lay scattered. Among them were notes she had discreetly taken during training sessions and talks with Ivar, details that could potentially serve as leverage. A knot tightened in her stomach as she considered the gravity of her actions. 
They don’t know how caged they are here.
Clenching her fists, she grappled with the possibility of exploiting the connections she had forged. The camaraderie with Ivar, the growing…attention towards Kaelan. Valda’s own disdain for her–these were not just tools to be manipulated.
Eventually she ceased her pacing and settled down at her wood carved desk. Could she really go through with it? The very thought churned her insides, and a surge of guilt washed over her until she thought of Liara and her family and that silly little village she had called her home.
Taking a deep breath, she pushed aside the parchments and scrolls. The amphiptere in the mountains was a horrible discovery, and knowing that they ravage villages only to take their young and make them grow up within those cavernous walls, she couldn’t stand idly by and let it all unfold.  
With newfound determination, she reached for a quill and an empty scroll. Her hand hesitated for a moment before she began to scribe what she knew–decisions made by the chieftain, the blind loyalty forged within, the potions, the potential consequences of the clan's actions. The rumors of their plan to rule the realm.
I may be the only one willing to stand in their way and stop them. I have to focus. 
As the ink flowed, a semblance of clarity settled over her. She could approach her situation from a new perspective. It was a risky path, and the line between her own morals and betrayal remained blurry, but it felt like a more principled way forward.
She had to do better. 
She had to be better. 
So she would.
A knock on her door broke her concentration and she frantically shoved her parchments into the desk drawer. “Uh, come in.” 
The door slowly creeped open until vibrant violet hair poked its way through and found Seraphina sitting at the desk with a book propped open. 
“Hey, Sera, am I interrupting anything?” Astounded to see Makazta making her way into her room still in her training leathers. 
“Hey, Makazta, please come in. I, uh, wasn’t feeling well so I skipped classes today. It’s just my stomach so nothing to worry about. Is it lunch time already?” A strange shift in the air made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Then, discreetly, she rested her hand over her dagger, very unsure of Makazta’s intentions. Sensing she wasn’t there to ask about her lunch plans.
When Makatza didn’t reply, she asked. “What can I do for you?” Makazta kept her gaze flowing around the room taking in every tapestry and piece of furniture while pacing around the entrance. Her short violet hair twisted around her multitude of piercings along her ears. 
“I just wanted to…” She trailed off.
“I had to…thank you.” Her quivering voice finally croaked out. 
Seraphina’s body went rigid. “For, what?” 
Visions danced in her head back on that cliffside where she laid Makatza’s nearly lifeless body on the ground after saving her. 
Puzzled, she thought–there’s no way she remembers that day or even knew it was I who rescued her. 
Right?
Makatza turned to face her and lowered her gaze while fumbling with her fingers. Her calm voice lowered to a whisper. “You know what.” 
Violet strands shifted around her face as she slowly looked up and locked eyes.
Before Seraphina could reply, she continued, “Listen, I don’t remember much about that day, at the trials, but there is one moment that stands out clear in my mind. You, your crimson hair, and your voice calling out to me to hold onto you. I remember muffled voices and shadows and light. Light that was not just coming from you but light that–was you.” She took a deep steadying breath and held up her hand to keep Seraphina from speaking.
“You can pretend to deny it all you want, but I am alive today because of you. I know you’ve been avoiding me since that day, probably hoping that if I never saw you again it wouldn’t trigger any memories, but if anyone in this mountain can keep your secret, it’s me. I’ve not told a soul since then, and I certainly never will.” 
Seraphina took a jagged breath in. “I owe you a life debt and I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to come to you before now but I wanted to make sure I could catch you when no one else was around to hear us and when I found out you’d stayed back in your room for the day I thought now was that time.” 
“Makatza, I…” She could try to explain herself, try to say she was hallucinating from her injuries and blood loss, but something deep inside of her wanted to confirm the truth, wanted a friend there in that frightful dangerous place.
Someone she could truly be herself with, but she hardly knew anything about the colorful female before her. 
Then an idea bloomed in her rebel mind. “When was the last time you left this fortress? Went outside?” Makatza was taken aback, blinked and then said, “Well not since the trials I guess.” 
“Hmm, let’s fix that.” 
Seraphina, with Makatza in tow, snuck out and took to the woods again. Utilizing the time during lessons when most of the corridors would be empty and devoid of any prying eyes as they made their escape after donning her Axe and a pack of food for the day.
The air in Eirlys was crisp and biting, a testament to the unforgiving nature of the realm. Midday light cast long shadows across the forest floor, creating a mesmerizing dance of light and shade. They stood amidst the towering trees, the Axe of Celestial Wrath in her grip, its weight familiar and reassuring.
Clad in sturdy leathers and furs, the ground beneath her boots was damp, leaves and twigs crunching softly with every step in the freshly fallen snow. It was a stark contrast to the grand halls and stone corridors of the Verengarde clan's dwelling.
Gazing around, she drew a deep breath, the icy air filled her lungs. Makatza stood in the trees lining the small clearing as Seraphina took her first swing with the Axe letting her power pour into it. 
With a fluid motion, she raised the Axe above her head, feeling the hum of its energy resonating through her. The blade gleamed in the dappled sunlight, a stark contrast to the somber surroundings. As she brought the Axe down in a controlled arc, a burst of celestial flames erupted from the impact on the wood, scorching the earth and sending sparks dancing through the air.
However, it was not just the physical manifestation of power that she felt. With each strike, she could sense a surge of energy welling up from within, an otherworldly force that coursed through her veins both foreign and familiar.
It was a heady sensation, both exhilarating and unnerving. The celestial wrath that the Axe held seemed to resonate with something deep within her, an untamed fire that had always been a part of her.
As she continued her training, she could feel that fire igniting further, threatening to consume her as the dormant connections between her and the eternal flame ignited again. Her hair, usually twisted in braids and tied back, seemed to catch fire, flames flickering and dancing around her head like a wild inferno unleashed from its binds. Her eyes burned with that fiery rage, their intensity matching the power surging through her.
There, she could fully immerse herself in the training, with the exception of one onlooker.
Finally making her way back to Makatza who had been watching open jawed at the display before her. 
“I don’t have any way of explaining all of this to you except to show you. I’m still learning myself and my power each day. While at the trials, when I heard your scream come out of that dark cave, I couldn't hold back any longer. I had to do something. And saving you just opened a whole new world of questions for myself and my purpose here.” 
Seraphina wasn’t ready to share everything with her, nothing about Kaelan, or their bargain, or what really brought her to the Verengarde clan, but sharing that moment with her was a start, a test, to see how Makatza used the information. To see if she truly had a new friend. 
Makatza just held her gaze and smiled, “I am honored to know you Seraphina and I can’t tell you how amazed I am at you. And it has nothing to do with your power, I am amazed at your strength, bravery, and courage. I only hope to get to know you better from here. I hope you’ll let me.” 
As the sun began its descent, casting a warm golden hue through the trees, she lowered the Axe, her breaths coming in measured rhythm.
Hours? We’ve been out here for hours…
The chill of Eirlys seemed less biting now, as if the very realm had acknowledged her presence and intent. 
As they trekked back to the fortress an odd sense of kinship filled her heart with Makatza by her side.
“Do you ever dream of a life beyond the clan?” The question spilled from her lips.
Makatza glanced up at the fading suns. “Not often, truthfully, it’s all I’ve ever known. I was brought here shortly after my third year in the realm of Eirlys. I suppose they saw something in me then. The color of my hair is surely what captured their attention at first. From what I can remember, I have some ties to Tieflings in my ancestry. From the lands of Sadira.” 
Seraphina both shocked and intrigued. “Sadira? The realm that’s been lost for centuries? Along with the doorways to the realm of Marilla? Have you ever seen a Tiefling before?" She thought back on all of her texts and research she’d been doing in her time with the clan.
“Yes, the same and not up close," replied Makatza, squinting. “It’s extremely rare to find any in Eirlys since the doorways between he realms closed. I know some were trapped here after the Great War. I swear I saw one once. Trapped in a towering room in a village not far from the Sacred Lands. I was sent there on an assignment with Kaelan and several others a couple years ago.”
Her curosity throughly peaked. “What do they look like?”
"Well," Makatza said, leaning closer, "they're quite striking. Imagine someone mostly human in shape, but with a twist. Their skin can range from deep reds and purples to vivid blues and greens, and their hair follows suit—sometimes it’s fiery, other times it’s icy. They all have these small, elegant horns curling from their foreheads, and their eyes can glow with an inner light. It's like a mix of the familiar and the fantastical."
Makatza halted her movements and Seraphina turned to face her. Gingerly her spindly fingers gathered the purple inked strands of her hair and then pulled them back. Small textured pieces of bone protruded from Makatza skull. Twinning sides of her forehead, ever so slightly. To the unknowing eye no one would ever place them. Seraphina gasped and reached out to touch the small foreign pieces.
“Ah, that tickles. They are very sensitive.” Makatza lowered her hands and fixed her hair over the mysterious marks of her ancestry. 
“I had no idea. They are beautiful. Thank you for telling me about them. I wish you didn’t have to hide them.” 
She gave a slight shrug and nervous laugh. “I’ve grown used to hiding my true nature. It’s you, I worry about.” 
An unsettled silence grew between them as they picked up their pace again. Until Makatza broke it, “What’s going on with you and General Kaelan?” 
Fear gripped her chest as she balled her fists at the mention of his name. “I don’t know what you mean?” Feigning innocence. 
“I see the way you look at each other during classes. It’s as if you both share a secret no one else can know about. Almost as if you were together…” 
Seraphina choked out a hysterical laugh. “I can assure you we are not together. In any way! If anything I tolerate him.”
Her friend’s eyes burned through her facade. “Ok, well keep your glances at each other in check. It would be a fatal attraction, if you had any. Or I won’t be the only one to notice.” 
With a final glance at the Axe, its celestial flames now extinguished, she nodded. They finished their walk back to the Verengarde clan's dwelling. She carried with her the knowledge that she was on the cusp of something extraordinary, a path that would lead her to a destiny outside of anything she would have imagined for herself and potentially a new ally.

      ***Later that evening, she returned to her room, having missed dinner altogether, and sent Makatza off to her own. Unwilling to see anyone's faces at the moment, she rounded the dark stone corner towards her room, only to find a distinct, slender body with wild golden hair standing beside her door—waiting.
“Valda, I don’t have the time or patience to deal with you,” she barked as she drew closer.
Valda's arms crossed as she tossed some of her hair back and glared. That set off Seraphina as she said, “Goddess, what have I unwittingly done now? Or are you just looking for round two?” 
Valda stood there sullen as her black dress swayed with her tapping heels. “Just come back from dinner I see?” Her tone was filled with ire as she approached.
“Seraphina, you are an idiot,” Valda spat back at her. “I talked to Ivar.”
A short laugh escaped her pursed lips, “Oh, did you now? Fully in love, eh? Why isn’t he on your arm and drooling all over you? You do know I ended things with him, right?”
Valda leaned in, “Well, he certainly does not think so! He didn’t even look at me at dinner. I sat across from him the whole time, and all he could talk about was how someone attacked you…and that was probably why you weren’t seen by anyone today when they asked him.”
Seraphina leaned in herself, not backing down. “I do not have time for your childish games, Valda! Maybe he saw your own bruises and put it all together. Or maybe he is in denial, or maybe I truly do NOT care at all! Either way, I will not be your go-between. Now leave me be before I give you another bruise to worry about covering with that hideous makeup and kohl you love so much.” She started to unlock her bedroom door before turning back around and adding, “And if I ever see you hovering around my bedroom door again, I will not ask questions first!”
The ornate wooden door slammed in Valda's face as she locked it before she could say anything else that would provoke her to burn down the whole damned mountainside.
Ugh, that insufferable vixen!
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The weeks that followed unfolded at a leisurely pace. In every lesson, the focus remained on her true objective—to absorb as much knowledge about the clan as possible and devise strategies to dismantle their oppressive rule.  
Sneaking around the council chambers at odd hours of the day she tracked the graduated warriors movements as best she could or listened to conversations whispered about in the tavern-like room on nights she visited with Makatza and some fellow classmates.
Then between sessions, and her spying, she stole moments to practice with the Axe.
One night, as the suns dipped below the horizon and she was concluding her Axe training, a commotion in the trees caught her attention. A group of male voices echoed with a mix of amusement and mischief. Concealing herself behind a thick trunk, frustration welled up as she found herself unwittingly entangled in another clansmen quarrel.
Not catching everything they said she did hear something about daring each other to take a potion they stole from Elowyn’s chambers. 
Observing from the shadows, she secured her Axe and inched back through the trees, intending to retreat to the safety of the fortress. However, a snapped branch beneath her feet betrayed her presence, freezing her in place.
The group detected her. "Hey! Who is that? We know you are there!"
Dread coiled in her stomach, panic urged her to vanish into the shadows. Three of them closed in on her swiftly. 
Instinctively, she swung around, drawing her dagger as a warning. "Do not come any closer. I’ll leave you to be with your little ritual by the water if you forget I was ever here."
A tense standoff ensued. She was ready to bolt at the first opportunity, even if it meant giving up her secret path. Before she could escape, they flanked her from all sides, closing off any route of evasion. Then she recognized the red hair and freckles that covered his face. It was that clansman from her first day in combat training aimed to pin her down. 
Desperation clawed at her. Outnumbered and cornered, she faced them, her crimson hair a glaring target.
"You’re Ivar’s companion, aren’t you? We saw you the other night at dinner with him. That was quite a dress. Maybe we can get you to wear it for us. Give us a private show of it," one of them sneered.
Maintaining focus on her opponents, she countered their advances, moving quickly to take them on one by one. A misty fog filled the air as they panted and caught their breath.
Just as she braced herself for a final dash to freedom, a low growl resonated through the air. Solthorn, Kaelan's formidable wolf companion, emerged from the shadows, his intense eyes glinting as he tore through their meager ranks.
Solthorn had the males running off quicker than she could blink. It was only then that she realized how close she had come to revealing her power, a secret guarded with utmost care, but she would've burned them all if it meant getting away.
Solthorn came up next to her and nudged her side with the top of his silky head. She laughed a little and started to pet his head as she leaned into him. “My little hero.”
"I would’ve ripped their heads off before I ever let them touch you, Seraphina."
Gasping she stepped back quickly. That voice, it was…it was inside her head but not her voice. A very deep and rough-sounding voice instead. Nearly a growl with every syllable. 
She stared incredulously back at Solthorn. She knew exactly where it had come from. “You can…talk?”
Curiosity ignited within her as she leaned in, urging him to continue. “Yes, I am a psionic warg. I possess the ability to communicate directly within the minds of those I chose to trust. My thoughts, emotions—everything can be shared without a single word spoken aloud."
Her mind struggled to process the revelation. Psionic warg? Communicate through the mind? It sounded like something out of an old lore tale.
Just as Solthorn finished explaining, a soft presence brushed against her consciousness, like a whisper of thought tickling the edges of her mind again. And then—words formed in her mind, not spoken aloud but etched directly into her thoughts.
"Seraphina." The voice was gentle and resonated within her, like a harmonic echo. "I see you too."
Her heart raced, a mix of surprise and wonder washed over her. It was Solthorn—the wolf was speaking to her, not with words carried by the wind, but with thoughts woven into her mind. The experience was both surreal and awe-inspiring.
"So this is how you and Kaelan can communicate so well. You speak to him in his mind. Can he talk back to you in that same way?” He nodded back to her.
A whirlwind of emotions danced in her eyes. "This is...incredible," she managed to utter, her voice barely above a whisper.
Solthorn showed her his teeth but in a way that made her think it was an attempt at a smile, however sinister it actually looked. "Indeed, I am not just Kaelan’s companion; he's a friend who can share his thoughts with me. It's a rare and valuable gift."
“That explains how you both seem to move as one without ever saying a word.” 
Solthorn nudged her hand with his head. “I could've killed them for threatening you. I almost did. Seraphina, are those bruises on your cheek?”
She brushed his head back. “I’m fine. What else is our training for other than situations like this?” He only tilted his head. “What are these other fading cuts? What have you been up to? Late-night brawls?”
Suddenly his gaze was very intense. “Did that Ivar do this to you?” He said with a growl.
She scowled at him. “How do you know about Ivar? I mean of course not. He would not still be walking this realm if that was the case. Just drop it, okay? You’re as bad as Kaelan. It’s nothing, probably from another class exercise. Aren’t you and Kaelan always getting injuries like this?” She tried to change the focus of their conversation, and it seemed to work.
“I just…the thought of anyone touching you like that. I’ll have to tell Kaelan. There’s no way for me to hide it from him.”
Attempting to not linger on that information for too long. “Well at least give me some time to get back before someone spots me out here. Thank you, Solthorn.” Then paused before adding. 
“I see you.”
And with that she trudged back to the fortress.

      ***Late afternoon cast its gentle glow the next day while Seraphina was in Torvald’s archery lesson. When a pair of Verengarde warriors, seasoned by true battles and beyond the need for lessons, abruptly interrupted their talk. They strode over to Torvald, whispering with their backs turned to the rest of the group. One of them was recognizable as the chieftain’s personal guard. Curiosity and dread filled her.
Seated in her typical day leathers, Seraphina observed, waiting in anticipation. Torvald mumbled, “I see,” just before turning to face them. “Seraphina, you need to follow them back to the chieftain’s office,” he declared. Hushed tones erupted among the group as all eyes focused on her. Panic began to set in as she rose to go with them.
Oh no, did they find out about my powers somehow? Does this have to do with Ivar? Or worse, my time spent with Kaelan?
Damning thoughts engulfed her mind as they walked silently down the sweeping corridors. She noticed how they flanked her, as if she were going to run. This is not a good sign.
Then, just before rounding a corner into the council chambers she spotted the clansmen who attacked her from the previous night entering.
Horror, truly terrifying horror, swept across her face as they finished walking into the chieftain’s office.
Chieftain Harendar spoke, “This is a very disappointing story I hear from our Gunnar.” The small, shaking male stood behind the chieftain looking miserable.
“It seems we’ve had some rules broken last night. Seraphina, I’m most disappointed in you. So new to our clan and recently thriving from what I’ve been told and yet here you are sneaking out without permission. I hear you attacked these males.” It wasn’t quite a question but certainly more of an accusation.
She quickly spoke up. “Chieftain Harendar, I was attacked by these males last night. I didn’t start anything with them. I don’t even know them. I simply defended myself.” She wasn’t sure what they knew about Solthron and opted to leave him out of the conversation entirely. 
Harendar seemed to consider her words before saying, “Regardless of who started the fight the main issue is that all of you were outside, without permission and unaccompanied.” He waved his hand towards the group of males and Seraphina.
“There are consequences for such actions. I expect two days without proper rations for the lot of you and proper beatings—starting with her.” His crooked finger swung towards her and she did her best to keep her chin held high at his ridiculous display of authority. He spoke to his litter of guards.
“I..” She started to speak and defend herself further but a guard grabbed her arm, nodded his reply to the chieftain and motioned for the other warriors to grab the rest of the group of males to follow.
Before she could even process what was happening they were in a strange old training room. It was dark and damp. A singular mat lay in the middle with a large pole coming out of the center. Grim chains wrapped around it.
The candlelight hardly revealed much about the empty circular room, besides dark stains she could only assume was dried blood. All she could think was how abandoned the room seemed to be and the stench was enough to make her stomach churn. 
The guard dropped her arm as he brought her to that pole and tied the chains around her wrists. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t fully process what was happening until he walked away and then came back with a horrid looking whip. 
It was a sinister creation, an embodiment of cruelty and suffering forged in the depths of darkness. Its handle was gnarled and rough, fashioned from twisted and weathered wood, as if the very essence of malevolence had been carved into its form. The grip was contoured to fit a hand, providing a sinister comfort to those who wielded it.
From the handle extended a series of braided leather thongs, each one ending in a cruel barbed tip. The thongs were stained with the marks of past torments, a testament to the agony they had inflicted. The leather was worn and cracked, revealing the countless lashes it had delivered over time. 
The whip's design was clearly crafted to maximize pain and suffering. Its length allowed the torturer to strike from a distance, the thongs hissing through the air before meeting their unfortunate target. 
Within seconds his arm lifted. The agonizing sound of the whip's impact was only matched by her screams it elicited, an auditory symphony of torment that echoed through the chambers at least three times. 
It was all she could do to contain her rage and power that threatened to erupt, but she wasn’t willing to lose everything and everyone she cared about. She did what she could to bury her mind from her body as the blows from the whip connected with her back.
Tears burned her eyes as she implemented every lesson she’d learned about fighting through pain and the resilience of the mind. She tried to count her breaths in between her screams. 
A searing blaze erupted across her back as the merciless whip struck, barbs tearing into her leathers and eventually her skin. Agony flooded her senses, a torrent of pain that left her gasping for air. Muscles tensed, futilely resisting the torment's grip. Heat radiated from the wound, muscles convulsed against the relentless assault. 
Tears blurred her vision, a mix of fury and helplessness consumed her. Defiance surged within, refusing to be broken. Amidst the anguish, she clung to her spirit, determined to endure as the other males watched in horror before their turn. The clan's ruthlessness fully on display.
Finally there was no sound but the guards footfalls. The dark room seemed even darker as she felt blood run down her back and legs. 
Then nothing at all. 
Her body went limp and the world felt empty as her eyes closed and the entrance to the chamber erupted open as dark shadows broke through. 
Kaelan’s whispered words echoed in Seraphina's mind as inky depths tore across her vision, “I have you Sera, just hold on.”
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KAELAN

“Again!” He shouted as the warriors moved on the mat through the combat set he’d been instructing. 
The air was thick with the scent of leather and sweat. He relished in it. This was his domain.
He crossed his arms as he watched a male with amber hair stumble through his movements. Kalean saw him as a lost cause. 
He can’t possibly pass his assessments. Let alone the trials. I’ve tried everything. 
His memory of Seraphina throwing the male on his ass a few weeks past played in his mind. A small smile crept across his face. Then her tantalizing red dress spiraled in his mind. 
The way she’d sat across his lap as he played with those strings, taking his dear sweet time. 
No.
Not again.
This must not continue. 
Seraphina was plaguing his mind more with each day and his frustration with himself grew for allowing it. She was more stunning than he could ever have hoped she would be. 
Her fierce determination, quick tongue, and strong alluring body was a permanent fixture in his dreams. 
The doors to the balcony burst open suddenly. “Kalean! Come quick!” 
Makatza nearly ran to him. Her breathing labored. He met her at the entrance. “Keep moving through your sets!” He yelled back as he grabbed her shoulders, she looked as if she might pass out from her exertion. 
“It’s Seraphina. Something is terribly wrong. She was summoned to the Chieftain's office. Then I heard rumors of her being punished. I don't know what's happening but I wasn’t sure who else to turn to. I feel it. Something is terribly wrong. I. Can’t. Find. Her.”  Kealan’s body tensed at her words. 
“Ok, calm down. I’ll find her. Don't worry. Lead the rest of the class. You’ve already learned these maneuvers.” He grabbed his belt and tunic before rushing out. 
Panic gripped his heart. 
Did the Chieftain figure out her powers already and had opted not to bring him in on it? 
Did he know about their time together, in the cabin? Nothing had happened, but still. If someone knew, it certainly didn’t look good, for either of them. 
He gripped one of the chieftains guards passing down the hall. “What’s happening with the warrior called, Seraphina? I heard the Chieftain's detained her.” 
The guard straightened in Kealan’s presence, always a feared General among the clan’s ranks. “I heard they’ve taken her and the other offenders to the punishment room. Something about leaving the fortress without permission.” 
He willed his features into indifference in front of the guard, but inside his stomach churned. 
No! I’ll kill anyone who touches her!
Then, as soon as the guard disappeared around the corner, he ran.
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Time had slowed and as her eyes fluttered open the pain from her back surged through her.  A soft cry escaped her lips as the recent events flooded her mind. 
Feeling her body was draped face down across a bed, and nothing but a sheet covered her. Warm cloth presses laid against her tattered skin. Then she heard shuffling noises. 
“Elowyn?” she croaked as the ethereal creature fluttered around her. Its preternatural voice rang in her ears.
“Oh dear child, my sleeping tonic wasn’t strong enough. Here, let me give you some more so you can rest.” Seraphina's room started to come into view, and Elowyn handed her a special elixir. She choked on the horrible taste but accepted it nonetheless.
Then she could hear her bedroom door burst open. Kaelan’s steps thundered and a strained voice assaulted her senses as she cringed away. 
Then the room felt oddly light and airy around her as the pain went away and sleep grabbed a hold once again. She listened to his deep voice as she faded away from consciousness. 
“Elowyn, thank you for your help. I am going to move her to my chambers until she is fully healed. I’ll keep an eye on her, but I’d appreciate your healing efforts to continue.”
Her body wanted to protest, to yell, to do anything, but she felt paralyzed in place. 
“I’m moving her now while it’s still late in the evening and everyone else is asleep. Lock her room when I leave. I don’t want anyone to know where she is except you…” Then all was dark again, and she fell into a dreamless slumber as the sheets wrapped around her, and her body floated in the air.

      ***“Seraphina?” She didn’t have to open her eyes to know she was in a different room. His room.
Elowyn was replacing her bandages when she looked up over her shoulder as she still laid face down. “You need to get up so I can bathe you, child. It’s been two days, and your body needs food beyond broths.”
Unsure what manner of gender the creature was, she certainly didn’t fear it. Even though she sensed she should.
With a gentle nudge from Elowyn, she willed her aching limbs to lift her up. She faltered a moment as the pain in her back rose again with the movement of her muscles.
Biting her lower lip in protest she took a deep steadying breath.
Elowyn led her into the bathing room, where a chair and a bowl full of warm water had been prepared. Since her bandages were fresh, Elowyn handed her a robe to wear, and she was thankful for it. Then she sat on the chair, careful not to lean back.
Elowyn bent down and started to wipe the warm cloth from the bowl around her legs, feet, and arms. It felt rather refreshing, and she scented fresh herbs and other such minerals mixed into the water.
They sat in silence, she was unsure of how to feel or react. 
Numb.
She felt so very numb. 
What sort of medieval torture tactics was that? Outside without permission, and that warrants lashes from a whip? 
And Kaelan what was his part in this? Why am I in his room?
The pain in her head hummed as she tried to push the thoughts out of her mind. She didn’t have the energy to be angry, not yet.
Eating a meaty soup with bread as Elowyn braided her wet hair back. They sat on the study sofa together in peace until her wrath reignited like a raging inferno.
“I’m going to kill them. I’m going to kill them all.” Her voice barely above a whisper as if she’d not spoken in a century. “I’m going to wait until the next Mystic Spire Trials and I’m going to kill the amphiptere, destroy these ancient barbaric sacrificial rituals, and then I'm going to burn this fortress to the ground with my own bare hands. Even if it kills me to do it.” Bloodshot eyes burned into Elowyn’s as the stretched silence became deafening. Not once did Elowyn reply to her statement, just let Seraphina burn in her ruthless mind.
Several hours later they still hadn’t talked much, just read. With Elowyn occasionally giving her some sort of new medicinal potion and replacing her bandages. 
It was getting late the next day as light formed from the moons and crept in from the meager window. They hadn’t seen or heard from Kaelan since he moved her there, and she had mixed feelings about that.
"Seraphina," Elowyn began as it gently lifted its hand to hers, turning it back and forth examining the markings that ran up Seraphina’s shoulder. 
"Do you know what these are?” Seraphina simply nodded her head no.
“Hmmm…The marks upon your hand and arm are not mere designs; they are Astraeic Emblems, or Astraeics—they represent a celestial inheritance, not easily replicated. A dead language from beings outside of this realm."
Elowyn leaned in closer, its fingers traced the dark symbols etched upon Seraphina's skin. Each mark began to shimmer softly, resonating with a pulsating energy that seemed to respond to Elowyn's touch.
"The Solari Emblem this one here, it resembles a radiant sunburst,” She looked down really focusing on the markings for the first time as the lines danced and curled, weaving a radiant pattern reminiscent of a blazing sun at its zenith, emitting hues of golden-orange and crimson-red as Elowyn’s hand ran over it. 
Elowyn continued, its voice resonating with reverence, “it embodies strength and resilience. It fortifies you, bolsters your endurance, and shields you against harm, drawing from your innate fiery vigor when you decide to manifest it." Seraphina’s breath hitched as she listened.
How would I do that? Would’ve been helpful just a few days ago.
Its gaze shifted to the next emblem that intertwined into it. "The Lunaria Mark, reflective of the many moon's phases, grants you mystical insight and agility. Its design takes the form of delicately curving lines, in order to mirror the waxing and waning of our moons,” It pulsed with a serene silver iridescent glow, invoking a sense of mystery and grace. 
“It heightens your perception, allowing you to move unseen and swift as the night itself which is not easily mastered.”
As Elowyn spoke, the emblems seemed to take on a new life and hummed on Seraphina’s skin.  "Ah, yes, I see you have an Aurora Glyph, Zephyr Symbol, and a Terran Sigil, but their meanings have been lost to me and others in this realm." Elowyn murmured.
“However, this one…” Elowyn closed their eyes and held their hand hovering over the symbol closest to Seraphina's shoulder. “I recall this as the Fulgura Rune. You see, it resembles sharp lightning bolts, this emblem crackles with vibrant energy. It embodies the intensity of storms, its lines sharp and jagged.” Seraphina felt a pulsating spark with electric hues of azure and pearl white, exuding a feeling of raw power. "It seems it lies dormant within you like the others, but it offers the potential to summon lightning, conjure storms, and move at the speed of electrifying currents should you master and wield it.” 
As Elowyn concluded, the emblems radiated with an otherworldly luminescence, as if acknowledging the bond between Seraphina and the celestial forces they represented. The room remained silent, the weight of revelation hanging thick in the air as Seraphina attempted to absorb that new information.
"These symbols," Seraphina murmured, her voice tinged with awe and a hint of uncertainty. "They are a part of me then? Tied to my destiny or fate of whatever this is between me and the Axe?”
Elowyn nodded, its eyes carrying the wisdom of generations. 
"What Axe?” Its mischief danced in its eyes. Sera threw a knowing smirk.
“Embrace your legacy, and should you learn how to wield this power, do it with care, for the Astraeics are entwined with the very fabric of your soul. They may never be parted from you…Despite however they were etched onto your skin."
“The potions–the ones wrecking havoc among the clan. Are they yours?” She blurted out the words before thinking. Elowyn didn’t flinch, but also didn’t reply.
Silence hung thick in the air until Elowyn stood. “Well, Seraphina, I am going to leave you. Take this once more before you go to sleep.” 
Elowyn paused for a moment after handing her a small vial. “I’ll be back in the morning to check on you. But…”
Seraphina glanced up at the mysterious form from her spot on the sofa. “…I realize this is difficult. However, you must not let this break you. I also know from my years studying the arcane that this raging essence that surrounds you, along with those emblems, have healing powers of their own, even if shrouded in dark shadows from your own consciousness.”
Then paused before adding, "You once asked me what you were made for…you have passion in your soul and thunder in your veins. You were made for treacherous and mystical things."
Seraphina started to protest, but Elowyn continued staring deep into her soul. “It’s nothing I need to know more about, but I highly suggest you lean into that power if you want to accelerate your healing and avoid any long-term scarring. Now, please, eat your dinner and get plenty of rest. Goodnight.”
Elowyn gathered the dirty cloths and sheets before leaving. Seraphina simply watched as the door closed. Alone for the first time since everything had happened, she finally let herself feel every emotion she had been holding in.
Tears flooded her face as she bent forward over her knees and let sobs flow out of her. Her mind was reeling from the recent events that brought her to that place and time, the information Elowyn granted her about the markings on her arm and every emotion was pouring out of her. 
An hour passed until she could gather herself again. The sounds of a cracking whip still ringing in her ears. 
Slowly she picked herself up and grabbed the vial Elowyn left for her and threw it into the fireplace as a rainbow of colors danced upon the impact in the flames.
Then she stood and looked at the fresh sheets on the bed with soft furs and blankets and scowled. Why am I even in his room? If he wanted to keep an eye on me, he would’ve been better off just leaving me in my own room. He hasn’t visited all day. Not that I want him to be near me at all. I’d rather walk on hot coals than see him right now.
Grabbing the new silk robe draped over the corner of the bed she made her way into the bathing room once more to draw a hot bath. She figured the nice warm liquid would be oh so inviting to put her feet and legs in. That would at least ease some of her tension even if she couldn’t fully submerge herself yet.
As Seraphina sat on the edge of the tub gingerly, rubbing her legs and feet in the warm water, Elowyn's words echoed in her mind, ‘this raging essence that surrounds you along with those emblems have healing powers of their own’.
If there was ever a time to learn how to do this, now is a good enough reason to.
Closing her eyes, she sat up and removed her robe, careful not to let anything flammable be too close to her. She tried to imagine how her body would react to the markings, desperately reaching for any kind of connection from within. It was several minutes of concentrating before she opened her eyes to see nothing had changed.
However, she was not easily deterred. Her amber eyes closed shut again summoning her power, not worrying about the markings just yet. 
Then like a fierce sting across her senses she could feel it, feel that burning energy welling up from deep within her. She steadied her breath and gripped the edges of the tub.
Her heartbeat quickened as she focused and willed that raging inferno of power to surge without consuming her. Then she could feel it, the temperature of the water began to rise. She opened her eyes, and knew that red heat burning through flashed a deep crimson light from her pupils.
Suddenly, as if a new pathway in her mind started to creep open, she tugged on those threads willing them to be set free. 
Then the veins under her skin burned ruby, and her body reacted with the Solari Emblem near the base of her hand ignited anew and blazing.
It was difficult to keep fully contained as it opened up a new onslaught of energy. It burned against her consciousness to be set free, to be released from the meager hold she had on it. 
Her focus waned not wanting to be fully consumed by the burning rage and tantalizing desire for revenge. She had so many logical reasons to let that power loose on those dreadful beings, but she had a great desire and plan laid out before her and she had to focus, not on destroying but on fixing. Mending. 
Then a piercing sting lit up every gash left from that whip across her back. They were glowing as if her power was hunting the pain down. Then those shredded pieces of her skin and torn muscles began to knit together. She could feel them reconnecting and mending what was broken. She cried out as it surged and took over.
She fell onto her knees in the tub as the sensation ravaged her. Steam filled the room as all of the water evaporated upon impact.
It felt like an eternity, but everything happened in a mere few moments. Then images crept across her mind of winding tunnels and caves, nothing like she had seen before there in that cage or her village. Her gaze a red haze as she arched her back and looked up without ever telling her body to move. The sensation took over. Visions danced across her minds eye.
No, it was a different mountain, a different place within the realm. She could hear a small voice calling out to her, call out her name in the vision.
Come, Seraphina. You know the way. Come. Your sisters are on their way. You must come.
Then she gasped as images of a deep crevice carved into stark caves became a radiant and iridescent opening, beckoning her to come and rip down its wards that locked it away from her realm. 
Black Orchids…
And all too suddenly the images left, and she was back in the bathing room as the ominous words echoed in her mind, ‘You know the way. Feel it, let your senses guide you. Come.’
Flames erupted from her while she was still in the tub, and she had to quickly control them before they spread. She closed her eyes again, not blocking out her power anymore but accepting it and feeling its ravenous flow through her for a few moments longer. Until she remembered Liara, her soft face and sweet laughter, her friend.
That image helped her guide it all back in. To a new place within her, a place that would allow her power to thrive from within her control and not hide. Not anymore without fear, or worry, or pain. 
I am done hiding.
Then she could see it, feel it, and move with a newfound steadfastness she had never felt before. The burning flames subsided and her body returned to a normal temperature while stepping out of the tub and slipped into the silk robe.
Opening the door to the bedchamber she quickly lowered the back of the robe to look at her spine in the mirror and saw nothing. 
No scrapes.
No cuts.
No scars.
Just a few scattered freckles she always had before. Her skin was as beautiful as ever, and she smiled the first genuine smile she'd had since being trapped in the Verengarde fortress.
I’ve never felt such warmth—such power.
Suddenly the main door to the bedroom burst open, and she quickly scrambled her robe over her shoulders as Kaelan stormed in. 
He coughed. "Did you turn my bathing room into a sauna? Why is it so steamy in here?"
Momentarily forgetting about all of the water she had heated and then escaped as she left the door open. All of that humid air made its way across the chamber.
"I was just taking a bath. And you should knock before barging in here like that; I could've been….indecent." She barked at him.
He settled in, laying down his weapons and belt. Then her anger and rage resurfaced, as she marched right up to him. Swiftly slapping him across the face as hard as she possibly could—and then again.
The sting on her hand burned, but she ignored it. "How could you?! How could you let them do that to me? How could you let them do that to anyone! That barbaric, ancient, torture…"
He cut her off. "I know, Sera! I know." 
He grabbed her fisted hands knowing that she needed someone to blame for the torture she’d endured, for the pain of being in that wretched place and he was surprisingly willing to take those blows. “I’m…I’m so sorry I couldn’t get there quickly enough. If I’d known sooner…” Pain spread across his features as he sat down on the bed and released his hold.
"Why am I here? Why did you bring me to your room? I would've been just fine in..." She looked at him, questioning.
"Because now they have a reason to check up on you. To keep a closer eye on you and I couldn't risk them coming for you when you were alone recovering. My room is the last place they will look for you. I couldn't let them get near you again. I couldn’t risk…” He spoke, staring down at his hands, which looked raw and rough as if he'd been sparring for hours.
“Seraphina, I’ve come to…” Then stood and clasped his hands around her shoulders. “I’ve come to care for you.” His words hung between them. Her weary gaze lingered on his furrowed brow. 
“Axe or no Axe, your wellbeing at least is important to me and I…I’m so sorry. You should've never been caught wandering around out there and those cowardly sad excuses for warriors deserve so much more than being whipped after what they’ve done to you. I’ll see to it they suffer. Their own lashings will be the least of their injuries in the coming days.” The words escaped his trembling lips and carried a world of rage.
She just stared up at him, confused and hurt. He bent to grab a pack he had brought in and laid it on the desk next to them.
“I brought you some more clothes to wear while you heal and…” It was her turn to cut him off.
“I’m healed actually.” He paused, taking the clothes out for her to see, and slowly turned back to her as she stood still in the opening of the study.
He stared at her waiting for an explanation. She sighed and turned her back to him, slowly lowering the robe off her shoulder and letting it drape at the nape of her back as she clutched the rest of the material around her front.
He moved quickly over to her as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. She turned her head and watched him over her shoulder as he lifted his fingers to brush against her soft clean skin.
“How?” His voice deepened with his astonishment at her recovery. She shrugged as she lifted the robe back over her shoulders and turned unnerved by the shivers that were sent down her spine at his caressing touch.
“It’s hard to explain. My powers somehow have healing abilities, and when I let them burn across my body, it renewed the skin and the muscles that were damaged by the whips. That’s why it was so steamy in the room earlier. When you showed up, I had just finished my experiment. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but it did.”
She moved past him to the desk and grabbed several items of clothing that he’d brought and went to change in the bathing room.
When she came out, he was eating from his tray of dinner and had a few books spread across the bed.
She read the titles as she walked over to where he sat. ‘Mysteries of the Arcane’, ‘Ancient Tales of the Arcane’, ‘Ancestral Lore on Healing’. The list seemed to go on.
His confession to her lingered in the air between them. She couldn’t let his words change her mind about him. Needing to blame him for everything that happened to her.
“What are you doing?” Lowering herself on the bed in her new sweater and long pants as her hair draped across her left shoulder. She picked up one of the books.
“I just wanted to do a little more research on the matter.” He took another chunk of his bread and then looked up at her. “I would do anything to take back the events of the last couple of days, anything. I couldn’t bare the thought of…” His hand drifted to hers.
“Kaelan, listen. I understand you’ve made blood oaths and committed your life here, but this barbaric clan, this hideous cage that I am now stuck in. I hate being here. The lessons each day are a distraction at best, but I can’t keep pretending like I’ll just get used to my life here. You have to know that you can’t keep me here forever. And I’ll never forgive you if you try to.”
He tenderly placed his hand on hers as he said, “I know.” Instantly, she pulled away.
“I’m going back to my room now. There’s no need for me to stay here. I can protect myself and I’ll keep my door locked. But more than that I can’t stay here. You’re constantly confusing me, and honestly, I really don’t want to see you right now.” She paused before leaving.
“However, I will take a few books with me that I started reading. I’ll give them back in a few days.” She scowled as she grabbed a few items from his shelves.
“Take as many as you like.” That was the last they spoke to each other as she snuck out of his room and made her way back to hers. 
The light of the day waned as she yawned the whole way back to her room and quickly passed out once she settled into her chambers. Memories of her vision, Elowyn’s words, and Kaelan’s confession drifted in and out of her consciousness as sleep claimed her.
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Several days passed before Seraphina had to face Kaelan again. Makatza had come to visit her after classes and she learned that she had Makatza to thank for alerting Kaelan of her torment. However delayed it was. She was beginning to think she had at least one friend in that darkened spot on the map of Eirlys. 
During their lesson on ground training and footwork, Kaelan kept stealing glances, and she simply ignored him. 
The air crackled with tension as they began the drills. She hadn’t seen or heard anything about the males that had doomed her. Rumors of her punishment and disappearance had spread. Ignoring anyone who had the audacity to ask her directly about what happened.
Kaelan, a commanding presence in his dark leathers, stood at the head of the balcony. She found herself noticing the way some of the other females in the group would drool after him whenever he would give them personal feedback or attention and something inside Seraphina ignited in hatred of them, which in turn made her hate herself for feeling anything at all.
His expertise shone as he addressed the class. "Ground training is crucial for maintaining control even in the midst of chaos. Your ability to stay composed and mobile on the ground can mean the difference between victory and defeat."
As Kaelan spoke, pairs formed, and Seraphina found herself partnered with Makatza. Seraphina had been enjoying her time with her new friend.
"Start by controlling your opponent's limbs," he instructed. "Use leverage to immobilize them while maintaining your own mobility. Keep your hips low and your weight balanced."
Crouching down, mirroring Kaelan's guidance, Seraphina felt the reassuring wooden training mat beneath her. The sounds of grunts and shuffling feet filled the air as the entire class practiced the techniques.
"Good, now, work on your transitions," he continued stealing another quick glance her way. His dark stormy eyes locked on hers. "Move seamlessly from one position to another. This will help you stay adaptable and avoid being pinned down."
As Seraphina turned back and shifted positions, Makatza attempted to break free. She adjusted her weight and changed her hold. Kaelan's guidance echoed in her mind, pushing her to improve with each attempt.
"Remember, control is not just physical—it's mental too," Kaelan's voice carried on the small breeze within the enchanted dome. "Stay focused, anticipate your opponent's actions, and remain composed even when on the ground."
The session continued, Kaelan moved among the pairs, offering individual guidance and corrections. Sweat formed on Seraphina's brow as she immersed herself in the training. Willing to allow anything to distract her from her raging inferno of emotions.
By the time the suns had dipped below the horizon, the session concluded. Kaelan gathered the class once more. "Ground training is an ongoing practice," he reminded them. "Keep refining your techniques, and they will become second nature. Class dismissed."
Murmuring voices filled the air as Seraphina gave Makatza a satisfied look after their sparring and promised to find her later as they left the enchanted balcony. A sense of accomplishment mingled with exhaustion. 
However, before Seraphina could escape back to her room, she heard him call out. “Seraphina, please stay back for a moment.” 
Cursing under her breath, she grunted and sighed then slowly halted her movements to leave. While the rest of class filtered out with Makatza giving her a knowing look before disappearing. Her hands balled into fists as she attempted to keep her temper in check.
The rest of the class emptied out, and her spine went rigid with his formal request and use of her full name. 
“What can I do for you, General?” Her sarcastic tone broke the short silence.
The usual clang of weapons and the echoes of shouted commands were replaced by an eerie calm. She stood there, her frustration still coursing through her like a storm waiting to unleash its fury.
Kaelan took off his battle leathers slowly and left only a loose shirt and pants on as he wrapped his hands in training cloths, and the look he gave her held a mixture of sympathy and understanding. 
She didn’t like it. 
She understood him when he was being her captor, her enemy, someone she could hate. 
His kind eyes were disconcerting.
The hand wraps moved up his knuckles, his movements deliberate and practiced. His biceps flexed with every twist. It was a stark reminder of the strength he possessed, both physically and mentally even when other sensations in her body seemed to awaken at the sight of him. Cursed sensations she could never acknowledge. 
"Sera," he began, his voice carried an air of apology, "I know you're still upset about what happened and that’s understandable."
"Upset?" She scoffed, bitterness lacing her tone. "That's an understatement, Kaelan.” Her accent dripped with disdain.
He sighed, his eyes fixed on the hand wraps."Look, there wasn’t much I could do to prevent it from happening, but if you need to hate me for it, then so be it. Let’s just say it was probably fate that I wasn’t involved before. Otherwise we’d both be dead."
He let his words settle in, but only for a moment. "Over breaking a ridiculous rule?" Her anger flared anew. "Well, what about me? Did you think about what that did to me, and I don’t just mean physically?"
Kaelan finally met her gaze, his eyes searching her pained ones as flashes of that fateful moment played in her mind's eye. "I never wanted to hurt you when I brought you here, I mean...Well, you have to know that by now."
She clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms. "No, I don’t know that and if that’s true, then you've a strange way of showing it. Threatening me at every turn. You haven’t exactly been on my top list of accommodating clansmen until recently. I mean, you threatened not only me, but Liara and everyone I care about, regularly. Also, you’re shit for keeping an eye on me." Arms flailing, punctuating every word flying for her lips.
He stepped closer, his expression pained. "I can't take back what happened, but I can help you channel that anger into something else."
Before she could respond, he stepped into a defensive stance, inviting her to do the same. 
Despite her hesitation, she mirrored his movements, the tension between them growing palpable. She relished the idea of hitting him…hard.
"Focus on your breathing," he instructed, his voice steady. "Feel the energy building inside you. Anger can be a powerful motivator, Sera. If controlled."
She’d given up correcting him on the use of her name. She simply barked back, “Just shut up already. I know what I need to do.”
As he launched into a series of fluid movements, she followed suit, her body responding to his. They danced back and forth, their strikes and parries becoming a dance of controlled aggression. She could feel her rage flickering to the surface with every action.
A mixture of anger and hurt swirled within her, a tempest of emotions that had been brewing for days, weeks, months even. Each movement seemed to echo her frustration, every jab and punch an outlet for the anger she'd been holding onto. But Kaelan was different. He was fluid, in control, channeling his energy with a grace she found infuriating.
As the minutes ticked by, something shifted. The training hall blurred around them, leaving only Kaelan and Seraphina, locked in a battle of emotion, a battle of wills. His movements came faster, more aggressive, his eyes locked onto hers. His strikes were measured, calculated, yet tempered with caution.
Swinging a punch, she aimed for his side, but he deflected it with ease. His counterattack was swift, a powerful jab that came too close for comfort. 
Frustration welled up within her, a mixture of anger and the helplessness that had been haunting her for days.
With a ferocious growl, Seraphina launched another attack, her strikes coming faster, wilder. But Kaelan parried each one, his dark eyes never leaving hers. And then, in a split second, she lost control. 
Lunging at him, she was a torrent of emotions propelling her movements. She struck him hard across the jaw and split his lip. Then, in a moment of distraction from her minor victory, he caught her wrists, his grip firm but somehow gentle.
"Sera, stop," he said urgently, his voice breaking through the haze of her anger.
She struggled against his hold, tears unexpectedly blurring her vision. "No! YOU stop. I can’t do this!” Her voice wavered. “I can’t do this anymore…I hate you! I..." Each word faltered after the next as her throat clogged up.
He held her gaze, his eyes softening. "I never meant for this to happen to you."
The words pierced through her anger, a raw vulnerability shining in his eyes. For the first time, she saw the conflict within him, the weight of his choices, and the burden he carried as a leader of the clan. Her arrant crimson strands fell across her shoulder as her resolve weakened.
As if guided by an unseen force, her anger began to ebb. The fury that had fueled her strikes gave way to a flood of pent-up emotions. With a shuddering breath, she let go, her body sagged against his. Kaelan's arms wrapped around her while they stood, offering a refuge in the midst of her storm.
"It’s ok, Sera," he whispered, his voice a soothing balm.
And as the tears finally spilled over, she realized that her anger was not just about the recent events in their lives. It was about the pain, the confusion, and the longing that had been building inside her.
In Kaelan's embrace, she found unexpected solace—a connection being forged. He was a mystery to her and an insidious nuisance but in that moment a new emotion surfaced.
As they stood locked in that intimate embrace, a surge of conflicting emotions washed over her. The storm of anger had given way to her torrent of tears, leaving her feeling both vulnerable and strangely cleansed. 
Kaelan's arms around her felt like an anchor, grounding her in a moment that was as raw as it was cathartic as he rested his head atop hers.
"I'm sorry," he murmured against her hair, his voice laced with regret. "I’m so sorry, Sera…"
She pulled away slightly, meeting his gaze. The flicker of vulnerability she saw in his eyes was a mirror to her own. "You should have stopped it. You should’ve been there sooner.” She gasped for air, for a steady breath.
His lips parted as if to respond, but she wasn't done. An ember of her previous fury smoldered within her, and as she stepped back, she pushed him away. Then took a deep breath. Kaelan watched her, his expression a mix of understanding and anticipation.
She advanced towards him. Her movements were measured, the anger that had consumed her earlier was harnessed into purposeful action. He followed her every step. And then, with a swift motion, she lunged.
Kaelan stumbled as he let her pin him to the ground. Her hands pressed against his shoulders, her fingers dug into the fabric of his shirt. Their positions were reversed, and for a moment, she held the upper hand. She swiftly pointed her dagger between his eyes.
"Swear it to me," she demanded, her accent thick and her voice unwavering despite the tumultuous emotions still churning within her. "Swear that you'll protect me from this day on from any Verengarde scum or the like, or I will leave this place tonight, the consequences be damned."
Kaelan's gaze met hers, his dark eyes a sea of turmoil. The weight of her words hung in the air between them, a testament to the vulnerability that had surfaced between them. For a moment, his silence was deafening.
"I swear it," he finally said, his voice steady and resolute.
A sense of relief washed over her, mingling with the complex tangle of emotions that had consumed her throughout their training session. “And swear that you’ll find a new way to get me outside of these walls again so I can continue practicing when I demand it.”
He simply nodded. She released him from her grip and lowered the dagger while rising to her feet. Kaelan followed suit, his gaze never left hers.
A few moments passed as they righted themselves. “I heard that the clansmen who attacked me that night can’t be found anywhere or the guard that administered my lashings. They’ve gone missing. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
He let out a low growl as he said, “No one touches you. Not like that. Not ever again.”
“Then why is the chieftain still on this side of the ground? They were mine to kill. And he is next on my list.” She challenged back. Not letting herself linger on his emboldened confession.
Blaring silence met her as a reply. She looked deep into his eyes before leaving and with full conviction said. "I see you, Kaelan." 
Her voice carried the intensity of the oath between them and the fragile connection they had forged in the midst of the horrid chaos of their lives and the unlikely journey they’d been set on.
His lips curved into a faint, understanding smile. "I see you, Seraphina."
As the echoes of their confrontation reverberated around them, she realized that the pivotal moment had brought a new layer of understanding. 
The fire that had burned within her had found its release, leaving behind a newfound sense of clarity and the promise of an alliance in the unlikeliest of places.
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Using his study occasionally, after lessons, Seraphina delved into the research of other lands in the realm. While simultaneously looking for any mention of the Queen of Embers. Knowing she needed to learn more about her, her tale. Her efforts were in vain. There was no mention of her in her texts and all she truly knew were the tales spun from childish bedtime stories. It was infuriating.  
While considering them far from friends, a blooming cordiality had developed between them. Transcending the weight of past events. Despite the evolving connection, the haunting flashes of her vision from healing herself persisted. Driving her to search for any descriptions of the place she glimpsed in them.
Closing her eyes, the vision of the mystical cave in the realm of Eirlys unfolded before her mind's eye. Like a delicate tapestry woven with threads of moonlight and magic. The cave nestled within the heart of a snow-covered mountain, its entrance obscured by cascading icicles that glimmered like diamonds in the pale sunlight. 
A faint, ethereal mist hung in the air, lending an air of mystery and cover for those who didn’t already know of its existence. Then a new revelation revealed itself, inky black plants littered the ground around the entrance, she could smell the earthy aroma and…the form, it started to become clearer–black orchids. She remembered them. A part of her vision she’d lost since she’d first witnessed it. The black orchids were a clue, but other than the small patch she found on her trek to the clan, they were considered endangered. 
The entrance led to a labyrinthine series of winding tunnels, their walls adorned with luminescent crystals that emitted a soft, calming glow. Each step she took in her vision seemed to resonate with the hum of ancient energies. As she ventured deeper, the air grew colder, and a sense of reverence settled upon her, as if she were treading sacred ground.
In the heart of the cave, she found a chamber bathed in a gentle, silvery light. A crystal-clear pool rested at its center, its surface as still as a mirror. The walls of the chamber were adorned with intricate carvings, depicting celestial scenes and mythical creatures that seemed to come alive in the soft illumination. It was a place untouched by the passage of time, a sanctuary where the boundaries between the mortal and the mystical were blurred.
As she tried to recall every detail of the vision, her fingers traced the pages of ancient texts and scrolls she’d taken from the Library of Lore. Fragments of verses spoke of a hidden place, a sanctum where the boundaries between realms were thin, and where one could glimpse the secrets of the universe but long since forgotten in a sacred land.
Her heart raced with anticipation as she sought to uncover the key to finding it once more, an indescribable pull from within her that she had to find it. 
The voice echoed in her mind. ‘Your sisters will be waiting for you.’ It said, it certainly couldn’t have meant her adopted sisters. So she could only wonder from there. 
Do I have biological sisters? 
Her adoptive family didn’t know much about her real family or at least that was what she was led to believe.
Hours turned into days, and the path to rediscovery was as elusive as a dream upon waking. Yet, she persisted, driven by an unyielding determination to reach that sacred place once more in her mind.
The words of the ancient texts spoke of meditation, of attuning oneself to the harmonies of the cosmos and allowing one's inner energies to guide the way. Elowyn wasn’t much help either, not nearly as forthcoming as it had been after Seraphina’s whipping. That seemed to be a one time deal.
In the quiet hours of the night, she ventured to the Grotto Gardens, seeking solitude and connection with the mystic energies that flowed within Eirlys. With closed eyes, she followed the rhythms of her breath, delving deep into the wellspring of power that resided within her. As if the very fabric of the realm responded to her call, the whispers of the cave echoed in the recesses of her mind and swirled around her.
The visions danced at the edges of her consciousness, tantalizingly close yet maddeningly out of reach.
I just need to focus…
“Sera?” His tepid voice ended her reverie as he moved next to her on the bench.
The bench they had shared only months ago. “Oh Ivar, what are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same thing.” He gestured towards the empty spot next to her, and she nodded as he sat down.
“I just needed some fresh air and this seems like the best place to get it without stirring up trouble.” She watched his gaze shift around the nearly empty room.
His expression looked pained as he replied, “Yes, I heard about what happened. My father can be very...it’s my fault, really. I showed you the way to sneak out and never warned you of what could happen if–” He looked very unwell. His eyes were dark with circles, and his form seemed a bit malnourished. She finally, truly, looked at him, objectively, and not as a means to an end.
“Ivar, what happened was not your fault. I’ve healed from my wounds, and I’ve taken…measures…to just, please, don’t feel poorly for me.” In an attempt to change the subject, she said.
“How is the chieftain’s successor training going? I heard you now spend your days shadowing alongside your father.” He looked away as his eyes seemed to fog over with contemplation.
“It’s, uh, it’s not entirely what I’d expected, to be honest. I hate disappointing my father, but there are some things he wants me to do that I…I just find it very hard to comply.” She could only imagine what he meant by that, given what had happened to her.
A strange feeling of sympathy for the destined future chieftain washed over her as she laid her hand over his, drawing circles as he’d once done with hers. For the first time wondering if it wasn’t her destiny to free that place of the chieftain’s treacherous rule…but his. 
“I can’t imagine the weight of the responsibilities for a future chieftain must be. However, if this life has taught me anything, it’s that we have so much more power than we think we do. And I, for one, plan on forging my own way through it. I refuse to let life happen to me. I will take from it what I can and do it my own way.” Resolve painted her face as he looked over at her.
“Sera, I wish it were that simple. I wish I were as strong as you, and I wish I could still see you…You were the best thing about my life here, for a time.” The pain in his eyes showed, and she cursed herself for hurting him.
“Ivar, I…” He raised a finger to her lips. “Don’t, Sera, I know. I know what happened.” Her pulse quickened. “You do?”  
“Valda couldn’t have been more obvious that next night when she walked up to my table with fading bruises all over her arms and neck. The rest I’m sure was covered up by her absurd makeup.” 
He paused a moment before adding. “What I don’t know is why you so easily let her influence you? I know you to be a strong, capable, and steadfast warrior, Sera. I wanted to believe Valda was the only reason you left me, but the more I contemplated it, the more I knew that wasn’t the whole story.”
She sighed and then took a deep breath as she glimpsed a new side of him. “Ivar, I’m not someone you want to be involved with. I come from a tattered past at best. I am not a clansman and I never will be. You need to be with someone who is and who can stay here with you and be by your side through everything. My heart is not yet tamed, and I doubt it ever will. I have plans of my own and they do not include staying here forever.” Confessing the whole truth would be absurd, but the pain in his eyes compelled her to at least give him that much.
He squeezed her hand and nodded. “I see. Well, I hope you find what you’re looking for and that this life brings you great joy and happiness.” Then leaned in closer and kissed her forehead. She looked up at him as he turned and walked away in silence.
That’s when she saw it–a glimmer of a vial in his pocket. 
“Ivar–what’s that?” Heart thundering in her chest, she hoped she was wrong. He couldn’t seriously be considering—that. 
Scrambling to push it further into his pocket, he said. “Oh, it’s nothing.” 
Her fingers were quicker. Wrenching the vial from his grasp she held it up to the torchlight. “Ivar, no! What are you doing with this potion? You know what it does, it’s dangerous! You could die drinking this!” 
Quickly swiping it back he glared at her. “That is none of your concern now, Seraphina.” 
“Ivar, please. Give it to me. I’ll get rid of it for you. You don’t need this!” 
Standing to walk away he didn’t respond and she quickly followed. “Ivar haven’t you heard of all the trouble this hideous potion has caused among us? Too many clansmen have died attempting to summon dormant magical bloodlines from their ancestors. You can’t seriously be considering drinking it.” 
Anger laced his words as he turned to face her, wild pain in his eyes. “You know nothing! My own father has the ability to seek out truth, a magical ability. So why not me? Why wouldn’t I benefit from testing out my own magical bloodlines? Just because they haven’t manifested on their own doesn’t mean I don’t have any! I have a strong history with the arcane. It’s shameful I haven’t shown any signs of it by now on my own!” 
Then she saw it, the broken pride behind his mask. The shame pouring from every word. He needed to prove himself. “No, Ivar.” Her hands sought his, pleading. 
“Don’t do this. Don’t risk killing yourself all because your father has planted a false seed of inferiority within you. You are a great clansman, warrior, and leader. Your people adore you and worship the ground you stand on. You’ve no need for anything greater. You are fierce just how you are!” 
Desperation gripped her fear. 
Seething anger seeped out of every word as he said. “Just not fierce enough to be worthy–of you!” Shock tore across her face as he ripped his hands from hers and quickly left.
There was nothing left to be said, but her heart ached for him and his misguided soul.
You could be so much more Ivar.
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In her room, content with staying up late to read as the next day was the first of her allotted days ‘off’. Seraphina was in her nightgown, having just bathed after the group dinner when she heard a knock on her door. 
She called out, “Come in,” already guessing who would be bothering her so late in the evening.
The door creaked open, and there he was in all his splendor. “Sera, get dressed and grab some of your things. Pack for a couple of days.” He moved quickly into the room with excitement in his eyes.
Letting out a heavy sigh she stated. “You know, I don’t have an extensive knowledge on the delicacies of being threatened, blackmailed and caged in a black fortress of death. However, I do believe the expectation is you do not spend time with said evil clan general who did those things to you. And you certainly don’t act like none of it ever happened. Get. Out.” 
“Feisty tonight, little huntress.” He replied thoroughly ignoring her statements. 
“Kaelan, I don’t have time for your jokes. I was just settling in for the night and...” He spoke again. 
The last several days they had formed an odd sort of odd friendship? Camaraderie? Acceptance of each other’s existence in the realm?
She wasn’t entirely sure, but his casual demeanor around her was confusing. So used to her enigmatic, brooding general. She wasn’t sure how to navigate the new version of Kaelan he was allowing her to see.
“I’m not joking, now, get up.” He laid his pack on the floor and moved to grab her. She protested as he easily lifted her up and over his shoulders. 
“If you won’t get dressed, then I’ll just have to carry you and your things out of here as you are.” His strong arms flexed around her waist and she couldn't help the tingling sensation that surged through her body. 
He lifted her so easily. 
Her delicate feet dangled around his middle with ease.
A strained laugh escaped her lips as she slapped his back and pivoted all of her weight around forcing him to drop her. “What has gotten into you? Put me down!”
A smile played across his face and she was stunned. She had never seen something so radiant and certainly not displayed on the general’s features before. “We’ve some hunting to do! You made me swear to find a way to get you out of here. Well, I’m simply following your orders.” 
“The next ten days, starting tonight, is a large migration period and the perfect time to do some hunting. Which, as memory serves, is your speciality. The chieftain is also out on business in the realm, and no one will miss either of us while we are gone. Besides, I thought you enjoyed this kind of thing, little huntress.”
She couldn’t help but smile back at him. “Fine! Fine, but turn around; I need to put my leathers on.”
He complied, and she grabbed her freshly cleaned outfit to put one item on at a time. All while keeping him in her peripheral vision to ensure he remained facing the other side of the room. Seemingly toying with some parchment on her desk.
Once done, she reached for her Axe and said, “You may turn now.”
He slowly complied as he handed her the bow and arrows from her stand then cleared his throat. “You know your mirror is set at a certain angle that even though I swear I was looking away…well I may have glimpsed...” She didn’t let him finish his sentence as she smacked him on the head with her bow hard enough to hurt but not hard enough to break it.
“You damned oaf! You tell me this after the fact?” He only chuckled while rubbing his new sore spot. Then lifted his brows as a treacherous smile tore across his face. 
“Yes, well I only glimpsed parts of you, my little huntress. Besides, it’s nothing I haven’t witnessed before.” 
“I am not your anything! Now let’s go.” Heat filled her cheeks as she grabbed her pack and stuffed the book she was reading in it. Along with another change of clothes and canteen. Wishing she had the ability to stuff him in it as well.
He stepped out into the hall as he whispered, “We can rest at my cabin tonight. It’ll take us some time to get there in the morning. We should have plenty of time to hunt though.”
Simply nodded, she followed his footsteps as he led them down a new path out of the mountainside. Still struggling to memorize every turn and twist. She’d assumed that her old ways of sneaking out had since been guarded anyway. 
At least if they were caught, she was with the general, and he could easily explain a reason he would’ve given her ‘permission’ to leave with him.
They hiked in silence as the crisp air steamed around their faces with their heavy breath. As they neared the cabin, Solthorn immediately greeted them.
“It’s so good to see you again, Seraphina. I’m pleased you are here.” The meager defenses of her mind swept open as his voice filled her head.
She simply spoke back, “It’s good to see you too, Solthorn. Are you joining us on the hunt in the morning?”
He nodded in response as she swept her hand across his head and back.
Kaelan smiled at them while handing her his pack. He moved to chop some wood while gesturing her inside. She figured Solthorn had told Kaelan everything from that night he saved her and revealed his mind to her. If Kaelan knew, then he certainly didn’t seem bothered by the new connection they’d made. 
So she went in and blindly searched for candles to light. After a few moments of feeling around, she finally found them and used her finger to light them. A new trick she’d been practicing lately.
Finally settling into the leather couch covered in soft furs to read her book, she’d changed into a thin green sweater and black pants. Kaelan burst inside, throwing down a pile of logs by the fireplace and rubbed his hands together. 
Then whispered a breath into his hands attempting to warm them as he looked at her and asked, “How are you not freezing right now without a fire?”
Not even daring to glance up at him as he started to build said fire, she simply kept reading. “I’ve always had an unnatural warmth in my blood. I thought you would've remembered from our first journey up these mountains.” Heat flared in her cheeks at the mention of when their naked bodies clung to each other in their shared warmth after he nearly drowned.
His movements halted and she cursed herself for bringing it up. The second mention of it, in one night. Knowing full well images of her naked form twisted within his mind. A vision now dancing in both of their heads. He coughed as he lifted another log. “Right.”
She scrambled to find more words to bury her previous ones. “I may feel a chill in the air, and I know it’s meant to be frigid temperatures, but I only wear so many layers so others do not grow suspicious of me and my hidden talents.” She smirked up at him.
Where is the boldness coming from?! Stop flirting with him!
Shifting in her spot on the couch she tucked her legs underneath her and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’ve felt this way since birth. Several years passed before I realized I felt cold temperatures very differently than the impactful way my peers did. It was a dark night during a snowstorm when I figured it out. I went outside in just a little dress when I was maybe four or five. The horrified look on my mother’s face when she found me playing in it with still warm skin made me realize I was not like everyone else.” She wasn’t entirely sure why she shared such a memory with him, but he seemed to enjoy it as he finished building the fire and then hovered above her.
He bent down unnervingly close, and without warning scooped her up with his arms across her back and under her knees and then sat her down on the other side. “Hey! What are you doing?” She protested.
“Well then, if you are so internally warm, you won’t care if I take your spot closest to the fireplace, will you?” He seemed pleased with himself as she stared back at him in shock. She watched his arms twist to remove his wet coat and draped it across the back of a nearby chair. 
A shiver ran down her spine at the thought of being alone with him in his cabin. Odd, considering this wasn’t the first time. They already spent so many hours alone in his chambers back at the fortress as well. However, it was oddly different and wholly private in a way that made her brow furrow.
Now?! Now, I worry about being alone with him? I can be so dense sometimes. 
“Fine.” She went back to reading, trying not to think about the effortless way he had lifted her in the air. Or how much she might have enjoyed it. 
God’s I need to lay with a male again and soon. I’m starting to lose my mind! 
Hours later as the words on the pages stopped making any sense to her, he stretched and leaned in as he said, “You can take the bed again tonight. I’d rather be close to the fire anyway.” 
Then he pushed his way in beside her as if he was going to lay on top of her. Whether she liked it or not. She shoved her way off the couch just as his head hit where her lap had been.
“Mhmm nice and warm already, perfect.” He crossed his arms behind his head and winked at her.
Shocked at the recent casual nature he had been displaying with her, she stared back incredulously. As if his walls and enigmatic ways were behind him somehow.
She’d never seen him so relaxed, so carefree. She was beginning to suspect that was who he really was, and being the general for so long was just his rigid facade.
“Who are you, Kaelan?” She stood holding her book in one arm and the other rest on her hip.
A smug smile crept across his bearded lips. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Hey, be a dear and hand me my canteen.”
Glaring at him she instead stormed off towards the bedroom, “I am not your maid, rake.”
Then slammed the door behind for emphasis. His laugh boomed from the other side of the door, completely unfazed. And she loathed him for it.

      ***Gods, this is going to be a long trip…
As the sun painted the sky with shades of gold and pink, Kaelan and Seraphina set out on their early morning hunting expedition with a quick breakfast before leaving the comforting confines of the cabin. The brisk air embraced them as they ventured into the wilderness.
A few miles later, he spoke. "Sera, keep an eye out for any signs of movement," Kaelan's voice was a hushed command, his eyes scanning the landscape with the focus of a seasoned hunter as Solthorn trailed off on his own hunting experience.
She nodded, though a spark of frustration flickered within her. She knew how to hunt, having honed her skills over countless expeditions while growing up. 
His advice, though well-intentioned, felt unnecessary and grated against her nerves. "Yes, General.” Then gave him a small salute with a smirk on her lips. 
He rolled his eyes and kept moving. 
They navigated through the landscape, traversing rocky terrain and crossing a gurgling river whose waters shimmered in the dawn's light. The forest around them was alive with the rustling of leaves and the songs of birds, an orchestra of nature's awakening.
Finally, they reached a secluded ledge that offered an unobstructed view of the valley below. They crouched side by side, nearly touching elbows, their eyes trained on the path that the migrating animals were likely to take.
Kaelan's lips curved into a half-smile. "Patience is key. Wait for the opportune moment."
Though inwardly her frustration simmered, she matched his smile with a nod. His guidance felt like a reminder that he saw her as a student, not the skilled warrior that she was. "I've learned that lesson well enough."
Minutes turned to moments, and time seemed to slow as they observed the animals moving in the distance. It wasn’t long until they exchanged knowing glances.
"There," Kaelan murmured, his voice barely audible as he pointed to a magnificent stag at the edge of the clearing. "A perfect target."
Steadying her breath, feeling the tension of the bowstring against her fingertips, she crouched low. The stag was a majestic sight, its grace and strength evident even from a distance. Then adjusted her aim, allowing the wind to guide her shot.
Kaelan placed a hand on the small of her back. "Breathe, Sera. Let the arrow fly when you're ready." 
An involuntary chill ran up her spine from where his hand warmed her back. She officially snapped. He was crouching low with his body weight perched on one elbow next to her. 
In a huff, she withdrew the tension in her bow and swiftly maneuvered under him while laying on her back. He nearly toppled over with her sudden movements, eyes wide, as she adjusted her body to align with his without saying a word.
She smirked as their eyes locked into a wild stare.
Their lips, nearly touched.
Until she lifted her arms with the bow and arrow once more and leaned back.
Taking aim again with her scarred eye.
Only then, she was locking in on her prey while laying on her back.
One. 
Deep. 
Breath. 
“Exhale on the release.” 
Her father’s training echoed in her mind.
They watched as the arrow soared through the air with grace. Time seemed to stretch as it found its mark, striking the stag with precision. Through the eye and into his head. He was dead instantly. 
A quick painless death for their dinner. 
With pride shining through her satisfied smile she looked back up to him, “Still feel the need to ‘instruct’ me, General?”
Kaelan's grin was infectious as he gave her an approving nod. Still straddling her hips as she beamed up at him. "That was perfect. Sometimes–I forget about your hunting skills.” He turned contemplative as he stared down at her. As if he was going to confess all his secrets to her like he’d seemed ready to do so many times before. His head neared hers and she was nearly ready to let herself give in. Let herself feel his tantalizing lips on hers. 
Her head bent back slightly in anticipation. His eyes narrowed. 
“I forget how you killed three clansmen with nothing but those skills all those months ago." Has it been halfway to a year now? Maybe more? Surely not…eight? Nine months? What are we still talking about this?
Her adrenaline was waning as her chest rose and fell. Heat swelled within her at their proximity and she was cursing herself for letting her competitive spirit get the best of her. 
Flashes of their naked bodies that one fateful night brandished her thoughts again.
His warmth was undeniable as he hovered and studied her intently. His captivating stormy eyes stared as if peeling back every layer of her troubled soul.
While pride swelled within her, her frustration still simmered beneath the surface, thoroughly undone underneath him. She quickly stood up, nearly shoving him onto his back in the process. 
Ready to break his daunting influence over her female body. 
My body is just reacting. It’s purely primal and nothing to do with any genuine feelings.
At least she kept telling herself that.
As they descended from their vantage point, the exhilaration of the successful hunt began to overshadow her annoyance. 
Am I annoyed though? Or is this something else? 
Kaelan's laughter echoed through the quiet woods like a rich melody. "Yes, we will feast well tonight."
“Ah, there! I knew I’d heard it before.” 
“What?” He gave her a tentative side eye.
“You have a local accent. You try to mask it and I’m sure you’ve spent an obscene amount of time learning to hide it. But I knew I could hear a slight twang in your words on occasion. It sounds so familiar but I can’t quite place it.”
He shrugged. “Are you ashamed of where you come from? Is that why you hide it?” She gave him a curious stare.
He looked out across the rugged expanse before them. “No, I hide it, to protect the ones I care about. Who are still out there. Why so curious all of the sudden?” 
It was her turn to feign nonchalance. “Because knowledge is power, and the more I know about you, the better my chances are of escaping you.” 
His infectious laugh thundered. “Oh Sera, there is nowhere in this realm or the next that you could go that I would not find you.” He leveled his dark gaze with hers as they neared their spoils.
Seraphina nodded, an unsettling feeling engulfing her. "Is that a threat or a promise, General?"  
"Both."
As they continued their work, surrounded by the beauty of the afternoon and the scent of the forest, Seraphina couldn't help but be grateful in that moment.
In the midst of the wilderness, they had shared a victory that went beyond the hunt itself—a new connection that spoke of mutual respect and an unspoken understanding of the horrific world they navigated together.
With the successful hunt behind them, their conversations flowed effortlessly. Ranging from tales of past exploits to discussions about the intricacies of their shared world.
As the sun reached its zenith, they decided to take a break by the riverbank. The rushing waters provided a soothing backdrop to their meal of provisions. Kaelan's laughter resonated through the air as they exchanged a few sarcastic remarks and thoughts on life outside of the clan's mountainside fortress.
“You did not!” She laughed as she took a few bites of their lunch.
“I did, and to this day Eirik is the only one who knows, except for you now.” 
A crimson hue beamed from her cheeks and she attempted to reign it in. “Well, I can’t say it’s hard to believe that a younger version of you would’ve been the one to spike the punch at a grand ceremonial dinner causing everyone to act out.” 
“What is harder to believe is that no one ever caught you. Not even the chieftain!” 
He leaned back onto one elbow as his mischievous smile spread. “Yes, well even with the Chieftain’s talents, I’ve managed to find ways to keep some finer details to myself over the years.” 
Silently storing that piece of information away, she reached for the canteen. “You are a mystery.” 
“It’s what the ladies love most about me.” 
Nearly spewing her water, she laughed. “Ha! Lad-ies, eh? I’ve not seen you spend time with one since coming here. Exactly what “ladies” are we referring to? The imaginary kind?” 
He leaned unnervingly close to her as he reached for the canteen. Not caring to wipe it off after her and wrapped his full lips around the opening. Then swallowed dramatically.  
“Wouldn’t you like to know.” 
With the day beginning to wane, Kaelan and Seraphina returned their focus to the stag. The process of skinning and preparing the meat was a joint effort, each of them contributing their skills to the task at hand. Kaelan's proficiency with the blade was impressive, and Seraphina found herself admiring his precision and expertise.
As the suns dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with hues of orange and purple, Solthorn shouldered the meat as they made their way back to the cabin and stored it safely away. 
Once inside, Seraphina flicked her hands in an idle motion and the warmth of flickering candlelight and the hearth created a cozy atmosphere, a stark contrast to the wilderness outside.
“You’re getting good at that.” 
“Yes, well I’ve been practicing when I can. I still don’t have a great sense of control over my powers but without any real sense of what I’m doing I figured starting with the basics was a good place.” 
She busied herself with preparing to cook while Kaelan settled Solthorn in for the night. The scent of roasting meat soon filled the air, mingling with the rich aroma of the crackling firewood. A contented silence settled between them as they sat down to eat.
The night deepened, the cabin's walls seemed to encompass them in a cocoon of comfort. They spoke of past successful hunts and the memories that had shaped them as hunters.
With bellies full and the fire's glow casting dancing shadows, they relaxed for the evening. The cabin's rustic charm and the warmth of companionship created an atmosphere of solace. 
Something she hadn’t felt in a very long time.
As the fire's embers glowed, Seraphina found herself reflecting on the day–the hunt, the shared moments, and the growing connection between them.
In the dim light, Kaelan's features softened, his eyes held a depth of understanding that transcended words. His well groomed beard, his dark hair with short strands that would sometimes fall into his eyes and those eyes…those hauntingly stormy eyes that could see into the depths of ones soul.
“Thank you for bringing me out here. I haven’t felt like my old self in a very long time and today…I did.” He grabbed more ale for them to drink before he settled beside her on the couch.
“Of course.” 
She gratefully accepted it. “Kaelan, you are still very much a mystery to me, I fear you always will be. As if your entire existence is one ancient secret. But I…”
The tranquility of the cabin was suddenly shattered by a deafening roar, echoing through the forest and causing the very air to tremble around them. They exchanged a glance, both of them immediately alert to the unexpected disturbance. Before they could fully process the sound, a second noise joined the chorus–the mournful howl of Solthorn, a sound filled with urgency and warning.
Without a moment's hesitation, they sprang into action. Their leisurely moments were replaced with purposeful actions as they donned their fighting leathers, each strap and buckle securing their armor with practiced efficiency. The cabin that had been so inviting just moments ago was now a staging ground for battle.
The sound of the approaching danger was growing more distinct, the ominous rhythm of distant footfalls sent a shiver down Seraphina's spine. Solthorn's howl served as a rallying call, an acknowledgment that danger was coming their way, and they had to be ready.
Her hand closed around the Celestial Axe of Wrath, its cold metal grounding her and igniting a fierce determination within. The familiarity of the weapon brought a surge of confidence.
As they prepared to face the looming threat, the cabin's interior was plunged into darkness. In one swift move of her hand, she absorbed every flame within the cabin walls, leaving only the pale moonlight filtering through. The dim illumination cast their surroundings in an eerie glow, shadows dancing across the cabin's walls.
“What do you think is out there?” She whispered. 
Cold began creeping back into the small space and their breath frosted around them. 
“I’m not sure but I plan to find out. You should wait here. I’ll scout out what’s…”
“No, I’m not sitting here and doing nothing. What’s the point of all my training if I’m never going to use any of it, huh?”
Her gave her an incredulous side eye. “What? No faith in your skills as a teacher?” 
“That’s not what I mean and you know it.” 
“Then you’ll have nothing to worry about! Come on let’s go.” 
With Solthorn leading the way, and having donned their worn cloaks they slipped outside, their breath formed frosty clouds in the night air. The forest was alive with tension, the rustling leaves and distant calls of creatures conveyed a sense of unease. 
The hunt was on—not for prey, but for those who sought to invade the clansmen’s domain.
They quickly moved with purposeful stealth. Each footfall was measured, each breath taken with care, as they navigated the terrain that had become so familiar to them. The darkness was their ally, with Kaelan shrouding their movements in icy shadows as they tracked the intruders. Her hand grasped in his so he could keep his shadows close to her form.
In the distance, the small flicker of light from a lantern danced, betraying the presence of those who had dared to encroach upon the Verengarde.
They were far enough away that any lookouts at the fortress would not have detected the threat yet, but close enough that they knew exactly where the band of rebels were headed. 
Solthorn's instincts guided them, his keen senses served as a beacon in the darkness. As they closed in on the tail end of the intruders, their breath held in anticipation. Her hands began to shake so Seraphina tightened her grip on the Celestial Axe. Channeling her resolve into the weapon's handle.
Kaelan cursed under his breath as they neared enough to view the intruders. They were wrapped in pristine white robes with jeweled armor and helmets as if they wore a crown. 
“You recognize them?” 
He didn’t respond, but the tense feather of his jaw spoke volumes. 
She couldn't place where the beings came from but he certainly knew. 
In the shadows, they exchanged a silent nod, a wordless affirmation of their next moves. With a determined exhale, Seraphina stepped forward, her heart echoed the rhythm of the impending battle.
“Keep close and don’t do anything stupid. Remember, strike first.” Kaelan’s eyes were pleading.
“I know.” 
In the shadowy expanse of the forest, they moved with the precision of predators, striking swiftly and retreating into the darkness. 
Their targets were a scattered mix—foot soldiers, mages, and a formidable leader at the forefront, all draped in white, their garments almost glowing in the dim light of the forest. The group moved with purpose, unaware of the predators stalking them.
Seraphina kept her steps light, each footfall measured, her focus narrowing on the nearest soldier. The Axe in her hand felt like an extension of her will, its edge gleaming with the promise of retribution. Kaelan moved parallel to her, his form merging with the shadows as if he were part of them, a wraith in the night.
In one fluid motion, Seraphina closed the distance between herself and the pale-haired soldier. Her Axe swung in a silent arc, slicing through the air with deadly precision. The soldier’s eyes widened, but there was no time for a cry. He crumbled to the ground, his form dissipating like smoke caught in a breeze.
Kaelan struck at the same moment, his actions mirroring hers with lethal grace. His shadows curled and twisted, hiding him from sight until the moment he struck, his blade slicing through the next soldier with ruthless efficiency. It was a dance of death, each step choreographed by hours of training and an innate understanding of the other’s movements.
They continued their assault, eliminating the foot soldiers one by one, the silence only broken by the soft thud of bodies hitting the forest floor. The shadows served them well, their advantage undeniable as they struck from the cover of darkness, the element of surprise firmly in their grasp.
But as they advanced, a tension began to build in the air, thickening like an oncoming storm. The mages, sensing something amiss, grew restless. The forest itself seemed to respond to their unease—leaves rustled with a warning, branches groaned under an invisible weight, and the very air seemed to vibrate with anticipation.
A shrill alarm shattered the silence, cutting through the night like a blade. It echoed through the trees, a living entity of sound that sent the remaining invaders into a frenzy of movement.
Kaelan’s eyes met Seraphina’s, and in that brief exchange, a plan was forged. “Go! I’ll take out their leader. Be quick! Be ruthless!” His words were sharp, decisive, leaving no room for hesitation.
Seraphina nodded, turning her focus to the mages. Kaelan disappeared into the shadows, his form dissolving into the darkness as if he were never there.
The fire within Seraphina responded to the call of battle, erupting around her like a living force. Flames coiled and danced, not wild and uncontrolled, but directed, purposeful. The Solari Emblem on her chest pulsed with heat, feeding her power and steadying her control. Her eyes blazed with a light that matched the fire she wielded, her body burning with an energy she had long kept in check.
But in that moment, she allowed herself to feel it fully, to embrace the fire that had always simmered just beneath the surface. The sensation was renewing, intoxicating—her rage fueling the flames, pushing her to burn brighter, hotter.
And she welcomed it.
Let it burn. Let them all burn.
As the mages retaliated with their enchantments and staffs. Seraphina summoned everything the Verengarde had taught her. 
Be fierce. 
Be quick. 
Be strong.
The forest was alive with the clash of elements—a symphony of power where fire met ice and air. The very air crackled with energy, each strike, each counter, creating a chaotic melody that resonated through the trees.
Seraphina moved with a fluidity that seemed almost unnatural, her focus narrowing as the nearest mage locked onto her, his gaze cold and calculating. With a swift motion, he conjured a volley of ice picks, the frozen projectiles slicing through the air, aimed directly at her head.
But Seraphina was ready. Her Axe moved in a blur, deflecting the deadly shards with a single, powerful sweep. The air around her hummed with the remnants of the attack as she dodged and closed the distance between them. With a burst of speed, she lunged forward, her Axe cleaving through the steed of the mage, sending the horse crashing into the snow-covered ground.
Crimson blood spilled into the white expanse, staining the battlefield with its stark contrast. Seraphina didn’t give the mage a moment to recover. She was on him in an instant, her Axe descending with precision. The mage barely had time to gasp before her weapon found its mark, and he was gone—his form dissipating into the ether, leaving behind only silence and the fading echo of his life.
The victory was short-lived.
A sudden gale of wind struck her with the force of a battering ram, lifting her off her feet and hurling her across the field. Molten fire dripped from her fingertips as she struggled to maintain her grip on the Axe, the searing heat of her power dimming for a heartbeat.
Focus, Seraphina. Focus!
She forced herself to her feet, the battle unfolded around her in a chaotic blur. The mages, aware of their dwindling numbers, fought with renewed desperation. Flames roared to life as Seraphina unleashed scorching blasts of fire, each one finding its mark with lethal accuracy. The next two mages fell, their forms consumed by the flames, but not before they managed to hurl a flurry of ice daggers in her direction.
She felt the sting before she saw it—a series of sharp, icy projectiles slicing through her defenses. One slashed across her cheek, another nicked the tip of her ear. Before she could react, a soldier she hadn’t seen lunged from her side, his fist connected with her jaw in a brutal punch that tore open her lower lip. Pain flared, but it was quickly overshadowed by something else—pride.
His hand, now in contact with her fiery skin, began to blister and burn. He screamed, the sound ripped through the night as he recoiled. Seraphina’s lips curled into a smirk, her small victory evident in the way she watched him writhe. She didn’t hesitate. With a surge of energy, she drove herself into him, and he was reduced to ashes in an instant, his screams cut off as his form disintegrated.
Solthorn appeared beside her, a blur of motion as he tore out the throat of another mage before they could even react. The last mage, injured and barely clinging to his horse, was now alone, his eyes wide with terror as he realized his fate.
Seraphina took her time as she approached him. There was no need to rush, no need to hurry through the final movements of the deadly dance. The battle was all but over, and she intended to savor every moment of it.
As she neared, his fear struck eyes widened. “It’s you! You’re real!” Shock tore across his pale white features.
“Interesting final words before you die.” She spat back. Her voice sounding thick and heavy as she wiped the smeared blood off her chin.
“Forgive me your highness. I didn’t know.” Blood poured out of his side. Quickly fading into the ether. 
“I’m not who you think I am.” Her body lit up the evening frosty air. Moonlight glinting off her fierce features as she stared back at his dying form. 
Until a sharp pain in her side had her suddenly feeling ill she fell to one knee beside him. “You’re burning out, my queen. You must stop.” 
Her breath became labored but she forced herself to stand again. “Stop. Calling me. That. I am no ones queen. You will die today.” In a last effort of willpower she stood and lifted her axe to strike. 
“It would be my honor. Just know there is still time. You can still…save her…save us all.” His voice faded with his final words as her blade severed his head from his body. Splatters of his blood and matter littered her chest and arms. 
Thoroughly puzzled and lost she pushed her conflicting thoughts aside. As continued clashes of steel rang out. 
Seraphina turned her attention to the invaders leader, locked in combat with Kaelan across the field. Their clash resonated like a fierce melody, steel meeting steel in a dance of determination.
Keep going. Don’t stop. 
She scrambled to join the fray, fighting her way through a lingering crowd of soldiers until her Axe collided with the leader’s weapon, aiding Kaelan in overpowering their adversary. Leaving a wake of melting snow in her path.
Amidst the chaos, their voices rang out. “Sera, now!" He shouted, his words cutting through the tumult.
She responded with a fierce grin, eyes ablaze as they moved as one. Their combined strength drove the leader and his soldiers back, and victory seemed within reach. 
But in the final clash, the leader managed a vicious blow to Kaelan's side, sending him stumbling back. Pain etched on his face as the sword was thrust through his side.
Kaelan's name echoed in her urgent shout as she surged forward. Solthorn intervened, fighting off the remaining invaders, and Seraphina dealt the final blow, severing the leaders head from his body like his mage.
No, no, no, no! Not him.
"Kaelan!" Her voice carried a mix of urgency and fear as she reached him. Then collided into the snow as he fell to his knees, clutching his injury. She knelt beside him, a surge of instinct guided her powers to life. The forest seemed to hold its breath as her heart pounded in a frenzy. 
Her flames began to recede with the shock.
“Damnit Kaelan, you can’t die on me!” Then moved her hands to hover over his wound, power radiating from her fingertips as she channeled her healing energy upon instinct. Ridding her body of her blistering heat as best she could before touching him. 
Kaelan hissed in pain. The forest itself seemed to respond to the dance of fire and life within her as she focused on mending and not destroying. Sweat beaded her brow as she used every once of strength she had left. The snow beneath her melted away, much like her control.
"I'll be ok, Sera," he managed to say, his eyes revealed a vulnerability beneath his resilience. But her determination outweighed his attempt to mask the pain.
"I don’t care, let me help you," she retorted, channeling her energy into her hands. Her gaze turned molten with the effort. The restorative power flowed into him as exhaustion burned behind her eyes. 
The threads of his muscles, and skin were nearly tied together before she relinquished her hold. His pain eased as she pulled her hand back, a small burn mark forming.
His eyes held gratitude, but something darker lingered beneath.
Black veins traced across Kaelan's skin as his own power reacted to her touch. Seraphina, too, bore the marks of the battle, her face bruised and bloodied. Yet, despite the pain, a victorious gleam shone in her fading amber eyes.
"You should be more careful," she scolded him, as concern lingered in her gaze, attempting to catch her breath. She relished in the cooling sensation of the wintery night as she laid down.
A ghost of a smile played on his lips. "I promise to work on that," he said, his voice soft but sincere. As they rested, he gently touched her bruised cheek, tracing the bloodied lip with a rough finger.
"I should," he murmured, his gaze filled with a mix of admiration and worry, "I should never have let you come out to fight this battle. You’ve hardly finished any of your training or have any control on your powers.” 
She shoved his hand away unnerved by his intense gaze and warming touch. “Yes, well no one gets to kill you except me. I’ve marked you as my target. I won’t let anyone else claim that victory.” 
The echoes of the battle lingered, the invaders defeated, save for the few who fled for their lives. 
Strong as ever Solthorn nudged her side with his snout until a sharp pain invaded her mind and side once again. Cradling her head in her hands she cried out. Then started convulsing and shaking. Her body heated as flames ignited around her and she was burning again.
“Ahh! Make it stop!” She cried out in pure agony as her astreaic emblems flashed red and began tearing at the skin on her arm. 
The pain drowned out any feeling left in her wrecked body and her vision faded into an inky abyss as her breath was stolen from her.
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“Sera! Sera! Wake up! Please…” Kaelan’s voice echoed in her mind but her body did not answer her commands to open her eyes. A sad sound escaped her lips. 
“Oh thank the Goddess.” Pain radiated through her. Her arm felt as if it had been filleted. The pounding in her head was a roar and she couldn’t get her words to form. 
“It’s ok, little huntress. You’re safe now. You’re safe.” He repeated the words as if reassuring himself as much as her. Until she faded into her obsidian abyss once more.
That final night in his cabin was restless, adrenaline and the chaos of the evening refused to let him sleep. Solthorn, with minor scrapes, settled for the night upon their return.
Washing off the battle's residue he tended to Seraphina’s wounds. Then her eyes fluttered as she stirred. 
“Sera? Are you awake? How are you feeling?” He leaned in while pressing a damp cloth over her forehead. 
“Hmm?” Her head fell to one side, cradled by the pillow from his bed. 
“Where am I? Ugh, my head is pounding. What happened?” 
“You burned out. You used too much of your power all at once and it…you could’ve died, Sera. It’s a miracle you didn’t.” 
Attempting to sit up she immediately laid back down as the pain in her arm flared. Then looked down to assess the damage. The reddened skin looked at odds with the rest of her. Her astreaic emblems distorted but still visible. Then she gasped in a panic and quickly drew the covers further up her neck.
“Kaelan! Where are my clothes?!” She was fully covered by the bed sheets but underneath them was a different story.
Kalean’s cheeks blushed. “Oh that, well. After your burn out your clothes sort of. Well they didn’t survive your incident. Don’t worry, I covered you with my cloak when I carried you back.” 
“You carried me back? Naked?” She couldn’t meet his gaze. 
He coughed and then added. “Your arm will heal, but it’ll take time. You can’t use your power anymore. At least not any time soon. It could take months for you to recover from this.” 
Ha! Yes, months for me to recover from this embarrassment! 
“Perfect. Just what I needed.” A set of coughing fits invaded her chest and Kaelan rushed to bring her water. 
It was in that moment she saw the red around his eyes, the utter exhaustion painting his features and the dark circles under his eyes as if he’d been painstakingly nursing her back to life. 
Sitting on the edge of the bed he watched her take several sips. Until a trail of liquid spilled out the corner of her lips. He gingerly reached to wipe it away. 
However, his touch didn’t end there. His fingers lingered on her chin. 
Their eyes locked into a trance and she didn’t pull away. Even though her every instinct screamed at her to do just that.
“I don’t know what I would’ve done if…” His voice trailed off into silence. Her heart pounded in her chest as she waited for him to finish his sentence but he never did.
Another hour later they settled onto the couch by the fireplace. Washed up and change into her spare clothes she started to feel more like herself. Even if her body screamed with every movement. 
Once her headache subsided she protested his efforts to make her sleep for the few remaining hours they had left before dawn. The flames sparked and cast dancing light across their weary faces as they settled in. 
“How’s your side?” He had washed and changed as well, but she hadn’t seen his injury after her attempt to heal him. 
“I mean I can tell you aren’t bleeding to death but did my powers work on you?” 
“More or less. I’m forever branded though.” He gave a slight chuckle as he lifted his shirt to reveal her hand print etched into his skin. Where a thin line down the center was the only evidence of his near demise. 
Her fingertips trailed the outline and he winced. “It’s still raw to the touch.” 
“Sorry, I wasn’t sure what else to do. I just—reacted when I saw you stabbed.” 
She grabbed his arm and stared at the dark veins beneath his skin protruding in a way she hadn’t witnessed before. 
“Ah, that, well the more I expel my power in one night the more it surges within and the darker my blood turns. It’ll wear off.” She traced a few lines absently until she gathered the courage to ask, "Is that what you usually do, as the clansmen general?"
His arm found its way around her shoulders, and she sank into his side too tired and hurt to protest. 
Fingers played with the ends of her hair, a gentle touch amidst the lingering tension. "Yes and no," he answered, his ominous words lingering in the air. 
“You recognized those soldiers. Who are they? Why do they care about attacking the Verengarde Fortress?” 
He sat in silence, staring at the flickering flames of the hearth. 
When he didn’t reply she dared to question his motives, "Do you do this by choice or duty?"
His eyes swept over her. 
“Both.”
She bit her lower lip as she often did when her mind was reeling. 
His eyes trailed her mouth as he leaned closer. 
Her view narrowed until she gasped, jolting away. "On second thought...I'm exhausted. Goodnight!" She leapt off the couch narrowly stumbling on the floor.
The bedroom door closed behind her, and she leaned her back into it, heart thundering. 
Ravenous thoughts raged in her mind as she thought about what had nearly happened between them. Her hand rested over heart begging it to slow down as she envisioned his lips crashing into hers and the intense sensations that it would spark within her. Maybe the idea alone already had.
She willed herself not to go back and take what had been tempting her for far too long. Goddess, what is happening?!
Trying to shake off the growing intimate feelings, she scolded herself, ‘He is your enemy, Seraphina! Your. Enemy. Get a grip! It’s just the adrenaline from the fight. That’s ALL this is.’

      ***The next morning, splendid smells wafted in from under the door. She stretched across the bed, careful not to overextend her arm. Then changed and mentally prepared to face him after their wildly unexpected evening together.
It seemed Kaelan was equally ready to forget the nearly passionate night as he turned from plating a hearty breakfast and laid it on the table before her.
She sat down, taking a large gulp of water without saying a word to him.
He left the cabin as soon as he set the plate down, as if he had no reason to share a meal with her.
Thankful for the silence, she finished eating and readied to leave. He returned only to pack a few things, motioned for her to do the same.
His cold movements were unnerving. He hardly looked at her on the trek back to the fortress. It wasn’t long until they neared the secret entrance, out of sight from the lookout guards. 
Frustration mounting she began to storm off back inside. Until he stopped and lightly grabbed her hand.
Shocked, she looked back at him without removing her hand from his. "I have a few more books I’d like to share with you if you want to stop by to get them this week. I think they will help you learn more about that mysterious place in your head."
The most words he had spoken in hours, she nodded as he released his hold gently.
"I have to take care of a few things this morning and alert the chieftain about the intruders. so you’ll have to go back in on your own. Don’t worry I’ll leave you out of the tale."
He paused before walking away. "You were incredible last night, by the way. The way you attacked and moved. You’ll make a great warrior, Seraphina."
Heat filled her cheeks as she began to reply, but he was already walking in the other direction. Then it dawned on her.
He used my full name…
Not her abbreviated name he’d seemed so intent on using since she met him. 
Of all the times I’ve protested and told him to use my full name. He chooses now to do so? 
Trying not to dwell on it she headed in, careful not to be seen by anyone. While feeling very unsettled.
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A few dinners had passed before Kaelan found Seraphina walking through the halls again. Catching up to her, he asked. “Sera, wait, those books I mentioned the other day. You can grab them now, if you like? Unless offering them to you is against  the rules.” 
Exhausted from his riddles, she fell into step with him. “What rules?”
“Well the ones you mentioned. You know, blackmailed, threatened, and what was it? Oh, yes, ‘caged in a black fortress of death’. That one was my favorite.” 
“You’ve no idea what you’ve done to me, do you?” She asked. 
Stealing me from my village, my family, from Liara. Stealing my own…sanity. I’ve never wanted to be this close to an enemy before. I shouldn’t even now. 
He simply shrugged. “You mean other than saving you on several occasions already?”
Flipping her fiery red hair over her shoulder, she simply rolled her eyes and kept pace with him.
He appeared different somehow, and Seraphina couldn't shake the thoughts of their close encounter in the cabin. 
Is he different? Or is my perspective of him changing? The questions plagued her thoughts.
She chalked it up to the near-death experience. However, there was an undeniable change between them. 
Perhaps the moment I used my powers to heal his wounds it did something to us…
Rounding the corner to his corridor, she finished telling him a story about Torvald narrowly avoiding an errant arrow from Bjorn. Laughter echoed as Kaelan opened the door to his bedroom. 
Just before entering, a sultry voice from within said, “Finally, that took you long enough to come back here…”
Inside, a very naked female was sprawled on his bed. Shamelessly spreading her legs. Gasping, Seraphina turned away. Kaelan grasped her arm as she began to flee.
Shocked at the scene, she couldn't fathom why he was involved with her, especially in that way.
Kaelan's sharp, thundering words cut through, “Grab your shit and get OUT of my room, Valda!” Despite his anger, Seraphina felt horribly gutted. Still held in place by his firm grip. 
Valda’s voice dripped with insinuation as she continued, “Oh please, Kaelan, you can’t be serious.”
Seraphina saw out of the corner of her eye his glare that would make any enemy run as his shadows flared. As she’d noted they always did when he was frustrated.
Valda’s voice was low as Seraphina sensed she made inappropriate gestures on her body while she spoke. 
Does she have no shame at all? So, what is this? Ivar didn’t want her. Now she has to throw herself at Kaelan? Or…is this not something new?
His words were sharp and thundering, “If you don’t get out of my room on your own, with what little dignity you have left, then I’ll drag you out myself and it will not be pleasant.” 
Seraphina shuddered at his aggressive tone, still frozen in her place with his iron grip. 
Seraphina kept silent and tried to find interest in something hanging on the wall across the hall. Still having her back to his bedroom door, horribly stuck in between them. 
Then she heard shuffling around and could only assume Valda was finally putting her clothes back on as she replied, “Oh, Kaelan dear, don’t worry I’ll be back when you aren’t escorting around the trash.” She turned away as she exited and hurled her shoulder into Seraphina’s. 
That was all it took to melt her composure as she turned to destroy Valda into dust. Red hot rage burned in her eyes instantly as she took a step towards the retreating body but Kaelan held her in place. “She isn’t worth it, Sera.” 
She could feel him slowly stealing her breath not enough to hurt but enough to calm her fanning flames within. “Stop it, Kaelan!”
Finally daring to speak, she attempted to control her growing anger and took a few breaths. “Were you upset because she came at the wrong time with me here or because you truly didn’t want to sleep with her at all?” She dared him to lie to her as she shook his grasp off her arm. Not caring if she’d marked him with her searing hot skin.
Unsure why it burned her alive to think he could ever place a tender touch such a vixen. Before he could answer she turned and stormed off. 
Goddess I need some air…

      ***Seraphina was still fuming when she made it back to her room, but instead of going straight inside she resolved to go to the tavern and do everything she could to forget what she’d just witnessed. 
Thankfully it was late enough by the time she changed and put her things away that there were more than a few clansmen filling the tables. Playful music filled her ears and she motioned in the air for a drink to find its way to her.
She downed her first two drinks of ale quicker than usual before she heard a familiar voice. “Rough day, eh?” They sat next to her at the bar and gestured for another ale. “I can certainly relate.” 
“Eirik, I really don’t feel like talking.” She gave him a sideways glance as she took another swig.
His tall but lean form peered over his drink as he seemed to contemplate ignoring her warning. “Well good because I’d rather you listen.”
Staring at the drink in her hands, she willed the music to drown out her damning and intrusive thoughts. 
His voice lowered as he leaned closer. “I’ve noticed Kaelan has been…preoccupied lately and I’m finding it hard to track him down. I’m sure you can imagine that, as his closest friend, I find that problematic.” She responded with a swig of her own staring at the worn marks in the bar top. 
“As he is not only a blood oath sworn clansman, but also our general. I would certainly hope that his recent distraction isn’t because of any newly formed attachments to a certain red headed warrior who is still very much an outsider and has curious rumors swarming around her regularly. As that could have potentially very caustic repercussions should anyone find out about such a thing.” 
She let her ale hit the counter a bit harder before looking him straight in the eyes. “I can assure you that our dear general is doing everything in his power to keep such a being at arms length. I’d also find it troublesome to assume such a ‘distraction’, as you say, could exist if it is in fact such a repulsive idea to you.” Her piercing gaze never wavered as he searched her face.
“I didn’t mean that as ‘repulsive’…just very dangerous. I certainly want him to be—he deserves so much more than this place can offer him, but he is–tied to certain responsibilities and he has a level of standards he must uphold. There’s a reason we are not encouraged to form meaningful attachments, only short respites from our days, nothing more.”
Her anger surged and she tried to clamp it down, as she pinched her nose. Then took a deep breath before replying, “What would ever make you think that I could form a ‘meaningful’ attachment to that…that rake.”
A cold laugh tore from her throat as she took another swing of ale as a wrinkle between her brows formed. “If you knew what he’s done. You could never believe that I would…” He interrupted her before she continued and dropped his voice very low. 
“Because I see the way he looks at you, Seraphina. Whatever is left of his shadowed heart, it’s no longer his and I’ll be damned if I let him destroy himself over you.” He finished his drink and stood in one movement. 
She could only stare at his retreating back in stunned silence as she tried to shake off the growing fog in her vision. She had to have dreamt that. Eirik was just messing with her. He didn’t mean any of…
Her stomach was suddenly very at odds with itself and she couldn’t drink anymore.
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Hours later settled in her room, she heard a soft knock on her door. She lounged in her reading chair with candlelight all around as she drank water, willing her head to stop spinning. Already having bathed and slipped into her nightgown, she pulled a blanket around her. As her still wet hair cascaded along her shoulders like a blood red tide and quietly said, “Come in.”  
Kaelan slowly entered and hardly crossed the threshold before stopping and stared at her for a moment—seemingly taking in her late night look. “I…uh…I am locking my bedroom door from now on.” He spoke tenderly as he outstretched his hand and held a small rusted object. She gave a slight huff.
Then moved closer to the desk when she made no moves to collect the artifact, “I know how much you like to visit my study and I don’t want to keep it from you. I don’t want to keep anything from you. So I am giving you my only spare key. You are welcome there whenever you’d like.” 
Shadows from the candlelight danced across her expressionless face. Merely watched him as strands of his hair fell around his jawline when he bent down to place the key on her desk. He straightened before pausing and then walked back to the door as she remained mute. He ran a hand through his thick dark hair.
With her legs bent into her chest hidden underneath the blanket, she simply stared up at him.
He turned towards her once more before closing the door with a strained expression behind him. 
Alone, she couldn’t bring herself to move as she stared down at the blasted key. 
What is happening? 
His study? 
Really? 
That’s the best excuse he could come up with? Goddess, the thought of now being the only one with access to his room…any time I wanted it…or…
She couldn’t allow herself to finish the thought. Her heartbeat thudded in her chest as heat rushed over her tingling body at the idea of being alone with him in his room again.
She slammed the water glass down on the desk next to the accursed key, as if the inanimate object itself had provoked her ire. The room seemed to absorb her frustration, the very air charged with tension. 
Blowing out the candles, she cocooned herself in her bedsheets, determined to will herself to sleep. To restrain her body from venturing where it shouldn't. Her warring emotions thoroughly her undoing.
It was neither late night nor early morning but some realm in between when she awoke. Thrashing in the grip of another nightmare. Sweat beaded on her brow and down her back, the physical aftermath of her nocturnal turmoil. 
Her eyes fluttered open, catching glimpses of the dark room. Sheets, victims of countless nights of torment, lay scorched and crumpled, a testament to her tortured dreams.
Thoughts swarmed her head as she lay there. Yet, it wasn't the nightmare that held her attention; it was the accursed key still lying on the desk from earlier, casting an ominous shadow.
Unable to succumb to sleep and frustration mounting, she sat up, the room almost sentient in its quiet observation. Her long silk robe hung beside her, a beckoning garment. Hesitation lingered in the air as curiosity and desire blinded her better judgment. Unsure if the ale from earlier was still manipulating her or not.
Swiftly, she grabbed the key, as if the metal held secrets to unfold, and ventured into the corridor. The cold imprint of the elements forming its shape was a stark reminder of her insanity as Eirik’s words echoed in her mind. The very walls seemed to whisper as she moved, carrying with her an invisible weight. ‘Whatever is left of his shadowed heart, is no longer his…’
Listening and looking around before moving quickly to her destination. To him. 
It wasn’t long before she was standing there. At that all too familiar etched wooden door, barefoot and unsettled. She peered down and saw no flickering lights from inside. He was asleep. 
I should turn back. 
What am I doing? 
Have you lost your mind, Sera? 
He is a Verengarde! 
Your sworn enemy. 
He brought you here against your will.
But he isn’t as bad as I thought he was…He is actually kind when he wants to show it and I…
Suddenly a thud echoed from inside his room. Her own internal battle quieted as she took that as her sign to go in. The key easily slipped inside the lock and the quiet click gave her the access she wanted, no, needed. 
Slowly opening the door, she took in the sight before her and her heart pounded in her chest. His eyes were closed and his bulging arms lay across the right side of the bed dangling over the edge. She spied a book on the floor just below them. He must’ve fallen asleep reading it and just happened to knock it off the edge at that moment. 
The door closed behind her softly as her gaze drifted across his bare body. His legs sprawled out across the bottom of the bed and his sheets…Gods, his sheets barely covered his middle just begging her to peer closer. 
Moving towards the study, she was near silent. Not letting herself even consider crawling into bed with his powerful body. So innocently laid out before her. Her eyes widened as he shifted in place and dared his sheets to fall off completely. She knew nothing else covered his dreaming form. 
She couldn’t tear herself away from the sight of him there as she watched those sheets crumple around his thighs. Then continued to inch her way around the pillars of his bedchamber while aimlessly biting her healing lower lip.
Her fists clenched her robe tighter around her arms which hardly covered her thinly strapped nightgown underneath. She swallowed long and hard as desire rose up within her. 
Her will dwindled as she attempted to darken the entrance of the study. Just one book, if he wakes up I’ll say I just wanted to grab one book because I couldn’t sleep, yes, that should suffice my…
Then a low and deep chuckle filled the room as her hand grabbed the thick curtains, “Well that didn’t take long…” She gasped then her heart skipped a beat as she saw him watching her survey his body like a scared animal creeping around. 
“Oh Gods, I, I’m sorry I just wanted to uh…” She shot a quick glance at the study opening in the wall and then back at him as he lifted his arms and tucked them behind his head. As if he was further putting himself on display. 
Blinking hard, she stuttered further as she bumped into a table behind her in an attempt to back up. Then aimlessly sent items flying off. Her mouth went dry. “Ouch, I ugh, sorry, I just couldn’t sleep, nightmares you know, and I just wanted another uh…book! “ Finally the word she was desperately searching for escaped her trembling lips. She bit down hard to keep him from seeing how he unnerved her.
He only watched her scramble around under his darkened gaze and then suddenly she noticed the sheet shifting near his center as if lifting a bit higher and she couldn't take it anymore. She knew exactly what was happening under there. 
“I’ll go. I should’ve waited til morning. I’m sorry I, I’ll, uh…here’s your key.” She slammed it on the table she’d just bumped into ready to toss her body through his bedroom door if she had to in order to get out. 
Heat flooded her neck and across her face. She thanked the Gods the room was only lit up with the moons light pouring in from the window above–the only witness to her horribly embarrassing situation.
He was up in one swift movement towering over her. That teasing sheet no longer hid his growing malehood as he towered over her. She froze, eyes on his own stormy pair. His hand slowly lifted then reached behind her. 
Her head turned as her eyes trailed his movements over her shoulder, expecting him to take the key and motion her out. But his hand stopped, hovering over the key, and then slowly he withdrew and captured her chin in his fingers as he turned her head back towards him. 
Her fiery red strands spilled all around her in cascading natural waves. Their breath tangled with the tension in the air. His mouth so close to hers, but she didn’t dare look down. Her chest heaved.
“Sera…” his misty piercing eyes saw right through her facade. That was all it took to break down her final wall. Her eyes lowered and darkened to a deep crimson then her lips crashed onto his with an earnestness she’d never felt before. Her thoughts muddled with ravenous desire.
His body collided into hers in response and they backed further into that table and it creaked under their weight. 
His hands pulled her into him as one hand explored her backside and the other wrapped in her hair and held her head in place as his tongue slipped in and out of her mouth while caressing her own with it. 
She then clawed at his shoulders and down his back. “This…changes…nothing.” She tried to get the words out before her mind was in complete oblivion. He whispered back, “Nothing.” 
Then her robe fell off her shoulders and his hands gripped her thighs as he easily wrapped them around his torso and she moaned at the movement. Gods to taste him in heat and feel his arms engulfing me in his embrace. 
It was like being addicted to something she didn’t know she yearned for…until that moment. She needed more of him, so much more of him. “You’re not wearing anything underneath that gown are you, my little huntress?” His lips murmured across hers.
She could hardly get the words out in between his lips crashing into hers, “I need you. I need you inside of me, now…” She reached in between their rubbing bodies and grabbed for him. Gods he was so thick and hard for her. He growled at her touch and bent down to nibble at her neck and ear as she held him in her grasp. 
She slowly moved her hand up and then down again and his grip tightened under her ass as he let a couple fingers slip into her drenched wet center and hauled her away from the breaking desk beneath them. 
She cried out in pleasure. Then he moved her to his gargantuan bed ready and inviting to hold them as their passion ignited and engulfed their senses. 
There was no pausing, no breaking their touch, or embrace. They fell into the crumpled sheets below never loosening their holds. Then in one motion he moved her hand on him and lifted her body up and then down as they finally connected. 
His girth filled her instantly as she held onto his shoulders and straddled his middle. Then thrusting herself up and around him. Letting him run his hands all along her sides as he slipped them under her tattered nightgown and threw what little of it that was left across the room. 
Her breasts were on display as he played with them and ran his warm calloused hands up and down her willing body. Her nipples were hard and inviting with his touch as her back arched in pleasure. 
He was steady and searching with his wandering hands and lips. She leaned down letting her breasts fall to his chest. Her teeth grazed his ear as she whispered. “I don’t want you to be gentle. I want you to live up to your title. And be ruthless with me.” Desire dripped for every syllable. 
A growl thundered from the back of his throat as his gaze darkened with her words. Shadows leaked into the room. Wrapping them in oblivion. 
His hand was around her throat in an instant. Grip tightening, just enough to send her mind reeling. 
He twisted their bodies in a singular motion. Fully on display beneath him he teased his cock at her entrance. Playing with her. Toying with her. 
Then lifted her legs up to his chest. “I’m going to ruin you for anyone else. No one will ever satisfy you again, little huntress.” 
Then trust hard into her. She cried out in pure undiluted passion. The angle giving him the leverage he needed to pulse far into her. Her body quaked with his movements, sending her quickly into a heated rise.
Finally feeling her climax and release. He moaned and slipped his hand to where they connected and played with her pulsing front as her toes curled in pleasure and her body shook. 
Her mind blanked and she could hardly remember her own name as she said, “Kaelan…Oh Gods…Yes…” A gasp parted her lips as she climaxed again with his earnest gestures. Pleasure leaking out and all around them as he repositioned them once again. Letting her body crash over his. He continued to thrust into her. Slowly at first, then faster with his hips as her own body failed her while the pleasure washed over her–tingling down her spine. 
Her burning hot eyes glazed over as she leaned down to kiss him again. Then lifted herself off of him without warning and slid her way down his hardened muscles licking her way to his middle until she caught his cock in her mouth. Ready to taste him and what lingered of her on him. 
She sucked as her tongue played with his tip and all down his shaft. His chiseled chest rose as his body reacted to her playful motions. Then with one hand gripped where his cock connected as her other cupped his balls and softly toyed with them. “I’m…I’m going to…Oh Gods.” 
He breathed as she braced herself and he released inside her. She let him finish and then slowly kissed her lips off of his shaft as he slipped out. Then crawled her way back to his side and made a show of swallowing his blessed cum. Wanting every part of him in her and on her.
His eyes went wide with desire as he drew her closer to him and his fingers began to grip her and slip in and out of her center again. Only with more purpose and strength. One finger, then two…
She closed her eyes as desire surged all through her and lifted her leg over his as she let his hands explore her—inside and out. She came several more times before they slowed and lay bare on that bed not sure where his body began and hers ended. 
Their breath found rhythm with each other as he kissed her forehead and they drifted off into darkness and the heat of their forbidden passions.
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Sleep had never felt so calming and restful in her time at the fortress until that night. Unsure what time it was when she awoke. Sunlight spilled out into the room and fanned across her eyes. She stretched thoroughly finding sore spots she didn't realize she had. 
Then it all came rushing back. Their passion, his lips, her release. 
Oh, no!
She jolted upward in the foreign bed and looked around. 
I’m in his bed. His room. His…wait, where is he? Sheets splayed all around hardly covering any part of her naked body. 
Then a ringing in her head started to throb at her temples. She lifted her hands to her face to try and massage the pain away for a moment but that’s when she saw the small piece of paper laying across his pillow. 
She lifted it and read his familiar scrawl.
Sera, I had to get up early for a meeting. I didn’t want to wake you. Seeing the fullness of your body across my bed is a delectable sight. I nearly woke you if nothing else than to take you again and ravage your body but I figured you needed the sleep after last night’s tossing around. Stay as long as you need. I’ll have some of your clothes brought over so you can get ready here. I’ll be back as soon as I can. 
Yours, 
Kaelan 
P.S. The little sound you make right when you cum is music I’ll be playing in my head all damned day.
Goddess he was driving her mad and he wasn’t even there. She couldn’t keep the blush that filled her cheeks at bay as she surveyed the rest of the room while biting her lower lip.
The evidence of their romping around displayed for anyone to see. She quickly found her nightgown but it was in pieces.
That brute oaf… 
She opted for one of his larger shirts strewn across his chair as she tugged it around her head and it fell to the apex of her thighs. Then she heard a light knock on the door. Her movements stilled as her stomach growled and bit her lower lip again.
“I’ll just leave your things here, miss. He ordered you breakfast as well.” The small voice said as steps drifted further away from the door. 
I have a sneaking suspicion this is not the first time they’d needed to cater to his demands in this way before, but I can’t even think on that. Not now. 
Daring a look out, she let the door crack open. Sure enough, clean clothes from her room and a tray of food sat there neatly for her. She quickly scooped it all up and closed the door with a bare foot as she settled back inside the messy room.

      ***It wasn’t long before she had cleaned herself up, braided her unruly strands and somewhat righted his room before grabbing her new spare key and headed to the morning meeting. 
She moved through her daily routine as usual; archery techniques in the morning, mind stilling at noon, and ended her afternoon with tactical maneuvers. 
It had been a grueling day but it was needed to keep her head from swimming in a pool of desire as she attempted to not replay every moment, every touch, every lick from the previous nights exploits.
Goddess it was so hard…for her to concentrate. She was just glad she didn’t have any training with him, if only to get a moment's respite from the swirling passionate scenes replaying over and over as they slipped past her mental barriers. Hardly believing any of it had been real.
He is my enemy–but a really sexy, tantalizing one.
Oh, I am so fucked. 
Her internal turmoil roiled around all day as she finally rested her hand on the door of her bedroom ready to enter and relax. 
“Hiding from me already?” The voice she’d become so familiar with sounded from down the corridor as he approached and a small smile tugged at her lips as she bit it down and turned to face him. The object of her greatest desires, as if she was an animal in heat. 
She rolled her eyes as he came closer and leaned against the wall to her bedroom door and looked her up and down. 
“You know, you don't need to roll your eyes at me. I'd be happy to make them roll for you. For different reasons of course…” And something inside her snapped. 
Oh Gods, how does he have this effect on me?
Her smile fell and she grabbed him by his battle leather straps, opened her bedroom door and shoved him in without a word. Desire pooling out of her as passion radiated her body and he threw her against the wall as they slipped inside. The door closed shut and a devious grin swept across his face as his mouth crashed into hers. 
His hands were gripping her thighs in an instant and then tugging. She’d hardly noticed the quick work he made of their clothes while her lips explored his neck, his chest, his full lips. 
His body held hers in place as their naked bodies connected once again. Something she had been dreaming of all, damned, day. Her eyes turned a dark crimson as she captured his ear between her teeth and teased as he growled and then wrapped her legs around his torso.
His abs were stone and her heart fluttered wildly. “I’m going to ravage you, Sera. In every way I’ve been imagining.” 
Their ragged breaths filled the room. “Oh? And how long have I been living in your fantasies? General…” 
“Too long.” He grabbed his cock and then thrusted into her as a whimper tore from her throat in deep pleasure. Her arms wrapped around his broad shoulders as she angled herself to let him fill her thoroughly. 
Her head tilted back as his hand destroyed her braids and her hair flung about. Eventually he twisted them back to her bed and this time his incredible weight was crashing down on her as he continued to thrust, in and out, in and out. 
She tried to bite back her cries of pleasures but without his lips on hers she was deliriously louder than anyone should be in her position. She didn’t care.
“That’s right, little huntress. Let it all out. I want everyone to know you are taken.” 
Her legs quaked with his declaration and they fell even further apart beckoning him in. His devious grin widened and thrust harder, deeper.  
Her eyes certainly did roll at that…her center pooled in desire. “I’m so wet for you. Oh Goddess, don’t stop.” She wasn’t sure which way was up or which was down as his hands explored her thoroughly and her desire peaked—many times. 
She lost count until he finally released himself in her with a final and thunderous plunge. Her legs wrapped around his waist as she let him settle inside her before releasing. 
She didn't know what time it was when they finally finished but clothes were torn and thrown across the small room and some furniture broken. 
Later they rested on her bed–well past dinnertime. Surely someone would come looking for him or her but they didn’t care. They stole those intimate moments away and attempted to catch their breath. 
His naked body sprawled across her much too small bed. He didn't seem to mind as she laid her head on his chest, their arms wrapped up in each other, as she listened to his heartbeat slow into a steady rhythm tracing faint scars across his body. Marks of his battle hardened life.
Silence filled the room as they heard raindrops overhead falling along the mountain tops. He started to trace the lines of the markings across her arm and the feeling he stirred in her made her shift. Nearly fully healed since her burn out. 
“Does that hurt?” He questioned. 
“Oh no, it’s just a little unnerving is all, but that’s how I always feel around you.” The small truth escaped her lips as her head still rested on his chest. He moved to cup her chin and lifted her gaze to his deep longing. 
“You can’t look at me like that and not expect me to take you again.” She countered to break the awkwardness. They chuckled as she started to get up. He grabbed her waist and pulled her back.
“Where do you think you’re going Sera? I’m not finished with you.” His ravenous voice deepened and it was all she could do not drag his cock back inside her but she pushed against his chest as her mind turned contemplative.
“We aren’t…I mean I don’t know what we are doing?” More of a question than a statement as she gestured between what little bit of space separated them. 
“Nothing more than passion I know, but I...” She fought her crackling nerves as Eirik’s words filled her thoughts from the night before. Her mind tormented with the words she’d let escape her lips.  
Just two bodies.
With a yearning for each other.
Calling out in the night…or day.
That’s all this is…
“Sera, I…” He shifted his weight to lean against her headboard. “My life here will always be like this. As General, I don’t get much choice in the matter. My sole purpose is to live, breath and die for the Verengarde clan.” He paused and considered his next words. 
His hand cupped hers as he lifted his eyes, “Do not think for one second that all you are is sex to me though. You’re so much more than that. You deserve so much more than that, than me.” 
She was beyond stunned at his words. “I just…thought we agreed that this would change nothing between us. You do work for my greatest enemy after all.” Her words fell flat as she searched for the right thing to say. 
How could I explain I was falling for this terrifying general, this sworn enemy of mine? When I could hardly admit it to myself. 
They let the silence fill the room for what seemed like agonizing minutes. “I should probably get back to my room.” He stood up and began putting his clothes on. 
Neither one of them knew how to leave the conversation. She simply sat up with sheets clutched to her chest as she watched his movements.
He turned towards her place on the bed once he was done, leaned in and gave her a soft kiss and quick smile. “And you’re wrong, my little huntress. This changes everything.”
Her heart sank as she remained there and listened to his footsteps fall down the corridor as he left.
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The next night he didn’t come to her room and she certainly wasn’t going to chase after him. She donned a new dress, a rich sapphire creation that flowed gracefully, the intricate patterns embroidered with delicate threads shimmering in the candlelight.  
The gown was both elegant and functional. Then went to dinner as if nothing had changed.
As if she was the same female who roamed those halls for the first time so many months ago. 
Is it nearly a year now?
However, none of that was true. She was forever changed. She’d grown within the inky black halls no matter how much she didn’t want to admit it. Her time there with the Verengarde clan changed her in ways she’d never fully be able to explain. 
The night’s festivities were a bit more joyful given the holiday tradition for the clansman. The dinner was decorated for the celebration. The room was arranged in a way that lent to not only eating but dancing, singing, and general merriment, an oddity for a fortress of warriors.
As she entered the grand hall, the air was filled with laughter and the sounds of joyous conversations. Warriors from various ranks and backgrounds mingled, their expressions lightened by the occasion. The room was adorned with banners and tapestries, and the grand throne at the end seemed to glow with an air of importance. It was a special night, one that celebrated the warriors who had returned victorious from a battle across the realm.
Mingling, she exchanged pleasantries, her smile genuine even as her thoughts strayed to the previous night, to the intimacy shared in the quiet hours. It was a secret kept between them, a hidden ember glowing deep within. 
Navigating the crowd, she engaged in conversations with various clansmen, even stopping to say hello to Makatza and Bjorn. All while her heart was beating with a rhythm that matched the lively atmosphere.
As the night progressed, the room transformed into a dance floor, the tables pushed to the sides to make space for it. She watched as they all swayed to the music, their movements a testament to their shared victories and bonds.
However, her gaze kept wandering, searching for the one male she knew would be present that night. And then, amidst the revelry, she spotted him. Kaelan stood near the edge of the dance floor, his presence commanding even from a distance. His attire was formal, befitting his status, and yet there was an undeniable edge of strength that radiated from him. He was devastatingly handsome. Finally able to admit at least that much to herself.
He looked her way, his cloudy eyes finding hers across the room. There was a flicker of understanding in that gaze, a silent exchange that spoke volumes. Despite the secrecy of their passionate exploits, there was a connection that neither of them could deny. The flow of her inky dress caressed her legs as she moved around the room and her cascading tresses swayed with the music.
Lively music pervaded the enigmatic halls as she decided to dance. Changing partners as the music allowed having shared the lively atmosphere with Eirik, Bjorn, Esmeray and Makatza. Letting the music and the rhythm carry them away. Then surprisingly Ivar offered to dance, his playful grin and charming demeanor offering a welcome distraction. He seemed lighter, better, then the last time she saw him and a small part of her was grateful to see it. Other clansmen joined them, and the dance became a tapestry of movement and laughter.
But her heart still beat in anticipation, and she felt Kaelan's gaze on her even as he remained at a distance. And then, as the music swelled and the energy in the room intensified, she felt a presence approaching from behind.
Strong arms encircled her waist, and before she could react, she was swept off her feet. Her laughter mingled with the music as Kaelan spun her around, his eyes dancing with a mixture of mischief and familiarity. "Missed me?" he quipped, his tone light and playful in her ear.
She smiled, her heart fluttering in response. "Perhaps, but what are you doing? Everyone can see us." He simply twirled her again in response.
The room seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them in that moment. The realm had a way of disappearing when she was with him.
“I’m caring less and less with every dance partner you take tonight, Sera.” Recognition bloomed in her mind, he was–jealous. So they danced, their movements fluid and in sync, speaking a language only they understood. The world outside those walls seemed irrelevant, the rest of the clan fading into the background as they swayed to the music.
As the night wore on, the celebration continued, and she found herself released into the arms of others dancing again, sharing in the joy and the unity of the moment. 
And as she danced beneath the towering ebony stone ceilings, she couldn't help but feel a sense of dread. A storm was coming her way and she had no way of defending against it. 
As the night stirred on she found herself by the grazing tables and searching for…
“Libations, my little huntress?” He handed her a full goblet.
She smirked up at him as he drew closer. “Why do you call me that? I may be slightly shorter than you but not by much and last I remember it was my arrow that pierced that stag, not yours.” She took a long sip as her whispered words passed between them in the oh so short distance that remained. 
Her fiery hair curled all around her exposed shoulders. Kaelan dared to push a few strands away from her neck, letting his fingers graze down her collarbone as he replied, “I have my reasons. Besides, I let you kill that stag.” 
The pace of her heartbeat quickened as she swallowed hard and desire rose within her at his touch. His gaze unraveled her in a way she silently cursed herself for. Flashes of their naked bodies tossing around in his sheets filled her mind and he knew exactly what he had done to her. 
He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “If I rest my hand between your thighs, Sera, will I find my dessert for the evening pooling there?” 
Her resolved dissipated as she quietly moaned and stilled her hands from tearing his clothes off right then and there. 
Her eyes turned a deep ruby as she lowered her gaze to his lips and bit down on her own. “Oh Sera, the way you bit your lip…don’t make me watch you dance around with anymore of these idiots tonight. Let’s go…please.” The pleading in his voice, a low grumble sounded almost wolf-like, deep and territorial.
“They say patience is a virtue but the thought of your chest against my back, hands on my waist, breath on my neck, has me aching to be anything but virtuous.” She whispered back.
“Meet me in my room in five minutes. I’ll take the side entrance out. You take the main one.” 
Then he was off, but his spell on her remained. She turned back to the wall of the grazing table and downed the last drops of wine before making a quick exit.  
It felt like an eternity to round the corner to his chambers but she hadn’t even attempted to grab the handle to his room before the door swung open and his arm wrapped around her waist to pull her in. 
His lips crashed on hers as he tore at the dress. “Kaelan, you can’t rip everything off me. I’m running out of good clothes!” 
Protesting in between their ragged breaths and dancing tongues. He just chuckled as his gaze darkened and then proceeded to tear at the seams of the fabric. “I’ll buy you a whole new wardrobe if it means getting this blasted thing off you quicker.” 
Smiling against his kisses, she let him continue on as she tore at his jacket, then shirt and finally his pants. He tossed her naked form against the wall, her hands splayed to catch the impact and from behind took her in all his glory. 
Moaning, she was thankful everyone was still at the dinner celebrations and not their chambers.
That just made him even more earnest and he ran his fingers through the back of her hair and then ever so carefully pulled her head back to meet his as he thrusted into her further and then their lips locked once again in unison. 
After a few climaxes of her own she pushed back on him and threw him to the bed. He happily complied and crossed his arms behind his head, waiting. She slowly teased her way over to him letting him gaze upon her heaving breasts as she fought to catch her breath. 
Then she stood at the foot of the bed and started to rub her hand around her center and bit her lower lip. He grabbed his own as he watched and she ran her hands along her torso and then up and over her breasts. Giving him a splendid show. 
He growled as he sat up and pawed at her legs. She conceded and knelt over him, her knees touching the side of his thighs. He ran his fingers up them until he met her very wet center. Then as he pulled back the liquid drenching his fingers after pulsing inside her he lifted it to his mouth and sucked. 
“I’ve never tasted anything so perfect.” Her brow furrowed in passionate delight. His teeth gleamed at her as he smiled and she couldn’t contain it any longer. She launched at him, both of them falling across his bed. Finally he was pulsing inside her again only faster, and harder. 
Her fingers dug into his thighs as she led him further and further in. 
Nearly an hour until they had spent themselves. His release was timed perfectly with her last and they held each other close. Their bodies becoming one. 
While she had laid with plenty of males in her past, she’d never been so enraptured by one, so weakened by one, so consumed. 
His arms wrapped around her as he kissed along her neck. Only this time more gentle and caring. She was aimlessly tracing a faint old scar that wrapped around his wrist, oddly looking like an old burn mark. 
After a while she went into the bathing room to clean up.  When she came back he was on his side across the bed, waiting. 
“I was only gone for a minute…” She toyed with him as she settled next to him and he leaned over her. His fingers caressing her tossed hair around her face. 
“I want to give you something.” He turned and opened a small drawer from his side table and then turned back with a small black box. It seemed aged and a bit frayed, but soft. 
Looking up she pulled the sheets closer to her chest. “What is this?” 
He smiled in a way that seemed almost shy. “A gift. It’s one of the few things I have that was my mother’s and…Well, I want you to have it. I know you said that nothing could change between us and in reality you’re right. Goddess help me I know you are right but…you’ve changed everything for me, Sera.” 
Hardly believing the words coming from his mouth, she opened the box tentatively.
It was a simple box, but there was an air of importance about it, a weight to the moment that made her heart quicken in anticipation. Kaelan had presented it to her with a half-smile, his eyes reflecting a mixture of excitement and a hint of nervousness.
With gentle fingers, she untied the ribbon and lifted the lid. The contents were revealed—a cushion of midnight blue velvet cradled a small and ornate ring. Her breath caught as she took it in, her eyes widening at the sight of the delicate band and the unique gemstones that adorned it.
The gemstones were unlike anything she had ever seen, their colors shifting and changing with every movement, like tiny galaxies encapsulated within their depths. It was as if the very essence of the night sky had been captured and condensed into those precious stones. They glowed softly in the dim light, casting a mesmerizing display of colors across the room.
She lifted the ring from its velvet resting place, the metal cool against her skin. As she held it in her hand, a rush of emotions surged—gratitude, awe, and a profound sense of trepidation. 
This gift was more than just a piece of jewelry; it was a symbol of their shared experiences, of the secrets they held between them, and of the unspoken promises that lingered in the air.
She turned the ring, studying its intricate design—the way the band seemed to mimic the swirling patterns of the constellations, and how the gemstones were set in a way that allowed them to catch and reflect even the faintest hint of light. It was a creation that felt both ancient and timeless.
As she looked up from the ring, Kaelan's eyes met hers, and there was a vulnerability in his gaze that made her heart ache. She could sense the weight of his emotions, the hopes and fears between them.
Without a word, he moved closer and reached out to touch the ring to place it on one of her fingers.
"It’s not just a ring, Sera. My hope is that while I may have no control over what our future holds in this life, just knowing that you’re out there and it is with you is enough." He murmured, his voice soft yet resonant. His declarations ringing in her ears. 
"A reminder of the moments we've shared…I know I’ll never have anyone else like you in my life. There is no one else like you. My time here in this realm is borrowed and parts of me feel as if I’ve been waiting to find you for a very long time. It’s a promise that while there is still breath in me, then I will always find you.”
Her throat tightening, she nodded with the rush of emotions that threatened to spill over. The weight of the ring on her finger felt both grounding and exhilarating, a physical embodiment of the connection they had forged as he confessed his feelings.
"Thank you, I’ll cherish it." She managed to whisper, her voice catching as she met his gaze once again. Their eyes locked, and in that moment, it felt as though the realm had faded away, leaving only the two of them and the unlikely bond that held them together.
“Kaelan, I…” His lips fell on hers and she accepted the interruption. Words would only fail to convey her true feelings for him. Her heart swelled with the growing love she felt for him. She could hardly admit it to herself but she knew it would be a pivotal moment in her existence. 
They made love again only this time it was slower, more intimate. A softer version of mating as their souls united and she felt something strong take hold of her. As if her very being was now tied to that ruthless male. As long as he lived, then she could breathe and only then.
They stayed in bed the next day exploring each other’s bodies and discovering new ways to please each other. They rolled around his study sending books flying off the shelves, completely broke his sofa at one point and then went back to the bed again. 
It was a magical day of eating, exploring each other, and talking. They didn’t let anything else distract them from that sweet time together. As if they’d been waiting their whole lives for it.
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Seraphina was happy to attend Kaelan’s combat training class the next afternoon while wearing her new ring on her right hand. She had found an old necklace chain she could use to slip the ring around her neck for events where she worried about breaking it in class.  
So she slipped it on the chain just as she entered the expansive dome like veranda and searched for her brooding male. 
He wasn’t anywhere in sight but the rest of the class was ready and waiting, expectantly. She took her place next to Makazta while they waited.
Shortly after, Torvald came into view. “Class, General Kaelan has been called away to a disturbance. He will not be able to join us today. So I will be taking over instructing until he returns.” 
Her tongue turned to ash as she immediately looked out over the landscape that unfolded before them. She did her best to act nonchalant about the news but her heart was thundering in her chest when she didn’t see anything across the horizon to indicate where he might be.
Torvald’s lessons seemed to drag on for hours as Seraphina went through the motions of his fighting tactics that Kealan had been teaching them but her heart wasn’t in any of it.
“Sera, he said to engage.” Makatza’s voice broke her reverie and she realized everyone was lined up to face their opponent. They had been partnering up for most of their classes since they last talked and Seraphina enjoyed the company of the new friend she’d made.
“Oh, right, sorry. I’m ready.” She moved into her fighting stance and attempted to shake off her dread growing in the pit of her stomach. 
“Where are you today, Sera? It’s like your mind is off in the ether.” Makatza moved to strike and she parried. 
“I’m just not feeling well, sorry to be so distracted.” While Seraphina had begun trusting her new friend she wasn’t ready to spill all of her secrets. 
They moved through the maneuvers for another thirty minutes before it was time for class to end along with the end of their day.  
“Hey a bunch of us are going to the tavern tonight, want to join?” Makatza gave her a slight shove as they exited back into the cavernous tomb. 
“Ah, sure I’ll join if I’m feeling any better by then.” Makatza took that as answer enough and went off in the opposite direction. 
Seraphina’s heart was pounding as she acted like she was going back to her room, but at the last minute looked around to see if anyone would spot her before taking the secret path to Kaelan’s room. She wasn’t ready to share any real truths beyond her powers with Makatza, or anyone for that matter. Kaelan was the only one who truly knew her and she was determined to keep it that way.
Moving quickly, she slipped the spare key from her pocket that unlocked his door.
He wasn’t there and her heart sank even lower. A note was gingerly left on the bed for her.
Sera, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you in person but there’s been an attack on a group of our warriors out to the west of us. I’ve been tasked with getting as many of them back as I can. I can’t give you any more details than that right now, but I had to leave just before our class. It may be a few days or a week before I am back. Try not to miss me too much. 
Yours,
Kaelan
P.S. I ordered you a few new dresses since I’ve ravaged nearly all of the ones you own. I expect to see you try them on when I return…so I can take them off of you strap by strap. 
The heat in her cheeks rushed to her head in an instant as she read his words. It was another five days until she had time off again so she was determined to keep herself as busy as possible. At least until he returned if nothing else than to distract herself from his absence.
A trip to the tavern is exactly what I need!

      ***“Makatza!” Seraphina’s voice rang out as she approached their typical table in the back corner. She nodded to everyone already seated saying hello to Bjorn, Esmeray, and a few new additions to their group. Eirik apparently had gone off with Kaelan on their mission and she was thankful that he was. If anything it made her feel better knowing he had both Solthorn and Eirik at his side to aid in the return of their warriors. 
They spent the evening sharing stories about their classes, new training scars, and how they were looking forward to the new assessment coming up in a few weeks. 
Seraphina knew this would mean she would actually be tested for the assessment officially and wasn't sure if she had enough will to make herself go back to the Mystic Spire trials. Decidedly, she tucked the thought away just as quickly as it surfaced. 
Makatza had forfeited her chance to finish out the trials last time since Seraphina saved her. So she could compete in them next round, hopefully better prepared for what awaited her again. Seraphina still needed to talk to Kaelan about the trials and their horrific purpose, but they’d been otherwise occupied of late. 
The drinks were flowing, the fire was crackling across the room, and everyone seemed to be in good spirits. Seraphina could nearly say she was enjoying herself if not for the nagging emptiness in her chest with Kaelan’s absence. 
Then, like an annoying pest that never goes away, Valda slid her way into the end of the table. Shocker. 
“I’m sorry but this table is for the mentally stable only.” Makatza nearly growled out at Valda as she flipped her golden locks to one side of her face and toyed with an arrant strand.
“Well then I certainly don’t understand why she’s here.” Valda slurred back while pointing to Seraphina.
Makatza continued to intervene. “What do you want, Valda?” Seraphina’s blood boiled to the surface. She attempted her breathing techniques to slow her racing pulse.
“Oh I just wanted to ask our little redhead here what she was doing outside of Kaelan’s room the other night.” That sent her into a frenzy as she scowled back.
All eyes were on her as she said, “I could ask you the same thing, Valda.” Grinding out her words through her teeth, amber eyes flashing up from under her long dark lashes. 
Makatza, Bjorn, and Esmeray all gave her an incredulous look. 
Clearly intoxicated, Valda simply slung her arm across the back of her chair nearly falling out, “I have known Kaelan for years, we have often spent time together, or didn’t he tell you that?” Seraphina didn’t respond.
“Oh don’t tell me you’re jealous now?” She taunted. 
Seraphina shot out of her chair, grabbed Valda by the throat, and whispered in her ear so no one else could hear. 
“I’m not jealous, Valda, jealousy is for those who want something they can’t have. I’m territorial over what’s mine. And don’t forget that I follow through on my threats when I say–you better stay away from him and me or I will burn you alive.” 
Seraphina saw red as she reluctantly released her hold. Then began to back away until Valda’s skin went clammy and turned an obscene shade of blue. She dropped her ale and immediately started to grab for her throat as she tumbled to the ground. 
Everyone was on their feet in an instant and Seraphina’s brow furrowed before she kneeled by her side. Undecided if she would finish the job the mysterious onslaught on Valda’s body was surely taking. 
Suddenly surrounded by a puddle of water that was leaking out as it beaded all along her skin until it started gushing out of her throat, cutting off her airways. Valda’s bloodshot eyes went wide as she choked and struggled to take a breath. 
Seraphina’s mind raced, “The potions! Did you take one of those damned potions?!” Valda hardly moved her head up and down.. 
Flashes of another night, a night in flames, a barn, a little boy…ravaged her mind. 
No, I can’t let her die. Not like this.
“Everyone back!” Then she grabbed Valda’s head and tilted it back slightly as their lips lightly met. Then slowly she began to release the smallest lines of fire back down Valda’s throat, consuming all of her concentration in order to not burn her from the inside out.
Doing that in a slow rhythm, taking in a deep breath each time she brought her mouth back down over Valda's, she sent concentrated amounts of fire down into her body. Repeating until all the water that was bubbling and bursting out turned into steam. It cleared Valda’s lungs in less than a minute. 
From a short distance everyone in the tavern was watching the unfolding events unsure of what was happening. 
Then without warning, Valda turned and wretched all over the floor on the opposite side that Seraphina sat reining in her conflicting thoughts. Valda was breathing again, ragged, strained breaths, but she was breathing. The room erupted into cheering as Valda survived what would’ve been a fatal reaction. Clinking cheers ran rampant around the disturbing aftermath.
In the sea of ghostlike steam that lingered around them, Seraphina tried catching her breath when Makatza attempted to place a hand on her shoulder. Instantly she took it back when she realized how hot Seraphina’s body was. 
Wincing at her reaction, she said. “Sorry, I…you should step away.” 
Makatza gave her a weary but knowing look.
A group of male clansmen all gathered around Valda and opted to carry her back to the infirmary for follow-up care. Bjorn bought a round of drinks for the table once Valda was out of sight.
They later all patted Seraphina on her back for saving her but she was in a fog herself. She may have saved Valda’s life but in doing so potentially doomed her own. 
Goddess damn it all…
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Days turned into time she wasn’t sure she could survive having heard nothing else about Kaelan’s mission or if he was even still alive. It was beginning to drive her mad until she opted to use her days off to travel to his cabin in the woods. At least there she could be herself before having to start a new week pretending to care about becoming a Verengarde again.  
She’d gone to check up on Valda’s progress that morning but apparently was already released the night before.
Velda’s unknown whereabouts bothered her as she made her way out of the fortress unseen. 
Hours later with her weapons in tow, she made it to the cabin. This time she had also brought a pack full of books she was reading from Kaelan’s study and some parchments she had been using to track the sporadic potion related events. 
At least they were meant to seem random but she had a dark feeling they were not random at all. She had her suspicions on the source of the deadly liquids but wasn’t quite ready to share her findings until she could be sure. 
It was late into that evening after she’d hunted down her dinner that she settled into his couch. Holding a book about the mysteries of the arcane in front of the fire. Then she heard thundering footsteps approaching. 
Bolting up, she tossed the book onto the floor and grabbed the Axe before peaking out the small window facing the tree’s lining the front of the cabin. There was a sliver of moonlight shining from the night sky but then she saw movement bounding out from the short clearing. She could recognize that shimmering fur coat from anywhere. 
“Solthorn!“ She threw her Axe back down as she ran outside to greet that enigmatic wolf that was bounding his way to her. 
“Seraphina, tis good to see you.” His thoughts peppered her mind as she wrapped her arms around his large snout. 
Then she pulled back and realizing that no one followed him. “Where’s Kaelan?” Her heart leapt out of her chest as she thought the worst. 
“He had to go straight back to the fortress for debriefing and to help the survivors into the infirmary.” He dipped his head low as he stretched his back out.  
She immediately melted at his words. Kealan is alive, he is here, all is well. 
“Can you communicate with Kaelan from out here?” She asked moving to pet his back. 
He nodded yes. “Great, can you tell him to meet me here once he is done?” 
“I would be glad to, Seraphina.” He nudged his head into the crook of her arm and she followed him back to the cabin. 
“You must be so hungry. I have some leftover rabbit I can share with you!” Solthorn let out a satisfying howl and she laughed as she threw him a few pieces. 
After spending some time with Solthorn she finally went back inside to wait for Kaelan. 
It was creeping into a late hour when she felt her eyelids grow heavy while clutching her book to her side.
Then she saw it. Kaelan was walking up to her, snow falling all around them. His smile was infectious as she ran to him. A joyous sigh left her lips until suddenly a grey fog took hold of her vision.
Then a horrific snapping noise filled the air as if bone were cracking on bone and Kaelan’s cry out filled her senses. She went into a full sprint lunging for where his voice originated, as sweat beaded her brow and her heart thundered in her chest. 
“Kaelan!” She screamed for him searching and searching but never felt him, never saw him. 
Until a cold hiss rang out from behind her. “You cannot ssss-save him, Ssssss-eraphina. Your fate is tied to mine now. He is just a distraction. He has served his purpossssss-e.” It was the amphiptere’s voice from the trials. 
He’s back! 
Then suddenly a warm embrace jolted her awake and she was back in Kaelan’s warm cabin, her book flew to the floor and she came up panting, taking deep breaths. It was a dream, only a dream.
Stormy eyes enveloped her line of sight until his warm lips came crashing down on hers. Her arms instantly weaved around his neck, pulling him close. A deep sigh escaped her lips and he chuckled at her reaction. “So, you did miss me.” 
Smiling against his lips, she smacked his shoulder attempting to pull back. He simply gathered her into his arms and lifted her into the air until her body cradled in front of his. His hands went searching all across her body disarming her with every stroke as daggers fell to the ground all around them. 
Locked in a passionate embrace she allowed his hands to roam. So relieved that he was back and in one piece. “Kaelan, are you injured at all?” She murmured against his mouth but he simply shook his head and bit her lower lip. 
“All I want to think about right now is getting the rest of these clothes off of you and hauling you into my bed.” 
She chuckled and replied, “Just try to keep my sweater intact. It’s my favorite one.” 
“No promises, little huntress.” He settled her body onto the plethora of furs and ravaged her for hours. 
Finally emerging from the bedroom, a faint glimpse of sunlight reached over the peak of the mountains, when she wrapped her robe around her body. Then tiptoed into the kitchen for water. 
Kaelan’s massive body made all kinds of noise as he stretched and walked over to her spot in the open room then kissed her forehead in greeting. She bit her lower lip and stared at his disheveled look with only a pair of underwear covering him.
“Gods Seraphina you can’t bite your lip like that and expect me not to take you into that bedroom all over again. Or maybe I’ll just take you right here.” She shoved him back as he grabbed for her robe straps. 
“You are insatiable. I, however, am starving and could use a bath. Actually, you could too.” She turned up her nose and he just nibbled at her ear. 
“What can I say? When Solthorn told me where you were I hurried out of battle debrief as quickly as I could and came straight here. I didn’t exactly have time for pleasantries.” She shoved him off and pointed to the wash basin. “Well you are going to make time for it now. Hand that over and I’ll warm up the water.” 
He reluctantly acquiesced to her request. After they both washed up and ate bread along with other odd items he had stored in the cabin. Then changed for the day. 
“Well, general, you have less than twenty-four hours left with me before duty calls again. What shall we do?” 
“I can think of a few positions we could get into.” 
“You oaf! I swear it’s all you can think about now.” Heat filled her cheeks.
He gave her a sly smile before strapping his own Axe across his back and opened the front door. “I have some traps we can check on while we are out here and I’m sure Solthorn could use the time to hunt for himself.” 
She gladly accepted the suggested activity and followed him out. It was hours later in their day after checking the empty traps when they decided to take a break at the peak of a nearby cliff. 
“The views up here are spectacular.” She commented as she sat next to him on a rocky outcropping. 
“Hmm, I never grow tired of it. Of course I could say the same about you.” He lifted his hand to tuck an arrant strand back behind her ear. 
“Are you ever going to tell me the real reason why that small portion of your hair is black?” His eyes narrowed on the cluster that she no longer worried about hiding.  
“I’d rather not get into it. Not right now.” 
“Ok, well what about that nightmare I woke you up from last night? Want to tell me what that was about?” 
Damn. “Not really.”
He sighed, “Well what can you tell me? I’ve been gone for days. Surely something interesting happened while I was out?”
She took a deep breath before launching into the story about Valda nearly dying in the tavern and how she saved her using her powers. He sat there stunned a moment before she continued. 
“My biggest concern at this point isn’t that I nearly burned Makatza or that Valda is still walking in this realm, but that she may remember the incident and if she does then I’m certain she has a new suspicion about me having powers–ones that produce intense heat no less. I’ve not seen or heard from her since and the silence is killing me more than if she would just come right out and try to attack me. It’s not like Valda to back down from a fight. Especially when she has damning information.”
He cleared his throat, “Well, that’s certainly…problematic.” 
Toying with an errant thread on her tunic, she continued. “There was something else, right before she became ill, she said–It’s ridiculous really, but she was trying to start a fight with me, about you.”  She paused before continuing while playing with her new ring on her finger, not willing to look him in the eyes. 
He placed his warm calloused hand over hers to cease her fidgeting. “Go on.” 
“She said that she used to spend—time with you–before you brought me back here at least. And I may not have reacted well.”
There were a few agonizing silent seconds between them before he propped his finger under her chin and lifted it to look at him. Her amber eyes still flecked with crimson specks searched his face for any denials, but he simply gave her a pained expression and her heart sank.
“I did spend some time with Valda, nearly two years ago now, but it was a one time thing. We were never anything serious or consistent. I ended it right after and she didn’t exactly take it well.” She was shocked at his honesty more than the realization that Valda wasn’t entirely lying either. 
Nodding her head, she shrugged her shoulders. “I’m under no illusions that you’ve been alone all your days before being with me, that is not what bothered me. Thank you for explaining though.” 
Taking a deep breath before continuing, “I just don’t want to be surprised with information like that, like it's a weapon to be used against me. I may have saved Valda’s life that night but I was on the precipice of killing her a second before that.” She gave a slight laugh at the memory.
He lifted her body onto his lap before kissing her deeply and tenderly. “I certainly wouldn’t be opposed to sending Valda off to the ether…And just to clarify, I have no intentions of being with anyone else but you. In case that wasn’t already glaringly obvious.” 
She simply leaned back, “Oh is that so? Well glad we cleared that up because I think Ivar wanted to meet up again tonight. And so I was…” He started to lift her and act like he was going to throw her across the cliffside before she started laughing hysterically, “Ok, ok, ok I won’t go, I won’t go! Put me down you brute oaf.” 
He then tucked her in close and rolled until she was laying breathlessly against the ground and he was straddling her.
“You are mine now Sera. I’ll kill anyone who touches you and it won’t be a quick, painless death.” His shadows engulfed them in a dark cloud and he slowly willed those sentient figures to undo the braids. She felt a chill go down her spine as he massaged the strands loose. 
He would be her undoing, “This may sound insane but I went wet for you the moment you tore off that piece of bread where my finger soiled it back in the village. I found you unnerving even then, but masked it with my hatred towards you.”  
He began to nibble at her ear and she arched her back, “Hmm and do you hate me now, little huntress?” 
“Oh yes, ferociously. My hatred for you brings me to the brink of insanity.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and dug her nails in.
He growled low as she let his lips capture hers and it sent her senses into a frenzy. Suddenly the world was steaming around them and she realized her body temperature was rising rapidly and the snow beneath them had melted. She drew back quickly out of his arms. “Oh I’m so sorry, I…did I burn you at all? Trying to keep my heat in check lately has been difficult to say the least.” Scrambling to her feet, she started her breathing techniques.
He just gave her a sinister sounding laugh, “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried.” 
She cocked a brow at him, “Is that a challenge, general?” Still trying to catch her breath.
He moved into a fighting stance, “It’s a promise, little huntress.”
They sparred for nearly an hour before making their way back to the cabin before nightfall. 
Seraphina never once had the upper hand and she didn't mind being downed by her enigmatic general.
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The following night, after the group dinner, Seraphina found herself lounging in Kaelan’s study. They were sitting on his new sofa in companionable silence. She was finishing up her book and he seemed to be pouring over maps of Eirlys spread across the floor.  
When a banging on his door rang out. They exchanged a confused look before Seraphina found herself drawing the curtains to his study to hide behind as he went to answer the door. 
“What?” She heard the door yank open and then a cold voice answered. 
“Where is she? Is she with you?” There was scrambling in the room and before Kaelan could reply Seraphina tore the curtains away and charged ahead. 
“Get out, Valda! I may have saved your life but don’t think for one second that I won’t…” 
Valda stopped just before Seraphina and lifted her hand to cut her off. “I came here to warn you. He knows.” 
Kaelan stood next to them, hardly able to form a word. “Who? And knows what exactly?” 
Seraphina crossed her arms as the leather material rubbed against itself. “What in the name of our great Goddess are you talking about?” 
Valda turned and locked Kalean’s door behind them before turning back and ushering them into the study. As if to get as far away from the main door as possible. 
“That night, when you…you know…well apparently someone there that night went to the Chieftain and told him what they saw. I only know this because he visited me while I was recovering and asked me so many questions about you. What you did, any other observations I’d made about you. It wasn’t long before I realized he had zero interest in me or my recovery. And well he can be very…persuasive to get the truth out of us.” 
Seraphina’s heart began beating rapidly.
“I swear I didn’t give him anything more than what he already knew about you, but honestly I don’t really know much more than that. I have just as many questions as he does, but that’s not the point. Whatever it is you are hiding, be it your powers, or your relationship. I’m here to warn you that he is increasingly interested and learning more every day. He is watching your every move. And as much as I hate you and couldn’t care less about whether you live or die, I unfortunately owe you a life debt. This is me fulfilling it.” She took a deep breath as they analyzed everything she said.
“I see.” Seraphina couldn’t think straight, let alone breathe well. 
Kaelan stepped in, “What exactly did he say to you?” 
They spent the next hour dissecting everything the chieftain asked her and talked about. The study walls were quickly closing in and Seraphina needed a minute to collect her thoughts.
“Ok, so, what's the worst case scenario here? So he finds out I have powers. What’s the problem with that? I mean Kaelan’s shadows are no secret around here and others have certain abilities outside of lesser magics.” She stared at the dark eyes locked on her. 
Valda looks to Kealan, “Well are you going to tell her or shall I?” 
Anger reignited. “Tell. Me. What. Kaelan?” 
He cleared his throat. “The chieftain has had a fascination with the arcane and magic wielders for years now. Pretty much ever since my own manifested within these walls. There was no hiding it when I was so young and out of control. Ever since then he has created a separate sect within our clan for those with special abilities. The reason he ravages villages as often as he does is to seek out anyone who even potentially shows signs of that nature. We keep the peace between villages but we also target magic wielders when we recruit.” 
It all made sense to her. That’s why the potions were being distributed, to see if anyone he already has exhibits those qualities and can live through the after effects. Valda hung her head slightly. “He’s getting desperate. I’d heard rumors from my family that we had a distant connection to magic and hoped I’d be able to withstand the after effects of using the potions he circulates but clearly I did not.”  
Seraphina’s demeanor changed rapidly as so many puzzle pieces snapped into place in her head. “He doesn’t only suspect I’ll be a great weapon to wield for his armies does he?”
Their silence was piercing. “All those tales about the great old ‘Queen of Embers’ and the cult followers who kept her artifacts, waiting to summon her back…He thinks that’s me. He thinks I’ll be the ultimate weapon, that I’m her descendant.” 
“Shit.” Valda sunk back into the sofa.
Kaelan grabbed Seraphina’s hand into his, “I was only just starting to suspect that, but I thought I had more time to figure out a solution. I didn’t realize he already had his sights set on you so keenly.” 
“Right, well, there I’ve warned you. I don’t owe you anything anymore. I’ll see myself out.” Her blonde ponytail swayed with her steps. 
“Valda, please don’t…” Her voice broke.
“Don’t worry, I won't say anything to anyone. Who would I tell anyways? Your secret is about to be exposed all on its own.” With that she walked out. 
“Kaelan…I need to leave.” Tears began to swell behind her eyes and she cursed herself for being so emotional. 
He scooped her into his arms and carried her to the bed. “I will never let him touch you. Give me a few days, Sera. I’ll figure something out. He won’t act on what little bit of speculation he has. He will try to find a way to provoke you, manipulate you into revealing your powers publicly. We just have to be careful for a while, that's all. You’re not going anywhere. Not yet.” She tried to believe him. She wanted to believe him, but she could hardly breathe as her twisting thoughts consumed her mind. 
“I need to talk to you about Elowyn. I haven’t told you everything its revealed to me.” Seraphina took a long steadying breath before continuing. She explained everything Elowyn said about the markings on her arm and what they meant and the potential of her power since being marked with them by the Axe and what else could possibly manifest within her one day.
He blinked and furrowed his brow as he took in that information. “So Elowyn, the soulsoufrie, told you all of this? Willingly?” 
“Soulsoufrie? What’s that?” 
His voice was edged with gravity, “Seraphina, you must understand what a Soulsoufrie is. It's not a mere being; it's a force intertwined with the very essence of existence.”
Her eyes widened with curiosity. “Force? You mean like a guardian or a magical entity?”
He nods, his expression grave. “Yes, but more than that. The Soulsoufrie straddles the boundary between magic and life itself. It exists to maintain a balance that's crucial to our realm’s stability.”
Frowning in concern she said, “How does it relate to Elowyn's entrapment within the fortress?”
He sighs heavily. “Elowyn is tethered here, a captive of the Chieftain's folly. Long ago, in an effort to harness greater power, the Chieftain bargained with the Soulsoufrie. But something went awry. Elowyn became ensnared, bound by the Chieftain's will, forever tied to serve the Verengarde's interests. I don’t have many more details on the matter than that. Although I greatly suspect its only still here because it wants to be. Hidden away in these cavernous walls.”
“What? How? What could the Chieftain offer in return for such power?”
“It's the way of the Soulsoufrie. They engage in these transactions to maintain equilibrium, to safeguard the delicate balance of magic and life. The bargain wasn't upheld, and the price was the entity's confinement here. They are shrouded in mystery and no one fully understands the will of the Soulsoufrie even after they’ve made a decision.”
Her eyes narrowed. “So, the Chieftain used the Soulsoufrie's power? For the Verengarde's gain?”
“Yes, many years ago and in doing so, trapped an ageless being within our fortress. Its will now bends to the Verengarde's desires, supposedly.”
“We have to free it. Elowyn should not suffer for the Chieftain's greed.”
“It's not that simple. The entrapment is complex, tied by ancient rituals and deep magic. Breaking those chains would not be easy.”
“I will never understand this place.” She huffed.
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They came up with a plan the next morning before classes. She would only go to class and no longer attend the group dinners thoroughly avoiding ever having to see the chieftain. Then at night she would make an appearance near her room so people would still spot her but then sneak her way back to Kaelan’s where no one would suspect her being. Just in case he tried to go after her at night alone.  
The next few days were strained, but they did their best to pass the time in his study when he wasn’t running off to meetings or instructing and she wasn’t in classes. 
Makatza cornered her a few days later before Seraphina could run out of the room. “Sera, what is with you lately? It’s like ever since that night in the tavern, you've gone into hiding. I hardly get to talk to you in class or in between. I never see you at dinner anymore. Are you avoiding me?” 
Her friend’s short violet hair fell slightly over her eyes and Seraphina felt guilt gnaw at her. “Oh Makatza, no, I’m not avoiding you. I’ve just been busy lately studying and preparing for the next assessment in a few days, that's all. I’m sorry to make you feel that way. I promise there’s nothing wrong.” 
She seemed to consider her words, “Well just don’t be a stranger, deal?” 
“Deal.” She wished she could explain everything to her friend but there was enough at risk already with everything Valda knew. She hated lying to her.
“Makatza, I just want you to know. You’ve been a great friend to me. Whatever happens in this place, don’t let it consume you. You are better than anyone here.” She let her ominous words hang in the air as she turned to leave. 
Seraphina found herself taking a long walk around the fortress trying to clear her head before going back to her rooms. She knew it was a risk but she needed time alone to clear her head.
The fortress hall echoed with a hallowed quiet, shadows stretching across the stones like elusive specters. Seraphina moved with a sense of trepidation, her footsteps muted against the cold floor. The torchlight flickered, casting dancing shadows that seemed to whisper secrets.
News of the Chieftain's suspicions clung to her like an unshakable cloak. She had caught wind of the whispers, the unspoken glances that followed her every move. The suspicion, like a vulture, circled above, ready to swoop down and claim her.
Elowyn's silhouette materialized from the dimness, a ghostly figure. The air seemed to thicken, charged with an unspoken tension as Seraphina approached. The gravity of her discoveries pressed on her shoulders, and she needed answers.
"Elowyn," she called, her voice cutting through the silence. The figure turned, and the torchlight caught the glint of its eyes, the expression unreadable.
"Seraphina," Elowyn responded, its voice a gentle ripple in the stillness. The stones seemed to absorb their words, echoing them into the corridor's depths.
As they faced each other, a play of shadows seemed to dance between them, reflecting the unseen struggle within Seraphina's heart. 
"I know what the Chieftain suspects," Seraphina began, her words heavy with the weight of the revelation. "That I'm the descendant of the ‘Queen of Embers’. What does it mean? What should I do?”
Elowyn's eyes held a depth, as if it peered into the very soul of Seraphina. "The Queen of Embers was no ordinary ruler. She possessed powers, both ancient and potent. Those powers are said to linger in her bloodline. The Chieftain sees something of her in you written in our ancient texts, a spark of recognition, perhaps."
"But why now?" Seraphina's frustration bled into her words. "Why would this suspicion surface now, when we're dealing with the infestation of these cursed potions, when warriors are risking their lives, hoping to awaken dormant powers within their own bloodlines. Not to mention the increased attacks around the area."
Elowyn's gaze, like a well of wisdom, met hers. "The timing may not be a coincidence. The resurgence of these potions, the pursuit of power, it's all intertwined. There are many forces at play that seek to exploit the ancient lineage for their own gain. The chieftain is not the only entity who is willing to burn the realm to find and control you. Be weary."
Seraphina's mind whirred with questions, a tempest of uncertainty. "I need to understand. I need to know how to survive this, to protect myself and those I care about."
Elowyn's expression softened, a flicker of sympathy in their eyes. "Knowledge is your shield. Seek history of the Queen of Embers. Only through understanding what she did and went through can you navigate the storm that approaches yourself."
The torchlight cast elongated shadows as Seraphina pondered Elowyn's words. "And why can't I conjure that vision again? The one I had when I healed my back."
Elowyn's breath seemed to hang in the air, a delicate mist. "So many questions, young one. I’ll give you the last of my gifts for free. Any more and they will cost you, gravely–visions are elusive, tied to the currents of fate. They come when they will, not at our beck and call. The tub, the water, the scars—it was a convergence of elements that opened a window. But these things cannot be forced. Trust your intuition."
A sense of both frustration and acceptance settled within Seraphina. The corridor, a silent witness, seemed to cocoon them in its ancient stones.
Elowyn's voice, like a balm, soothed the unease. "Navigate the currents, Seraphina. Seek knowledge, trust the unfolding of time. The answers you seek are woven into the fabric of fate, waiting to be unraveled. I must caution you though, not everyone around you is who they say they are. Stay vigilant."
The torchlight wavered, and the shadows whispered of secrets and uncertainties. As they parted ways, Seraphina felt the weight of responsibility settle on her shoulders, the corridor holding the echoes of their conversation, a tale woven into the very stones of the fortress.
With a new sense of purpose, she walked on. Knowledge could never be taken from her. So that’s exactly what she would go after. The Library of Lore. 
It wasn’t long before Seraphina held books tucked under her arm she felt would reveal a new sense of understanding about her feeble circumstances.
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Down the dimly lit corridor of polished black stone strode Seraphina, surrounded by an almost living gloom. Lost in contemplation, she wove her way back to the passages leading to her room when the murmur of voices seized her attention.  
Halting in her steps, she strained to decipher the hushed tones, she knew instantly one of them belonged to Kaelan. Silently, she approached, ensuring each step was shrouded in the veil of stealth with her books tucked under her arm, until she reached the slight opening to the battle strategy room. Leaning in, she listened.
"She isn't ready," affirmed Kaelan's voice. The response from the Chieftain echoed spinelessly, "I do not care. Now is our best chance of attack in the south lands. The borders are in shambles, and the sacred land isn’t looking in that direction. We can be swift and deadly, with her and that Axe. If she is as enthralled with you as you say she is, then she will join us. She will fight for you, for the Verengarde. We can finally take our place in ruling this realm once and for all. Then burn it all down.”
A furrow formed on Seraphina's brow. "Listen, I've nearly broken down her defenses. All we need is a little more time. We may not be able to kill her and take the Axe as rightfully ours, but we can surely manipulate her with it. She already trusts me. We just have to ensure she knows that we are her lifeline. We are the reason she lives and dies. Her loyalty is fierce and once we have it there won’t be anything in our way. It won't take much longer, I can feel her wanting it, this life. I've let her feel free here, feel strong, feel supported. She has no idea who is actually pulling those strings. I just need a few more days. One more test, and then we can send her out. Fight for our cause, fight by our side. It's our best chance at controlling her and her power…"
The revelation struck her like a lightning bolt. Panic surged, and she was running, tears streaming down her face. She couldn't bear to hear more. Her room seemed an eternity away, but she pressed forward, careful not to trigger sideways glances. The ominous silence after her eavesdropping hung heavy as her hand covered her mouth, suppressing a scream. Her chest heaved with the weight of his traitorous words.
Behind the safety of her chamber door, she gathered her belongings in haste and threw the books into her pack. Clad in her sturdiest leathers, adorned with daggers and bow, the Axe's holder slung behind her back, she spared little thought for provisions. Pain tore into her heart as Kaelan’s words echoed in her mind. The utter betrayal nearly broke her until she allowed the rage to fill her senses.
How could he do this to me?! I have to get out of here! I have to find Liara. Then run. As far away as I can possibly go. Maybe my parents will agree to being sent away for a while…
A knock on her door jolted her from her racing thoughts. She couldn’t have killed him in that moment, in that room as he whispered betrayal. It would’ve sounded alarms and guards would’ve rained down on her. But here…she could buy herself just enough time to make him suffer. 
For dragging her into that dungeon, into his world. Every word out of his mouth had been a lie. Every passionate moment they had was tainted with his true intentions now revealed. 
She cursed herself for letting down her walls. She had never felt so violated, so laid bare, so exposed. It burned her rage on, her eyes glazed over. All she could see was crimson wrath. 
Yes, kill him. That will be my retribution. Then I can leave.
"Come in," she strained, positioning herself behind the door. 
As it opened softly, he spoke, "Sera?" Without hesitation, she lunged, wrapping herself around him, a vengeful grip ready to unleash the wrath she felt. Her fire ignited burning his clothes. Her hand went for her dagger readying to stab him in the throat.
Then her breath was stolen from her lungs and the room was plunged into inky shadows. Distorting her vision. Her fire died out, but her resolve did not. 
The door slammed shut behind them, their bodies colliding with the wall, sending candles, papers, and memories into disarray. The struggle commenced, his voice pleading as caught the dagger before it could strike, "Sera…stop…what…" He countered her attacks, the room transformed into a chaos of overturned furniture.
"I heard you, you filth! Manipulate me, huh? Try and control me when I remove your head from your body, you bastard! I will kill you!" She struggled to breath out, lunging for her dagger again. Every fiber of her being burned with rage, instincts of battle training surfacing.
“Sera, no!” He dodged her maneuver and grabbed both her hands and threw her against the wall. Letting her feel the full weight of him. His body held hers hard against the stone as she clawed and kicked to free herself. Trying to let her skin burn, but to no avail.
His voice boomed. “Just stop! What you heard was a lie I was spinning. I would never hurt you! Please I…I would die for you!” She paused for just a moment as his gaze held hers. Shit. That was all the distraction he needed to quickly shove her arms down behind her and hold them in his right hand as his left swiftly swiped her dagger and then held it to her neck. The hard metal pushing against her skin. 
She gasped as fire burned within her and began to boil its way to the surface. That’s when he kissed her, hard and earnest. 
No! This is a desperate attempt to disarm me. 
She couldn’t let him fill her senses. 
So she bit his lips as they crashed into hers. He winced and pulled back blood dripping down his chin. He wiped it away on his shoulder, never loosening his hold on her or the dagger.
"Listen to me…I…I haven’t told you everything about me.” He sighed, "My name isn't Kaelan, at least it wasn't given to me at birth. My real name was…Conlead."
The revelation, like a dagger, pierced her heart. Her eyes went wide as every flame burning her skin went cold and she took a deep breath. "I was not born into the Verengarde clan like some may think. I was raised until I reached only thirteen in a village…our village."
As the weight of his words unfolded, she felt her world crumble. "No, Stop it! Stop lying to me!" 
Her heart shattered. Stunned, she went eerily still. Her blood went cold and her body rigid as he continued. “That day you bumped into me at the town square was not the first time we met. You knew me before I ever became a clansman.” The weight and impossibility of his words came crashing down on her threatening to swallow her whole. His village accent so clear in his words. So familiar…
“No, no, no…” She shuddered. This can’t be. 
“Conlead died, my Conlead…I killed him. That boy died because of me. How dare you try and…I never told you about him…” His grip strengthened and the blade never moved. 
“Sera, I didn’t die that night. After you kissed me in that little barn...” 
“Stop it.” Her voice barely registered as he continued with his story. Streaks of salty water streaming down her face at his words. 
I never told him about any of this…How could he know? 
Her body went rigid, only her heaving chest moved with her racing pulse.
“I saw it even then. That fire burning behind those fierce eyes as you turned away from me. I don’t know if it was instinct or fear but I immediately started running for the back window. I hoisted myself up just before that first spark ignited as you darted for the barn door. I was hauling myself down the side as it became engulfed in flames. I have a small burn mark to prove it. You’ve seen it on my wrist here.” Her heart pounded as her thoughts raced. How many times had she traced that burn mark when they were laying in bed, not realizing…
He pulled the dagger away slowly as if to prove he could kill her in that instant but didn’t. His hold on her arms unrelentingly though as he retold that fateful moment in that barn from so long ago. The barn that altered her life and stole her innocence. He looked away as his eyes darkened with the memory.
“I didn’t die that night because I escaped. Once my feet hit the ground I just ran. I didn’t stop until my lungs burned and legs collapsed beneath me. That’s when I saw them. The clansmen. Three of them, always paired up in three’s. They kidnapped me, stole me away under cover of darkness deep in that forest. It wasn’t until years later that I discovered the real reason they were there that night. They had planned on attacking and slaughtering every villager in their sleep.” He cleared his throat as he turned his attention back to her.
“You setting that barn ablaze ruined their element of surprise. Every villager was awake and swarming the place before they ever had an opportunity to strike. While all these years you thought you had ended my life, it was quite the opposite. You very well may have saved the lives of everyone instead. Kidnapping me had made me the Verengarde’s prize despite what their original plan had been. So their thirst to attack lay dormant especially when they found out about my own powers. The weapon they’d won. The chieftain heavily rewarded them.” His expression deepened with the strain of his words and his eyes turned misty. “You see, I could never hurt you. You’re my oldest friend, Sera.” He confessed and then paused giving her a chance to speak but she was stone cold, every muscle screaming but not moving.
So he continued. “I tried to run away so many times as a youth. It wasn’t until I was older and completed graduation trials as I began to move up in the ranks that I finally accepted my fate here. As I gained respect, took the blood oaths and pledged myself to them, I claimed protection over that village. While I knew my parents had long since gone, you remained. I would never let anyone touch it or get near it. I couldn’t let them ever hurt you. Never. That’s the truth of it. I should’ve told you sooner…” 
Her rage quieted long enough for pain and loss to surface. Her gaze pierced him, willing it to burn through him and the growing truth of his word. She shook him loose and took deep steadying breaths as she moved swiftly to place the bed between them. “All these years…” Her mind scrambled from all the information presented and her voice broke. 
She started again, “All these years you let me believe I killed you…you let me think you were gone to the ether and that I was a murderer…” She choked back sobs. “How could you…that day in the square…you.” She floundered, the right words not coming to her.
He took a step closer while running his fingers through his hair and dodging her glare. “I know. I didn’t know how to react. I knew. I knew from the moment I set foot in that clearing. Where the remnants of that fight had taken place on that scorched earth. Evidence of your victory on display all around me. The cluster of stones forming around that bulge in the ground. Where ashes of that old male were buried. I could almost taste your scent as it wrecked me. I knew exactly who that scent belonged to and I lost all track of time and purpose. I had to find you. I tracked you further down to that tavern. I knew I had to catch you. I had to see you. When I arrived and realized you had just slipped away. I couldn’t contain my frustration.” He finally dared to look back up at her as she remembered the shattering window from the room in the attic as she scaled down.
“It wasn’t long before I found you again. On the outskirts of that frozen river. I saw you. For the first time since we were children I laid eyes on you. You were so magnificent. More beautiful than I could have even imagined. The way your hair fell across your face. The way you carried yourself. I was stunned. I was so taken aback. I couldn’t bring myself to reveal my hiding spot and speak to you. I knew there was nothing I could say that would have explained myself. My disappearance. So I simply followed and waited and considered turning back a thousand times. Leaving you once again, but I couldn’t do it. I spent hours arguing with myself. I finally made my way to the square putting on that Verengarde mask I’d been so used to doing as its general. Demanding. Volatile. I let them think I was looking for a male but I knew. It was always you. Even as you perched yourself high up on that shackled roof and spied down on us.” A faint smile pursed his lips as he chuckled between his tears streaming down his face.
“I wanted you to know I was there, looking for you. Hoping you’d come to me. Wondering if you’d realize it was me. I just didn’t think it would be so soon when you bumped into me in the square the next day. I knew there was a faint chance you could recognize me, but too much time had passed and you’d clearly thought I was dead all this time. I’m sure I was wiped from your memory long ago. And Gods when you looked into my eyes and spat those hateful words back to me a light inside of me, buried for so long, came back. It was all I could do not to take you into my arms right then and there. To return that kiss you had bestowed upon me so long ago. It took every ounce of my will and pride not to grab you that night at the ceremonies. When our hands touched. That spiteful glare, just like the one you're giving me now burned into my soul.”
He ran his fingers anxiously through his hair.  “Oh, Seraphina…my heart has yearned for you for so long…I…when I finally had a chance to tell you I couldn’t. I decided to keep up the charade and bring you back here. It was the only way I could protect you, see you. I didn’t have it in me to leave you again…but such was also my demise. I can never have you…not in the way I want. I am…bound to this clan.”
“You are so selfish.” The words rushed out of her before she could react as her lips trembled. “You, you took me from them, from her, from all I’d ever known. You used me, lied to me, manipulated me. You could still be doing that right now!” She began to pace.
“I don’t know how you know all of those details about my Conlead but there is no way it’s you. He would’ve never hurt me like this. He would’ve never left me. He would’ve fought his way back. He certainly wouldn’t have trapped me here in this dungeon and put me through ALL of this all these years later.” Her arms flailing, she couldn’t take it anymore. She had to go, she had to leave. She needed to be anywhere but in that room with him. 
Hyperventilating she focused on her breathing techniques. I will not blackout. Not now, not ever again! I’m done! 
Her appetite for his death was long since gone, only regret and pain taking its hollow place. The wind completely knocked out of her. All of the walls began closing in tight and she had to get out.
“Don’t you dare follow me.” She declared, grabbing her full pack and rushing out, leaving behind a room fraught with the sting of betrayal.
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Hours unfolded into days, and the passage of time felt like a relentless fire, consuming Seraphina's spirit. The depth of pain and disappointment, burned within her, a flame that refused to be extinguished. The blazing embers behind her eyes fueled her rage, a tempest of emotion swirling within her. She had stolen a horse on her way out of the fortress and never looked back. 
The weight of lies and confusion, the precious time squandered on someone so undeserving of her love, reached a breaking point. She stood at the precipice of shattered trust, officially broken as Elowyn’s words rattled within her mind. 
Her body rebelled against the agony in various ways—food became an afterthought, and water failed to quench her thirst. Instead, she yearned for intangible comforts: a lingering touch, soft lips on hers, a life she once envisioned that now seemed forever out of reach.
The confession lingered like a bitter aftertaste. How could he? The words cut through her soul like a razor, intensifying the burn of rage. The desire to feel anything other than pain evaporated; love felt like a distant memory. Future plans crumbled, dreams shattered, and the cherished moments they once shared lay in ruins.
In the aftermath of the emotional upheaval, Seraphina made a decision. She had all the information she needed to dismantle the Verengarde clan, but she wouldn't execute her plan while living among them, not now. She needed to find that cave–she needed to find the way to the sacred land with the annual one month celebration looming in a few months time. She needed to keep moving. The chilling landscape grew before her as she trudged on determined to find her way back to the one person she truly trusted, Liara.
Kaelan's confession obliterated any lingering doubt about their shared future, and the shattered relationship left no room for contemplation. She needed allies, and her thoughts turned to the cave from her vision—the refuge of the mysterious "sisters'' awaiting her. The notion of facing the Verengarde alone felt insurmountable, and the question of whether Kaelan would ever aid her dissolved with the remnants of his lies.
Seraphina's return to the border of her village wasn't a sweet homecoming to her family, as one might expect. Instead, she felt an almost irresistible pull toward a place heavy laden with memories, a place both old and familiar in a way that tugged at her heart. 
Her dark horse whinnied as she diverted their direction from the center of town to the outskirts of it. It was the remnants of the barn, the very barn she had inadvertently reduced to cinders many years ago.
Her journey there was a quiet and solemn one, free from the need to traverse the bustling town, as the charred relic lay at the eastern edge, accessible from a side path. Approaching it, her face appeared nearly as ashen as the ruins before her. Dismounting from her horse, she stepped closer, dressed still in the weathered battle leathers that had become her second skin.
As her trembling hand brushed against the scorched remnants where the source of her darkest nightmares had once thrived, Seraphina's grip tightened, and her composure slipped away. 
It was as if the dam that held back her pain and sorrow had finally crumbled. 
Sobs wracked her body, her tears flowing like a river. 
The weight of it all felt unbearable, and she found herself in a state of intense vulnerability she had not experienced in a very long time.
She wasn’t sure how long she had been kneeling there until a touch, warm and delicate, landed upon her shoulder. Seraphina reacted instinctively, her battle-honed reflexes taking over, and in one swift motion, she swept the unknown presence to the ground, their scream of shock filling the air. And there, in that moment, she found herself face-to-face with the one person she cared the most about in all the realm.
"Liara! Oh, I'm so sorry. Here, let me help you up," Seraphina stammered, scrambling to her feet as she extended a hand to assist her friend while wiping away her tears with the other.
Liara, her expression one of utter astonishment, accepted the offered hand brushing off the snow that had gathered around her and pulled her cloak closer to her. However, instead of embracing the unexpected reunion, she took a cautious step back, uncertainty etched across her features.
Seraphina stood before Liara, her appearance a reflection of her tumultuous journey. Her once-elaborate braids and twists had loosened during the ride, leaving strands of ruby hair cascading in disarray around her shoulders while her new black strands that framed her face twirled in the breeze around her. Her battle leathers, once pristine, were now etched with the dust and grime of the road, and the expression on her face was a testament to the emotional turmoil she had endured. And the aftereffects of training as a Verengarde.
Liara, on the other hand, wore a simple blue work dress adorned with a practical apron covered by her warm cloak. The forest beyond the window Liara had been cleaning while watching Seraphina pass by just moments before had seemed almost surreal. 
The image of Seraphina's silhouette along the forest edge had appeared like a mirage at first, a vision Liara had yearned for and yet dared not believe. It was as if the very fabric of the world had rippled to bring Seraphina back to her.
For a moment, Liara hesitated, her gaze locked with Seraphina's. 
Was this real, or was it a trick of the heart, conjuring phantoms from the past? 
She approached cautiously, her hand trembling as she reached out, her fingers grazing Seraphina's scar on her cheek. The sensation of warm, living flesh beneath her touch sent shivers down her spine, and she knew then that this was no illusion.
Without warning, Liara lunged forward, her arms wrapping tightly around Seraphina in a long-awaited embrace. Tears streamed down both their faces, mingling with their smiles, as they held onto each other as if afraid that the moment, too, would vanish into the ether.
"Seraphina," Liara whispered, her voice quivering with emotion. "Is it really you? I've...I've missed ya so much."
Seraphina, her heart overflowing with joy and relief, buried her face in Liara's shoulder, her words muffled by the fabric of her clothes. "I missed you too, Liara. More than words can say. I...I didn't know if I’d ever see you again."
Liara pulled back slightly, her hands cupping Seraphina's face as she looked into her eyes, as if searching for answers, for confirmation that this was real. "Ya are here now. That's all that matters."

They rested their foreheads against each other, their breaths ragged and mingling in the frosty air. Seraphina traced her fingers along Liara's cheek, her touch as gentle as a whisper. They stood in silence for a while taking in this bittersweet moment.
Liara's eyes shimmered with unshed tears, and she smiled, a radiant expression that seemed to light up the entire world. "I’ve been praying to the Gods that I would see ya again! I can’t believe ya are here. Wait, what happened with that terrible Verengarde General? How did ya get away? Are ya hurt?"
Liara took a step back and looked Seraphina over, up and down, as if seeing her for the first time. “I can only answer so many questions at one time, Liara.” She teased and gave Liara a slight shove as they both laughed. 
“I’m here, I survived but I am afraid that my journey isn’t complete. I’m not staying, Liara. I’m just here for a little while. Long enough to gather some supplies and of course I had to see you. I couldn’t not see you, my friend.” Liara’s smile faded a little bit at her words, but she was soon linking elbows with her long lost companion. Then walked her to their favorite clearing so they could catch up. 
“Sera, you seem…different. What did they do to ya inside that mountain? I’ve been so worried about ya when I never received a letter or even a smoke signal!” Seraphina laughed as her friend playfully poked her side. 
But then she was reminded about that fateful night when she had accidentally burnt Liara’s arm. “I’m so sorry Liara, for everything. I never wanted to hurt you in any way and I certainly never meant to…” She choked on her next words and suddenly her sorrow was filling her veins again. Liara clutched Seraphina’s shoulders and turned her to face her. 
“Ya have nothing to be sorry for. Ya are a brave, brilliant soul and I am made better for knowin’ ya. That night was terrible and from what I can see ya have certainly suffered for it. What happened? Why do ya seem so…so broken?” They found a fallen log to sit on and Seraphina started into her very long story beginning with her trek to the Verengarde clansmen’s hideout, to training, to Ivar, to spying on them, what she learned about the chieftain, the sacred land and then of course Kaelan. Seraphina had never told anyone, even Liara about her childhood trauma when she thought she killed Conlead. So that was an additional narrative Liara couldn’t have predicted. 
“He betrayed me Liara, he made me fall in love with him while keeping the one secret that could have freed me of my shame and guilt all these years. He lied to me, manipulated me, and then…” She took a staggering deep breath and then faltered.
Liara simply sat there in stunned silence trying to take in all of the information. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before shuffling to angle her body towards her friend as she grasped both her hands in hers. “Seraphina, ya are the strongest, most beautiful being I know and ya will overcome this. And what happened to Conlead, I mean Kaelan—ah, him—was not your fault! You were so young and had no idea what you were doin’. Ya should be grateful he lived! I believe in ya and yes ya deserved the truth, but…and I hesitate to say…but have ya ever considered this horrible situation from his point of view?”  
Seraphina’s rage flickered in her eyes as she stared at her. “What do you mean from ‘his point of view’? Have you not heard a word I’ve said? He let me believe he was DEAD all of these years. And then was conspiring against me with the chieftain! They want to use me to gain power over the realm. To wage a war against any who stand against them. Why would I care about anything else?” 
Liara looked at the ground for a moment but still held their hands together. “I’ve just, I’ve never heard or seen ya react like this about anyone. What if it was fate that brought ya two together? After all this time? A second chance.” 
The forest around them seemed to hold its breath, as if the trees and leaves were listening to Seraphina's words. Still sitting on that fallen log, her eyes fixed on Liara, her voice trembled with the weight of her emotions.
"Fate…” She laughed crookedly. “Liara, you have to understand," Seraphina began, her voice barely above a whisper. 
"I loved him. I…love Kaelan with all my heart. It wasn't just a fleeting infatuation; it was a love that consumed me, that made me feel alive in ways I'd never known. When I looked into his eyes, I saw a future that was filled with hope and adventures beyond my wildest dreams. I trusted him implicitly. Which was made all the worse when I found out who he truly was to me. Then hearing him talk in whispers about using me–I’ve never felt so ashamed. So laid bare. I should’ve seen the signs too. I feel a complete fool for not realizing it sooner. As evil as he portrayed himself to be, it was all a falsehood when we first met. He would never have hurt me, not really. The more I dwell on it the more I realize that it was words he spewed at me. Never once did he lay a hand on me with malice in his veins. He was always in one form or fashion, protecting me while playing this absurd game. Until he wasn’t anymore. Then he was talking about gaining my trust only so they could use me. I heard every word."
Liara nodded, her expression filled with empathy, though her heart ached for her friend. 
"But that love...it was shattered," Seraphina continued, her gaze distant, lost in the painful memories. "When I found out what he had done, the lies he had fed me all this time…it was like a blade through my heart. The love I felt for him, the trust I had in him, it all turned to ash in an instant. I've survived so many fires this past year that I can't tell if I'm alive anymore or just in a constant state of burning.” She went silent for a moment still trying to process the grief. 
Liara gave her that space and simply stayed by her side as the wind began to pick up.
Then in a faint whisper, “I miss some of the most obscure things about us too. I miss feeling his eyes on me whenever I walked away or how he could give me one look and my heart was pounding out of my chest. Or the way he smiled at me, a smile he never shared with anyone else. Or hearing his absurd nicknames for me. How pathetic, right?”
Liara reached out and placed a comforting hand on Seraphina's shoulder, offering her silent support. She knew that some wounds could never fully heal, that the scars they left behind would always be a part of Seraphina's story.
"He was once my worst enemy, then became my greatest love and now…my utmost betrayal. All in such a short amount of time," Seraphina whispered, tears welling up in her eyes. " It's a contradiction, Liara, a paradox that tears at the very fiber of my being. At this point it’s not even the fear of losing him that scares me the most. It’s that I’ve given so many pieces of my soul over to him that I fear losing myself completely. Now that he is gone.”
Liara squeezed Seraphina's shoulder gently, her eyes filled with understanding. "I'm so sorry," Liara murmured, her voice soft and soothing. "I can't even begin to imagine the pain ya have endured. Ya are here now though and that’s what matters. Everyone will be so pleased to see ya. Especially your ma and da. They’ve been beside themselves not knowin’ where ya had gone.” 
Seraphina managed a faint, grateful smile, her hand covering Liara's for a moment. "Thank you for being here, Liara. Your friendship means the world to me, especially now, but I can’t see anyone else. It’s better if they think I’ve disappeared or died."
She finally lifted her head and looked into her eyes as she said, “You know, there are some beings that sparkle like sunshine and glow like starlight. That no matter what, when you tell them your stories, you always feel seen and heard. They make you feel safe and loved without a single word. They are the color of beautiful that you would still see if you were blind…” She paused for a moment. “Liara you are one of those rare beings and I couldn’t be more thankful to have you in my life. You are my true sister fated in the stars.”
Liara nodded, her gaze unwavering. "I'll always be here for you, no matter where your path takes you or what you decide."
A somber silence settled between them, the forest echoing their shared sense of loss and longing. Seraphina took a deep breath, her determination resurfacing.
"I can't stay here.” Seraphina finally said, her voice steady. "As much as I care for this place, and you, I have to keep going. I have to find that place from my visions and figure out what connection, if any, I have with this ‘Queen of Embers’. Kaelan will never touch this village, not after everything I've learned. It will be safe, and our people will thrive. But for me...I have to forge my own destiny, find my own calling and take back control of what’s left of my miserable soul."
Liara's eyes glistened with unshed tears, but she nodded in understanding. She had always known that Seraphina was destined for something greater, that her spirit could not be confined by the boundaries of their little village.
"Promise me ya come back," Liara said, her voice quivering. "Promise me ya return and visit me.”
Seraphina lit a small fire with her finger and bored a pice of wood into ash. Then dipped her finger in it and traced a symbol on her forehead and Liara’s. Then placed a hand over her heart, a solemn oath in her eyes. Just as they had done as children. “This oath of embers I make with you, Liara. No matter where my journey takes me, no matter the trials I face, we will always find our way back to each other. This village is my home, and you are my family. I will protect you and Eirlys from any harm.”  
Reaching into her leathers she pulled a crumpled note out. “Please give this to my parents. It simply explains that I am alive and well. That I am grateful for them. I want to put their minds at ease. I don’t them to wonder about me.”
They sat there in the fading light of the forest, the bond between them stronger than ever. Seraphina knew that her path ahead would be filled with challenges and uncertainties, but she also knew that with Liara’s existence, she would never truly be alone in the realm.
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As Seraphina bid farewell to Liara and left the short note to her family for Liara to deliver, she cherished every moment. Setting out on her fierce ebony horse, its glossy coat glistened under the radiant sunset, she rode through vast fields and winding paths, each step bringing her closer to the fabled sacred land of Eirlys. The landscape shifted from soft snow to rugged icy terrain.  
The first few days were spent traversing through barren forests with little wildlife. Rays of sunlight filtered through the sparse canopy, casting scattered patterns on the forest floor, leading her path in a dance of light and shadow, a symbol of the events leading up to that point in her life.
As she ventured deeper into the realm, the terrain grew more rugged, and the forests gave way to rocky outcrops and sprawling valleys. Seraphina found herself navigating narrow paths that wound through steep cliffs, each turn revealing breathtaking vistas of towering mountains and cascading frosty waterfalls that sparkled like liquid diamonds in the sunlight.
Arriving at the first tavern on her journey, the interior was dimly lit, the air thick with the scent of ale and a hint of something more sinister. Patrons with weathered faces and hardened expressions occupied dimly lit corners, their conversations whispered and furtive. The bartender, a burly man with an eye patch, regarded her with a mix of curiosity and suspicion, a far cry from the comforts of another tavern she had visited just over a year prior.
Seraphina's days soon became a cycle of hunting in the wilds to supplement her provisions and working odd jobs at shady taverns. She cleaned tables, tended to horses, and sometimes even acted as a server, all to earn a few coins for her travels. The patrons she encountered varied; some were travelers with tales of distant lands, while others seemed to conceal secrets as heavy as the burdens they carried.
As weeks turned into months, Seraphina found herself traversing diverse landscapes, from rugged mountains to rolling plains, each terrain offering its unique challenges and beauty. All shrouded in perpetual winter. The taverns she frequented were often shrouded in an air of mystery, attracting a motley crew of travelers, rogues, and storytellers. Not many knew of the sacred land she sought out but as she drew closer to her destination more whispers formed. 
Yet amidst the diverse array of individuals, Seraphina kept her focus, always vigilant and wary, her eyes peeled for any signs or whispers that might lead her closer to the sacred land of Eirlys.
As the evening sun dipped below the horizon, casting an orange glow across the chilled landscape, Seraphina found herself in a dimly lit tavern, a patron only for one night, the air thick with a mixture of smoke and the scent of spiced ale. She sat at a worn wooden table, listening intently to the tales spun by an older patron sitting across from her. His face weathered by years of travel and strife.
The man, with a tattered cloak and a string of oddities as necklaces, spoke in hushed tones of the sacred land in Eirlys, and its elusive reveal. "It only shows itself during the time of celebration, child, for one month" he said, his voice carrying the weight of old wisdom. "The white castle houses those who hold dominion over it. But they are never seen, only felt through the oppressive rule of their guards."
He leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper, "The guards, they are the shadows that enforce the will of the unseen rulers. Keep an eye out for them if you seek to journey within. They bear marks etched into their armor, names like Thorne and Orellius, each more ruthless than the last. Wearing only white garbs. But if you want me to tell you more…"
The mage from my battle with Kaelan. He was part of the Sacred Land. They were…looking for—me? 
As the conversation progressed, the mood shifted. The man's friendly demeanor soured as he began demanding something in return for his valuable information, something Seraphina wasn't willing to give. The tension mounted, escalating into a heated argument fueled by frustration, exhaustion and a clash of wills. She watched as he made to grab her arm and she moved instantly.
Frustrated by Seraphina's refusal, the man's tone turned aggressive. Insults were hurled, tempers flared, and before long, the situation escalated beyond repair. In a swift move, the man lunged across the table, aiming to grab Seraphina, his intentions turning hostile.
Reacting upon instinct honed by her combat training from the treacherous Kaelan, Seraphina swiftly dodged his grasp. With trained precision, she countered his aggression, using her skills to disarm him and swiftly neutralize the mild threat he posed and kicked him back into his chair that then toppled over with the force. 
As the commotion drew the attention of the tavern's other patrons and the keeper, the situation was quickly diffused, but not without repercussions. The tavern keeper, displeased with the disturbance caused, firmly but courteously asked Seraphina to leave for the night, leaving her no choice but to seek shelter elsewhere.
With the night growing dark, Seraphina ventured several miles away from the tavern before deciding to make camp in a small cave. Setting up a makeshift campsite beneath a canopy of stars that peaked from the entrance, she rested fitfully, her composure the last few months waning as her thoughts were consumed with the one shadow wielding being who had captured her heart and scorched her soul. 
Jolting awake in the middle of the night, she had sweat beading down her back from another nightmare. Conlead burning in that barn by her hand, nightmares she had thought gone until recently reignited. The story never changed, her voice hollowed out as she tried to scream for him, for anyone to save him then Kaelan’s adult form coming out of the flames with the boy’s dead body in his hands, grinning.
Settling down again, she stoked her makeshift fire. She wasn’t cold but the flames brought her comfort in the endlessly lonely journey. Her hand subconsciously found its way to the ring tied around her neck, the one Kaelan had given to her. 
No longer able to keep it on her finger, but unable to ride herself o f it. She opted to keep it around her neck. So it remained tied around her falling between her breasts and tucked under her clothes. Except for the rare moments she flippantly toyed with it. Sleep eventually claimed her again but not for long.
As the dawn broke, painting the sky with hues of rose and gold, Seraphina woke from her restless slumber. Emerging from her hillside cave, she brushed off the fatigue of the night before, and to her utter astonishment, she finally laid eyes upon the distant entrance to what looked like a sprawling wall and mighty iron gate with rolling hills and a river across it. 
A rush of emotions enveloped her as she stood at the threshold blinking her exhaustion away and trying to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. A mix of anticipation, determination, and apprehension filled her heart as she prepared to embark on the final leg of her journey. The mysterious cave she had been searching for was so near to her now she could hardly take the time to melt snow long enough to wash up and heat up some measly leftovers for her breakfast. 
She took some time to clean up the dirt from her skin, nails, and hair and braided everything into place. 
In the hazy morning light, Seraphina approached the entrance to the sacred land, her heart pounding with a mix of excitement and trepidation atop her dark steed. 
The guards standing sentinel regarded her with a mix of skepticism and curiosity, their gazes piercing as if trying to discern her intentions. The guards stationed at the entrance of Eirly’s sacred land stood tall and resolute, a daunting sight in their pristine white robes adorned with intricate jewel embellishments that shimmered under the sunlight. 
Each guard donned a polished helmet crafted with meticulous precision, resembling a crown atop their heads. Something about them seemed familiar but she couldn’t quite place them in the heat of the day. Their attire flowed elegantly, the white fabric billowing lightly in the breeze, creating an ethereal aura around them.
Long, flowing hair cascaded down their backs in waves, an icy hue that mirrored the frigid beauty of the realm itself. Their locks appeared as though spun from the purest snow, glistening with an otherworldly sheen under the sun's rays. 
Despite their austere appearance, a sense of regal grace emanated from their demeanor, accentuated by piercing eyes that gleamed like frozen sapphires—icy and sharp, yet mesmerizing in their brilliance.
Their presence exuded an air of authority and command, a silent proclamation of the unwavering power they held as guardians of the sacred city. The guards' stoic expressions betrayed nothing, their features etched with an air of mystery that hinted at untold secrets.
The large, imposing iron gates remained open as many other travelers sought passage inside the city walls with a foreboding sense of mysteries lurking beyond.
As she ventured further into the bustling marketplace, the sheer vibrancy of the area captivated her senses. The city was a marvel of pristine beauty, its streets lined with colorful stalls, exotic goods, and a medley of scents that hung thick in the air—fragrant spices, freshly baked bread, and the heady aroma of blooming flowers. The sun cast a warm, golden hue across the polished cobblestone streets, reflecting off the glistening white marble-like structures that loomed overhead.
The people moved about in a choreographed dance, their laughter and chatter filling the air, creating a symphony of bustling activity. Merchants touted their wares, traders bartered passionately, and performers entertained the crowds with mesmerizing displays. 
But amidst the vibrant display of life, danger lurked in the shadows. Unbeknownst to her, leering figures moved silently through the crowd, their intent veiled beneath cloaks of secrecy. 
Feeling a subtle shift in the atmosphere and eerie sense of foreboding that sent shivers down her spine, she whipped her head around when a loud horn sounded across the way.
Then, without warning, chaos erupted. An arrow, swift and deadly, cut through the air and pierced her, laced with a substance that instantly began dampening her powers; she could feel a wall of something strange coming between her and her access to them. It struck her shoulder, delivering a numbing sensation that spread through her veins like a creeping frost as she ripped it right out and squinted with the pain before jumping off her horse. 
Reacting on instinct, Seraphina drew upon her Verengarde training the one element she was grateful for during her time in the Fortress, her movements swift and precise as she sought to fend off the sudden ambush of white clad guards coming at her from all sides.  Until her power and energy began fading.
She fought valiantly against the assailants with her daggers, not having enough time to draw her Axe from her back buried beneath her cloak. Brief moments later their numbers overwhelmed her. Her fire died out before she could claim her victory. 
Despite her resistance, their coordinated efforts eventually subdued her, rendering her defenseless against the relentless assault as her grip on her powers faded. Blood splattered the ground with the few guards she managed to take down and screams filled the piercing frigid air. 
Bound and weakened, Seraphina was dragged away from the vibrant marketplace into the depths of the castle quickly. The once bustling cityscape faded away, replaced by cold, dimly lit corridors that echoed with the haunting whispers of the castle's stone white secrets. Her captors led her down winding staircases, deeper and deeper, until she found herself locked away in a cold, dark cell buried far beneath the castle's grounds. Her sides ached from the blows she’d endured and bruises formed on her cheek. 
They took her cloak, weapons, and pack and hung them just across the cell on the stone wall as if to signal they would be back for her shortly and didn’t want the trouble of carrying everything around. The Axe alone was a heavy weight for anyone it didn’t choose to wield it. Three guards had to drag it to the other side of the entrance and gave up attempting to lock it into their own stores. 
The cell was devoid of light, an oppressive darkness that seemed to cling to every corner, suffocating and isolating. Iron bars, rusted with age, encased her in a cage of cold solitude. 
Alone in the silence, she could feel the weight of her predicament settling upon her, a sense of helplessness mingling with determination within her heart. She hadn’t even had one moment to search for the cave entrance she knew to be hidden within the walls of the sacred land. That was certainly not how she’d planned her next steps for the journey. 
Between the rod iron bars and stone walls separating the cells she couldn’t find any other life down there as if these cells were made only for specific beings who committed infractions to their rules.
The guards had thrown her into the small iron cage without a single word - their long hair trailing behind them as they retreated up the stairs that had led to her new dwelling place. 
Seraphina wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but she sensed it had been several hours before she heard footsteps coming her way again. Groggy from the serum they laced the arrow with and the makeshift wrap she mended for herself to keep from bleeding not able to heal herself yet. She slowly lifted her head from the sitting position she took in the far corner. 
Her wild hair undone from its braids cascaded around her shoulders and errant strands covered several areas of her face, but her piercing eyes raged on as the cloaked figure lightly stepped their way over the entrance of her cell.






  
  56


The figure was not much taller than Seraphina cloaked in a far more royal style with sheer white material that glistened in the torch light layer over a pearl white fabric with a hood that was large enough to hide their face, but long curling chestnut pieces of hair spilled out. After several moments of silence a  soft quiet voice finally spoke. “Seraphina is your name?”  
Slowly tilting her head back, she never broke her gaze from the enigmatic figure that disturbed her. The cut along her bottom lip split more as she replied, “That’s what I’m told. Who might you be?” 
The figure pulled out a small flask, slowly bent down to the floor and slid it over to her across the cold stone floor. Seraphina felt uncharacteristically cold in the damp place and didn't move. “What is that?”
“An elixir to help rid you of the one they pierced your shoulder with. It’ll help the healing process as well.”  Seraphina noted the pale hands that seemed to shake as they withdrew back into the fabric of their owner. The voice was light—female sounding.
“Why should I believe you?” Her voice cracked from the hours she’d gone without water or food. 
Suddenly a loud creaking noise filled the air as more footsteps bounded in their direction. The figure lurched at the intrusion and started to run back down the corridor after replying, “Because I’m the only one here who actually deems to help you. Trust no one else.” 
Seraphina may not have had formal torture training but she felt oddly at war with her instincts and her survival nature. However, just before the guards rounded the next corner she swiped the elixir and drank quickly.
They brought her food this time and water signaling what she would’ve considered dinner time. No one else came for her the rest of the night but sure enough the elixir the stranger gave her was in fact healing her wounds, however slowly they did and she could start to feel a slight crack in the wall that separated her from her powers. She wasn’t sure how much longer it would take to regain them but she hoped soon. 
Seraphina counted two more days passing before new attendants arrived at her cell with guards. They were draped in elegant, flowing gowns that trailed behind them like wisps of morning mist. Their graceful movements bespoke a quiet confidence as they approached her with an air of solemn reverence.
With gentle care, they assisted Seraphina, guiding her through the corridors to an ornate chamber. The chamber itself was a masterpiece of architectural splendor, adorned with shimmering tapestries woven with intricate designs that seemed to dance in the ambient light filtering through stained glass windows.
Once inside, they began the meticulous process of cleansing and adorning her while removing her battle leathers and tossing them across the room. She suspected it would be a very long time before she saw those particular clothing items again. She didn’t fight it when the warm water cascaded over her skin, carrying away the grime of captivity. 
If they took the time to clean her and gave her some creature comforts back then she could take the time to see what happens next. With her powers still waning she needed to save her strength.
The attendants' delicate fingers worked like skilled artisans, braiding and weaving her fiery red hair into intricate patterns that framed her face, enhancing her natural beauty. They adorned her hair with jewels that glittered like captured starlight, their radiance adding an ethereal glow to her appearance.
Intriguingly, they applied kohl around her eyes, accentuating their vivid amber hue, and three dots on her forehead, each a blend of vibrant colors that symbolized an unknown significance within the sacred land's customs. She wondered as she marveled at the reflection of the fiery stranger before her wringing her freshly painted and filed nails.
Once ready, Seraphina followed the attendants accompanied by guards through the grand hallways adorned with exquisite artistry, passing elegant pillars and ornate tapestries. The aroma of incense lingered in the air, a subtle fragrance that made her curiosity pique. 
As they approached what she could only guess as their throne room, Seraphina's anticipation grew palpable. The chamber's grandeur was awe-inspiring, with polished marble floors leading to a raised dais where three figures awaited her. A stark contrast to the room she had grown accustomed to inside the cavernous walls of the Verengarde fortress.
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The throne room was vast, its ceiling adorned with celestial murals depicting mythical beings dancing among the stars. Light cascaded through stained glass windows, casting vibrant colors across the chamber. At the center, atop a raised platform, were three elaborate thrones adorned with intricate carvings and draped with regal fabrics. 
The figures seated upon the thrones exuded an air of ancient wisdom and profound authority. Their garments were resplendent, each embroidered with symbols and patterns that seemed to tell stories of forgotten epochs. They wore ornate headdresses adorned with feathers, jewels, and intricate designs that spoke of their high status within the sacred land.
As Seraphina approached, the essence in the room shifted, a silent tension pervading it. The attendants guided her to stand before the thrones, and she found herself face to face with the enigmatic leaders of the land, each emanating an aura of immense power and mysterious purpose.
Then out of the corner of her eye saw a quick shuffling cloaked figure that trailed into the room. It was the chestnut haired stranger that visited before, still hiding behind the veil of her hood. 
Finally an ethereal voice broke the tension in the air like a meticulous incision from a knife. “Seraphina, welcome to the Sacred Lands of Eirlys. We’ve heard much about you.” 
Serphina shifted her weight as she brought a hand to her hip and tilted her head as if assessing all of them intently from the center of that room. “Interesting, I’ve not heard very much about any of you, or this place, especially from the depths of your dungeons these last few days.” 
“Yes, we apologize for the nature of your initial welcome into our grand city walls. We must take extra care during the annual celebrations when we open our home to–all manner of inhabitants of this realm. I’m sure you can understand?” 
Seraphina was hardly listening as she scanned the room noting every entrance and exit, where the guards were stationed, how many of them, what weapons they wielded and of course every breath the cloaked stranger took as if counting down her final days in the realm, tense like a statue. 
“Yes, well I’m here now. What is it you want with me?” She wasn’t going to let them steer the conversation any longer, already feeling like a bird caged in. 
“Hmm, I see.” The leader in the center of the throne spoke while the other two seemed mute beside her, at least Seraphina assumed she was female with her golden hair cascading down and slightly higher pitched voice. 
“Well it seems you are in possession of a particular artifact that once belonged to one of our own. The said artifact went missing over nearly a year ago now.” 
Seraphina’s breath caught momentarily as her lips parted and inquired, "The Elder knight, he worked for you, didn't he? Does that mean..."
The leader interjected, "No, he belonged to us. He and his small group of followers lived among us. We provided for them, and they took care of certain situations that required their–unique skills, when needed. However, a little over a year ago, one vanished along with his possessions. They were challenging to keep track of in the field. They had long since yearned to fulfill a particular prophecy that would bring back their beloved Queen of Embers to this world, and they longed for her to  rule over this realm once again.”
The air seemed to freeze between them as certain puzzle pieces of her life started to fit together. 
The leader continued. “As you can imagine, we couldn't allow that to happen. So, his last mission was meant to be his final one. However, it didn't quite go as planned, and his possessions were taken from him when he died. There were rumors circulating that a young female had been there to assist him, even burying him. It is said that this ‘unknown female’ now wields what was once his. It took us a very long time to find more information about this particular individual, let alone find her. And yet, to our utter surprise, she came directly to us, walking right through our doors. As you can imagine, we were very skeptical and wary of your arrival and couldn't take any chances. Hence the abrupt restraint of you as you entered our fair city.”
Seraphina was starting to understand the stranger’s warning to her now. Her body went eerily still with the information as she processed it. “I won’t waste anyone's time denying anything. So, what happens now?” 
“I’m glad you asked, Seraphina, and thank you for your candor. We would now like to offer you the position he previously fulfilled. And as your predecessor did, you would be handsomely rewarded. You can live here, even have your own space within the castle. All we ask is that you assist us in protecting the realm in situations that warrant your particular skill set. We have trainers here who can..."
Seraphina interjected sharply, “Let me save you the breath. I belong to no one. I will fight for no one else but me and my own causes, and I certainly don't need your training." Guards blanched at her rude retort and she was certain one of them would lunge for her next.
Astonishingly the second leader decided to speak further, "Yes, we've heard of your time at the Verengarde Fortress. While previous attempts to retrieve you were made and proved difficult, to say the least, from the Fortress. We certainly wouldn't want that to be your only source of truth when it comes to battle. The Verengarde ways are quite straightforward, and we prefer a much more strategic approach."
Seraphina's anger rose as she thought back to the battle with Kaelan again. The mages and soldiers I killed–that's who has been attacking the clan all this time. Not just that night. They must be sending out soldiers everywhere the Verengarde are.
The realization hit her hard. "Regardless of that, why would you want me to work for you? I am as you said–an ‘unknown female’ of no particular use other than wielding the Axe."
"We believe you also wield the powers of the once great Queen of Embers just as the knights who worshiped her tried to. Their prophecies spoke of an heir coming to one day save them and rule again. Utter nonsense of course. However, we do believe you to be one of her heirs and as such, we want to give you the honor of joining us. We are the leaders of this great realm, and despite some minor inconveniences to the south of us among the clan, we live quite peacefully here. You should relish being offered this gift at all.” 
The cloaked figure seemed to squirm in her place and shifted back and forth as if ready to burst. Seraphina gave them a wary look before returning her attention back to the leaders. 
Time is what she needed, time to think of a plan, time to find the cave entrance she’s been dreaming of for so long, just…time. “I know nothing of this place, or you, or your people, or why you believe I have any ties to this so-called ‘Queen of Embers’ or what any of that means and I have no desire to join you here.” She did her best to conceal her lie and knew the ‘request’ to join them was merely a courtesy. 
They had the power to make her do whatever they wanted, but all she needed was a few more days. She had to buy herself that time. She shifted on her feet and paused before staring back into their piercing gazes. 
“However, I would be willing to stay on a trial basis. Give me a week to make my final decision and I’m sure we can come to some type of arrangement. As long as I don’t have to stay in those dungeons any longer.” 
The leaders looked at each other as if communicating with their minds before the golden one stood and said, “It is agreed. We give you one week to stay here in the castle grounds only before making our final deal. In the meantime, you will be watched and escorted always and only permitted in certain areas. We will reconvene here at this exact time. Do not disappoint us, Seraphina. We are not a forgiving people and we have shared ancient memories that last lifetimes.” 
With the meeting concluded, her previous attendants and guards took to her sides again and led the way through the castle once more.
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They ventured deeper into the castle, her eyes taking in every detail as they traversed the grand corridors. The path they took allowed her to mark various crucial locations in her mind. She noted exits and routines, noticing the patrol patterns of guards, the subtle locations of weaponry rooms, and the layout of strategic chambers along the way. 
The castle's interior was a blend of opulence and functional design. Intricately woven tapestries adorned the walls, depicting scenes of mythical battles and historic events. Torches flickered in iron sconces, casting dancing shadows across the stone walls. They passed by rooms bustling with activity—training halls where soldiers honed their combat skills, libraries filled with ancient tomes and scrolls, and chambers where strategists pored over maps and battle plans.
As they ascended to the highest tower, Seraphina's eyes widened in wonder at the breathtaking view that greeted her from the balcony. 
From that vantage point, she could see the sprawling city below, alive with vibrant markets and bustling streets. Beyond the city walls, the landscape stretched as far as the eye could see, revealing snow capped mountains all bathed in the golden hues of the setting sun.
The attendants led her into an ornate chamber at the tower's zenith. The room was resplendent, with luxurious furnishings adorning every corner. A massive four-poster bed stood in the center, draped with sumptuous fabrics and adorned with intricate carvings. Dressing chambers were stocked with a multitude of exquisite garments and precious jewels, a sight that would have dazzled anyone else.
A lavish bathing area awaited her, complete with a sunken marble tub adorned with gilded fixtures. The attendants assured her of their intentions to ensure her comfort during her stay.
However, as she made to explore the chambers, she noticed a subtle shift in the air. The doors behind her, where she had entered, seemed to shimmer momentarily. 
An enchanted seal, barely discernible, appeared to seal the chamber tight, leaving her with a growing realization—this was a room specifically designed to prevent her escape. The initial sense of luxury now felt like a gilded cage, beautifully adorned but imprisoning all the same.
The attendants left her alone, promising to return with a meal. Alone in the opulent chamber, Seraphina felt the weight of her predicament settle upon her. She leaned against the balcony, gazing out over the city, the beauty of the vista overshadowed by the reality of her captivity.
Seraphina was trapped in an ancient tower, with no apparent means of escape, in a place she hardly knew anything about.
Late that evening Seraphina, having eaten her first hearty meal in weeks, settled in a small cushioned nook by her balcony window with fading candlelight twinkling in the room. Despite her captivity she was happy to be in a place that wasn’t a seedy tavern, cave floor or damp dungeon. 
Her nightgown was more ornate than the ones she had grown accustomed to in the Verengarde fortress. She played with the jeweled ends as a memory of another night slipped into her mind when her simple nightgown was torn from her body by strong capable hands that making her body ache for his touch. She was lost in her thoughts when a faint knock sounded on the door. 
She instinctively reached for a dagger.
The door creaked open slowly and a familiar piece of fabric came into view. The hooded figure stepped in slowly. “I see your shoulder is nearly healed.” The soft voice said as they inched closer to her and the door to her room shut abruptly on its own. 
“I see you are still lurking around in the shadows, stranger. Why won’t you let me see your face?” 
The figure stopped just a few feet from her saying nothing. “At least tell me your name.” 
She seemed to hesitate. “I am called…Kasia. I’ve lived here within these castle walls all my life.” 
Seraphina sat back down and motioned for her to sit as well. “Kasia, that’s a beautiful name. Now we are getting somewhere. Why are you here? Why did you help me before?” Avoiding any false formalities she had no patience to give.
Kasia didn’t sit. Instead she moved closer to the open area in front of the balcony and looked out into the starry night. “Your accent. It sounds, well not from around here. Where did you grow up? Who raised you?” 
Seraphina was feeling annoyed that Kasia wouldn’t answer her questions but she was equally intrigued. Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear she answered. “I was raised in a little ‘no name’ village far from here, nearly on the other side of the map. I was adopted into a family with several other children. My father was–well is a town blacksmith and my mother runs the local general store. They do well for themselves but they are by no means living in a palace.” She started to toy with an errant strand from her gown as she kept the stranger in her peripherals still very unsure if she could let her guard down.
Kasia nodded and as she did her chestnut waves played in the candlelight. “That’s good to hear.” 
Seraphina gave her a perplexed look as she sank further back into the cushions. Instead of pressing her earlier questions Seraphina felt an odd nudge to ask something else entirely. 
“Are you a mother, Kasia?” 
That made her body noticeably tense. Seraphina felt Kasia wouldn’t reply at all until, “I was once, briefly. Long ago.” 
Seraphina’s heart began to thunder in her chest and her hands went clammy. She felt heat rise in her throat as her heartbeat picked up its pace.
Slowly sitting back up as Kasia turned to face her. “Why do you care about what happens to me, Kasia? Why do you care to know where I am from or who raised me?” 
Slow and deliberate with her words, she was nearly ready to run. Enchantments or not. 
Kasia slowly lifted her pale hands to her hood and flipped the fabric back revealing her face. Her features seemed so eerily similar to Seraphina's at first glance but it was her eyes, the same fiery speckled hue as Seraphina's, that shimmered amber with emotion and held a depth that Seraphina recognized instinctively.
The resemblance between them was undeniable. Despite the passage of time and the subtle differences in their features and age, there was an undeniable connection etched in their shared gaze. 
Kasia's soft curls framed a face bearing Seraphina's own sharp cheekbones and determined jawline.
A silent understanding passed between them as Seraphina pieced together the truth that lingered unspoken between them. 
It was as if a puzzle she hadn't known was missing pieces had suddenly fell into place. The realization dawned upon her—a revelation she hadn't dared to believe might be true. 
An origin she hadn’t hoped she would ever find one day.
"Mother?" Seraphina's voice trembled with a mix of shock and awe. The female before her, with trembling hands, stood as the embodiment of the maternal bond she'd longed for but never thought possible.
Kasia stepped forward, her expression tender and full of emotions that mirrored Seraphina's own. 
It was a moment frozen in time—a daughter and a mother, separated for half a lifetime and now brought together in an unexpected twist of fate.
The air in the chamber seemed to crackle with unspoken words, but for the moment, all that mattered was the silent recognition passing between them, a connection that went beyond mere words. 
Kasia’s eyes glistened with moisture that Seraphina was sure had been spilling over long before she revealed herself. 
Seraphina slowly stood, willing her legs to work properly as her mouth went dry. “I…I thought you were dead.” A ghost of a whisper as her words spilled from her dry lips.
Kasia could hardly compose herself to speak as she silently shook and tears flowed freely down her face. 
Seraphina dared another step closer until they were nearly touching.
They stood eye to eye. Kasia dared to slowly reach her arm up to touch Seraphina’s cheek. Her cold hand was a shock and a chill ran down Seraphina’s spine. 
She flinched instinctively, then cautiously let Kasia cradle her face in her hand.
“I’m–I’m so sorry, Seraphina. I never wanted to abandon you, you have to know that–my precious child…” Her voice cracked and faded as she attempted to choke out her words between sobs. Her eyes searching and taking in every feature on display. 
Seraphina was still reeling from the information frozen like a statue and unable to know what to feel for the female she had never met before, or ever known before. She simply took in the sight before her. 
Slowly her hand moved to cover her mother’s and brought them down to hold and examine. 
Hands weathered with age but the same length and shape as her own with well manicured nails and a small mole to the far side of her wrist—the same as her own. 
Seraphina’s arm, etched in the ancient astraeic emblems caught Kasia’s attention and she started to trace the dark lines. 
“Kasia, I have so many questions, but I only have one week until…” Kasia looked up abruptly. 
“You can’t stay here, my child. You can never let them examine these markings either. They want to use your power and destroy you in the process. They hate the Queen of Embers and what she symbolizes. They don’t want her power, your power, to ever become strong enough to eradicate them or their reigning rule. They will play this game with you simply because they would prefer you be a willing victim in their schemes, just as they tried with your father. They have the means and the opportunity to control you now. They simply want to ascertain where your allegiances lie and how much force they need in order to subdue you.” 
Seraphina took a step back and let her hand fall to her side as a horribly unsettling feeling washed over her and memories of Kaelan’s recent betrayal flashed through her mind. 
“How do I know you aren’t also part of that plan? Of those games? How do I know they aren’t using you even now to simply crawl back into my life after all this time and…” Seraphina suddenly felt very ill. 
She moved to sit down on the end of her bed. “Seraphina, please. I would never harm you, ever. I never wished for you to be trapped in this place.” 
“I’ve heard that before.” Seraphina looked down at her hands.
Kasia cautiously sat next to her. “I won’t lie to you either. They know I am your mother and I am sure they want to reveal that little known fact to you at a moment that is most opportune for them. It’s why they’ve made attempts to keep me away from you and why I have to sneak in here. I am a burden to you, a risk, but for my own selfishness I couldn't stay away. I had to see you, to speak to you.” She began to choke on her words and struggled to take a full breath.
“I’ve waited so many years for this moment and it breaks my heart that it has to happen like this, under these circumstances.” Pausing before taking another breath. Seraphina faced the balcony letting her mother’s word settle like dust slowly finding its way down. 
“I’m the reason you were sent away. I’m the reason your…” Kasia turned pensive and while her tears had stopped her heartache was clearly still weighing on her.
Serphina was upset–that she didn’t feel more, that she didn’t feel much beyond shock and exhaustion. It was all too much to take in at once. 
She had waited her whole life to find out where she came from, who her parents were, and if they even still breathed the same air in the realm. 
And there she was–her mother, sitting right next to her and instead of complete utter joy like she had always imagined–all she felt was dread in the pit of her stomach. 
What should have been a happy reunion was pure torture. 
Not even able to stay to get to know her own mother the way she would’ve wanted to and to her dismay she couldn't trust her either. 
Enraptured with her mother’s beauty, she let the sound of her voice play in her head as if it was music Seraphina had longed for her whole life.
Kasia continued. “I am the reason your father is dead.” 
Seraphina hadn’t even had a moment to ask after her father. So the words rattled around the room as she felt the walls closing in. Her breathing became labored and she felt the signs of another break down pounding heavily on her chest. 
Standing quickly, she downed a glass of water sitting on the small tea table by the window. The light of their moons filtered in and cast shadows across her ashen face. The weight of the last few days felt like blocks tying her down and she tried to remember the breathing techniques Sigrun had taught them all those weeks ago. 
So she started counting…
“I’m so sorry Seraphina. It wasn’t supposed to happen that way. He was just trying to protect me, us. I begged him to leave this place. He was–well he worked here long before I ever met him personally and when it was discovered that he was the true heir of the Queen of Embers, the lost son no one could find, you can imagine how that kind of power was intoxicating to the rulers here. So they tried giving him a prestigious position here. One he couldn’t refuse. Until you came along.” 
Seraphina simply stared out the window. “We’d fallen madly in love and that love produced a new heir. The day I found out about you was the happiest and most dreadful day of my life. We didn’t have much time to form a plan before I would start showing and people would notice the pregnancy. So we kept it quiet, told no one. I convinced him that leaving was our only way of surviving the wrath of the rulers.” 
Seraphina tried taking even longer breaths as she closed her eyes and listened on. 
“It’s a long story but your father fought to keep us safe as we tried to escape. We had managed to run a few days away before they found us. Your father stayed behind and fought as many guards as he could before burning out.” Seraphina’s ears perked at that statement–he had powers like mine?
Her manic voice lowered to a hush, “I managed to run deep into the forest as a sweet older lady found me and helped me escape.  She rescued us and took care of us while I waited for you to grow and be ready to join our world.”
“To this day I have no idea how she found us in that odd spot so deep in the woods. Or how she protected us. Her little cabin seemed hidden from any prying eyes as we waited for your arrival. Wards I believe she said they were. She had odd gifts, always mumbling enchantments and such. Eventually you did come and I knew that as much as I wanted to keep you I couldn’t.” 
Kasia’s tears started streaming down again and Seraphina had settled herself long enough to pour two more waters and handed one to Kasia as she continued her story. “I stayed with you for about a month—feeding you and nursing you, but the day finally came when I knew our luck would run out. I was a liability to you and as long as I was running from the Sacred Land so would you be. So I did what any mother in my position would do. I gave you up, I didn’t even give you a name in fear it would be something else to tie you to me and your father.” Tears were flowing wildly down her soft cheeks.
Seraphina sat next to her again and found herself placing a hand over Kasia’s urging her to continue. “I let that elder take you and find a new home for you. She promised to find a good place and family to raise you far from here. So, reluctantly, I eventually found my way back here ready to face an execution if that’s what it came to but they didn’t kill me. I think that even though I’d done my best to hide your existence in this realm, they found out about you. They only kept me alive for the rarity of this moment. When they would find you. They tested me when I came back and officially determined that I had given birth. This is the only knowledge that has kept me alive this long.” 
She unhooked her cloak and pulled her collar down to reveal a tight necklace. “This prevents me from ever leaving again.” It was a thick golden chain that seemed to leave a faint scar line on her skin. “I can travel anywhere within the walls of our land but nothing beyond it. It’s enchanted and a curse to me. My own best friend once wore it around his neck, in servitude.”
They sat in companionable silence for a while letting the intensity of her words fill the space between them.
Eventually Seraphina let her hand slip from Kasia’s where it lay in her lap. “Thank you.” 
Kasia’s shock was evident. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through or the sacrifices you’ve made to keep me alive, but thank you. I am just glad that for however long we do have together that we’ve finally been able to meet.” 
Seraphina took a jagged breath and gave a soft, sad smile. “I hope that one day we can find each other again. I have so much that I want to know and to ask you but…well you can imagine that I have no intentions of staying here let alone becoming a war weapon for these people. I only have a few days to figure out how to get away.” 
Kasia wiped the tears from her eyes once more and caressed Seraphina’s cheek. “Yes, you must rest now. I’ll find time again tomorrow to visit. I’ll be thinking of ways to get you out. Whatever you do, do not let them put any jewelry around your neck. You never know what’s enchanted around here.” 
Seraphina nodded and watched as Kasia made her way back to the chamber door but just before she left she turned and said, “I know I have no right to say this to you, but I want you to know, at least once…I love you, Seraphina. I always have and I always will. Goodnight.” 
As soon as the door closed Seraphina wept, for the confirmed death of her father, for the entrapment of her mother, for the life she lost so long ago and never had, for everything she now felt bubbling up inside threatening to leech all of the love and joy from her soul. 
She wept until she could no longer feel her body and drifted into a dreamless sleep.






  
  59


Visions of the cave awaited her and the echoes of the mysterious voice in her head were maddening. It was as if the close proximity to the cave was intensifying everything she knew about it and the urgency to leave grew inside her.  
I need to be careful with this. I can’t trust anyone and certainly can’t make any sudden moves to run away with so many eyes on me.
The morning sun peeked over the snow-capped peaks, casting a golden hue across the pristine castle grounds of the Sacred Land. Seraphina found herself adorned in a luxurious fur coat by her attendants, a garment that wrapped her in warmth from the chill that seemed to linger in this ethereal world. 
Her fiery red hair was woven into intricate braids adorned with snow-white ribbons that glimmered in the soft light.
Accompanied by her attendants, Seraphina embarked on a tour of the majestic castle, its walls rising tall and proud against the backdrop of the wintery landscape. She concealed her necklace with the ring Kaelan gave her under her shirt and was able to hide some sharp cutlery strapped to her inner thigh.  
The attendants and several guards guided her through opulent corridors adorned with tapestries and ornate chandeliers that twinkled like stars overhead. Seraphina trailed her fingertips along the ancient stones, feeling the history and power that resonated within the fortress.
They traversed halls lined with towering statues and portraits of long-gone monarchs, each displaying regal splendor that echoed the grandeur of the realm. The castle's architecture spoke of an era long past, with its intricate carvings and elaborate designs telling tales of forgotten times.
In one of the castle's wings, they entered a vast library with shelves stretching high and filled with ancient tomes and scrolls. The air was heavy with the scent of parchment and the faint hint of magic lingering among the knowledge bound within the pages. 
Seraphina trailed her fingers along the spines of the books, drawn by the secrets and wisdom they held within their weathered covers.
The attendants then led her to an open courtyard where skilled craftsmen worked meticulously, carving elaborate sculptures from marble and shaping delicate jewelry with expert precision. 
The symphony of hammers against metal and chisels against stone echoed through the air, creating a melody that danced with the rhythm of creation.
Throughout the day, Seraphina was offered the chance to try various activities: archery in an expansive training field (her favorite stop), painting in an art studio adorned with vibrant canvases (her least favorite stop), and even a session in the castle's kitchen to learn the art of crafting delicate staples of their land.
Despite the splendor surrounding her, Seraphina's heart remained heavy with the weight of her captivity. The breathtaking sights and experiences felt tainted by the forced nature of her tour. She longed for the freedom to explore the grounds and find her illusive cave. 
She knew it was all a show, another move in their treacherous game to keep her there. She thought about fleeing a hundred times that day but the thought that her mother was held captive stilled her efforts. 
If Kasia really was the mother she’d lost so long ago and not another trick, then she couldn't risk leaving her. She couldn’t lose anyone else.
As evening approached, they ascended a tower that overlooked the sprawling castle grounds, offering a breathtaking view of the snow-covered landscape. 
The setting sun painted the sky in hues of crimson and gold, casting an ethereal glow over the realm below.
The attendants exchanged knowing glances, trying to gauge Seraphina's reaction to the day's events. They hoped to sway her opinion, to convince her to stay and accept their offer to become part of the realm. 
However, despite the grandeur and hospitality, Seraphina's spirit remained untamed and determined.
The beauty of the castle and the land beyond couldn't sway her from the goal that burned within her—freedom. 
Though the day had been filled with enchantment, it only strengthened her determination to find a way out of her gilded captivity.
That night Kasia came to visit again, this time bringing with her some of her father’s old things to show her, a journal, a pendant he used to wear, and other oddities. She told her stories of his bravery and his strength. Seraphina loved every minute of it. Even finding out she was an only child didn’t deter her. In fact, she relished in the thought that she could’ve grown up with a room all to herself, instead of the cramped version she had with so many adoptive siblings running about.
The shadows from the moon lingered as they spent time together sipping tea and talking. 
Then they sat in companionable silence for a while until Kasia cleared her throat and said, “Seraphina, I’ve often wondered in the years you’ve been grown and wondering the world if you ever…well if there was ever a person who…um.” Seraphina saved her from her misery. 
“Anyone I’ve ever loved? Romantically?” She set her tea cup down and with a pained expression suddenly found the wood grain in the table between them very interesting. 
Kasia nodded and waited for a response. Seraphina let out a long sigh. “Unfortunately, yes I have loved. At least what I thought was real love.” 
Kasia reached her hand across the table to cover hers. “Why does it pain you so, my child?” 
“Because he betrayed me, lied to me, and well it’s a long story.” 
Kasia seemed to examine her for a moment. “So he was a Verengarde clansmen then?” 
Seraphina’s head shot up at the keen observation her mother made. “How did you…doesn't matter. I suspect I’ll never see him again.” 
Kasia paused sensing her daughter would share more if she waited. She rolled her eyes and decidedly gave a few more details. “He is their general. He is the one who found me in my village, well coerced me actually. He brought me to their fortress with threats of leveling my home if I didn’t stay with them in that mountainside–I know, it sounds very toxic and it was…at first. I couldn’t be the reason any harm came to the village, especially my friend Liara living there. She’s my best friend in all the realm and I cherish her so much. Anyways, we trained together, fought together, and somehow eventually fell in love or what I thought was love. I loved him certainly, but he…”
Her thoughts become muddled just thinking about him again. “He is strong, menacing, brutal and utterly ravishing.” 
Her eyes seemed to glaze over as she spoke. “He has powers too. He was actually, well he used to live in my village as well apparently–but you know it’s late and uh I’m sure you’re exhausted.” She shook her head as if to clear Kaelan from it entirely. 
Kasia simply gave her a small smile. “Seraphina if there’s anything this life has taught me it’s that love can come in many forms. Usually in the most unexpected ways. A male who is supposed to be your sworn enemy can show you love in ways you never thought possible. I obviously don’t know all of the details of your relationship with him, but if the sound of your voice when you speak about him and the fire in your eyes tells me anything–it’s that he is far from being removed from your heart.” She stood slowly and before leaving bent down to give her a kiss on the forehead and brushed her hand over the long red strands winding down Seraphina’s back. A gesture Seraphina hadn’t known she longed for.
“My advice? From a mother you didn’t even know existed a couple days ago–Don’t give up so easily. Love is not easy, it doesn’t always come in the way we want or expect it to and certainly doesn’t care if we are ready for it or not. You must learn what your boundaries are and set them otherwise you’ll torture yourself for years with ‘what if’s’. And a strong, but utterly ravishing male doesn't sound like something to run away from.”
With a soft pat on her shoulder Kasia walked out of the room and left Seraphina with her thoughts, taking her father’s things with her.. 
She fiddled with the chain around her neck that held onto that special ring that seemed to bore a hole into her chest the more she thought about him. The several weeks away had taken their toll on her. 
She had gone from seeing Kaelan almost every minute of every day for months, a year nearly, to nothing. She had been mourning the loss of him for a while, but more than that she was mourning her decision to leave him. 
Wanting nothing more than to see his face again, feel his touch once more, but then she also hated herself for even considering it. She tucked the ring into her nightgown and finally drifted off cursing herself for not spending more time on finding the cave and a way to escape the wretched but beautiful cage that day. 
The following day was filled with more sights like their rushing springs and greenhouses where they grew so much of their food for their people. 
Seraphina was equally adorned in ridiculous furs, and trinkets much like the last two days there as her attendants attempted to keep her busy and entertained. 
The rulers planned a special theater production that evening in her honor or so she was told. Her attendants draped her in silken finery that night as she finished up her dinner in her room before the evening festivities. 
They pulled her hair back and braided it in a crown on her head with a few strands coming loose and curling around her face. They placed special gems along the twist in her crimson hair that matched her makeup and dress. 
They gave her long gloves as Seraphina insisted on keeping her arms covered. She didn’t want anyone to see her markings up close, just as her mother had warned her. 
Alone at last. I have at least an hour before they fetch me again. With a flick of her wrist she felt kernels of her power trickle to life in her veins again. 
The poison is wearing off!
While she had the ability to light the candles in her room and start the fireplace, she wasn’t at full capacity, not yet. 
She had to keep letting it rest until she was fully ready again. They had to know she was gaining her strength back and she shuddered at what would await her tomorrow, should she show any signs of her fiery abilities being back. 
No, she wouldn’t risk it, not even for a candle. 
Gazing out on her balcony as the moons shadows danced around her movements, she breathed in the night air. It brought back memories of when she was in Kaelan’s room alone for the first time. When he was gone to battle and he came roaring over to her stealing her breath thinking she was an intruder. 
She chuckled at the memory of him tearing her dress after tackling her and then letting her stay with him as he ate and recovered. 
She was thankful that her dress was still fairly modest compared to the ones she had to wear in the Verengarde fortress and her ring stayed safely hidden around her neck. 
She leaned her elbows over the edge as she watched torch lights twinkle in the town below and the hum of voices reach her. 
She wondered what it would’ve been like for her father to grow up there. 
Suddenly the light in her room went dark.
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Then she heard a thud noise and a grunt come from the inside of her gilded cage. She looked around to see if she could scale down the balcony but a warm buzzing sound and hard pressure prevented her from swinging her legs over the edge.  
Trapped…again. Damn magic and all its power! I’ll curse the Goddess herself for my life’s circumstances. What did I do to deserve this?!
As Seraphina spun around once more, the room remained draped in misty shadows, swallowing the delicate silhouettes of furniture and the ambient glow from the moonlit balcony. The abrupt disappearance of light seemed to startle the very air, which held its breath, leaving Seraphina momentarily suspended in a world of obscurity.
Her heart quickened, a soft fluttering like a caged bird desperately seeking escape. Panic tinged the edges of her thoughts as she groped the space around her, her fingers grazing the silken fabric of her dress. 
The dress, once a symbol of elegance, now seemed to cling to her with an almost desperate intimacy, its soft folds becoming entangled with her movements.
With each step, the stone floor whispered beneath her feet, voicing their concern in a symphony of soft clicks from her heels. 
From the darkness, a subtle thud echoed again, resonating through the room like a muffled heartbeat. Its presence, barely perceptible, yet tangible enough to send shivers cascading down her spine. 
Seraphina strained her ears, attuning herself to the soft symphony of sounds that enveloped her. There it was again—a delicate, almost ethereal sound that hovered in the air, like the echo of a whispered secret yearning to be heard. 
As her senses sharpened in the absence of sight, her breaths became the only audible rhythm in the room, the only tangible connection to her own existence. The darkness seemed to amplify every inhale and exhale, as if the very air was alive, murmuring secrets that only she could decipher.
In the midst of this sensory symphony, there was a subtle shift in the atmosphere, a faint aura that seemed to emanate from this mysterious entity. It felt as if it played with strands of her hair brushing them back. 
A chill ran down her spine as the shadows played.
"Who's there?" Her voice trembled, a fragile note in the darkness, seeking answers from the enigmatic silhouette that lingered just beyond her reach.
And in that moment, as she awaited a response, the darkness seemed to hold its breath in anticipation, concealing the truth of the figure's presence, allowing the tension to thicken like a veil before the revelation.
She slowly removed her feet from her heels and the next moment she lunged. A brooding figure emerged from her curtains and she quickly had him in a choke hold–for a couple of seconds—before he used his body to transfer her weight like a pendulum and she plummeted to the other side of the bed as he tossed her. 
She landed with a huff and fought to secure her footing again as the figure simply stood watching her with only a few feet of space between them. 
The soft threads of her hair, meticulously woven into a crown of braids, unraveled like restless serpents seeking freedom from their confinements and she could only imagine how crazed she looked. 
Her body took an animal like shape as she crouched on the bed ready to lunge again thinking it must be some guard trying to kill her while no one else was looking before an uncontrollable laugh filled the air. 
She paused and snapped her fingers to light every candle in her room at once. To hell with saving her energy now. She would know the owner of that sound from anywhere. 
“Kaelan!” She whispered as harshly as she could without alerting any of the guards down the hall. 
“What are you doing here, Kaelan?!” Attempting to right her clothes and hair as she scooted off the bed and ran right up to him. 
He hadn’t changed one bit in the months since she’d seen him. His beard was slightly less trimmed than usual but other than that his hair, his captivating eyes and cheeky grin were exactly the same. 
His battle leathers seemed to stretch even more harsh lines across his chest as if the months away from each other had given him more time to work on building his strength. It was like seeing home again, at least until that sinking feeling in her gut hit her once more.
He leaned down and touched her face so gently that it took her a moment to realize just how close she had marched up to him. They were nearly touching from head to toe. “Well, hello to you too, little huntress.” 
She slapped his hand away and took a step back. “Or do you prefer being called ‘Conlead’?”  
The pain across his face was evident but ever the brutal general, he steeled his reaction quickly. “Sera, what kind of mess have you gotten yourself into now? I mean besides looking like a stunning mess in that dress.” 
She ignored his comment, “How did you even get here? How did you find me?” 
He lifted his hand, “Umbrakenisis powers, remember? Or have these last few months clouded your memory?” 
She huffed, “That may explain how you were able to get in here undetected by the enchantments but that doesn’t explain how you found me.” 
He glanced down at her hand. “You’re not wearing your ring.” 
She instinctively covered it with her other hand. “No.” 
Then he squinted at her, “But you still have it, don’t you?” 
Heat filled her cheeks like they often did when he was around. “You have to get out of here if they see you then you’ll be trapped right here with me.” 
He grabbed her coat, and pack from the wardrobe across the room. “No, little huntress, you are coming with me. Where’s the axe?” 
She crossed her arms when he outstretched her things for her to grab. “I’d rather rot in this Gods forsaken place than go anywhere with you. You know, I’ve had time to reflect on what happened and I just need to know. Is the only reason why you let intimacy grow between us because I threatened to kill your precious chieftain? It would make sense, you know. The timeline of events. The whipping, then our new bargain in the training room. Then the battle outside your cabin. And of course the key to your room. It all happened so quickly didn’t it? I thought I was the one pursuing us at first but the more I reflected on it…” 
He steeled his gaze and took a deep breath. “Sera, we don’t have time for this. We can talk this out all you want after we get out of here. Now where is your axe?” His tall brooding figure loomed over her form. Without her usual boots or heels on, she suddenly felt very small and she didn’t like it. 
“Why? To just be used by the Verengarde Clan again? By you?! No thanks.” She huffed. 
Stepping closer he thrusted her things into her arms. “No, I’m not going back to the clan. Not now anyways. My only motive is to get you out of here! Somewhere safe. Please, let me help you.” His pleading was foreign to her and it caught her off guard. 
Curiosity wound its way into her better judgment as she contemplated her next move. 
“Fine, get me out of here but I’m not going very far without stabbing you, so…” She shrugged her arms wide and without warning he suddenly dropped all of her things, grabbed her thighs in his hands as they wandered up her leg until he could find what he was looking for—her daggers. Of course he knew where she would’ve hid them had she been allowed any weapons, even in a dress. All he found were the sharpened cutlery she’d stowed away.
She shoved him off as quickly as he had grabbed her. “Now there’s nothing you can stab me with.” 
“If they hadn’t taken the axe from me, I would’ve severed your head from your body. Unfortunately, all I have left of it is—” A noise outside her room broke her train of thought. 
Sparking with rage, her amber eyes flashed crimson. Kealan’s shadows played in her flames, mocking her. “And just to be clear, I’m not going back to Verengarde with you, if that’s what you are trying to do. Saving me only to kidnap me again like you did a year ago. That’s not happening!”
“Sera, I told you I’m not bringing you back there. I promise. We will talk about everything but we must go, now!” She paused for a moment. 
“I’ll only leave with you under one condition–” She’d thought about it for only a moment, it was a split second decision but she didn’t trust herself otherwise. 
“Anything...” 
“You must swear to never touch me again.” 
He looked at her like she was lost to the ether. Then stalked up to her and stared deep into her eyes. Making her breath hitch a moment with his sheer presence, his musty scent, his lips. 
He nearly growled as he sighed out. “I promise never to touch you again–until you ask me to.” He threw her clothes roughly at her and she relented. 
“Well you’ll be waiting a very long time.” 
He chuckled infuriatingly. “I fell in love with a crazed female like you, I have the patience of an elder by now.”  
She stumbled for only a moment. That was the first time he’d confessed any feelings of love towards her. 
Recovering quickly she decidedly ignored his comment and finished putting her cleaned battle leathers and boots on. Careful not to let him see her bare body as she slipped behind a dressing shade. 
Feeling more like herself than she had in a while, she waited. He extended his hand to her. “You’ll have to let me touch you to get out of here. My shadows can’t be shared unless we are connected physically.” 
Then she heard the footsteps of the attendants and guards coming down her hallway. She grumbled, “Breaking the rules already, huh? Wait, there’s an enchantment keeping me in here. I can’t leave.” 
“You think I can’t get past a little enchantment for the both of us?” He gave her an exasperated look as she grabbed his hand. 
Instantly they were falling between the walls and then the floors in a dark cloud. She grabbed his shoulders tight, fearful he might drop her out of the inky sky. 
She willed herself not to let her senses get lost in his presence. The familiar feel of his arm around her waist, his breath on her skin. She held on as they fell through the sky until they were just underneath her balcony on the ground. 
The moment their feet hit the dirt she was pushing herself away from him. Then blurted out, “My mother!” as panic gripped her.
He just stared at her. “My mother, she’s…she’s here, I mean I don’t know where in the castle but somewhere here. We can’t leave her.” 
Kaelans' features were striking in the moons light as they moved to a small alleyway. “Sera, just come with me. There’s a forest to the north where we can hide ourselves and…” 
“No, I can't lose her again…please.” She begged him to understand. 
“Sera, just trust me.” If looks could kill, hers would have in that moment. 
“Trust you?! Trust. You? Let’s recap where trusting you has landed me…” 
“Sera, stop! You’re going to get us killed. Now come on!”
Shouting filled the air in the marketplace just a few feet from their location. Then in another split second decision, she reluctantly followed him. Silently vowing to come back for her mother. 
They ran jumping through shadows towards the dark forest edging the city further north from the castle. A horn blew loud and she knew it was an announcement of her disappearance and a vow of retaliation. 
They had to hurry. As they neared the first edges of the tree line she started to make out a faint figure, cloaked, hooded and staring right at them. 
“Kaelan…” Her voice trailed off as he kept them heading in the figures exact direction. 
It took mere moments before she recognized Kasia.
“Kasia! How did you…?” Her breathing was heavy as she attempted to wrap her head around the events of the last several minutes. 
“My precious child. I have abilities of my own and let’s just say that after you described Kaelan to me it wasn’t long before I put it together. He was nearly here before I tracked him down, told him where to find you in the castle. I wasn’t going to let you leave without saying goodbye.” It was then, as her mother reached out her arms to embrace her, that she saw them. The dark markings that twined her own. However, Kaisa’s body was covered in them save for her face and neck.
The Astreaics…
Seraphina wrapped her arms around her and hugged her mother for the first time. “I can’t go with you or they will find you all the sooner. I’ll do what I can to mislead them and buy you some time.” Her mother’s words were laced with fear and agony, but more than that, love for her daughter and a fierce determination to protect her.
Seraphina didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t ready for goodbyes, after such a short time together. “I can’t let you go. Not after I just found you.” Pain and despair laced every syllable. 
Kasia laid a hand on her cheek and kissed her forehead. “I am so proud of you, my daughter. Just as your father would be. Go. Find your own fate in this world. I will be with you always.” Kasia’s weathered hand held her daughters firmly. Seraphina then realized she’d placed something else within her grasp. 
She opened her hand and saw a small item made of silver and what looked like a journal. There was no time to study the items. “The journal is mine, but that is your father’s. He gave it to me the night we found out about you. I want you to have it now. Cherish it. It may help explain parts of your past that have been missing for so very long. My power was imbued into the axe when your father and I made the sacred marital oaths. That’s why you have astraeics on you. My journal will help explain more.” Seraphina did everything she could to commit the moment to her memory. To slow time and keep herself in her mother’s arms as long as possible. 
Distant shouting drew closer.
“Come with us, please.” She begged Kasia, but she simply placed a hand on the manacle disguised as a necklace. “I can’t, but I’m grateful to the Gods that I was able to see you, at least once. Now, go, please. I love you.” 
Seraphina stood frozen in place. Two confessions of love within such a short tragic time. It was nearly her undoing. 
Kasia looked at Kaelan, “Remember what you promised me. Keep her safe.” 
“No, Kasia. Please. I’ll melt that manacle off, let me try!” She begged while reaching out to touch it.
The sound of commands, and drawn bow strings filled the air around them as the tree line gained new sentients of the night. 
“Get her out of here!” Kasia demanded. 
Kealan had to grab Seraphina by the waist and pull her away as she struggled to fight back. 
Her skin went molten hot with rage and fear, a small pool of her power recovered, but not nearly full yet. 
“Kaelan, now!” Kasia knew what her daughter was capable of but also resigned that her power was meant for more than saving her.
Kaelan whispered in Seraphina’s ear. “I’m sorry.” Then breath was stolen from her lungs like a thief in the night. Extinguishing any flames she’d readied to erupt on the enemies before her. 
With a strangled cry she managed to yell back, “Mother, no! Please! I lov–” Then she was overtaken by the loss of breath in her lungs. 
Strong arms lifted her as her vision faded along with her consciousness in the realm of Eirlys.
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In the moonlit night, she struggled to wake. A wild pounding sensation as her body lurched from side to side as if she was riding a wild beast. 
Then thoughts infiltrated her mind– “Seraphina, you are safe!”
Solthorn invaded her view as she came back into herself. Kaelan was holding her limp body in place as they rode through the shrouded darkness. 
So that’s how Kaelan was able to get here so quickly. 
The canopy of ancient trees whispered old secrets, their leaves rustling a harmonious chorus that intertwined with the urgency of their pursuit.
Then her recent memories came flooding back all at once. “Stop! Put me down!” 
Solthorn slowed and she leapt off his side sliding down his large paw. Kaelan followed, eyeing her wearily. 
Then Seraphina's mind became a canvas painted with vivid visions she had been seeing for months. She stood clutching her head as pain thundered in her skull. “Sera…” His voice faded as she lost herself in the vision.
Her eyes, now veiled in a mysterious crimson hue, gazed upwards, drawn by an unseen force that guided her sight beyond the mundane. 
Her body moved as if directed by forces beyond her control, arching backward as her vision transcended the boundaries of her surroundings.
In the labyrinth of her mind, unfamiliar landscapes unfolded—a series of twisting tunnels and caves, foreign yet strangely familiar. The red haze that tinged her vision seemed to intensify, casting an ethereal glow around her as if to illuminate the path she was destined to traverse.
A voice, faint yet compelling, reverberated within her consciousness, calling out her name with an otherworldly urgency again. "Come, Seraphina. You know the way. Come. Your sisters are nearly here. You must come."
Her breath caught in her throat as the visions shifted, revealing a profound revelation—a deep crevice etched within stark caves, a once concealed gateway now aglow with an iridescent brilliance. It beckoned to her, an invitation to shatter the wards that held it captive from the realm.
And just as swiftly as the visions had enveloped her, they receded. She was in Kaelan’s arms as she came to. “I know I’m not supposed to touch you but I didn’t think that counted if I was saving you from falling face first on the ground. Did you have another vision?”
She scrambled away from him into a crouched position on the snowy ground. “Kaelan–what is happening here. How did my mother find you? Why are you here? Why are you helping me? Aren’t you determined to hand me over to the chieftain, to control and use me?” 
“I can only answer so many questions at once, little huntress.” Her own words just a few short months ago echoed in her mind as she had said nearly the same sentence to Liara. 
“Fine, right, time is just something that we never seem to have enough of.” She brushed the snow off and righted her things. 
“Just so we are clear, you’re helping me find the place in my visions?” He nodded back. 
“Then I must warn you I don’t even know what to expect once we get there but I just know that I have to go. You, however, do not.” 
He crossed his arms. “Sera, you may not trust me anymore. I understand why, but you can’t even for a second doubt that I only want to keep you safe. All I’ve ever done is protect you.” 
She tilted her head as strong emotions waged a war inside of her and threatened to spill over. A battle that had been simmering under the surface for weeks. “You know, on second thought, we don’t need to do this right now. Because if we do I will end up turning your bones into ash. I am angry and hurt and frustrated. I certainly don't need to have the guilt of your death on my conscience–again.”
She turned to keep walking, sensing they were close despite the dark sheet of sky hindering her sight.
He grabbed her arm to turn her to face him and abruptly dropped his hand as she tensed at his touch. “I’m sorry, I just…you can’t hate me forever. I was a child when I was stolen away from the only home I’d ever known. There are things they did to condition me to be one of them…things I’ll never be rid of and I’m sorry for lying to you. If I could take it all back I would but I can’t, Sera.” 
He paused, clearly frustrated. “I can’t lose you, not again. I never cared for or loved anyone the way I do you. I don’t care if I’m portrayed as the monster in everyone's story–except when it comes to yours, never yours.” 
She whirled on him still fighting the urge to run into his arms. Then did the only thing she could think of, in her pain and turmoil.
She ripped the chain around her neck so it would break and handed it along with the ring over to him. 
“You’ll want this back–so you can give it to someone else one day.” Her voice broke on the final words from her lips and she knew that act hurt him more than any fighting moves she could’ve thrown at him. 
His stormy eyes searched hers as her hand suspended in the air. 
He slowly stepped closer to her. So she could see the whites of his eyes. With a rumble in his voice coming from deep within his chest he said, “No one else will ever be worthy of it.” 
She fought to hold back her tears as extreme pain laced every syllable in his words. He simply stepped past her and kept walking on. She took a moment to try and compose herself as the crunch of his footsteps faded behind her. 
Taking the ring and chain back she tucked it into her chest pocket.
They hiked along in silence before the landscape began to change and something familiar gripped her. The smell, she knew that smell from her vision, they were very close. 
The black orchids began to come into view, a welcome sight after such a long journey. They littered the entire cave entrance but one wouldn’t know what it was if they weren’t already looking for it. 
Thinly carved astraeic symbols were splayed across the rock and one could only see them if they stood at a certain angle. 
Until the markings connected all across the jagged outcroppings just behind the small field of black orchids and clear icicles hanging from above.
“Kaelan, look, there!” He huffed over to her still fuming from their argument, but he focused on the mission ahead. “All I see are a bunch of lines. That doesn’t mean anything.” 
“You don’t understand. In my visions I could see this and see the black orchids just like the ones we found that first day trekking to the fortress. And these symbols correlate with the ones etched on my skin. See.” She lifted up her sleeve.
He gingerly touched her arm as he examined them. “Ok, so let’s say you are right. How do we get in?” 
She stood back and studied the lines until she formulated an idea. “It’s me. I’m the key. I don’t know how to explain it but I know it. I’m the key that unlocks this cave.” 
Her fiery hair swirled around her as the wind picked up and snow barreled down upon their heads. “I hope you’re right. I’m freezing out here.”
Ignoring his rumblings, she placed her hand on the stones and attempted to find any spot that spoke to her. Suddenly her hand warmed as she reached the center. She focused her energy and allowed a small kernel of her flame to fill the space under her touch and instantly the lines glowed. Then started to take on a new shape as the rock formed an opening that had not been there before. 
Kaelan grabbed her arm and moved her behind him as they waited to see what was revealed on the other side.  “Stop. Touching. Me.” 
She pushed him aside as a dark chamber beckoned them in with a singular torchlight to reveal the path. “Seraphina, wait. This could be a trap. Someone could be messing around in your head and be leading us to our death. I’ve seen things that…” 
“Is Kaelan, shadow wielder, General of the Verengade Clan…scared?” She teased as she took a few additional steps toward the new opening. 
“I’m simply concerned with what goes on inside that sweet little head of yours.” He crossed his arms then stroked his beard as Solthorn moved to flank him peering skeptically into the cave opening.
Giving them both a dismissive gesture, she walked in. “Suit yourself, scaredy cats. I’m going in.” Then mumbled under her breath something about him having lived in a cave most of his life and not sure why it bothered him now of all days.
Seconds passed before they were shoulder to shoulder with Solthorn trailing behind and carrying a torch light into the wondrous but mysterious cave. Unsure what fate had in store for them inside.
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Kaelan’s arm bumped into Seraphina’s as they moved further into the cave. Still seething from their earlier arguments and tortured relationship, she did her best to focus on this quest in front of them.  
The Axe, her vision, her mother, the voice in her head, the astraeic emblems, the black orchids, Kaelan, they had all led her there to that exact moment in time.
She was not about to let that fateful moment be tainted with her new hatred for her long lost friend and ex-lover. 
He may overwhelm her senses with his presence but she was determined to keep him out of her head.
Focus.
Breath.
In and out. 
Chanting back and forth in her mind, as the tunnels twisted. 
In the looming path that illuminated their steps, Seraphina stole a glance at Kaelan. His silhouette, though familiar, felt like a mere shadow of the person she had once known intimately. 
As the cave enveloped them, she realized the magnitude of the mysteries that lay ahead and the necessity of overcoming their personal discord for the sake of the journey they were undertaking.
With renewed determination, Seraphina pressed forward, the rhythmic beating of her heart syncing with the cadence of their footsteps. The cave, a silent witness to the convergence of fate and purpose, awaited the revelation that had been foretold by the intricate tapestry of Seraphina's visions.
As they delved deeper into the subterranean world, the cave seemed to pulse with a quiet energy, responding to the convergence of two intertwined destinies. 
The air hung heavy with a palpable anticipation, as if the very stones that surrounded them bore witness to the weight of their purpose.
The narrow passageways widened into expansive chambers, adorned with stalactites that dripped with moisture, creating an otherworldly melody as droplets echoed against the rocky floor. Shadows played along the cavern walls like spectral dancers. The caves were nothing like the inky black stone of the Verengarde Clan Fortress. No, that place was much more natural and rugged. 
Kaelan's presence beside her, though silent, spoke volumes. 
In the distance, a faint glow emanated, beckoning them forward like the guiding light at the end of a labyrinth turned bioluminescent. 
Seraphina's breath caught in her throat as the glow intensified, casting an ethereal radiance that revealed the cavern's hidden secrets as she extinguished the torch to take it all in.
They entered a vast chamber, its walls adorned with luminescent markings that seemed to react to their presence. 
“It’s enchanting, isn’t it?” Her voice strained. Kealan remained silent and vigilant. 
Astraeic emblems glowed with an ethereal light, and illuminated their path on the ground where they had been etched.
The voice, the same that had called to her in the vision, resonated within the chamber, now tangible and echoing against the walls. "Come, Seraphina. You know the way. Feel it, let your senses guide you. Come."
The urgency in the voice spurred her forward. They moved with a shared purpose. The cave's secrets, a culmination of her visions and their tumultuous journey, awaited revelation.
An opening with azul light swirling out came into view. She hurried to chase it down. 
“Sera, wait!” Kaelan’s panicked voice spurred her to slow and turn. 
“I don’t have time for your superstitious delays Kaelan. We’ve trained for battle, we’ve fought side by side. Whatever comes for us next—we needn't be afraid. Right, Solthorn?” He simply huffed in response behind them.
Kaelan quickly moved to her side, looking for all the world deeply pained. “I’m not concerned with what’s around that corner, Sera. I will destroy the realm for you, all you have to do is command it of me. I just…I can’t…” 
Seraphina dared to grasp his calloused hand in hers. “Kaelan, time is not our ally. If we go back, then the guards will find us and my mother’s efforts will be for nothing. I don’t even know if she survived the night.” Seraphina felt the tears sting her eyes. 
“I can’t hold back anymore. I don’t have the luxury of second guessing anything. All I know is that there are evils in this realm set to consume me and my family. For some gut instinct and without a prayer to cling to, I just know that the answers to ending all of this and finding a way out is through here. I’ve been in enough pain, I’ve been through enough suffering. It’s time to take back what was rightfully mine. It’s time I embrace my heritage and face whatever fate has in store for me and you will not hold me back.” 
With determined strides she reached the opening and entered the heavily adorned chamber.






  
  Epilogue


IVAR

“How could you let this happen?! You knew who the girl was, you had your instructions. Now Kaelan’s gone to bring her back but it’s been over  three months with no word or return!” The Chieftain’s smoke riddled voice cracked with the strain of yelling at his son. 
“Father, please. I tried to keep her close, but she is independent and stubborn. She would’ve easily found me out if I’d pushed any more. What would you have me do?” Ivar’s cowardice voice trembled before his father’s rage. 
“You will do as you’re told. If you are going to lead our people one day, then you will have to learn sacrifice and ruthlessness. You are too soft for this life despite my efforts in training you.” 
If torturing me was training me, then I’d rather follow Seraphina into the void of the realm and never come back. 
“Yes, father.” His cerulean eyes downcast as he sat in the worn chair in his father’s office. A place he had been intimately familiar with growing up. A place where lashings were rampant and scolding was always on the tip of his father’s tongue. 
“You’ve failed with distributing the potions to every warrior. With one successful case, that’s not enough boy! The purple haired half-tiefling will do for now. Possibly, in more ways than one.  This is why I force the blood oath ceremony. Kaelan may be caught in the web of Seraphina’s siren song, but he won’t last much longer without fulfilling his mission.” Chieftain Harendar’s eyes darkened into a piercing gaze as the corner of his weathered mouth tilted. 
Pacing the room, he circled his son as if he were a vulture stalking its prey. Until his spindly pale fingers gripped the back of Ivar’s chair and he leaned in close. 
“What do you mean he ‘won’t last much longer?’” While Ivar never cared for the demanding general, he was curious what his father’s plans were for him. 
“So naive. So…idiotic. My son, the heir to my blackened, vicious throne. What a disappointment you are. Your mother should’ve given me more than one child before failing in her battle assignment and getting herself killed.” 
Rage boiled inside Ivar as he thought to his precious mother’s demise. The battle his father knew they would not win. Before Kaelan was general, while Ivar was still very young. He later discovered his father had sent his mother out on an impossible mission. Knowing she was ill prepared. Sent into a ravine to be slaughtered. 
Why? He didn’t know the answer to the question that had plagued his mind for years. “She wasn’t given time to do so, father.” Grinding out his words, his knuckles went white with tension. 
“Your idle, fruitless studies have been a waste.  An odious excuse for a son. Have you never wondered why we have the blood oath ceremony?” His rough voice burned Ivar’s ears. He was counting down the seconds before he could leave his father’s presence. 
“Please, enlighten me, father.” Heart beating fast he could hardly contain his anger. 
“Once a Verengarde, always a Verengarde.” The grating cackle that left his thin lips filled the room as he rounded his desk to face Ivar once more. 
“Kaelan will die. He knows this. Slowly. Painfully. Agonizingly. If he does not return in a fortnight. Then he has doomed himself. The blood oath will take hold and the repercussions of his actions will drain his life force, bit by bit. There is no breaking an oath with the clan. Once it’s made, only death can release you.” 
“No. You’ll break her heart if he dies. Then she will come for all of us.” Ivar’s voice trembled as realization settled. 
With a satisfied smile, the Chieftain replied. “I am counting on it.”
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Prologue Book #2 
Oath of Starlight
[Subject to change]
Along the shadowy depths of the moonlit castle, an enigmatic assassin moved with silent grace. Nyxara, the young princess with a destiny yet to unfold, did not know that fate was charging for her. 
The night was shrouded in star-crossed skies that held an ominous breath as she prepared for sleep within the grandiose bedchambers designed for her royal stature in the realm of Marilla. The many moons rising and filling the view from her balcony bathed her light pearlescent skin in a dreamy azul.
A soft buzzing sound filled her senses and she turned to face her oldest friend, unknowing of the dangers lurking across the palace grounds to find her.
"Zeph!" Nyxara called out, her voice echoing in the chamber. In the corner of her sitting area, within the gilded frame of her ornate mirror, a mystical shroud of a ghostly figure appeared. As he always did since her mother’s passing. 
"Princess. How are you?" His minstrel-like voice echoed in the late-night quiet, resonating with a haunting melody. Nyxara's soft silk nightgown and robe cascaded around her, the moonlight casting ethereal shadows as she crossed the room to sit in a small cushioned chair.
This mystifying old friend appeared only to her, a specter from a distant galaxy, at unsystematic times throughout the last few years of her life. He was her secret confidant, the keeper of her deepest thoughts and fears. Her only true friend. 
"Zeph, you won’t believe what you’ve missed since we last spoke!" Nyxara exclaimed, her excitement palpable even in the dimly lit chamber. As she gazed into the enchanted mirror, Zeph's room unfolded before her, bathed in the gentle glow of a crescent moon. Reflected a stately rich chamber full of his collections, books, and a mix of golden and royal blue hues. 
“Then, please, tell me, my beautiful starlight.” She giggled at his nickname for her. She was forever enthralled by this mysterious figure who came to her like an ancient guardian. 
In the enchanted mirror, Zeph would materialize, his figure bathed in a celestial glow. His skin shimmered with an iridescent sheen, reflecting the distant stars. His eyes, vast pools of cosmic hues, seemed to hold the secrets of the universe itself. With a grace that mirrored the dance of the galaxies, he moved, leaving trails of stardust in his wake. His slender yet strong frame exuded an otherworldly aura, commanding respect and awe.
Her soft voice filled the space between them as she regaled him with tales of her lessons in the palace, and a prank she pulled on her older brother’s causing her a weeks worth of allowance but she felt every coin was worth it.  
Hearing his laughter ring out filled her with such joy and contentment. She’d never felt more like herself than when she was talking to him. He understood her, listened to her, and never admonished her behavior. In a world where duty, honor, and strict structure ruled her days, talking to Zeph gave her a small respite from the domineering realm within her father’s kingdom. 
“Nyxara, you are a wild spirit and a fierce heart to behold. Never let that part of you diminish.” At only fourteen years of age she’d yet to learn her fate in this realm. She scarcely let herself believe she could be anything more than what her instructors told her. That she could be anything more than a princess of Marilla, destined to be instructed in what to do every moment of her waking life. 
“Zeph, can I come live with you? Can you take me away from here?” She yearned for adventure, for a life beyond the confines of her father’s city walls, but it was a false hope. She knew it even then, but perhaps…
“My beautiful starlight, I’d take you away with me in a heartbeat. It would take me nearly a century to travel to your realm, but there are rumors of a portal hidden away. I’ll have to find it and I’ll never stop searching for a way to you. I promise. Just wait for me.” 
Her violet eyes danced at the possibility of running away with him before a yawn overtook her. “I promise, Zeph. I’ll wait for you.” 
“Rest, my princess. I’ll come to you again.” The gilded mirror faded back into its natural form and lifting her slender hand to its frame she wished she could move through it to be with Zeph. It was a childish wish. 
If only she could see him again. If only his promise held true, but fate had other plans for her. 
While her dreams were a sanctuary from the tumult of the waking world. Unbeknownst to her, danger loomed just beyond the threshold of her slumber.
This ferocious albeit young assassin with short inky black hair that framed her striking features—a stark contrast against her light, pale skin–crept along the outer wall moving swiftly to her destination. Piercing emerald eyes gleamed with an intensity, yet revealed nothing of the turmoil within. Her presence was like a whisper in the night, a silent threat lurking in the shadows.
Clad in garments as dark as her demeanor, she was strapped with a long sword, a silent companion in her deadly trade.
The assassin crept along the stone, sweat beading along her brow and her fingers pinched in impossible positions, her mind raced with thoughts of her next contract. Remembering her mantra to get in and out without a sound. Be Swift, Be Deadly, No Remorse.
Creeping further in, having climbed over the princesses’ balcony and gently pushing aside the sheer curtains billowing in the sea air. She quickly moved to stand over Nyxara's sleeping form, and suddenly her resolve wavered. 
She had been hired to carry out a task, to extinguish a life without question as she had done many times before, as she was trained to do for the last five years of her young life. But as she gazed upon the innocent face of the princess, a flicker of doubt crept into her heart.
Could she truly bring herself to harm this young royal, extinguishing a life so full of promise and potential, simply to fulfill the wishes of a faceless taskmaster? 
Her previous marks had been obviously vile beings deserving of her skills, but this... this was no ordinary mark. Why would anyone want the princess dead?
With a heavy heart, she lowered her sword, her resolve crumbling like the ancient stones beneath her feet. The weight of her decision pressed upon her, a burden as heavy as the night itself. Her father would surely punish her for defying the contract, her first act of rebellion in five long years. Fear clenched her heart as she dared to defy her predetermined fate.
However, it had other plans in store, the gilded mirror flashed a bright light and an eerie, but commanding voice filtered through. “NO! Nyxara, wake up!” 
She stirred from her slumber, her eyes fluttering open to the dim light of the chamber, she caught sight of the intruder standing at the foot of her bed. Panic surged through her veins as she realized the danger that loomed so close at hand.
With a cry of alarm, Nyxara launched herself at the assassin, her young heart pounding with fear and adrenaline. The two young females grappled in the darkness, their struggle a whirlwind of motion and desperation.
Amidst the chaos, the assassin's mind raced with thoughts of regret and uncertainty. Had she made the right choice in sparing the princess? Or had she sealed both their fates with her moment of hesitation?
“Guards!” The princesses' voice cried out as she ripped the short sword from her attacker’s stunned grasp and swung. 
The inky black hair of the assassin was cut sideways as she dodged the attack. How does a princess know how to wield a sword? 
Her curious thoughts gave way as she easily calculated her route through the room. Footsteps from nearby guards coming to avenge their charge were nearing but they were locked in a battle of wills. 
The two young females thrust into a world of villainous plans out of their control, both longing for a greater purpose and life. The assassin made quick work of disarming the innocent princess as she swung a low kick out and knocked the royal down. The weapon went skidding across the polished floor ringing out as the elements clashed and she took her chance to run. 
“Stop! Who are you?!” The princess yelled out in a panic.
She swiped her coveted sword from the ground as she leapt onto the edge of the balcony as the princess scrambled after her. A slight hesitation once more before spilling over the edge she took in the sight before her. A desperate princess with hidden skills charging for her. 
Fleeing, she risked letting the princess the view to see her physical features, long enough to memorize them, but she had to take one last momentary glance before the door to the chambers burst forth and in the next second she was gone in the salty spray.
As the echoes of their struggle faded into the night with the growing distance between them, she knew that her path had been forever altered. 
A decision was made that fateful night that would alter the course of both female’s lives, set on a course that would inevitably bring them back to each other.
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and may the echoes of this tale linger long after the
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ASTRAEIC
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The Astracic Emblems or “astracics” are mystical symbols
of power, cach granting unique abilities and
enhancements to their bearers. Below is an overview of the
six primary emblems and the abilities they bestow:
Solari Emblem:
« Appearance: A radiant sunburst.
« Powers: Imbucs the bearer with resilience and vigor,
enhancing physical strength and fortitude.
« Abilities:
o Increased physical strength.
o Enhanced endurance in combat.
o Potential protection against physical harm.
Lunaria Mark
+ Appearance: Reflecting the phases of the moon.
« Powe
« Abilitie

o Heightened perception and enhanced senses.

Grants mystical insight and agility.

© Stealth and swift movement.
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ASTRAEICS CONT'D

Aurora Glyph
» Appearance: Evokes the beauty of the northern lights.
+ Powers: Channels elemental magic related to ice and
frost
© Manipulation of cold temperatures.
o Creation of ice barriers.
o Ability to frecze adversaries,
Zephyr Symbol
« Appearance: Symbolic of the wind’s swift and elusive
nature.
+ Powers: Bestows control over the air. N
Wi »
o Harnessing winds for agility
o Creating gusts to push bac






