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The Flames-They Haunt

Prologue

On that fateful day, time stopped. Everything froze. It seemed I lived in a trance.
My parents are dead…gone, I thought. I’ll never see them again…
What seemed an eternity ago had really only been last night. We, I, my sister, and my parents had eaten supper and been sleeping peacefully in our beds.

We weren’t sure how it happened; it was possible one of us left a candle burning and the cat knocked it over. We would never know.

The thatch-roofed cottage we lived in suddenly was a flaming deathtrap. The roof was quickly licked up by the flames.

My parents somehow managed to get my sister and I to a window. We had barely squeezed through; it was a small window. We had jumped to the ground.

Our parents had tried to fit through the window but couldn’t. As they ran to the door to try and move the large piece of furniture that had fallen in front of it in the fire, the old roof, ablaze, caved in on them, killing them instantly. All my sister and I could do was stand by and watch. We screamed their names but heard no response.

By this time people from the town and neighbors had come running. They quickly put out the fire. Aaliyah(my sister) and I were taken to a neighbor’s house, cleaned up, and put to bed. We were in shock. The woman helping us had to dress us in unburned clothes like we were babies.

“Aaleyah?” I heard. I realized someone was saying my name. I was annoyed. Couldn’t anyone think enough to realize that I didn’t want to be bothered now? Why did they have to come to give me their pity? I felt sick to my stomach.

I pretended to be asleep; my eyes were squeezed shut against my tears anyway. I felt a hand stroke my cheek, and then I heard footsteps leaving the room.

I turned onto my side, clutching the blanket. I wanted to simply stop existing. What point was there to living now?

I could hear voices coming from outside the room. It sounded like our neighbor Mrs. Briggs and her husband.

“We’re going to have make the arrangements,” I heard her say.

“I know, I know. But just the thought of sending those two young’ns so far isn’t appeasing,” her husband replied softly.

“I know David. We’ve known ‘em for so long; sometimes I think of them as my own daughters. I would give anythin’ to take ‘em in. You know that. But we simply don’t have the money,” she said.

“But an orphanage? What if they’s separated? The grief and shock will kill ‘em!” her husband said.

“We will have ta tell those people that they must stay together. That’s all we can do,” I heard her reply. Then the voices got softer, as if they were moving away.

An orphanage? The nearest one was hundreds of miles away! What if we were separated? I couldn’t live without Aaliyah too!

I finally gave in to my tears. My sobs wracked my body. Why? I thought. How can this be?
Chapter One

Kidnapped
‘”Mama! Papa!’”we screamed. There was no answer. They were dead underneath the blazing heap that had been our home….
I awoke with a start in a clammy sweat. My dream had been awful!

I got up and padded softly over to the window. The sky was still dark; it was very early in the morning. No birds sang yet.

Today was the day. We were to leave and begin our long journey to the orphanage in but a few hours. I still couldn’t believe we were actually going. We were leaving the only place we could call home and going to an entirely strange new place. We wouldn’t know anyone and or know how life was there. We could be separated; adopted by two different families- and there would be nothing that I or Aaliyah could do about it. We were helpless in the matter.

I went over all the possible disasters in my mind. I had to force myself to stop. I wouldn’t let them separate us. I would keep my sister with me, no matter the cost.

I heard Aaliyah stirring. I turned and found her stretching in her bed.

“Aaleyah?” she whispered sleepily.

“I’m right here,” I whispered back.

“When do we have to leave?” she said softly.

“In a few hours I think,” I responded, turning back to the window. Then I heard the sound of quiet sobbing. I turned around to see Aaliyah crying. I quickly went to her bed and crawled under the covers next to her. I wrapped my arms around her and spoke soothingly in her ear.

“It’s alright Aaliyah. We still have each other. We always will. If anyone tries to separate us, we won’t let them. I promise. Nothing will happen to you. I’ll take care of you,” I said.

“But Aaleyah, they’re gone! Mama and Papa are gone! We’ll never see them again! Everything won’t be fine. How can we survive without them? Strangers will take us, and-” she began. I interrupted.

“We still have each other! That’s all that matters. As long as we’re together, everything will be fine!” I said. I hugged her tight. Her sobs slowly subsided and she was left with a tear streaked face. What I didn’t tell her was that I had had the exact same thoughts the night before. I had cried myself to sleep.

We quickly packed our bags, leaving out the black dresses Mrs. Briggs had lent us to wear for the funeral which had happened a few days ago. Watching our parents be lowered into the cold ground had been so painful.

We went to the kitchen where Mrs. Briggs was already up preparing breakfast for us. Over these last five days, we hadn’t eaten much. I didn’t eat much now; instead picking at my food. Aaliyah, on the other hand, at least managed to down a piece of Mrs. Briggs homemade bread with strawberry preserves on top and a tumbler of milk.

She also prepared a lunch and light supper for us for the road. We put them in a little bag with a few others we would need to be on hand.

After that, there wasn’t much to do other than get dressed. We sat and waited for about another hour, and then it was time to go. Mrs. Briggs hugged us both and then her husband drove us into town, where a man taking a shipment to Il’Karris(the city where the orphanage was) was waiting with a wagon. Since he was already going that way, he had agreed to take us and a few other children to the orphanage.

Mr. Briggs led us to the place where we were to meet the man taking us. He was there with his wagon- which seemed full to the brim with goods.

I and Aaliyah got inside the wagon. It (the back, in which we were sitting) had been covered with canvas so no one could see what goods the man driving the wagon had underneath. The canvas was also to hide the fact that there were children in the wagon. As we got in, we found barrels, boxes, other various objects, and other girls and boys our age. These were the other children going to the orphanage. It was very cramped and we either had to squat, sit, or lie down. If we tried any other position, our heads would hit against the canvas covering.

Mr. Briggs saw us off, waving as we pulled away. We didn’t wave back. Each of us was too caught up in our thoughts that we didn’t even notice. ~

Everything had been going fine. We had(or rather, I had; Aaliyah remained stonily silent) gotten acquainted with the other children. There were three girls, besides I and Aaliyah, and then two boys as well. We introduced ourselves and asked each other’s ages. We talked about our lives before this, and our fears of what lay ahead. I surprised myself by being able to mention my parents’ death without crying. I thought it must be because over these last few days I had cried every tear in my body.

Everyone seemed haunted by the fact that they were going to live in an orphanage. It was surreal. This sole fact bonded us together in a sort of way.

After talking quietly for awhile, some of us slept while the others ate lunch. I was among those who ate, although Aaliyah slept with her head resting on my shoulder. I didn’t have the heart to wake her. Maybe in sleep she could escape for a short while from the recent tragedies of our life. Even now a small smile played on her lips as she slept.

Suddenly we all heard the galloping of horses- horses other than the ones pulling the wagon we were in.

Then the wagon abruptly swerved on the road. It nearly tipped over. I screamed, as did the other girls. The horses began to gallop wildly. I could hear shouting; it sounded like the man who had sitting in the front with the driver of the wagon. Then the shouting suddenly ceased. Now we could hear voices yelling in a foreign language.

Then suddenly the canvas covering over the wagon was ripped off and a tall, burly man grabbed me by the hair and hauled me to the ground. I screamed again. Shouts of surprise at finding seven children in the wagon came from the man’s mouth and those around him. There were eight men besides him.

The other men came over to the wagon and dragged Aaliyah and the others out in much the same fashion. We were made to sit in a circle on the ground. We were guarded by some of the men while the others searched through the goods. I realized with a sickening feeling that the driver of our wagon and the other man had been killed. I could see them slumped over with many arrows sticking into them. I wanted to vomit.

The barbarians, for that is what I thought them to be, talked loudly to each other in their foreign language. They even shouted at us, but we had no idea what they wanted us to do. Then one of them interpreted; he must speak our language- Kirian. It was a flowing, soft language compared to the deep guttural language they spoke.

Our hands were tied behind our backs. We were then made to get up and stand in a line. It reminded me of the stories of slaves and how they stood in a line to be inspected before they were sold.

The barbarian who had first spoken to us said something. The interpreter explained, gruffly, that we were to remain absolutely silent and do whatever we were told. If we didn’t listen, the men would kill us. I had no doubt he meant it, and obviously the sobbing girl( one of the ones who had traveled with us) realized the same, for she quickly clamped her mouth shut and became as quiet as if she were dead.

I looked at Aaliyah. Her eyes were full of fear, much as I was sure mine were, and seemed to say, What is going on? Why is this happening? I honestly didn’t know. I just hoped we would make it out alive. I hoped that with all my heart.

Chapter Two

Decisions
We all sat in a circle on the ground. Our captors stood a few feet away, arguing over what to do with us. They were, after all, meager robbers(although very skilled in their ways of ambushing and the like). They hadn’t expected to find seven children amongst the things they were stealing.

One of the boys who had been traveling with us could understand their language. He quietly translated to us what they were saying.

“They are talking about what to do with us. I can’t understand everything they’re saying, but it sounds like they can’t make up their minds what to do with us. Now the one that seems like their leader is telling them all to be quiet. He’s saying that they should…” Here the boy, who’s name was Shastara, stopped. His voice faltered, and he seemed unable to go on.

“What is it?” I said.

Shastara’s voice lowered. His little sister sat on his lap, and he began to whisper so she wouldn’t hear.”He’s saying they should….sell us for slaves. They all seem to agree…” Shastara stopped again. Everyone gasped at his words. The little color that there was in his already paling face drained completely away. He seemed to close up, as if going inside a shell. His countenance became stony, and he didn’t speak anymore.

The barbarians had turned around and were coming back towards them. The children all turned their gazes to the ground, clamping their mouths shut…all but me. I glared at the men with what I hoped was a fiery glare.

“Feisty are we?” one of the men said, observing my glare. Apparently more than one of the barbarians knew the our native language.

“Let us go! We are of no use to you,” I said defiantly, but my trembling voice betrayed my fear.

“No; I’m sorry, but that simply can’t be done. Instead we’re going to sell you. On the market. The slave market. Not a very nice place for you…but very nice for us. Lots of money we’ll make!” the barbarian said. He chuckled and turned back to the other men.

“Alright! Let’s move out!” he said. The other men quickly scrambled to throw the former wagon driver’s body and the body of the man next to him into the bushes, where no one would be able to see them. They then got on the wagon.

“Kai! Tie up their wrists. They can walk behind the wagon, ” the barbarian who appeared to be the leader of the little group said.

Kai, a heavy set man, hurried to obey. He got some rope out of the wagon, and using a dagger, cut it into seven long pieces. He then roughly began to tie up each of us so that our wrists were attached to one end of a piece of rope. The other end was tied to the wagon.

“Please! My sister can’t walk like this! At least let her ride in the wagon!” Shastara pleaded.

“I think not. She can walk with the rest of you,” the barbarian leader said. Shastara glared at him, and as soon as he turned his back, Shastara lifted his little sister onto his shoulders.

The wagon jolted forward, making all of us nearly fall to the ground. I had a limp; I had since birth. We were never sure why. But somehow we managed to stay upright.

We stumbled through thick mud, falling many times. We nearly twisted our ankles in the many potholes in the road. By the time the leader called a halt, we were dirty and scratched. Shastara fell to the ground, completely exhausted.

Kai came over and kicked him in the ribs, telling him to get up. Shastara, hardly able to breathe, painfully got to his knees. He helped his sister off his shoulders. She clung to him and sobbed. He was so tired he could hardly wrap his arms around her.

A sob unexpectedly rose up in my throat. I tried to swallow it, but I couldn’t. I began to cry so hard that I shook. Aaliyah put her tied arms over my head to try to hug me, but I continued to cry. This couldn’t be real! Our parents were dead, and we were soon to be sold for slaves.

“Silence!” one of the barbarians said, striking me across the face. I and Aaliyah, still hugging me, fell to the muddy ground. Suddenly my sadness was replaced with anger. I got to my feet and stood defiantly in front of the man. I felt like killing him.

“Don’t touch me, barbarian scum!” I spat out angrily. Then it occured to me, through my haze of anger, that this was the most foolish thing I could have done or said. The man in front of me was a good two heads taller than me and probably ten times as strong. He could crush my head in his hands.

He swung his fist at me, but I ducked just in time. He raised his fist to try again, but just then his leader came by.

“What are you doing?” he said angrily.

“She is-” the man in front of me began.

“A girl that we are going to sell, but if she is damaged, no one will buy her!” the leader said, cutting him off. “If I see you touch her again or even try to, I will personally cut off every finger on your guilty hand.” The accused man looked so shocked I thought his mouth would drop open.

“You think I won’t do it?” his leader said. “Go ahead, touch her. Test me,” he said, staring into the other man’s eyes.

The man took one look at me, and then quickly walked away. I shivered. In that look I had seen the promise that this was not over.

“And you, Kirian brat,” the leader said, turning to me. He raised his arm…and I wheeled and nearly fell again as a second blow came to my already stinging face. I turned back to look at him. “..I am not always around to see my men’s actions. I will not be able to stop them every time you annoy them. I will not hold them responsible for something I do not see them do,” he finished. He looked deep into my eyes as if to say, Do you take my meaning? Then he spun on his heel and went back to his horse.

“Aaleyah! What were you thinking?” Aaliyah said to me as I helped her up. “He could have…he could have…” She wasn’t even able to finish her sentence.

We heard the barbarian leader give the command for us to continue on with our journey. The wagon jolted forward again, pulling us with it. My legs already ached, especially the one that had the limp, the right one.

“I don’t know what I was thinking Aaliyah. All I do know is that somehow, someday, I will make these men pay. I will,” I said steadfastly. She looked away, probably thinking how foolish I was. My own words sounded ridiculous even in my ears, but I meant them. These barbarians would rue the day they ever saw us.

Chapter Three

The Shadow of Death
Finally, long after the sun had gone down in the sky, we stopped again. Everyone collapsed, exhausted. Even some of the barbarians looked as if they couldn’t go another step even if forced to. For that I was glad.

We were each given a small hunk of bread, a small piece of cheese, some salted pork, and some water. I was surprised we got that much. I had expected a sip of water, maybe a few bites of bread- certainly not this. But of course I was thankful, as were the others.

We were untied, but a close watch was kept on us. We rubbed our sore wrists, which were all chafed and raw. My right leg ached so much I didn’t think I could stand if I had wanted to-and that was not to mention that as it continued to get colder throughout the night, it became even worse.

The barbarians, of course, each had a blanket. They were also dressed warmly for such cold temperatures. We had expected to be at our destination by now, sleeping in a warm inn under many blankets, so we were not nearly as prepared.

We were given one- one thin, tiny blanket to cover all seven of us. We huddled together on the hard, frozen ground as much as we could, attempting to keep each other warm. Aaliyah and I slept with our arms around each other, as much for comfort as for warmth.
¤

I awoke to something wet and cold on my face. I opened my eyes to see soft snowflakes falling on us. The ground was covered in a thin white blanket. My clothes had absorbed so much snow they felt frozen stiff.

The winter had really begun now, and it had been predicted to be a much colder winter than last year’s winter was, hence the snow so early on. It was only, if I remembered correctly, the fifth day of the eleventh month. Snow never came this early for us.

Our legs were so cold that we could not feel them, so one of the barbarians at least built a small fire so that we could warm them enough to be able to use them again. The snow melted off of us, running down our bodies in little streams of water. It was surprising we weren’t dead.

I was so afraid we would all get frostbite. My father had once been trapped in a blizzard all night, nearly losing all of his fingers and toes. Thinking of him created a sharp pain in my heart. If only he was alive, and on his way to rescue us…but it wasn’t true. I would never see the father I had loved with all my heart again; neither him nor my mother. I missed them so much…

Thankfully he had been found in time to be able to keep them. In our case though, no one would be rescuing us, and this fire would probably be one of the only fires we got to warm ourselves near all day. I just hoped the barbarians realized that we could not go as far as them without collapsing or worse.

Finally, after being given some warm, yet tasteless, gruel as breakfast, we were ordered to get up again. We were given warmer clothing, and Shastara’s little sister was at last allowed to ride in the wagon. It appeared the barbarians weren’t completely mindless.

We were tied to the wagon again. By this time it was so cold we couldn’t even feel our raw wrists being cut into by the ropes again, so in a sense, for awhile, the cold was to our advantage.

The wagon slowly went forward again. The barbarians had cleared a path through the snow for some miles up ahead, and continued to do so, so the wagon went more smoothly then it would have.

With each step our shoes sunk in the snow, getting completely saturated with it. I glanced at Aaliyah. She looked very sick. She never had been able to be out in really cold temperatures. She had a form of lung sickness and was still getting better from it, meaning that the slightest too-cold tempertature could be fatal. I was really scared for her. Even now her breathing was turning raspy and heavy. I walked over to her side, looking into her fever-glazed eyes.

The snow continued to fall softly about us. I looked up the gray sky and hoped with all my might that blizzards weren’t coming soon in this unnatural winter. That would be all we needed.

Suddenly Aaliyah stumbled and fell. She didn’t move. The wagon was now dragging her along.

“Aaliyah!” I said. “Please, stop! My sister is ill!” I shouted.

“Shut up and keep walking!” I heard one of the men shout. Then I heard a whip crack as one of the men came over with a scowl on their face. Then he saw Aaliyah on the ground and left. He was probably getting the leader.

“Aaliyah, please wake up!” I cried. The wagon stopped and I shook her by the shoulders. She didn’t move or open her eyes. Her breathing was so slow it was almost non-eixstent.

The leader and another man came over.

“Let go of her,” the leader said to me.

“Not unless you let her ride in the wagon! She’s very sick!” I cried, gripping her even tighter. Then I realized with increasing terror that Aaliyah was no longer breathing.

“Aaliyah! Wake up!” I said frantically. I shook her harder. No response was given.

“I said let go!” the leader growled, signalling to his man to pry my arms off of her.

“Kai!” the leader shouted. Another barbarian that I remembered from before came running.

“This one’s as good as dead. Untie her and leave her in the bushes by the side of the road,” he said to Kai.

“No!” I screamed. “Aaliyah!” I received a slap in the face from the leader, and then he held me back tightly in his strong arms and covered my mouth with his hand. My screams were muffled.

I tried my hardest to wiggle out of his arms, but I got nowhere. Kai cut Aaliyah’s ropes, and then dragged her over to the side of the road and hid her in some bushes. She was now concealed from all of our sight.

“Let’s keep going!” the leader commanded. He released me with a shove and then walked away. The wagon pulled forward again.

“No! She’s not dead! Go back for her! Please!” I screamed. I was completely ignored. “Aaliyah!! Aaliyah!!”

“Shut up!” Kai said as he came up to me. He punched me in my ribs after he was sure his leader wasn’t looking, and then he climbed onto his horse and galloped to the front of the line.

I would have fallen but for Shastara suddenly coming beside me and supporting me. I stumbled on, gasping for breath. I was sure some of my ribs had been broken.

I looked back to where Aaliyah had been thrown. I couldn’t see her.

My heart was broken. Aaliyah was dead, lying strewn under a bush. I heard a gut-wrenching sob, and realized I was the one who had made it. The tears began to flow down my face.

This couldn’t be real. She couldn’t be dead. I needed her to be alive.

But she wasn’t.

I was alone.

Chapter Four

The Slave Market
After those awful months, during which I lost both my parents and my sister- my best friend- I lived in a trance. Nothing mattered anymore. I had thought life was over when my parents died. Now it was completely empty, meaningless, and void of all purpose for living. I didn’t care what happened to me now.

I thought again about how Aaliyah had been cruelly dumped along the road. Even if she had been barely alive when she had been dragged beneath a bush, the cold temperature would have killed her soon after. There was no chance at all that she was alive. I knew it; I just didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t believe it…

“Eat!” I heard a voice command. I looked up and realized one of the barbarians had been trying to give me food this whole time. I turned my eyes back to the ground. I wasn’t hungry. I knew I was growing painfully thin, but I didn’t care. Finally, after glaring at me, the man realized I wasn’t going to eat no matter what he did, and so he left.

We had been on the road for two months now- two long, cold, and miserable months. When winter had struck before Aaliyah’s death, it had struck hard. There were probably three feet of snow or more on the ground each day, making it impossible for us to walk behind the wagon anymore. Now at least we were all allowed to sit in it, although we were still tied up.

Suddenly bits and pieces of a conversation drifted toward my ears, although it was in the barbarians language. I was beginning to grasp the meanings of the different words they used, but I didn’t understand everything I was hearing. ”She’s not eating anything at all! She’s getting thinner and thinner! That scum won’t sell for much if she has no flesh on her bones!” I heard a man say. It souned like the man who had just tried to force the food on me.

“I am aware of that Caiphus. I have eyes,” I heard another voice say. That was the leader, whose name was Abbas Haddad. His name, “Abbas”, meant “stern or lion”. That certainly described him. He was probably one of the sternest people I had ever met.

“What do we do?” Caiphus said.

“Let me take care of it. For now I want you to tend to the horses. Obviously tending to the prisoners is too hard for you,” Abbas said. I smirked. That must have gone over well with Caiphus. I could imagine him getting all red in the face.

Then the smirk quickly disappeared. Abbas was now approaching me, and he didn’t look happy.

“You will eat, because you need to be fattened up for when I sell you. I command you to eat,” he said sternly, glaring at me.

“No, I will not eat,” I replied in the Ashan language; his language, “You can try to make me, but I don’t care. I won’t do it. You can threaten to kill me, but that would a reward for me. I would rather die than live anymore.” I said all of this calmly and resolutely, keeping a straight face; not letting any emotions show. I really didn’t care. In truth I would truly rather die then stay on in captivity.

“Ah, but there you are wrong. You will eat, and you will do what I say. I don’t care if I have to hold you down as my men shove food in your mouth. You will submit to me,” he said angrily, grabbing my chin and forcing my face up so that I had to look into his eyes.

“You do not scare me,” I said. “Try what you will.” With that, he spun on his heel and left. He did not like to be told no. My eyes dropped back to the ground. Then my more sensible side kicked in. What would he do to me? It could be horrible. But then, I didn’t care. I wanted to stop existing, so what did it really matter?

“Aaleyah, don’t mess with these men. They won’t hesitate to kill you,” someone beside me said quietly in Kirian. I was surprised. I and the others hardly spoke it anymore. We weren’t allowed to speak in it, in case we were conspiring to run away. I looked back up to see Shastara staring at me with concern in his striking blue eyes.

“I don’t care. They can kill me. I want to die,” I said firmly.

“You don’t mean that,” he said.

“I do. All that mattered to me is gone; everything I loved was taken from me. Why continue to breathe, and know that every breath you will ever take again will be that of one captive and alone?” I said. He didn’t get it. His sister was alive. He didn’t understand.

“My parents died too. Don’t you think I know how you feel?” he said gently.

“You aren’t alone! I am, and I always will be,” I replied. I fixed my gaze on the roots of a nearby tree.

“You aren’t alone Aaleyah,” Shastara said. He took my hand and squeezed it.

“No you’re not,” I heard another quiet voice say. It was Karysa speaking. She had been one of the girls who had been traveling with the rest of us before- before catastrophe had struck. She smiled encouragingly and squeezed my hand too. I didn’t reply.

Normally these kind acts would have touched me. But now I was hardened and cold.

I heard footsteps. Abbas and three other men had returned.

“So Kirian scum. You think you can ignore me and do as you please. Let’s see about that, shall we?” Abbas said. He made some signal to his men, and I was then roughly dragged from the wagon we were sitting in.

“Leave her alone!” Shastara said, making a move as if to help me. He instantly received a punch to his ribs, which winded him. He fell back, gasping. I gave him a look that said, Don’t try to help me. I don’t want you hurt for my sake.
Abbas had brought some of the better food he and his men enjoyed with him. He hoped to weaken me, but it wasn’t going to work.

“See this? This food is better than anything you have been offered so far. You may this every day if you will submit to me. Well, what do you say?” Abbas said, offering a piece of food to me.

I said nothing. I just stared off into the distance, ignoring him.

Abbas made another signal to his men, and I was laid on the ground. The snow’s wetness began to seep through my clothes, as did the cold into my bones. One of the men held my arms down, another my legs. The last held my head still, and then Abbas came over. He had also brought some gruel and bread with him; the usual ration for us prisoners.

I knew what was coming, and I clamped my shut as tight as I could.

Abbas put some gruel on a spoon, and lowered the spoon toward my mouth.

“Eat!” he commanded. I refused to open my mouth.

Then he tried to force it open. I was clenching my jaw shut so tightly I was afraid it would stay that way forever.

In the end though, he got it open. He shoved the spoon into my mouth. I spit the gruel out into his face. He yelled and struck me across the face. He tried again, but to no avail. Finally he stood up and left to get something.

He must have given his men yet another signal, because I was turned onto my stomach; my back now exposed to the cold air. I was still held down. I heard Shastara try again to come to my aid. Then I heard a sword being taken out of its sheathe, and I realized that Shastara probably had a sword at his throat, daring him to try to save me again.

I knew what was coming, as before. I braced myself. I heard the whip before I felt it, and when I did feel it, I nearly screamed. The pain was so agonizing! But I couldn’t give in. That was what he wanted. Rather let him whip me until I died. That was what I wanted.

After giving me about six lashes, he finally gave up, throwing the whip onto the ground beside me.

“Don’t think this is over wench! I’ll break you yet,” he said angrily, and then he stomped away to his horse. I was surprised he would actually whip me. If he had any chance of selling me at all, killing me with a whip didn’t benefit him. I then figured that at this point, he didn’t really care as much about selling me as he did about breaking me to his will.

I was in so much pain, although the barbarians certainly didn’t care as they dumped me into the wagon. I groaned, and they laughed at the sound, calling me “Kirian scum” and “filth”.

“Aaleyah!” I heard Shastara say. I felt strong, gentle arms beneath me, and then I was lying on my stomach. Karysa took some of snow on the wagon and spread it over the bleeding welts on my back. I gasped sharply. Then she gently began to wipe my back with small strips of cloth ripped from the bottom of her dress. My dress was tattered, and now my back was more exposed than before. It was my fault; I knew it. But I almost welcomed the pain as an escape from my thoughts- thoughts of my family, thoughts of freedom…

The wagon jolted forward again. Every little bump on the road and jolt of the wagon was agony for my back. But I didn’t care.

The edges of my vision began to go dark. Unconsciousness was coming. I only hoped that I would never again wake up. I wanted to die. I welcomed death’s icy fingers closing about my heart…

Everything went completely dark. I wondered if this was my last look at the world.

Chapter Five
A Change of Destination
I could see nothing. Everything was pitch black. My eyelids were heavy; I couldn’t open them…I felt those icy fingers that could belong to only one thing- Death. They had almost completely closed about my heart.

Then I heard a voice- Aaliyah’s voice. “Hold on Aaleyah. All is not lost. Hold on.” 
I could see her. We were standing, facing each other in a forest. The snow sparkled in the sunlight, but strangely, I wasn’t cold. I was just awed at the breathtaking beauty around me.

“I want to be with you. I don’t want to live any more,” I said. I walked toward her.

“No Aaleyah; you can’t now. Hold on. You can’t give up yet,” she said, taking a step back.

“But I want to! There is no point for living,” I insisted. Why didn’t she understand? Why wouldn’t she let me stay?

“Just hold on Aaleyah. I love you,” she said. Suddenly I was whooshing backwards, away from her. I hear the wind rushing in my ears.

“Noooooooo….” I cried. My voice echoed. I tried to stop and run back to her, but in a moment, she was gone.

¤

“Aaleyah! Wake up; you’re just having a bad dream,” I heard someone say. Was it Aaliyah?

I eagerly opened my eyes, and then shut them as fast as I could. I was under a tree, and Karysa, (a girl who had been traveling with us) not Aaliyah, was bending over me! We were in the same seemingly endless woods. I didn’t want to be here! I wanted to go back to that beautiful place where my sister was…

“No, no, no!” I cried. “This isn’t real! Leave me alone! I want to die!” I said.

“No you don’t ! Calm down, all will be fine,” Karysa said soothingly.

“Yes I do!” I said loudly, too loudly. What I didn’t know was that now Abbas was on his way to deal with me. “Let me die, I beg you!” I cried.

Then I heard an all too familiar voice- a voice that I never wanted to hear again. I instantly recoiled at it.

“Beg do you? Interesting,” he taunted. “I think I can have that arranged,” he said, beginning to draw his sword out of its sheathe.

“Don’t touch her!” Shastara yelled. He was suddenly in front of me in a protective position.

“I wouldn’t actually kill her, but if I really wanted to, a mere boy like you couldn’t stop me,” he said. He resheathed his sword.

“Well Kirian filth, how do you like being so close to death?” he said to me.

“I’m not close enough in my opinion,” I replied saucily.

This turned the sly, confident smirk on his face into a deep frown.

“I can’t wait to be rid of this one!” he said angrily, turning away. “The first town we come to, let’s sell her there. Or leave her on the side of the road like her piece-of-filth sister.”

This made me so mad I sprang up to try to get at him, but my back had different ideas. The pain nearly made me pass out again, and I fell back down, gasping.

Once again the smirk returned to his face. I could tell he very much loved to get under my skin. I had been foolish to react; all I had done was given him pleasure.

He walked away, yelling to his men to get everything moving again. Most of us had just woken up. Dawn’s first light was now spilling over the hills, bathing things in a soft golden glow.

“Aaleyah, this has to stop. They are going to kill you,” Shastara said quietly as we were led back to the wagon. Once inside, our wrists were tied again.

“I want them to!” I said.

“No you don’t,” he said.
“Just leave me alone! I want to die. I am weary of life. There is nothing you can do to-”I began. But I never got to finish, as racing down the hill behind us came about thirty men, all on horses. They were screaming and brandishing swords!

“We’re under attack!” I heard Abbas yell to his men. “Get your weapons!!”

I heard shouts of surprise as the barbarians saw their enemies come upon them. I heard blood-curdling screams as men were killed. Even now blood splattered on us as we huddled together in the wagon, praying we weren’t noticed.

After a few more minutes, the sounds of fighting ceased. We heard someone shout, “Surrender!”, and it was all over.

Abbas and three more of his men were kneeling on the ground, their hands in the air. Everyone else who had been in their company lay dead on the ground. It seemed like hardly any of our attackers had died.

Then I heard another voice shout, “Check the wagon and see what goods are there!” I was sure that, upon being found, I, Shastara, and the others would probably be dead in less than ten seconds.

Footsteps approached the wagon. A face peered over the side…and then we heard an exclamation of surprise.

“There are children in here!” a man yelled as he came to climb inside the wagon. “It looks like they were being held hostage.”

“How many are there?” another yelled back.

“Two boys and four girls! And not too ugly at that,” he said, pinching my cheek. This I could not stand. I swung my leg out, tripping him and causing him to fall out of the wagon. He lay on his back on the ground for a few moments, and then abruptly stood up and got back in the wagon. He came right over and slapped me in the face.

“Don’t try that again filth!” he snarled. His anger-reddened face got even redder when he heard the laughing of his companions.

“See what else there is, and try not to get beat up by the children while you’re at it,” I heard as I blinked back tears. That great lug, dumb as he was, certainly didn’t lack strength. My cheek stung.

His face got even angrier, and a vein in his neck bulged out as he tried not to explode in anger. He began to search through the crates and barrels in the wagon.

Oh Aaliyah, I thought, why couldn’t you have let me stay with you? 
“There’s food, silk, and-” the man began. He stopped as if unable to believe what he saw in a crate he had opened.

“What is it?” one of his companions called.

“Weapons! There are swords, bows and arrows, daggers-you have to see this!”he said, his voice still full of disbelief. I couldn’t believe it myself! All this time, we had been sitting in a wagon full of weapons! We could have freed ourselves or put a sword to Abbas’s throat and demanded we be let go! But then, being weak with fatigue and hunger, not to mention being half the size of Abbas and his men, we would easily have had the weapons wrenched from our hands. And then there was the matter of us not even knowing how to use weapons.

His companions came running, clambering over the side of the wagon. I drew back as far as I could as one man nearly climbed on top of me in his excitement to reach the weapons.

Suddenly Shastara’s little sister began to shriek. One of the great pigs was standing on top of her hand as he tried to push his way through! He looked as if he must weigh the most out of anyone!

“Shut up!” he growled, about to kick her. I dived in front of her, and nearly screamed as a huge foot came slamming into my wounded back. I lay there, about to pass out again…when suddenly, a large orange flame formed by my hand! I screamed and rolled away from it, falling out of the wagon as I did so. It was so strange! It was an ordinary flame, and it had just…appeared there! As if someone was setting a camp fire in the wagon instead of on the ground…

The heavy man stamped it out, and then began blaming everyone around him for setting it. They all had no idea what he was talking about; they had just been admiring the weapons! He finally stopped, although his face said he still suspected one of them.

No one even bothered to try to get me up off of the snowy ground. Shastara tried to say that I needed help, but one of our new captors just told him to be silent or he would regret it.

Finally, one by one, Shastara, his sister, and the others were kicked off the wagon. Why the men didn’t put the crates on the ground and examine them there, I didn’t know. All I did know was we had to escape, one way or the other.

Shastara came over and helped me stand. Surprisingly, no one was even guarding us- although had we tried to run, we would have easily been stopped.

Suddenly I felt so mad! We were treated like livestock, taken from one place to the other, to be sold at the market! These men were pigs and I despised them!

About five seconds later, it was as if I felt something flowing out of my hands, which were still tied behind me. I felt like I was floating… I watched in horror, as from my behind my back, coming from my hands, a jet of blue fire flew towards the wagon.

As soon as it struck, the wagon exploded. I screamed again, and we quickly dove to the ground. Pieces of wood and weapons flew everywhere, narrowly missing us as we huddled on the ground.

The rest of the new captors came running with shouts. What had happened? Was there some sort of sorcerer around?

Suddenly I felt much weaker than before. I was so weak I couldn’t move any part of my body at all.

Then the men took one look at us, and ran away screaming. They quickly got on their horses and galloped away. I looked down at myself. I was indeed floating; hovering ten feet off the ground! I was completely surrounded by the same yellow-orange flame that had first been on the wagon. I must have looked like a big ball of fire. I could feel the heat radiating out of me. I seemed to draw heat out of the air as I floated there.

What was wrong with me? I began to float gently to the ground. My legs were like jelly and I collapsed.

“Aaleyah! What did you do?” I heard Shastara say as he cut the rope off my wrists. One of the jagged pieces of a sword had served for the boys to free each other, and now they came around freeing us.

“I..don’t…”I mumbled. I was so tired…I couldn’t talk…The others just stared at me with horror in their faces. They were glad their captors were gone, but they were not glad at the thought that they had been traveling with a girl who seemed to be a sorceress.

“I didn’t..I didn’t try…” I couldn’t get a whole sentence out of my mouth! It was so frustrating. I wanted to tell them that there was nothing wrong with me. I was no sorceress! There must be one somewhere else putting a spell on me! But try as I might, I couldn’t talk.

My eyelids slowly closed. The darkness overwhelmed me. I heard Aaliyah’s voice. She was singing…it sounded so soothing and beautiful…and after that, I knew nothing.

Chapter Six

What Now?
When I awoke again, I felt as if I had been trampled by a horse. My head pounded, and the air was so thick…I couldn’t breathe…

“Aaleyah!” Shastara’s voice pulled me out the darkness that was rapidly surrounding me.

“What-what happened? Where am I? Why are we-” I began. Suddenly it all came rushing back so fast I could hardly think. The new captors…the strange fire…the explosion…something wrong with me…

I struggled to my feet, Shastara helping me. We were in a clearing, surrounded by tall pine trees.

I dared to glance into Shastara’s face. I was certain he and the others would be petrified of me. Why hadn’t they left me by now? They probably thought I was some sort of awful freak; an inhuman thing.

What I saw in his face was not quite what I had expected. There was a little bit of apprehension, but also a sense of understanding, or acceptance…something I couldn’t explain. It was as if he almost knew what was going on.

“Where are we?” I finally ventured to say.

“We’re just outside a town called Tragen(readers, this a temporary name. I can never think of place names on the spot; i’ll have to come back and fix of the weird names i don’t like-and this will be one of them-raven14), about fifty miles south of where-” Shastara’s voice broke off.I could easily hear the stoniness in it, and he didn’t have to say what I already knew.

”How did we get here?” I asked. My back, which had been on fire before, was now starting to go numb.

“We used the horses. I and Coren, the other boy with us, found some weapons. We can fight well enough, although we didn’t have to on the way here. Your fire orb was surrounding us all, like a shield,” Shastara said. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. He obviously wasn’t completely fine with my strangeness.

“Where are the others?” I asked. The “others” were Coren, the second boy mentioned before, Karysa and her sister Terys, and Shastara’s little sister, Mariana.

“They are just over there, near the fire. Do you want me to help you over to it?” he said kindly, his formerly almost stone voice now becoming warm. I nodded, and he put his arm around my waist, supporting me as he helped me walk over to the fire.

Upon arriving, the others cast wary glances at me as if I were some sort of enemy. I could hardly blame them; what I had done earlier had scared me. I just warmed my hands and tried to pretend not to notice.

Finally, after a few tense moments of silence, the question we had all been wanting to know the answer to came out. “What…happened earlier?” Coren said, staring at me.

“I don’t know. Trust me, I am no sorceress. I simply don’t know how what happened could have happened. Maybe there was a magic-wielder among our new captors and he put a spell on me. I just..don’t know,” I said.

“Well, what now?” Terys asked. She was a tall, willowly girl with short, curly brown hair and deep blue eyes. She was more quiet than Karysa, her older sister, and so I was unaccustomed to hearing her speak.

And yet this was another question that needed an answer. Truly, what now? I didn’t know. I just hoped I knew soon…

Chapter Seven

Parting Ways
Finally I made up my mind. I hadn’t wanted to carry through with my plan the night before, but in the morning I knew I had to. It was the safest way.

The night before we had all sat around the fire talking. Or at least, everyone else had. I had remained silent, my heart telling me over and over what I had to do. I ignored it at first, but the commands grew louder. I couldn’t ignore them.

Everyone had agreed that we would travel back home together; it would be the best way. Maybe if no one would take us in we work in exchange for food and board. It had seemed like a good idea, so everyone had gone to sleep with plans to set out in the morning.

Deep down though, I knew this was impossible for me. The way I was now…I was just too dangerous. What if this strange..spell was put on me again and I killed my companions? What if I went home with no mishaps, and then it happened there? I could end countless lives because I wasn’t careful. No. I would not put others at risk.

I had no home now. I was cursed to live alone for the rest of my days. I would probably die soon from lack of food and proper shelter; it was going on winter. There would be no food to be had, and I didn’t know how to hunt. I couldn’t go to any small shops in the nearby town; it put the people there at risk. I didn’t want to kill anyone else. Even the thought of killing all those men, barbarians that they were, made me sick to my stomach.

So now that my mind was made up, there came the task of telling the others. I hoped they wouldn’t try to stop me…although, secretly, they would probably be full of relief that they didn’t to be near such a strange person.

I didn’t eat much at breakfast. I just sat there, picking at my food, and eventually put it away for later. I had to tell them now.

“I-” I began. Everyone’s eyes were on me. I swallowed(more like gulped) and went on.

“I can’t go…with you,” I finally got out. “It’s too dangerous. That strange thing might happen to me again.”

“Last time when you did it, you formed a protective shield around us too though,” Shastara said. He didn’t look like he was going to be easy to convince.

“We can’t know if that will happen again. I might get even worse and somehow think you’re my enemies. The…power might get too strong. I could end up killing you,” I said softly. I stared at the ground.

“But we also can’t know if that strange thing will happen again either,” Shastara said. This task was not going to be an easy one.

“There is too great a risk. Even now I feel as if I need to pluck the heat out of the air and…direct it into something- set something alight. It is just too dangerous,” I said firmly, meeting his gaze.

He began to protest, but I cut him off. “Please Shastara; don’t try to argue with me. My mind is made up. I am cursed, and I don’t know how to lift the curse. Until I figure out how-” If I figure out how, I said to myself,” I am dangerous to all those around me. So leave now while you have a chance. I don’t know what is happening, but it could get much worse.”

He still seemed not to hear me. “We can’t leave you out here on your own, ” he said. The others didn’t look as though they agreed.

“You can, and you must. Think of your little sister. Do you really want her exposed to a dangerous monster?” I said. I hoped he would hear me now.

He didn’t say anything. He knew he was defeated; I could see it in his eyes as he looked over at his sleeping sister.

“Please understand. This is for your own good,” I said quietly. “Please go now, before it’s too late.”

“Very well. Your mind is made up, and you have made it clear that there is no way I can change it. We will go, but know that it is against my conscience. I bear no hard feelings against you,” he said.

“I understand,” I said. I was actually very thankful to him for saying that. At least one person didn’t fear me so much.

“We’ll leave as soon as we’re all packed up,” Shastara said to the others. How I wished to be going too…but I couldn’t.
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About thirty minutes later, they were gone. They had said good-bye, and Shastara had looked at me in such a sad way I had almost changed my mind and told them I would come. But somehow I managed to only speak the words of my farewells. It was just better this way…or so I thought…

“Alohm shalom(peace be with you, or be safe),” Shastara said softly to me, as was traditional in Kiria; this was the way that all Kirians parted. He put his hand on my shoulder as he spoke.

“Amas seya(and you my friend),” I replied softly, returning the gesture. To the others all I said was, “Farewell.” I don’t think they trusted me anymore; they were still apprehensive. I respected this and acted accordingly, although it warmed my heart when little Mariana ran up and wrapped her arms about my waist, saying she would miss me. I said I would miss her too. She was so sweet, and she almost reminded me of Aaliyah. Aaliyah…how fiercely I missed my dear sister…

They had left then, going back in the direction we had come. They had left me with supplies, weapons, and the small tent we had salvaged amongst the barbarian’s things.

After they were out of sight, I began to pack up my things also. I needed to move farther back into the woods(deep into them) where I would be even more hidden than before.

That was when I heard the sounds of someone in the bushes.

In an instant a sword was in my hand. I didn’t know how to use it, but maybe I would at least look menacing, and scare whatever was in there away.

“Who’s there?” I said.

No answer came.

I slowly (and foolishly) walked over to the bushes the sounds had come from. Using my sword I pushed them back, seeing if there was anything there.

I screamed.

Chapter Eight

An All Too Familiar Face and a New One Besides
Abbas clamped his hand over my mouth as he put a dagger to my throat. I didn’t even have time to react other than screaming. I was caught.

“Greetings, old friend!” he said, grinning evilly. “You missed me so much you just had to see me again, didn’t you?”

I tried to run him through with my sword, not caring if I died, when it was wrenched from my hand. Abbas had brought his three friends (that had survived the fight) with him. But how had they escaped? Shastara said we had left them tied to a tree. They couldn’t escape without weapons or-then I remembered. When the wagon had exploded, the weapons had too. There were tiny pieces of them scattered about. Abbas and his men must have used them to cut the ropes somehow. This couldn’t be happening.

“Now, if you promise to be quiet, I’ll remove my hand from your mouth,” Abbas said casually, as if this were a normal situation-to be holding a dagger to a girl’s throat while you muffled her words by putting your hand over her mouth.

I didn’t answer. A plan was forming in my mind, so I decided to pretend to be compliant.

He did remove his hand… but the moment he did, I screamed Shastara’s name at the top of my lungs. I hoped he would still be close enough to hear…

The instant after I screamed “Shastara!” for the first time(I was drawing in breath to scream it again), Abbas used my sword hilt and thrust it into my ribs. It felt like being punched by a metal fist. I collapsed, gasping. I didn’t think there was any air left in me.

Through a haze of pain, I could hear more horses. Shastara and the others came back! I thought. My hope soared.

But I must have imagined it, because a few seconds later the sounds stopped. My hope plummeted. I wasn’t going to be rescued. I was going to be taken captive again, or worse…

Then suddenly I knew what to do. I didn’t want to, but it was the only way…I could feel the heat pressing in on me- heat from Abbas’s and his men’s bodies, heat from the air….I simply had to call it and it would come, and I could send it rushing into something else. Someone else.

I gathered the heat..it formed an orb in my hands! Abbas and his men leaped back shouting…but they had nothing to fear from me. At that moment something strange happened. Every ounce of energy and strength in my body fled suddenly. I fell back to the ground, unable to use my legs any longer. They felt like jelly.

“Try that again and I’ll slice your throat!” Abbas growled, kicking me as I lay there. I couldn’t move at all.

I could feel all the heat pressing down on me. It felt like I was being roasted alive! I had to get cooled off somehow, or I would explode!

I finally found the use of my arms and hands, and I grabbed handfuls of snow and spread them on my face. I felt instant relief, although it didn’t last for long.
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Shastara and the others had been much too far to hear me. I didn’t know why I would even think that they could. I was captive again, and I was deathly ill.

My fever raged as Abbas and his men once again decided what to do with me. They were so afraid of me they didn’t even want to touch me. But in the end, after wrapping cloth around their hands many times, they picked me up and carried me deep into the forest. I had wanted to go farther in to the fores, but not like this.

They left me lying on the ground, thinking if my fever didn’t kill me first, some wild animal would. Apparently they were going to take the supplies, and the one horse that had been with me, and go to the nearby town and decide what to do from there.

I was so sick I couldn’t lift a finger to stop them. I just had to watch them walk away. I gradually grew worse and worse until I was hardly breathing.
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I don’t know how long I lay there in the snow, burning with a fever, or how I survived. It must have been a long time-days-because when I was finally able to move again the moon was full. It had been a quarter-moon when I had first been brought here, although I wasn’t sure how I remembered that.

I was still weak, and there was no food around. All I could do was eat the snow that lay around me.

It seemed Abbas and his men were right about my fate. The fever hadn’t killed me yet, so the greatest probability was that an animal, starving from lack of food(it was in the middle of winter) came upon me and decided to feast on me.

And that was the very thing that happened. As I stood supporting myself on a nearby tree, I heard something growl. My heart leaped into my throat. I was as weak as a newborn babe, and I didn’t even have a weapon to defend myself with!

I heard the growl again, louder this time. I slowly turned my head to look over my shoulder…only to see a wolf or wolf flying through the air at me!

I screamed as I was thrown to the ground. The wolf, as I recognized it to be, took its huge paw and swiped me across the back with it. I screamed again as its claws went deep into my skin, ripping my flesh open, along with the still-tender scars I had from being whipped.

This is it, I thought. Here comes death…I hope I die quickly… and then just as quickly, the wolf was off my back as if something had leapt at it and knocked it to the ground.

I managed to lift my head and saw a boy, about my age, rolling around on the ground with the wolf, wrestling it. He had a dagger, and after a few moments of nearly getting teeth sunk into his neck, the boy stabbed the wolf with the dagger. He pushed it off of himself and stood.

It lay there on the ground writhing for a few moments, then went still. The boy took his dagger out of the wolf’s throat and wiped it on the ground. Then he turned to me.

He quickly ran over. “Hold on,” he said. His handsome face was full of worry.

“I’ll try,” I gasped. But I wasn’t sure if I would be able to…

Chapter Nine

The Chosen Ones
The boy gently helped me stand. I leaned heavily on him. I wasn’t sure I would make it to wherever he was taking me.

I limped along, my back throbbing. I felt so weak…

“We’re almost there. Can you make it?” the boy asked.

“I…I think..” I wheezed.

We walked for awhile, and finally we came in sight of a little cottage. Almost like the one I had lived in with my family…

There was an woman standing on the porch of the cottage. She looked around as if trying to find something.

“Ma!” the boy shouted.

“Land sakes Adan, where have you-” she began to say as she ran toward us. She stopped mid-sentence and stared at me. “Who is this?”

“I don’t know. I found her in the woods getting attacked by a wolf. I got there just in time,” he said as his mother came to my other side. I was now supported by two people and was sort of dragged along; I was so weak.

“We have to get her inside quickly!” his mother said. They helped me up the few steps that led to the porch and then took me into their cottage. I could hardly even lift my head at this point.

Adan’s mother quickly cleared off a bed in a corner of the room and then helped him lay me on it. I groaned; every small movement was agonizing.

A man entered the house at that moment. ”Mara, who is that?” he said after taking one look at me.

“We don’t know. Adan found her in the woods. She was attacked by a wolf,” she replied as she boiled some water over the fire in the little fireplace.

I felt bad about intruding on these people. I also didn’t know what would happen with my strange powers…what if I wasn’t able to control them? What if…what if…this went through my head over and over. I wanted to say I would leave in a moment, after catching my breath, but I knew I probably wouldn’t even be able to stand up without collapsing.

“Oh my…” Mara murmured as she looked at my back. She had bandages and hot water nearby and was sitting next to me, about to clean my back. “It’s so bad, Japheth…”

The man came over and looked at me too. He helped Mara, who I assumed to be his wife, clean and bandage my back. After that, they spoon-fed me some warm broth. I felt like a baby, as I had before. I couldn’t even lift my hand.

Finally I was able to talk. “My name is Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn. Thank you so much for what you’ve done for me,” I began. “I’m sorry about intruding; it wasn’t my intent. I’ll leave as soon as I catch my breath.”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Mara said firmly. “You’ll kill yourself, not to mention you probably won’t be able to make it out the door without falling.” These were my thoughts almost exactly, but I was feeling a little bit stronger. I might be able to…

“Really, I think I could,” I said.

“Really, I think you couldn’t. You aren’t leaving until you’ve rested and healed proper like,” Mara said. “Isn’t that right, Japheth?” she said, turning to her husband.

“That’s right,” he said, without looking up from what he was doing.

Should I tell them I was dangerous? Should I say that there was some sort of spell on me? I didn’t know…but then there was once again the question of what if. What if I couldn’t control my powers? What if I killed or injured these kind people? I had to say something.

“Please, you don’t understand. I’m…there’s something…” I wasn’t sure how to word it.

“What is it?” Mara asked.

“There’s something…wrong with me. I’m dangerous,” I finally forced myself to say.

“How so?” she said chuckling. It did sound ridiculous. A weak, injured girl who could hardly move was saying she was dangerous.

“I…” I began. I didn’t get to finish before a little flame appeared in my hand. I gasped quietly. Not again!!! I could end up killing them.

Mara and her husband and son said nothing. They just silently stared at me as if in a daze.

I suddenly had a wave of strength wash over me. I stood up quickly, backing myself toward the door.

“What are you doing?” Mara said, seeming to come back to life. She started toward me.

“I have to leave!” I said. Why weren’t they afraid? Why didn’t they say anything?

“You need to-” Mara started.

I cut her off. “I need to go right now. I don’t want to hurt you.” I had my hand behind my back, and I could feel the door handle now.

“That’s enough. Stop right now. You aren’t going anywhere,” Mara said, regaining her composure. She reached out and took me by the arm.

The heat began to press down on me. I had to burn something…anything…

“Please…” I begged. I needed to set something on fire…the heat smothered me.

“Now you come right over here and lie back down,” Mara said as she led me back to the bed.

“No! Don’t you hear me? I have to-” Once again I couldn’t finish. I had to burn something now. I could feel the flame reappear in my hand. “No!” I cried. I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

Then suddenly a wave of coldness came on me. It went through my body, taking all the heat I was about to use to burn with it when it left. I found I no longer felt the need to burn anything.

I looked up to see the boy, Adan, holding out his hand. The cold was coming from him! He had these strange powers too! I gasped in shock.

“What...what did you do?” I stammered.

“I have them too,” he said.

“Lay down now,” Mara said quietly. I gladly obeyed. This was all so strange…

“Well then you must know what is wrong with me!” I said.

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” said Japheth, in his deep voice. “You are a chosen one. Not all of us have powers.”

“A chosen one?” I asked. What was he talking about?

“Only some of us are chosen. To be chosen means you have special abilities. You can wield fire and send it into things and burn them. My son can do the same with ice, or water. I can send wind wherever I want, and my wife can control the weather. We are but a few of the chosen ones, and there are not many,” he explained.

“This makes no sense! How can I have these powers? How did I get them? I have never had them up until a few days or weeks ago!” I exclaimed.

“You don’t always get them right away. They may only come when you are an adult. But the chosen ones will at some point in life get them,” Japheth said.

“But how did I become a chosen one?” I asked.

“Many years ago, there were a few people. They were normal, until something happened to them. What that is, no one knows. What we do know is that they became powerful magic-wielders. The magic flowed through their blood. They had children, and their children had children. Many generations were born, and they all bore the blood of magic-wielders. It continued on through the years,” Japheth said.

“There must have been someone in your family, even if it was generations before you, that had this special blood. It was passed on to you,” he finished.

“But my parents didn’t have this!” I said.

“Your parents didn’t have to have these abilities. All it takes is just one person in your family, however many years ago they lived. Usually, there will be only a few out of some families that will have them. But each descendant family of one of the great magic-wielders will have at least one person in their family that is the same,” Mara said.

I said nothing. I was shocked. Did I really have…magic in my blood?

“Are you sure?” I whispered in disbelief.

“We are,” Mara replied.

I just couldn’t believe it. I, Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, was one of the chosen ones.

I could wield magic.

This was so unreal…

Chapter Ten

Life Goes On
I remained with Adan and his family while I healed, which took a very long time. I had been very sick, and the wolf attack had given my fever new heights to aspire to.

I helped out around the house and their little farm as much as I could. I think they appreciated it, and I felt better about being able to do even something small in return for their kindness. During this time I got very close to all of them. They became like my extended family.

I was still very weak, but my strength slowly came back. My back was healed, although it had many scars.

My powers got stronger every day. Before when I used them, they made me very weak. Now when I used them, I felt almost stronger each time.

I thought about Aaliyah and my parents every day. How I missed them! If only they could…but I stopped myself. Why dream about the impossible?

I felt so…guilty. As if their deaths were my fault somehow. Why couldn’t I have been the one to die? Why couldn’t they be alive right now? Why must they die instead of me?

I wondered if anyone had ever found Aaliyah’s body, strewn as it was along the side of the road. If so, had she been given a proper burial? What type of people had found her? These types of thoughts went through my head all the time. As soon as I had found somewhere else to live on my own, I would make a proper gravestone, even though I wouldn’t actually be able to bury Aaliyah beneath it. I would put her name and date of birth and death on it, and that she had been a beloved daughter and sister.

At that moment, a voice pierced my thoughts. I had been sitting beneath a big tree in front of Adan and his family’s house. I hadn’t realized that there was someone else standing beside me.

“Aaleyah?” I heard. I looked up to see Adan standing there, gazing at me with his big blue eyes. A lock of his brown hair hung in them. He reminded me so much of Shastara…I missed him too. I wondered what had become of him and the others…

“Am I needed for something?” I asked.

“We’re going to have supper soon; my ma told me to let you know,” he said, coming to sit beside me.

“Oh. Thank you,” I said, turning back to admire the glorious sunset.

“What is wrong?” he asked. Was my face really that readable? He had gotten to know me well, and could always tell what I was thinking. Right now I was just so…sad.

“I…I can’t explain it exactly. It’s as if I feel peaceful, and then right behind that feeling there is a stormy sea inside me full of worries and sadness,” I replied. It was indeed hard to explain.

“I understand that feeling. I’ve felt it many times,” he said, staring at the sunset like I was.

“It’s just that I miss my family so much. I would give anything to have them back…I just feel so guilty. I feel like somehow their deaths are my fault. They rest on my shoulders. Why couldn’t I have died in their place? If it would bring them back, I would die in an instant. It’s just such a burden to bear…”

“It’s not your fault Aaleyah. You had nothing to do with their dying. And I, for one, am very glad that you are alive,” he said.

A secret look passed between us- a look only we could understand.

I was so thankful for Adan. He was such a wonderful friend.

“Adan! Aaleyah! Supper’s ready,” Adan’s mother called.

We quickly got up and headed for the cottage. A special bond had formed between me and him at that moment.
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It had been four months since Adan’s family had first taken me in, making it almost half a year since Aaliyah’s death. I knew I should think about leaving.

Why did it always seem that I was telling people I could no longer stay with them? First Shastara and the others, and now Adan and his family…

“Mara,” I began one day as I helped her (Mara was Adan’s mother) get some bread dough together, “there’s been something on my mind.”

“And what might that be dear?” Mara said kindly. She was such a sweet woman; she really was like a mother to me.

“I have been here for a long time. I fear too long. It is not my point to run you and your family into poverty because there is an extra person to feed and buy things for,” I said.

“Nonsense! We’ve loved having you here! Truthfully Aaleyah, you’ve been the daughter I never had,” Mara replied, ceasing to knead the dough and turning to look at me.

“I know, and I’ve loved being here! I am so grateful to you and your family. But I don’t want to be a bother to you,” I said.

“That’s silliness! You’ve been a wonderful help, and, well, you’ve…” Mara began. Her voice faltered. “You’ve been the daughter I lost,” she finally got out.

“Oh Mara..”I murmured. “I’m so sorry.”

“Well, thank you. But I mean what I say Aaleyah. Please don’t leave us. It is our pleasure to have you with us,” she said with a hopeful look in her eyes.

“If you are sure Mara,” I began, “then I would love to stay with you!”

Mara then gave me a big, motherly hug.

As soon as we had let go and started on the bread again, Adan came in.

“What are you smiling about?” he asked us.

“Aaleyah’s staying!” Mara burst out, unable to contain herself any longer.

Adan’s whole face lit up as he smiled at me.

Chapter Eleven

A Want for Revenge
Time went on. The need for revenge pressed heavily on me. This fact scared me, but I felt only pure loathing and disgust in my heart when I thought of Abbas Haddad walking around, free. He had killed my sister, and he was going to pay. If I ever saw him again, I wouldn’t hesitate….

I had been sweeping before I became lost in my thoughts, and I resumed it with vigor.

Suddenly I heard footsteps. Adan rushed in, blood and dirt on his face.

“Adan! What happened?” I gasped, dropping the broom and running to him.

“Raiders…my parents…in the barn…” he could hardly talk; he was so out of breath. “They took…my parents…”

“How did you escape?” I asked.

“I don’t know…but they took- they took my parents! We have to do something!”

“Calm down Adan. We’re going after them,” I said. It seemed strange that Adan’s parents could be taken. Their powers were so…powerful. But that didn’t matter now. We had to save them.

“Where does your father keep the weapons?” I asked quickly. Then the smell of something burning reached my nostrils.

“They set it on fire. We can’t save it now. My parents…” Adan moaned. He seemed to have lost all sense of urgency. He wanted to stand there and…just do nothing.

“Adan! Stay with me! You have to have a clear mind! I need you! Standing here isn’t going to do anything!” I pleaded.

Resolution came into his face.

“Where does your father keep the weapons?” I asked. Adan ran over to one of the walls, and removed some planks of wood, revealing weapons hidden behind them.

He took a sword for himself, and gave me a bow and arrow. I had been practicing for the past few months, and was very skilled with it now. I slung the quiver over my shoulder; it was full of arrows.

“Ready?” I said. He nodded, and we raced out the door.

Adan had managed to get the animals out of the barn, and they ran freely all over the place now. We grabbed two horses and jumped up on them. We would have to ride bare-back.

We set off at a fast gallop. The horses didn’t seem to mind the pace, but I clung on for dear life.

Somehow, we would save Adan’s parents.

I didn’t know how, but we would.

Chapter Twelve

Blizzard
We raced along, trying desperately to catch up with the raiders who had Adan’s parents. We seemed to fly along. 
Suddenly we stopped. The raiders stood just ahead of us- and I recognized one of them. It was Abbas Haddad. He stood there grinning evilly as he held a knife to..Aaliyah’s throat? 
I rushed at him, screaming…and as I did so, he killed Aaliyah, and someone shot Adan with a bow and arrow. Adan’s parents lay dead on the ground. Everyone was dead…
“No!” I shouted, sitting up in bed as fast as a lightning bolt. I had awaken in a clammy sweat. What a terrible dream…

I hoped I hadn’t awakened anyone with my shout. I looked out the window- it was the middle of the night. I crept up to my bedroom door(really Adan’s- he had kindly offered to sleep by the fireplace on blankets) and listened. I held my breath…but heard nothing. I climbed back into bed, but try as I might I couldn’t get back to sleep…
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“Pa! The animals are gone! The wind must have blown the barn doors open!”I heard Adan say the next morning. I jumped at the sound of his voice. Everyone must just be waking up- or maybe I fell asleep and didn’t realize…

“Oh no! And with a blizzard on the way!” Mara exclaimed. “We’ve got to find them Japheth!”

“I know, I know. But we’ll not be killing ourselves over animals. We’ll look as much as we can, but we can’t take a chance. A bad one’s coming,” Japheth said. Having weather powers, he and Mara could “read” the weather- tell what weather we were in for.

I padded softly out of my room. “Oh Aaleyah,” Mara said. “What are you doing up?”

“I couldn’t sleep, and I heard about the animals. Will we be searching for them then?” I said. I was going; I wouldn’t stay here and wait in agony as I worried about everyone’s well-being.

“We are, but you aren’t my dear,” Mara said. Her tired face was pinched.

“Please Mara; I’m good at tracking animals. I used to do it all the time…with my father. I’m coming,” I said firmly.

“That’s good- we’ll need as much help as we can get,” Japheth said. I was glad he was actually letting me go.

We all quickly got dressed, and then Japheth told us the plan. “Adan, you go with your mother. Aaleyah, you come with me. We’ll all meet back here in exactly three hours. Take lanterns…just in case.”

We all left, trudging through the snow in two different directions. This was not good. The animals could be anywhere.

We had to find them. If we didn’t, they would be trapped outside in the blizzard. They would die.

But that would soon be the least of my worries…

Chapter Thirteen

Lost
We looked for the animals for such a long time. We (I and Japheth, Adan’s father) managed to find three of the horses (they had five). I wondered how Adan and his mother fared…

Then we heard a far-off sound…a sound that was very much like that of a cow. It must be the Soran’s (Adan’s last name was Soran) cow that was also missing.

“Stay here Aaleyah, I’m going to go find the cow. I’ll be right back,” Japheth said, cantering away on the horse he was on. I also sat on one of the horses, and I hugged it for warmth.

I waited-and waited, and waited. I waited for what seemed like forever. Still there was no sign of Japheth. Was he alright? What if something had happened to him? I looked up at the sky, and a knot formed in my stomach. It was grey, and turning dark quickly. It was almost nighttime, and the blizzard would be upon us! I had to find him!

I quickly made sure the other horse was tied to my horse’s tether, so I could keep them both with me. I set off at a gallop in the direction Japheth had gone. Where was he? What had happened? So many questions were now forming in my mind.

I rode on and on. Japheth seemed to have vanished into thin air.

Suddenly, I saw something. It was the missing cow! Japheth’s horse stood there too, eating a small patch of dry grass that was poking up through the snow. But where was Japheth?

I gasped as I found out. Japheth lay on the ground, his head bleeding. He looked as if he had hit his head on a branch or something like that while he was riding, and then fallen to the ground.

I jumped off my horse and ran over. “Japheth!” I cried. He answered with a moan. I had to get him back home!

First, I unwrapped my scarf and wrapped it around his head. Then I brought one of the horses over. This was going to be hard…

Somehow I managed to Japheth onto a horse. He swayed and could hardly stay upright. I would have to lash him to the horse.

I rummaged around in our pack and found some extra rope. The rope would have been used as tethers for the other animals…if we found them. But they didn’t matter now. I had to get Japheth help!

I tied his legs to the horse somehow, and then tethered the cow with the little rope left. I gripped about three tethers in one hand, and led Japheth’s horse(held the tether of the horse he was on) with the other.

I walked for hours. Finally, I was too exhausted to move another step. My right leg ached so much it was on fire. I knew I would have to ride one of the horses now. It would be so hard to keep all of them together.

Finally, I just got on one of the horses and whistled to the other animals. “Follow me,” I said. They probably didn’t understand. But I didn’t care. I had to get help, and worrying about the animals wasn’t helping. If they chose not to follow they would have to find their own way home.

Now I set off at a quick canter, Japheth’s horse following. I looked around at my surroundings. I thought I recognized that tree…this looked like the spot Adan and I came to chop wood.

My hopes soared! We must be closer than I expected! “Hang on Japheth; we’re nearly there,” I said. Then the snow began to fall…thickly and heavily. I soon couldn’t see where I was going.

We were lost.

And the snow continued to fall.

We were trapped outside…in a blizzard.

Chapter Fourteen

Safe at Last
The snow swirled around us. I could hardly see two feet in front of me. The lantern we had brought was so dim…I was sure we were going to die…

Then suddenly I had an idea. I formed a bright fire orb in my hand. It burned despite the snow, and I was able to see a little better.

We went on and on, my horse stumbling forward as I held Japheth’s horse’s halter in my hand. It was so cold! Would we make it back alive?

Would we make it back at all?
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“Son, I’m really worried!” Mara said, looking out the window. “They should be back by now!”

“I know Ma! What are we going to do? What if something happened to one of them?” Adan said.

“I don’t know Son…I don’t know.”
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I suddenly saw something…a light! It was a light other than the light coming from my fire orb, and it was just ahead. I spurred my horse on faster, a ray of hope shining through my gloom.

Then I saw the house. It was Adan’s house! Somehow, though I didn’t see how, we had made it back! Alive!

“We’re home Japheth!” I said, although I don’t think he heard me.

We rode up to the door and I got off my horse. The moment my feet touched the ground I collapsed. My legs were weak from all the walking and trying to stay on my horse that I had done. But we were back. We were saved!

Somehow I managed to stand up. I limped to the porch steps, and crawled up them. I got to the door and pounded with all my might on it. It opened and I fell into Adan’s arms, completely exhausted.

“Aaleyah!” Mara and Adan exclaimed at the same time.

“Japheth…outside...” I said. Those were the only words I could get out as Adan picked me up like I weighed no more than a rag doll and carried me to a chair near the fire burning in the hearth.

Mara rushed outside, with no coat on, and Adan followed as soon as he had helped me sit down. They carried Japheth in. Adan pulled a small bed over to the fire and they laid him in it.

“Oh Aaleyah! What happened to you both?” Mara said, looking at her husband’s head wound.

“He…went…to find the cow…he didn’t come back.. I went to find him..he was hurt..” I said through chattering teeth.

“Adan, you need to take care of her while I take care of your father,” Mara said as she got some water ready to be boiled. She got some bandages and then went back to examine Japheth.

Adan came over and helped me remove my frozen coat, gloves, and scarf. I could hardly move; I felt like a baby as he wrapped me up in a blanket and gave me so tea.

“I’ll go see to the animals,” he said when he was done. He pulled on his coat and went out.

About half an hour later, he came back in, shock all over his face.

“All the animals are there Ma! Every single one!” he said, his voice full of disbelief.

“You’ve worked a miracle somehow Aaleyah. Thank you,” Mara said, coming over and hugging me tightly as she sobbed.

I couldn’t answer. I was so tired…and glad to be back.

Chapter Fifteen

An Old Enemy…and an Old Friend
It had now almost been a year since Aaliyah’s death.

In a few days I would turn sixteen…without my twin. Without my second half. Without my best friend. I would never see her again, and this day would just be a painful reminder of my undeserved existence.

I had grown taller in the last few months. I was now taller than Mara(who was quite tall herself) and nearly as tall as Adan. I wondered how different I looked since…since my life had gone horribly wrong. If not for Adan and his family, I don’t know if I would even have survived.

It had been a few months since my and Japheth’s near-death experience. I still didn’t know how the animals had actually found their way home without freezing to death. I didn’t know how I and Japheth got home without freezing to death.

Winter had finally ended. It had been long and cold, and I was glad for the warmth of the sun and the life it brought with it. Flowers bloomed everywhere, and grass turned green. Everything seemed to wake up after its long winter sleep. A cool breeze watched over me now.

Even now I sat beneath a big oak tree, studying the bright little flowers around me. Their little faces seemed to smile at me. Everything was so full of sunshine…

And yet, my heart was not at rest. In a sense it was overflowing with contentment, but on the other hand it was cruelly empty. Nothing filled it. The deaths of my family had torn such big holes in my heart I was sure it would never be mended.

“Aaleyah,” I heard. I turned. Adan stood there, a black, curly lock of his hair in his eyes.

“Yes Adan? Oh, I know. Your mother wants us to go the market, doesn’t she?” I replied. Today was the day we usually went.

“Exactly what I was going to say. You stole the words from my mouth,” Adan said, grinning. “We better go. There’s some things she needs for supper, and she needs them soon.”

“Let’s go then,” I said, standing up. My hair lifted off my shoulders in the breeze, seeming to playfully tickle my face.

I walked out of the shade and into the sunshine. I soaked it up, revelling gladly in its golden warmth. If there was no sun in the world…I didn’t even want to think about it.

We quickly stopped at the house to get a basket from Mara. I would carry it, and we would put the goods in it.

“You just be back before dark,” Mara said as she handed it to me. She didn’t like us staying out late.

“We will,” Adan said, smirking.

We followed the winding path through the woods until we came to the edge of them. Then we turned west, following the dirt road all the way into town.

The town was packed full of people. They crowded its streets and buildings, making a loud noise as they talked and bustled about.

We eventually found our way to the merchants. They stood behind stalls of fresh fruit, vegetables, and many other homemade things. We went over to the fruit stalls and selected some apples, oranges, and peaches. Then we picked up some herbs(thyme, rosemary) and fresh fish.

I stood and waited while Adan went to get the fish. I looked around at all the hustle of the town…and then I nearly screamed when I felt a sharp something pointing into my back. Then I heard a much despised voice.

“Hello young friend. I see you’re still in the land of the living,” said Abbas Haddad. He was holding a dagger to my back.

“Ad-” I began to scream. Abbas clamped his hand over my mouth and pushed me into a nearby alley. “Try that little stunt again and I’ll run you through.”

“Not if I can help it,” I heard. I whipped my head around to see Adan standing there, sword drawn. He rested its tip on Abbas’s throat. “Let her go, scum.”

Abbas shoved me away from himself. I ran over to Adan and got behind him. His tall, strong form shielded me, and I felt safe. For the moment…

“Drop your dagger and sword now, or I swear I will slit your throat,” Adan said in a low, threatening voice. Abbas hurried to obey. Adan, still keeping his sword at Abbas’s throat, picked up his weapons and shoved them back to me.

“Aaleyah, back up-” Adan began…but he never finished as I suddenly gripped his arm and gasped. “Aaleyah?” he said.

I had felt it penetrate my flesh. A dagger now protruded from my back…Abbas must have helpers around. I could feel something warm and sticky flowing down my back…

“No!” Adan shouted. I fell down to the ground and watched as Adan tried to run Abbas through with his sword…but Abbas was too quick for him. Like a coward, he took off running. His men then came to fight, but suddenly the whole crowd seemed to rush to help Adan. In a matter of moments all of Abbas’s men were either dead or captured.

Adan turned back to me and knelt down beside me. “Hold on Aaleyah,” he said, squeezing my hand. I just stared up at him. I couldn’t hold on. I knew I couldn’t…even now blackness was surrounding me; it was pressing in from every side. I was being smothered in it…

I saw Aaliyah’s face; she was smiling. I was going to go to be with her… she was standing in that beautiful wood- the wood I had visited her in before.

“Someone get a physician!” Adan yelled at the top of his lungs. “Hold on Aaleyah, please!” he said, his voice cracking.

I smiled at him through my pain, and squeezed his hand. Then I let go of everything- of life. Adan’s face grew dimmer and dimmer… I drifted away on a sea of darkness…I was free of pain..and I felt so peaceful…

Chapter Sixteen

Catching Up
 “Give me some room! Get back!” I awoke to hear someone shouting. Then I realized Adan was carrying me in his arms, and there was a big crowd pressing around us.

Wait. I was…alive? I had been stabbed in the back! How could I possibly be alive-
“She’s waking up,” I heard another voice say. That voice was so familiar…yet it wasn’t Adan’s or anyone else I had recently met. It was a voice I had heard a long time ago…

I opened my eyes…only to find myself staring into the face of Shastara. Shastara?? But he had left a long time ago…

“Hi Aaleyah,” he said, a worried smile on his face.

“You know her?” Adan asked.

“We…met a long…time ago,” I managed to get out. My back felt quite a bit better, although it still throbbed.

“Ssh, don’t talk. I’m going to get you home,” Adan said, gently lifting me onto a horse. He swung up behind me and I leaned back against him. Shastara seemed to decide to follow, as he got on his own horse and came to ride alongside us.

“But Adan, what happened?” I asked. My mind felt so foggy.

“You were stabbed…you nearly died,” he replied, his voice cracking.

“Then how am I still…here?” I asked.

“This boy saved you. I don’t know who he is. Aaleyah…Abbas got away. I’m sorry,” Adan said, casting a rather wary glance at Shastara. He may have saved me, but I could tell Adan wasn’t entirely comfortable about him yet.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Shastara,” Shastara said politely.

“Ah,” Adan replied.

“And you are?” Shastara asked. Tit for tat.

“Adan,” Adan responded brisquely in one word.

“How do you two know each other?” Shastara asked. I wished I could be a part of the conversation, but my throat was so dry.

Clearing my throat, I said, “The two wouldn’t happen to have any water would you?”

Both boys quickly looked around in their packs, and both offered me a canteen at the same time. I took Adan’s; it was closer.

After I had filled myself to bursting with water, I felt more ready to speak.

“Adan, this is Shastara, an old friend. I and my sister were traveling with him and others to Il’Karris when…” My voice broke off.

“So how do you two know each other?” Shastara said, motioning to the two of us.

“As soon as you and the others left, Abbas Haddad found me. I tried to fight back, but my…powers made me very weak and sick. They left me to die in the woods. After many days, I was attacked by a wolf. Then Adan found me and took me to his house, and he and his family nursed me back to health,” I replied before Adan could.

“I knew we shouldn’t have left you! This is all my fault!” Shastara said, remorse and guilt all over his face.

“No Shastara-” I began. A wave of pain washed over me, and I had to bite my lip to keep from moaning. “It-it wasn’t your fault.”

“She’s really pale. We need to get her somewhere where she can rest,” Shastara said to Adan, seemingly ignoring my comment. Adan agreed, and they both spurred the horses into a gallop.

Suddenly I heard a whooshing sound. Something was flying through the air- arrows…

“Get down!” I screamed, pulling Adan off of the horse with me. We fell to the ground and rolled.

Now a barrage of arrows flew through the air. I heard a shout and saw one buried in Shastara’s arm. He fell from his horse.

Then men- many men- came rushing out of the trees, yelling and screaming. Adan jumped to his feet and drew his sword; Shastara did the same. I just lay there, in too much pain to think.

I didn’t see what happened; I just heard… and then I felt a iron grip on my arms. Something- someone was pulling me backward…

“Adan!” I screamed. I saw him turn and start to come to my aid, but then three men surrounded him and he was stuck parrying their blows and defending himself. I couldn’t see Shastara now either.

I kicked and bit the hand over my mouth, but to no avail. My wrists were tied behind me, and I was blindfolded and gagged. I was then thrown over a horse, my stomach resting on its back. Blood rushed to my head…then something hit it and I felt and knew no more.
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“Japheth, they really should be back by now,” Mara calls to her husband from the kitchen. Worry fills her heart…

“Calm down Mara; I’m sure they just got caught up talking to some friends or-” Japheth breaks off abruptly as he looks out the doorway and sees something.

Adan walks up to the house, supporting a boy with his arm. Blood and dirt cover both of them…and Aaleyah is nowhere to be seen.
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When I awoke- it seemed like I was doing these days was passing out and coming back to consciousness again- I felt something against my back…probably a tree. I was sitting up, but I didn’t know where I was because I was still blindfolded. At least the filthy gag had been removed.

My throat hurt again. I yelled anyway. “Hello? Is anybody there? I demand you untie me right now!”

I heard someone’s voice chuckle and say, “You’re awake! We won’t untie you right now. We will take you to the king though, and what he’ll do to you no one can know. But it won’t be pretty.”

My back began to throb at that very moment. I gasped aloud as the pain all came back to where only numbness had been before.

“Ah, so you are hurting. Oh well. That’s just too bad. You’ll not be getting nice treatment from us,” said the voice with an evil sense of humor.

“Where are you taking me?” I said, trying to slip my thin wrists out of the ropes that bound me.

“I said already,” said the voice. After that, no matter how much I screamed and raved, no one answered me.

I was left alone now to ponder over my fate. I imagined all sorts of gruesome things that could be about to happen to me. I was sure that Shastara and Adan were dead now because of me. Everything seemed to happen because of me.

Why did I have to exist at all?

Chapter Seventeen

Shadow of Doom
I couldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t believe it. I refused to believe it.

I wasn’t a captive again. I wasn’t going to be hurt or made a slave. It wasn’t real; I was simply having a nightmare.

But when I woke up in the morning, with my back to a tree, and my whole body aching and throbbing, especially my back, I knew only too well that I wasn’t dreaming. This was real.

My shadow of doom had caught up to me. It always did, it seemed, in one way or another.

“Why hello,filth! Good morning,” my captor said to me. I glared up at him. I wished I could kick or slap him…

He and his men were also barbarians, just as Abbas and all my other old captors had been. But these men…these were different. Their accent and dress was not recognizable, as was the case with their language. Where had they come from? And what king were they referring to? Why and how could I be important to some king? How did he even know I existed? What was going on? Why was it always me that these things happened to?

It was all my fault that Adan and Shastara had died. They couldn’t possibly have survived an attack like that. If I did manage to escape these men, I could never go back and face Adan’s parents. They would hate me for being the cause of and turn me away. No; now I was really alone.

I wished so much that I could die. I didn’t want to live anymore…live with this great guilt and sorrow on my shoulders, bearing down on me so heavily. It was just too much.

How could this be? Some of my closest friends had died yesterday, and I could do absolutely nothing. I was completely and totally helpless.
Why? Why? Why? It wasn’t true.

It couldn’t be true…

But it was.

Chapter Eighteen

An Uninvited Friend
 
“Adan! What happened?” Mara cries as she and Japheth rush to their son.

“Aaleyah…we were attacked…she’s been captured!” Adan says through gasps of breath.

“Who is this?” Japheth asks, making the stranger boy lean on him so Adan can catch his breath.

“This is Shastara, an old friend of Aaleyah’s. But Pa, we have to go after her! They were barbarians…from the land of Garah! They must be taking her to the king…he’ll kill her, Pa!” Adan says, trying to go to the barn to get a horse.

“Calm down, son!” Japheth says, grabbing his son by the arm. “You’re in no condition to travel. Now sit down and let your ma look you over.”

“There’s no time for this!” Adah yells. But he is made to sit down anyway.

Time is wasting…
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“Just a few minutes now, dearie, then we’ll reach the docks!” said one of the barbarians. I spat at him, and my big wad of spit hit him square in the face.

He growled and slapped me. I bit him hard, leaving him howling with pain, and then took off running. In less than three seconds, he had grabbed me around the ankles and brought me down hard on the ground. I was completely winded. It reminded me of when Abbas had captured me…except these men were worse. Much worse.

He then proceeded to kick my back, right where I had been stabbed only two days ago. I screamed and tried to stay conscious.

“Sven! What are you doing?” one of his comrades said, coming over and grabbing him by the collar. He was about my age, and seemed to have a soft spot for me. He easily towered over my short, tubby attacker.

“I was- she just-” he stammered. He got no farther than that.

“Touch her again Sven, and I’ll tell Korin. And you know he won’t deal kindly with you,” my rescuer said menacingly. He then shoved Sven away from me. Sven took off running like a dog with its tail between its legs.

My rescuer, whose name was Thor (pronounced Tore), came quickly over. He gently helped me sit up against a tree. I could feel something warm and sticky running down my back- blood. That great pig had made the scab on my back break open when he kicked me.

Thor helped me to clean off my wound. He talked kindly and softly to me the whole time. He was one of the only ones in the group who knew the Kirian language- my language. I appreciated it, but if he was hoping I would be his best friend, it wasn’t possible. He was, after all, part of the group that had attacked me, Adan, and Shastara. And killed them. No. This boy, kind as he was, was not my friend.

I had to keep reminding myself of this. He was so kind and likable…His face almost reminded me of Adan’s. He was handsome; I wouldn’t deny it. But lurking behind his kindness, there was something else- pride and too much confidence in himself.

“There. That should make you feel a bit better. I’ll make sure that rodent doesn’t bother you anymore,” Thor said as he finished helping me.

“When we get on the ship, how long will it actually take to get to…where are we going exactly?” I asked.

“We’re going to where the king lives-Garah. By ship, it will take about four months,” Thor said.

I tried not to choke. Four months ? Was I so important that we had to travel for four months at sea to see some king? Why was I so important? Why were they going to all this trouble for a mere girl they had captured?

Then I stopped. A small smile stole over my lips. I had fire on my side. They didn’t. It had been awhile since I had used it, and it had left me weak, but if I could escape these men, I would.

“Ah. Thank you so much Thor,” I said, smiling brightly at him. “Why am I so important to you all though?”

“Thor! Gehv sorn sala!” a voice called. It seemed that one of the barbarians was ordering Thor to come somewhere immediately.

“I have to go,” Thor said to me. He retied my ankles and wrists, and sympathetic and guilty expression on his face, as if he really didn’t want to do what he was doing. But he knew he had to tie me back up, and after he had done so, he left. I was alone again.
                                                       ¤
 
“Do you know that without the proper care, you could lose your arm?” Japtheth says to the stranger in his house.

The boy just looks at him and says, “I can take care of that.” He touches his injured arm- his left arm- and a green light covers the whole thing. In but a few moments, his arm seems as good as new. The slash left by the sword has faded to a white scar.

“You’re a healer!” Mara exclaims, staring at him.

“Yes,” the boy replies. “Adan, I can fix that leg of yours if you’ll let me.”

Japheth and Mara watch as the stranger heals their boy’s hurt leg, just as he healed his own arm. There haven’t been real healers in the land for centuries!

“See Pa? Now I’m not even really hurt anymore! We have to go after Aaleyah! They have a two days’ head start. We have to stop them before they get to the ocean. When they do, it’ll be too late to help her at all. Please!” Adan pleads, standing up.

“We’ll go son, don’t worry. Mara, you’ll have to come along. I’ll need your help should we do battle,” Japheth says. His wife nods, her eyes understanding. The little group prepares to leave…
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A breeze blew through the tree tops, causing the trees to sway gently. I shivered; I had lost my cloak in the struggle. It seemed not two seconds had gone by then Thor was placing his cloak on my shoulders. When I didn’t shrug it off, he rode off atop his big horse with a satisfied expression on his face. I was cold; I might as well use it. Although I did feel a bit bad…

What are you thinking Aaleyah? These are you captors, for goodness sake! You need to escape them, not become emotionally bonded to them! They owe you a cloak- after all, they did capture you! Think! my mind screamed at me. I wasn’t sure why I was acting like I was.

As I sat on top of the horse I had been given(by Thor) as we went along in our slow procession, I thought back to all I had lost. Pictures of my loved ones’ faces went through my mind…my parents, Aaliyah, Mara, Japheth, Adan, Shastara…I missed them all so much!

I had to get away before we got to the ocean. I had to. There would be no possibility of escape if I didn’t. 

A plan started to form itself in my mind. I could do this. I had to do this…

Chapter Nineteen

A Plan…
I looked around me. Sven was riding on my right, and a big, burly man was on my left. How hard could this be?

Hard.
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Two boys, a man, and a woman each sit on a galloping horse. They rush toward a city…they don’t have much time.
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My plan was ready. Now I just had to carry it out…

We stopped suddenly, and the burly man told me to get off his horse. He walked over to me to enfore this command.

“Get off the horse now,” he said, reaching up to grab me. I knew exactly what was going on. They were afraid I might still try to run, and they were going to tie me up. I had to put my plan in action!

Suddenly I kicked my horse in the flanks. It set off at a wild gallop. My hair streamed out behind me, and I hung on for dear life. I could hear the men shouting and giving chase. I had to be faster than them…

I knew what else I had to do. I summoned heat out of the air…and formed a large fire orb in my hands. I threw it over my shoulder, glancing back briefly to see where to aim. Then I sat forward and hunched down…Here it comes! I thought… It hit the ground and exploded. The men screamed- but the wall of fire didn’t stop them for long. They just made their horses leap over it, and were soon on my heels again.

What was I to do now? Get into the crowds, and then jump off my horse? People will help me, surely! They wouldn’t watch a girl be chased and killed or hurt by twenty men. They wouldn’t! But the truth was, they probably would…probably…

I didn’t know for sure. I had to chance it. I raced into the town. More screams filled the air as people lunged out my way. This was it. I had to jump now!

I sprang from my horse- and just before I hit the ground, a sharp, fiery pain spread through my shoulder. They had shot me with an arrow. I could feel it embed itself in my flesh.

I hit the ground hard, and gasped with the pain of my back, shoulder, and fall combined. People just ran around crazily, not doing anything sensible. But then, what would I have done if a girl came racing into town on a horse like a madwoman and then jumped off of the horse? I wouldn’t have any idea what was going on.

“Help!” I screamed, standing up. “Those men are trying to hurt me!”

The people turned to look at my attackers on their horses, galloping toward me. But they decided they shouldn’t believe me when my attackers, now on foot, chasing me, shouted, “Stop her! She’s a runaway!”

I turned and fled down the street, every part of me screaming in pain. My breath became ragged…but I had to keep going! But where would I go? How far could I make it until the pain killed me, or I was caught again?

“Aaleyah!” I heard someone shout above the madness. I looked frantically around, and saw a person standing up ahead of me. How on earth did they know my name? That didn’t matter- what did matter was that I would have to dodge them somehow. They were probably waiting to ambush me or distract me…

Then the person ran toward me with his sword drawn. I screamed again and tried to dodge him, but suddenly others were following him- another boy, and a man.

I suddenly realized- it was Adan, Shastara, and Japheth! They had come to rescue me! I nearly fainted with relief…then realized something else. How could three men hold off an entire mob?

Adan and Shastara were alive?! I looked at the two of them more closely- it was indeed them! They hadn’t been killed after all! Was it possible?

The fact that there was a huge mob in front of them didn’t bother them; they just rushed at the crowd swinging their swords. The peasants instantly stood aside- no one had said there swords and actual fighting involved in this chase. They were done now. They didn’t want their limbs sliced off.

However, the barbarians who had been holding me captive for the last two days didn’t hesitate to meet them, also brandishing their swords. They jumped off their horses, and the real fight began.

Should I keep running, or stop and catch my breath? I feared if I stopped too long, I wouldn’t be able to move again.

I never got to decide, because suddenly I was being dragged backward. Someone had an iron grip on my arms, and try as I might I couldn’t get away.

“Adan! Shastara!” I screamed. But then my new captor kicked me, jolting my whole body and causing me such pain that I blacked out.
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When I awoke, I was lying down on a small bunk. The room I was in was also small, and the walls were wooden, as was the bench and the chest inside. The door to the room was closed…and when I tried to get up, I found I was tied to the bunk.

A suddenly lilting and lurching motion tilted the room. I nearly vomited. The room became stiller than it had been before, but a gentle rocking motion continued. I heard shouting from outside the door, something about sails and a deck…

Sails. A deck.

I was on a ship- probably the ship the barbarians had been trying to get me on. They had succeeded. There was no hope for me now.

All was lost.

I was really, and truly a goner.

Chapter Twenty

No Hope
I could not believe what was happening. I could not be on a ship. I could not be. 
How had I let this happen? I could have run faster, fought harder…anything! But no. I was a weakling, and because of it, I was stuck on a ship going to some country to see some king- and I had no idea why.

I thought back to the events of the last few days (I had now been on this ship for four days). I still couldn’t comprehend how Shastara and Adan had survived…but I did know that the possibility of them being alive after facing that mob was very small indeed.

Tears rolled down my face for the third time that day. Soon sobs were wracking my body, and I laid down in my cot, a torrent of tears rushing from my eyes.

When I had first realized I was on a ship, I had lain there, chained to the cot for a few hours, and then someone had come into the tiny room. I had been given food, and a pot to relieve myself, and then I been rechained to my bed. I had fought the man who had brought food in, and I had tried to run out, but he had easily stopped me. I didn’t have my sea legs yet, and I was only just now getting them. That, plus I had been weak from my recent capture and escape before getting on the ship…my life seemed to be over.

I was free, then I was caught. I escaped, and I was caught again. The cycle just went on and on. Would it ever end?

And who was this king they were taking me to see? I had demanded answers out of everyone who had brought me food over the last few days, but they had told me nothing. Why on earth would a king want to see me ? Why would he even care ?

I missed Mara and Japheth too. They had become like my parents. They had filled that gaping hole in my heart in the short time I had stayed with them. Now I would never see them again…

My right ankle ached. I had a horrible limp on my right side, and over the last few weeks it had been almost unbearable to walk. The run through that little town (while I was trying and failing to escape) had made my ankle swell up, and now I could hardly even put any weight on it.

The ship suddenly lurched as it went over a big wave, and my ankle banged against the wall. I screamed in pain and passed out…
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“We have to get there somehow!” a boy rants, pacing back and forth. A lock of his brown hair falls into his eyes. His mother and new friend sit in the corner of the room.

“Son, what would you have me do? They’re out at sea now; they can’t be stopped! They have a three day head start, and there is a big storm coming that they have probably passed. We wouldn’t be so fortunate; it’s heading our way,” his father says.

“Pa, if you won’t take me, I’ll go myself,” the boy says, sounding like he means it. And he does. He will not let his best friend-maybe something more- die. He won’t.

“I’ll go too,” the new boy says. He won’t be left behind- there is no way. The man regards him with an emotionless eye. Then he turns back to his son.

“Calm down, Son. I will take you. But I can’t promise they won’t hurt her or…worse.” The father wishes his son could really understand the situation. To try to catch up to them at sea is impossible…but they still must go. They have no choice.

Chapter Twenty One

Race Against Time
When I came to, all I could think about or feel was my ankle. It throbbed and ached so…I looked down at it, expecting to see it all swollen. What met my eyes was not only a swollen ankle, but an ankle that had a long, deep gash on it. How on earth had that happened?

That must have happened when I hit it…but what did I even hit it off of? I wondered to myself.

My thoughts were all jumbled together. I could hardly distinguish one from the other.

I made myself calm down, and doing so made my thoughts straighten out.

I was on my way, in an awful ship, to see a foreign king in a foreign place. I didn’t know why he wanted me, but he did. Adan and the others were probably dead-because of me.

It was ALL because of me. Aaliyah’s death. Adan’s, his parents’, and Shastara’s deaths. And who knew? Maybe someone had set our house on fire because they wanted to kill me. My parents, worried about saving me, had been killed instead of me. Maybe I had always been the main target. Maybe it had to do with my strange new abilities. So now, because of me, seven people had died.

Just then the ship lurched, and this time my bonds were too weak to hold me to the bed anymore. I was thrown across the room, this time hitting my head against the wall. I cried out, and I couldn’t move at all. Then the door opened, and someone I had never seen came into the tiny room.

That someone had a knife in their hands…and they were coming at me.

I screamed…
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Two boys and two adults get on a small, fast ship. They are going to a faraway place. They are saving a friend, a daughter, a love…

Time is flying by. The clocks are ticking…

Can they reach her in time? They don’t know.
                             Chapter Twenty Two
New Resolve…and Fear
Hang on Aaleyah…hang on…help is on the way…fight back…don’t give up…a voice in my head seemed to say. New resolve filled me, and I found that, if I tried my hardest, I could get up. This man would not kill me.

“Get away from me,” I said in a low, dangerous voice. The man just kept coming.

I stood up, and let the heat in the air press on me. I would use my powers if I had to, even though I didn’t want to.

“I’m going to kill you wench. I won’t watch you be taken to the king so he can get more of the glory and riches by using you. I won’t. If I can’t have you, then neither will he!” the man said, suddenly pitching the knife through the air at me…

Time seemed to slow down. I could see the knife’s every movement… I sucked the heat from the air now, forming a huge fire orb in my hands. It glowed blue.

The knife was inches away from my chest…and then I ducked. The knife clanged into the wall behind me.

Suddenly the ship lurched again. I was thrown around the cabin, as was my attacker.

Again I managed to stand. I found the knife and picked it up, and then I limped to the man and held it to his throat. “Don’t try anything, scum. If you do, I’ll slit your throat. You think I won’t do it, that I’m just an innocent girl with no knowledge of death or killing? Wrong. Think again. I’ve seen more than my share of death, and I won’t die now at your hands. So consider your next move very carefully,” I said menacingly.

The man seemed to consider my words, but then he swung his legs around, knocking mine out from under me. I went down hard, and he grabbed the knife as I lay there, in pain.

“What was that wench? Your last words? Because the time has come for you to never speak again. Say good-bye to the world,” he spat at me. He raised the knife, about to stab me through the heart…
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“That’s their ship on the horizon!” Adan calls out to his father. His father takes the telescope from him, and finds that his son is indeed correct. There is a ship on the horizon, and he knows that on it must be the girl they seek to rescue.

New resolve fills all of them…but is it enough to get them to her in time?

Chapter Twenty Three

Alone
Suddenly, the ship lurched again. The man went tumbling across the room…and his knife went flying and buried itself in his chest. For a moment he lay there writhing, but then just as quickly he was no longer breathing.

I curled up into a tight ball in the corner. I couldn’t move at all for a minute or two.

Finally, my mind came up with a strange plan. If I could get out of here, seeing as that awful man had unlocked the cabin door and it now banged against the wall in the wind, I could run to the deck and jump over the edge.

Wait, I thought. What will that do? I’ll just drown. I almost died here, and now I want to go do something foolish that will kill me anyway. 
What was I thinking? I didn’t know…but something I did know was that some foreign king (who must have heard about my strange powers) was not going to use me to fight some rival country or anything like that. I wouldn’t be treated like cattle, or some prized possession…

“Cap’n! We have a ship tailing us!” I heard one of the sailors shout over the wind and rain.

A ship- another ship- one other than this one. Could I still use my strange plan and then swim to it? What if it was full of more pirates?

I didn’t really care. Pirates might kill me, but that was better than me being used to kill other people. I decided to make a break for it.

I shakily stood up. The dead man’s blood had run all over the floor- I wanted to be sick-but I had to walk through it to get to the door. It was warm and sticky on my bare feet, and I knew that if I didn’t walk faster, I would be in here retching and never get to escape.

I looked out of the doorway. Not too many of the crew seemed to be on the deck, although I could hear shouts of, “She’s getting closer!” and “She’s right upon us!”Also, there was no one guarding the door. That man who was dead in the cabin must have been my guard, and when the storm hit saw a chance to slip in and kill me before anyone noticed.

I saw my chance…and took it. As fast as an injured girl with a limp can, I raced across the deck. Just as I reached the side, some men came running toward me. “You there! Stop!” they shouted. I scrambled over the side…and fell…fell…Then I hit something- it must have been the side of the ship. Then a huge wave came down on top of me, and I was plunged beneath the surface of the sea.

I was pushed deep down, and by the time the weight of the wave had stopped pressing on me, I was so weak and nearly out of air that I wasn’t sure if I’d make it back to the surface. But somehow I managed to, and when my head broke through the surface of the water, I gulped in the fresh(and rather salty) air as if I had just come out of the desert and was gulping down water.

I looked up at the ship- or rather, where the ship should have been. Then I saw that the wave that had pushed me under the water had also pushed the ship, which was already wind-driven, farther away(it had caused the ship to go much farther much faster than it normally would).

Then I remembered the other ship the crew had been talking about. Where was she? Was she full of pirates? Had the sailors been imagining? Was I alone in a huge sea, doomed to float in the middle of it until my strength was gone and I sank?

I saw it then, as I was nearly overrun with thoughts of death and doom. A ship, which looked to be much smaller and faster than the one I had been on, sailed toward me now. I was going to make it. I had to.

I swam with all my might toward it, wishing the storm would calm a bit. Three times now I had nearly been plunged under the water by the huge waves again.

Finally, my strength was gone. Here comes death, I thought. The ship will just sail past and not even notice me floating here. 
I just…let go. I was so weak. I couldn’t shout out to the people on the ship(not to mention they probably wouldn’t hear me in the storm), and I couldn’t swim any more.

I’m coming Aaliyah…I’m coming…I thought- and then I heard a splash. Someone, or something, was swimming toward me. A strong arm went around my waist, but I was too tired to see who it was.

We were lifted onto the ship, and all I could think was, It would have been better to drown, or at least “fall asleep” peacefully in the sea than be killed by pirates. Oh well. I got my wish. Someone rescued me out of the water. 
Someone said my name then, and I looked up to find…no. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be…

Chapter Twenty Four

Not Real…
I must have passed out from my shock, because I awoke to find myself lying on a small cot. In another ship. Wonderful.

Because I had been rescued by…him.

The person I had never dreamed or thought to see again.

It was…no. It couldn’t be him. He couldn’t be real. He was dead or disappeared.

I was imagining. I must be drowning, even this moment, in the water. He hadn’t rescued me. I was dying right now, and was in my subconscious state didn’t realize it.

He wasn’t alive.

He couldn’t be.

This wasn’t real.

No.
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A ship sails into a small harbor(almost appearing too small for such a large ship). The crew would usually be swarming about on the deck, but today they move slowly and with the appearance of those doomed.

They have lost the prize…the prisoner.

They know they will be punished, probably very severely. They may even be killed.

The girl has probably drowned by now, jumping over the side of the ship as she did…and then the massive wave came down on top of her. Not to mention she hadn’t been that well when she had been on the ship.

They are in trouble. That much is sure.

Even now the king’s soldiers await them on the shore. They would have taken the prisoner straight to the king.

But she’s gone.

Death is on the horizon…and they are fast approaching it.
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Aaleyah… I heard. I knew that voice, and it stayed with me as I drifted in and out of consciousness.

I knew it…but whose was it?

Who spoke so softly and gently?

Then I knew.

It was Aaliyah.

Aaleyah, stay awake. It still isn’t your time to leave. Stay. Stay. Wake up. 
The persistent voice was like someone shaking my shoulder. Just as I felt like I was about to let and go and float away in the darkness, the voice came. It wouldn’t let me go.

I clung to that voice so full of hope. It kept me through the dark hours, and it kept me until me I woke up.

It kept me when I woke up…and nearly died of shock at seeing him again.

Him.

He was real.

He was alive.

They all were.

But how? Could my life really be so…”happy”? Could it?

Could Adan really be sitting on the edge of the cot, holding my hand and staring at me so sadly, and then his face lighting up when my eyes opened? Could he and his family…and Shastara of all people…really be standing around me, their faces so full of love? I had thought they were dead.

How many times would I think this? How many times would the tiny, remaining slivers of my heart be smashed again?

They were alive…and so was I.

It was too good to be true.

But it was.

Chapter Twenty Five

A Nagging Feeling
It was true.

My family, or at least those who had become so dear to my heart and like a family, surrounded me now.

My eyes closed again, and I slept and dreamed of Aaliyah, and my parents who were gone now.

I could rest now.

I was at peace.
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“Sire…” a soldier begins. He trembles slightly. “We-we lost her. She killed the traitor Cane and then escaped.”

“An injured girl killed a man and then escaped? Is that possible?” the king asks coyly. “The thirty of you grown men on the ship let her just…escape?”

“We tried sire…but she is most likely dead now,” the soldier replies. He trembles even more now, but lying will be of no use. The king will know, and then the punishment will be greater.

“Dead? And how would jumping into the sea kill her, General?” the king asks. The soldier can tell from his face that he is greatly enjoying himself. Causing others fear and pain delights him.

“A huge wave came, and she was right under it when it hit. She would have been killed instantly. And, Sire, that is not to mention that our ship was pushed far away by the wave, so there would have been no point to our even trying to go back. We hardly made it through the storm as it was,” the soldier says.

“I am the king. You do what I say, not what you feel like doing- and yet, you tell me there was no point in even trying to get her back? You say there was no point in even seeing if she was alive? She has powers you know…she’s not a mortal. It could be that she survived. But we’ll never know, will we?” the king says, coming to stand in front of the pale soldier.

“N-no Sire,” the soldier says. He is so afraid he may faint in front of the king.

“There is something that we can know,” the king says, “and that is that you will be tortured in the worst possible ways…ways unimagined. That, General, is the reward for your…services.”

The soldier’s knees are shaking, and they give way. To suffer at the king’s hands is no mere thing.

It is a nightmare…the worst kind imaginable.

The general will be punished horrifically while his men get another chance and roam free until a new general is found. The king considers it to be his(the current general) fault. He should have had a closer eye kept on her. He should have had more guards guarding her.

He will die now…at the hands of a merciless demon.
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When I finally awoke again, though my ankle throbbed, I felt very rested and full of life. I cautiously sat up, and then stood. A wave of dizziness hit me just the real wave had- the one that had nearly killed me.

I swayed…and then an arm was around my waist. Someone supported me. I looked up to see the face of the boy-now a man- who had become such a part of my heart.

Adan. The name was like music to my ears.

I blushed at myself as I stared at him…but I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t seen him. I had thought he was dead.

Now it was as if I had to commit his face to my memory all over again.

Suddenly he had me in a tight hug. I leaned against him. I was so glad to see him…

“I thought…” he murmured, his voice cracking. Then he stopped and couldn’t go on. Instead we just stood there, wrapped in each other’s embrace, while he gently stroked my hair.

I was amazed at the love I could feel for one person. I had never loved or really even had any feelings for a boy before, so this feeling was new to me. I remembered how my mother used to say that it was so much more precious when you didn’t give your heart away to so many people, and instead saved your whole heart for one person. I now understood what she had meant. I was so happy, even in this turmoil and chaos.

“I missed you so much Adan,” I said as I finally stepped back from his embrace. He held me at arm’s length. I suddenly realized how tall he had gotten.

“I missed you too…but let’s not think of that anymore. Come on, my parents and Shastara are eager to see you. When you woke up the first time we were all so excited, but now that you’re actually up you better brace yourself for lots of hugs and kisses,” Adan said, smiling. I knew who would give the most of them- his mother- my mother. I smiled back at the thought. Suddenly I could hardly wait to be wrapped in Mara’s arms again. In fact, I was so eager that Adan, who was helping me walk, had trouble keeping up.

Just as we reached the deck (I had been sleeping in one of the cabins below deck on the ship), I heard a cry of joy. I looked up, and sure enough, there was Mara rushing toward me now, her arms wide open. A few moments later, I was lost in a Mara hug-the kind that winded you and caused you to be smothered in…well, Mara. But at the moment it was one of the most wonderful things I could wish for.

And yet, while I said hello again to my loved ones and friends, there lurked, in the very, very back of my mind, a dark feeling.

Guilt…and fear. Guilt over being the one to still be alive, and have all this joy, and fear that all I loved now would once again be taken from me.

I pushed the feeling aside; stopped the tugging of it on my heart.

But it didn’t go away.

Not completely.

Chapter Twenty Six
Reunited

We decided to go to the town of Illein to rest. There was another storm coming, and the other one had just hardly ended. There would be no point in our even trying to go on, so instead we were going to stay here for a few days. That was not to mention that everyone that I desperately needed to be off a ship in order to get better at all. Just being on the ship made me feel weaker. What I needed was to be on still, dry land.
At last we weighed anchor. We all got off the ship, Adan carrying me in his arms. I had tried to resist, but had soon found I didn’t have my land legs at all. In fact, I was surprised at how Adan, his parents, and Shastara all seemed to have no problem walking at all.

We quickly found an inn, and Japheth paid for three rooms. The boys would share one, Adan’s parents would have one, and mine was an adjoining room to theirs.

The innkeeper’s wife got baths ready for all of us, and then when we were done, we all had a warm supper in the main room- the one where entertainment happened. It appeared tonight that someone was going to sing.

Everyone sat back in their chairs and waited as a girl walked to the front of the room. She had a lyre in her hands, and she went and sat on a stool near the fire. She began to strum on the strings, and soon the soft, sweet notes of her voice and the lyre combined filled the room. The tune itself was sad…and at the same time hopeful.

Now darkness fills the land,
From ages past it has,
But the light comes to us again,
The dark it will destroy.
Her voice held the entire room awestruck. Her flaming red hair gleamed in the light from the fire.

Her pretty face looked so…familiar…and then at the same time so different. She was tall and very slim, and played the lyre gracefully. Where had I seen her before?

She ended the song, and instantly the audience were broken from their reverie. The room erupted into applause, and the girl made her way back through the room so the next entertainer could come up.

Then I realized something.

I knew her…this mysterious girl.

But it couldn’t be true.

And yet somehow, I knew it was. Of their own accord, my feet suddenly took me across the floor toward her. I found myself crying, “Aaliyah!” Soon we were wrapped in each other’s arms so tightly I didn’t think anything could ever separate us.

Aaliyah was alive.
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“Sire, the scouts say they are now staying in Illein. They plan to stay there for a few days,” the new general tells the king.

“Good…very good,” the king muses as he looks out the window. He turns back to the general. “Send out thirty soldiers. Find them, and bring the girls back to me-alive.”

“Yes Sire…but don’t you mean “girl” ” the general asks. He doesn’t remember the second girl being alive. She was supposed to be dead.

“Just do as I say, General. There are two girls there. The other twin is alive. Bring-them-back, ” the king says pointedly. The general bows and hurries out of the
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“Aaliyah, y-you’re alive! I-I thought…I thought-you were-” I sobbed into my sister’s shoulder. She just gently stroked my hair, calming me down.

“I’m here now, and that’s all that matters. Sisters forever, none can part us- remember?” she said to me. We now held each other at arm’s length, and I smiled at the memory of our oath.

“Yes, I do,” I replied, wiping the tears from my eyes. I suddenly realized that everyone in the whole room was staring at us now, including Adan, Shastara, Mara, and Japheth. I led Aaliyah over to them and gave the other pople a look that said, Get back to your business. This doesn’t concern you. Stop staring. They seemed to take the hint.

“Aaliyah, this is Adan and his parents Mara and Japheth,” I said, introducing my sister to my “family.” “But you already know Shastara.”

Shastara and Aaliyah looked at each other in a strange way as they said hello- a way I was beginning to recognize.

Mara instantly made Aaliyah feel part of the family, hugging her and telling her it was so wonderful to finally meet her after I had talked so much about her. This sounded queer, because of course I had assumed her dead when I had told Mara about her, and here she was saying it was nice to finally meet her. But that was behind us now. We would keep our eyes on the road ahead and forget the one behind.

That night, as I and Aaliyah went up to bed, sharing my room , she told me her story.

“After Abbas’s men left me on the side of the road, and I could hear you screaming for them to stop and go back for me, I must have fallen unconscious. I awoke to hear a wagon rolling past. I managed to crawl out into the road and plead with the driver to help me. He was a kind old man, and he put me in his wagon and took me back to his cottage where he and his wife lived,” Aaliyah began. I shook my head. All this time, I had assumed her dead, when really she had been alive. I still couldn’t believe it.

Aaliyah went on. “They nursed me back to health, and then, after inquiring after you for about five months straight, I assumed I would never see you again. I agreed to live with the old couple and help the man’s wife out with their business- they had a healer’s shop and sold herbs and the like. They also had three daughters who helped out in the shop-they were married with children of their own- and they also treated me like family.

They were always so kind to me, and I never really felt I could ever repay them, though they said that just me living with them was payment enough. But I knew I had to come look for you again. I had to find out what happened to you.

So, about a year after they took me in, I thanked them for their great kindness and promised that someday I would make it up to them. Then I left, with food and gifts from them. I have been traveling for about three months, and I just got here about two weeks ago. The innkeeper pays me for entertaining his customers at the supper hours, so I have a job as well. I have been staying here, and would have been leaving tomorrow morning had I not found you,” Aaliyah said, finishing her story. She smiled at me and squeezed my hand. We sat next to each other on the one big bed in the room, facing the fireplace in which a beautifully warm golden fire crackled.

We were sisters forever- none could part us.

Let them just try.

Chapter Twenty Seven

Pain
I awoke in the morning to see Aaliyah sleeping peacefully in the bed next to me. Suddenly, Abbas Haddad was there, standing over her. He had a sword…he was going to kill her…I couldn’t move… 
“No!” I screamed. I sat up as quick as a bolt of lightning. I was soaked in sweat, and I felt so hot…

Suddenly the door swung open. Adan, Shastara, Mara, and Japheth all came rushing in. Adan and Shastara had swords in their hands. My scream must have awakened them.

Aaliyah was also by my side, and she was saying something…but I couldn’t hear her. I couldn’t hear anything…except for the thump-thump-thump-thump of my heartbeat…which was entirely too fast.

A stabbing pain suddenly formed in my side. I screamed…but strangely, I could only feel myself do it. I couldn’t hear it. I fell back on the bed, curled up into a ball.

What was happening to me?
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The king’s eyes are closed. He is concentrating on something…and then suddenly, they fly open. A smile spreads across his face.

“Good job my faithful servant,” he says to one of his men. “You touched the right spot. Now whenever I want to, I can send pain to her. I’ll make her realize if she wants it to stop, she was to come back to me…and then she will, because she’ll be under my control. You shall be highly rewarded for this.”
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They all rushed toward me. My side throbbed fiercely, and I felt myself moan. Something was horribly wrong…

Then just as quickly, the pain was gone-but with that change, something else happened. I completely lost my vision. Now I couldn’t see or hear a thing… but at least that dreadful pain was gone. I uncurled and breathed for the first time since it had started. Someone stroked my head…I recognized that touch. It was Aaliyah’s. Then someone was holding my hand…probably Adan.

Black, cold fear gripped my heart. I must really be dying.

Suddenly I remembered the night before how a man had “bumped” into me…and he had bumped against my side. Everything was falling into place.

Somehow, someone was sending terrible pain to my body…but how, and why?

Very good, a voice said in my head. It was cold and dark. And if you want it to stop, you will have to come back. You know where I mean.
And I did know where the voice meant. I even had a mental image in my mind. There was a dock, and soldiers and…the King. The man I would have been taken to had I not escaped. The voice said I must go there if I wanted the pain to stop.

I wanted it to stop…but I wouldn’t give myself over to this monster.

No, I thought in my mind.

Bad choice, the voice said tauntingly. Then the pain came back worse than before.

Chapter Twenty Eight
Relief Turned to Misery

You will come back to me, young one. You and I both know this. We also both know that if you do come back, your pain will go away. I came so close to having you, and I won’t lose you know. Come back. Come back… the voice said.

Then, for about the second time since the sinister voice had ever filled my mind, my pain left me. I was so relaxed(if you could call it that-at the very least I was relieved and without pain) I went entirely limp.

My going limp obviously caused Adan to assume I was dead, because he suddenly said my name softly.

“It’s…okay Adan,” I forced out, squeezing his hand with the little strength I had left.

“Aaleyah, I thought for a minute there-” Adan began. He didn’t go on. He was sitting by my bed, holding my hand, and now he stroked my face.

“Where are the others?” I asked after Adan helped me take a sip of water. I still couldn’t see anything, but thankfully my hearing had come back.

“Shastara’s on guard at the door, and Aaliyah and my parents are sleeping. They were watching you earlier, and I made them go rest,” Adan replied.

“I’m sorry that I’ve been causing you all-” I began, but then I stopped as one stab of pain went through my side. I squeezed my eyes shut, and gripped Adan’s hand harder. Keep trying- I won’t be broken, I thought in my head at the Voice.

“Aaleyah?” Adan said. I opened my eyes as the pain left again. Then the Voice said, Fine. If you won’t be broken this way, I know a way that will break you for sure. All that you hold dear will be taken…and only you will be able to stop it. Then my hearing and vision came back- and they were perfect. There was nothing wrong with them. They were exactly the same way they had been before the Voice and the darkness it brought with it had entered my mind.

And what’s that supposed to mean? I thought back at the Voice. It didn’t respond.

“Adan…I can see!” I exclaimed. I sat up and threw my arms around his neck. We remained in each other’s embrace for the next few moments…though I could have stayed there much longer.
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“Take it easy or you’ll be right back on that bed!” Mara said mock-harshly to me. I could see the smile playing on the corners of her lips.

“Yes Mother,” I replied, chuckling. I was walking all over the place. My pain was gone, and I felt wonderful- except of course for my injured foot. That had been deeply cut on the ship, and it was still sore. But still, there was nothing that could get my spirits down today. Not even the nagging feeling I had that was back stronger than before.

We were still staying at the inn, though we would be leaving in a few days. We had now been here for about two weeks…on account of me. I wasn’t complaining though- I didn’t really look forward to getting back on the ship.

Oh Aaleyah… I heard in my head. Wonderful. The Voice was back again. You told me you wouldn’t be broken. I told you if you didn’t come back, there would be consequences. You didn’t listen. Now, the consequences will be greater than what they would have been had you come sooner. 
We were all outside at that moment; in fact, we were in the market. It displayed stalls holding bright, juicy fruit, sweet smelling cakes and breads, and many other things beside. The sun was shining brightly, and many people bustled about, some trying to barter for goods, and others standing in the shade of the few trees that were scattered about.

Adan and I were walking, hand in hand. The others were nearby, and Shastara and Aaliyah were having a deep conversation.

Then, amidst all our happiness, it happened.

The “consequence”.

There was a man in a long, dark cloak. He raised his arm as if to throw something…

The something flew through the air, glinting in the sun. It happened so fast I couldn’t do a thing about it.

A long, evil looking knife had buried itself in Adan’s chest. He stopped and fell to the ground.

I screamed and knelt beside him. “Hang on Adan!” I said to him, gripping his hand in both of mine.

“A-Aaleyah-” he rasped.

“Don’t talk Adan. I’m going to take out the knife now,” I said. I stroked his forehead. His face was pale, and his skin was growing cold. I ripped off the hem of my dress, getting it ready to be bandages. Then I gripped the knife, hating myself for the further pain I was about to cause Adan…but the knife had to come out. I squeezed Adan’s hand…and then I pulled the knife out. He gasped, and I quickly pressed down on the wound with my make-shift bandages. “Shastara!” I screamed.

Shastara and the others were coming as fast as they could, but a crowd was growing around us. Why couldn’t they move and stop gawking? Adan needed Shastara’s healing powers now if he was ever going to survive!

At last Shastara got through the crowd, yelling, “MOVE!” He raced over to Adan and me and knelt beside us. He removed the bandages and ripped open Adan’s shirt. Then he stuck his hand right over the wound, and said, “Toreth!” A green light then came from his hand and went into Adan’s wound…he was healing Adan.

When he removed his hand, Adan’s wound seemed to have closed up a bit. “Internally, his wound is mostly healed. But we still need to get him back to the inn. Did you see who threw the knife?” Shastara said, picking Adan up. A little bit of color had returned to his cheeks, but he didn’t move at all. He just lay in Shastara’s arms, limp as a rag doll.

Just then, before I could answer, Japheth came, shoving his way through the crowd, yelling, “GET OUT OF MY WAY! I NEED TO GET TO MY SON!” People quickly moved at the sound of his deep, wrath-filled voice. When he saw Adan, tears began to run down his face.

“No! Not Adan! Not my son!” he sobbed, coming over to Shastara.

“He’s alive Japheth,” I said. “We need to get him back to the inn though, and these people won’t move.”

I had hardly finished speaking before Japheth was shouting, “Clear a path! My son is injured! Stop gawking and MOVE!” Then he took Adan from Shastara and we went back to the inn as quickly as we could.

I hung behind the others, who were too worried about Adan to notice anyway.

This had been my fault.

Everything was my fault.

If Japheth and Mara lost their only son, it would be because of me. 
I tried to reason with you, but you wouldn’t listen. Now your only hope is coming back. If you don’t, I’ll continue to hurt those you love…and while your little friend may live, I’ll see to it that the others don’t. Especially your sister. 
Now I stopped dead in my tracks. Every other sound in the world was shut out from me at that moment. I could see the others far ahead of me, but I made no move to follow. I hated myself.

If I slipped away now, I could go to wherever this awful voice wanted me to. It would be better than knowing I was a constant danger to all my loved ones.

But it wouldn’t be better than knowing if Adan died or not.

Do you really have a choice? the Voice said.

No, I thought.

I didn’t. Besides, I couldn’t face everyone with the knowledge I had nearly killed Adan…if he wasn’t dead by now…

So, before Mara, Japheth, Shastara, or Aaliyah noticed, I slipped away…and in my heart of hearts, I knew I probably went to my death…or worse.

Chapter Twenty Nine

Follow the Voice- You have no Choice
I had been traveling for about four days-on foot. Whoever was the owner of the Voice must have had some sort of magical powers, because I was neither hungry, thirsty, or needing a bed to sleep on the whole time. In fact, I didn’t really feel anything…not the cold, not the heat…nothing. I was in a sense perfect. I had no needs. The Voice was also my guide. I just knew where to go, as if a map had been drawn in my mind.

I thought about Adan. Had he died the day I left? Was he still alive? If he was alive, he would hate me if he ever found out that I was the cause of his near-death experience. I had caused him so much pain, and for that I loathed myself…but at the same time I wanted to rush back in the direction I had come and fling myself into his arms. If he was even still alive to welcome me into them…If only I had listened to that awful Voice in the first place, none of this would ever have happened!!!!!

No, it wouldn’t have, taunted the Voice. That was it. I had had enough. I began hitting my head with my fists, screaming, “Get out! Leave my mind!”

It turned out that hitting my head with my fists only made it throb- it didn’t do a thing to get rid of the Voice. In fact, the whole time I did it, the Voice just cackled, infuriatingly me even more.

Finally I stopped, too in pain to go on. I fell to the ground, and sobs overtook me. My shoulders shook with them.

You see, young one, the Voice began, almost sympathetically, trying to fight against me gets you nowhere. It would be better for you if you just listened to me and did everything I told you. 
Better for you you mean, I thought angrily, rubbing my now aching head.

No no, better for both of us. You see, you may have left your friends, at last obeying me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still have certain…things done to them. Do you want to see them right now?
Suddenly the outside and trees around me had been replaced by an image of a pale-faced, feverish Adan lying in a bed. Mara sat on a chair nearby, silently crying. Japheth stood behind her, hand on her shoulder. Aaliyah sat by a window, looking out as if trying to find something, or someone…me. Shastara sat next to her, offering his sympathy by holding her hand and stroking it.

Then Aaliyah suddenly turned, as if she sensed someone looking at her. I heard a new voice in my head, saying, Aaleyah? Where are you? Come back to us, please! 
My sister had just talked to me using her mind! I might be able to talk back!

Aaliyah! I’m here-I’m well. I want for nothing, I said, hoping with all my heart it would work.

Where, Aaleyah, where? she said. Everyone in the room was staring at her now, looking at her like there was something wrong with her. They must never have seen someone talk to another person using their mind.

Remember the Voice I told you about? Well, it’s leading me somewhere- I think back to that king I escaped from. Its owner has powers Aaliyah; he’s dangerous, I said. We should probably stop talking- he might do something to you! Even now I could feel the Voice trying to break through the wall I had put up around I and Aaliyah.

But you haven’t answered my question! Where are you? Aaliyah asked. I could feel her panic seeping into our mind connection.

I think it’s taking me- I began…but I never got to finish. Just then, the worst pain I had ever felt exploded in my head, and I screamed, squeezing my head, trying to get it to stop. In the image of Aaliyah, she was also clutching her head. She had fallen to the floor and everyone had rushed over to her.

At last the pain stopped, and the image of Aaliyah and the others disappeared. I lay on the ground, gasping for breath. I had to remember to breathe when I was in pain!

Very, very big mistake, said the Voice. And once you start a mistake like that, you don’t make it worse by blocking me out. What you just felt was only a fraction of the pain I can cause you if you do it again. 
I began to sob again. I wanted to be back with my loved ones, but at the same time I didn’t. I wouldn’t be welcome there.

I had to keep going. It would be better to die at the hands of some king than to hurt anyone else.

Fine, I responded in my mind. I’ll do what you want from now on. Just please don’t hurt anyone else I love. 
Then I realized how that must sound- groveling and pleading. But it was all I could do at this point.

Very well. Remember, your disobedience, however big or small, will be met with some type of punishment. 
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“Aaliyah? What’s going on?” Mara asked, about to get up and go over to her. The girl was staring off into the distance. She appeared to be on a different planet.

Then suddenly she screamed and fell to the floor, clutching her head in her hands. Shastara was instantly picking her up and putting her in the other bed.

Just as quickly, she stopped. She lay on the bed panting.

“Aaliyah, what happened?” Shastara asked calmly, though Mara could hear his voice. She was simply too shocked to even speak at all.

“Aaleyah…she’s alive!” Aaliyah said, suddenly sitting up. Shastara tried to lie her back down, but she shrugged his hands off. “I was just talking to her-in my mind!” The others just looked at her like she must be going crazy.

“How is that possible?” Japheth wondered aloud.

“I don’t know,” Aaliyah replied, “but somehow it is! Do you remember how she said she was hearing some voice in her head? Well, it turns out that that voice is also leading her somewhere, and its owner, a man, has some sort of powers. What just happened was while she and I were talking, she put some sort of wall up in her mind. The voice broke through, and that was why I felt so much pain in my mind. I’m not crazy!” She looked at each one of them pointedly.

“But where is she?” Mara said.

“I don’t know. She was about to tell me, but our mind connection was broken off,” Aaliyah said. Just then Adan moaned in pain, and everyone instantly went back to his side.
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I had to try to talk to Aaliyah again…I just had to! But how could I do it without the Voice punishing me? Maybe if I told her one word…I could do it so fast the Voice would hardly notice. I hadn’t heard it in hours now.

I tried it. I thought the word “Illis”, for that was where the king was. I felt my mind connect to Aaliyah’s, but as soon as I was sure she heard the word I broke off the connection.

Bad move. I warned you, the Voice said.

My side began to throb this time, and the pain continued to grow until I had lost all consciousness. Just before I did though, I heard someone screaming. Me.

                                      Chapter Thirty
Illein
When I awoke again, I was lying on the ground in the snow where I had fallen during my latest spasm. My limbs felt completely frozen, and I wasn’t sure that I would be able to get up even if I wanted to.

Get up, scum, the Voice said to me. I couldn’t move, but the Voice could obviously control my movements because a moment later, I found myself standing. Now walk, it said in annoyance…but I simply could not get my frozen feet to move.

I can’t! Do you understand? I CAN’T! I thought angrily in my head.

Then I found myself being propelled forward. Oh wonderful. The Voice really could control me- did that mean it would force me to hurt or kill someone if it came down to it?

Oh you ridiculous child! the Voice thought as I stumbled over my useless feet. Having a limp, which I had had from birth, was simply not helpful right now. Then the Voice must have realized I would never get anywhere like this, because my legs suddenly felt like legs again. The cold also went away, and I almost felt like I was taking a walk in the middle of spring.

I found I could walk on my own now, and felt better about that. At least I wasn’t under the Voice’s owner’s(who I assumed could only be that foreign king I had nearly been taken to before) control anymore. Just the feeling of being under the control sent shivers up and down my spine.

I’m afraid I won’t be leaving anytime soon though, the Voice taunted in my head. I tried to ignore the comment, but I couldn’t.

Oh Adan! I thought. Are you even alive? If you are, then you only have me to blame for your pain. I’m so sorry…so sorry. 
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Oh Adan! Are you even alive?
Adan awoke with a jolt at the sound of Aaleyah’s voice. He looked around hopefully, but to his dismay found she wasn’t in the room. It must have been a dream.

“Adan! You’re awake!” Mara cried, going over to her son. Japheth, Shastara, and Aaliyah came as well.

“I heard her voice,” Adan said with a faraway look in his eyes.

Then it came again.

If you are, then you have only me to blame for your pain. I’m so sorry…so sorry. 
“I just heard it again!” he said excitedly. Aaliyah quickly tried to connect with her sister’s mind, but discovered that there was a wall around it that she couldn’t get past. She shook her head at Mara.

Where was Aaleyah? Was she dead, or alive?

No one knew.

¤

It had been about six days since I had set out. My heart was full to the brim with concern for Adan, but of course I had no idea if I would ever see him again, and even if I did, I would feel so guilty…although the possibility of my ever seeing him was miniscule anyway.

I had been trudging through the snow when suddenly I stopped dead in my tracks. There it was.

The city of Illein.

Where the king lived.

Hello doom, I thought miserably.

Chapter Thirty One

The King
I couldn’t make myself move toward my death- or at least what I assumed was my death. The “king” might want to kill me, so I would die that way-but then again, if he wanted me to hurt someone using my powers(by fighting for him or some such) I would fight to the death and die that way.

Start walking, the Voice said impatiently. I smirked to myself- any form of annoyance or discomfort I could cause the Voice pleased me greatly.

A tiny sharp pain throbbed once in my head, threatening me to keep on teasing the Voice. I quickly complied to its wishes, not really wanting to end up writhing in pain on the ground again.

Illein was a large city, and people bustled about on the streets. I gulped as I saw the castle of this King rising up in the distance on a hilltop. Here we go, I thought to myself.
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Aaliyah, her head spinning, raced into the room Adan was resting in. His mother and father sat by him, and Shastara followed close at Aaliyah’s heels.

“I don’t know how…but somehow I know where Aaleyah is! It’s like I’m able to track her with my mind. She has just entered Illein now, and she’s headed to the king’s castle,” Aaliyah burst out. Mara and Japheth looked up in surprise, and Adan looked like he could hardly contain himself from jumping out of bed and going with all speed to save Aaleyah. He had been so worried about her that it had caused him to stay sicker longer, and even now he was so weak…but at least the news that she was still alive perked him up a bit.

“Are you certain?” Japheth asked, coming over to Aaliyah.

“I’m certain,” she replied. “I also can feel some dark presence with her…she’s not alone.”

“We have to go after her!” Adan said, unable to contain himself any longer. He started to sit up but fell back with a pained expression.

“Rest, son!!” Mara said, putting her hands on his shoulders in case he should try it again. “You’ll be no good to her while you’re still this weak, and rushing about will make you even worse.”

“I still don’t understand how she couldn’t have at least told me where she was going, or…or…”Adan fumed. Then he inwardly kicked himself. How must Aaliyah, Aaleyah’s twin sister, feel that Aaleyah had left without even telling her? He was such a blundering fool…

“You would have let her go? Any of us would have?” Mara said to her son pointedly.

“No,” he replied. He was still so angry…at himself, at Aaleyah, at all of their enemies…curse the Dark.

“I think she probably had to go because whatever that dark presence was threatened to either kill her or hurt us- most likely the second reason. If I know my sister, then she would do anything under the sun to protect those she loves,” Aaliyah said with sadness in her voice. It was so hard to find her sister and then lose her all over again…
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The guards at the tall, dark, and forbidding gates let me pass. On the property there were even more soldiers swarming about, some guarding the entrance to the castle, some on errands, and some doing I had no idea what…but there were just so many of them. How many did this king need to protect him? Did he have that many enemies?

As soon as I has passed through the gate, four soldiers surrounded me, saying that I was to come with them. They then tied my wrists behind my back with coarse, thick rope.

As if I could possibly get away with all these soldiers swarming about, I thought to the Voice, but this time I was ignored. I imagined the king inside this castle, rubbing his hands together in excitement. At this thought I nearly vomited on the ground, my nervousness, fear, and anger all mixed together.

Finally, after entering the castle and walking through it until we came to two large doors, and upon entering through them, I saw him. The Voice- the Voice’s owner. The one who had tried to kill my Adan. I gazed into his face with pure hate in my eyes.

“Here she is, Your Highness,” one of my “escorts” said to the King, who sat in a throne which sat raised up from the floor, five steps leading to it.

“So this is the famous Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn,” the King purred. I clenched my hands into fists behind my back.

The King was tall and lean. I could his arm muscles bulging through his clothes- he looked to be one of the strongest men in the world. He was coldly handsome, and his eyes were an uncomfortably piercing blue. His black, black hair was pulled back, and a simple crown sat on his head. He sat on his throne with a barely contained excited expression on his face.

I just glared back.

“Fiesty, are we?” he said, laughing to himself. Then, “I am King Darius the First, although many do not recognize this. So far I only rule Illein and many surrounding places, but one day that will change. Still, no one recognizes my significance. No. Instead they all still obey that ridiculous fake pig that calls himself a king…what’s his name? Ah yes. Queren. It’s funny though…they all obey him and remain faithful to him even though he is in prison, put there by the Dark One himself. But the Dark One has promised that one day I may rule all of Kiria with my iron fist. What a day that will be,” the king said with a far-away look in his eyes. I bristled at the way he insulted our king- our real king. Who was this King Darius anyway? Where had he come from? He certainly wasn’t Kirian; his accent was too foreign.

“King Queren is noble and just, unlike the filth I’m staring at right now,” I said in a low, dangerous voice. If I had not been tied up and restrained by soldiers, I would have rushed at him or used my powers against him.

“Well! She has quite a tongue too, doesn’t she?” the king said amusedly. I hated the way he talked as if I wasn’t there, or as if I was cattle and he was inspecting me and discussing me with his friends. “We’ll soon tame that though, won’t we? Men, take her to the castle practicing grounds and see that the…targets…are set up.”

“Targets? What do you want me to do, shoot arrows at hay bales with red circles with centers painted on them or some such? How ridiculous,” I said.

“Oh no,” the king said to me. “I have a much, much different plan for you.”

Then we were all headed for the castle practicing grounds. I shook with trepidation at what I was about to do…although I wasn’t even entirely sure what that was.

There were indeed targets set up- human targets. They were strapped to wooden posts, which had been driven into the frozen ground. I suddenly realized what I was supposed to do, and I dug my heels into the ground, screaming, “No! I won’t do it! You can’t make me!”

“Oh, but you will,” the king said. “You will do whatever I tell you to. I happen to want to see just how powerful you are.”

“Never!” I spat. I tried not to vomit as I watched the men and women who had been tied to the posts wriggle and scream muffled screams behind their gags as they tried to escape. The women sobbed.

“You may want to rethink your decision,” the king said, impatient. The soldiers had untied Aaleyah’s wrists. Suddenly, a plan formed in her mind. She could burn everything else around and escape…yes she would have to kill people, but they were her enemies…she had to get away… But just as she thought this, the king looked at her and said, “Remember how quickly and suddenly your friend had a knife sticking in him. It won’t be hard to make the cook think to add poison to their food, or for someone to accidentally set fire to the inn they are staying at.”

I blinked back my tears. I wouldn’t do it, no matter what they did to me…but then my mind screamed at me, But what about your family? Your loved ones? What about them? Will you sacrifice them for these people you don’t even know?
“Do it now,” the king said. When I wouldn’t, one of the soldiers punched me hard in the ribs. I fell to the ground, gasping. I was sure some of my ribs had been broken.

“No,” I said defiantly.

“Fine then. I will try the physical approach on you, and then if that still doesn’t work, I’ll dish out your punishment to those closest to your heart,” the king said. Then he made a signal to one of his men. What followed was another beating, one that completely winded me and left me with more broken ribs and bruises. I lay on the ground, wheezed.

“If you want it to stop, do as I say,” the king said, coming to stand over me. I couldn’t answer-there was hardly any breath in me. I was beat again, all the while a plan forming in my mind.

“Wait! Stop!” I rasped through cracked, bloody lips. The king gave another signal, and the soldier who had been beating me stepped back, a look of disappointment on his face. He had obviously been enjoying himself. “I’ll do what you want.”

“Good, good,” the king said. Another signal, and I was being pulled up into a standing position, a soldier on each side of me. I stretched out my arms and pointed my hands toward the “targets: who had seemed to be disbelief when I had refused to kill them before, and now continued to sob and scream. I tensed my muscles so I looked like I was trying to use my powers. Really, I wasn’t. This was all a ruse to save these people’s lives, or at least extend them for another day.

“I…I can’t,” I said. “My powers…they are gone.” Indeed, they felt gone. I wasn’t entirely if I would be able to use them even if I had been trying to.

The king growled. “Don’t think that you’ll get away with this so easily! If you display the same resistance tomorrow, your friends will be the first to go.” After giving instructions to the soldiers to put me in the dungeon overnight, he spun on his heel and stalked off. I was actually quite surprised that he hadn’t killed one of my friends on the spot.

I was dragged off, and unceremoniously dumped into a cell in the dungeons of the king’s castle. I cried out as I fell to the floor. I didn’t know if there was any one rib in my body unbroken or at least bruised.

I began to sob myself. The same thing would happen tomorrow. I would be ordered to kill those poor, innocent people. I would refuse, and then the king would really do something to one of my loved ones. Then I would never forgive myself. Unless I died before that could happen…

I hated myself for the thought…but I would probably have to do it, in the end.

To protect all that was at stake, I would have to kill…myself.

Chapter Thirty Two

Desperate
My heart beat faster at the thought, but I would not kill innocent people- I would not kill ANY people at all, innocent or wicked. And if I was dead, then there would much less of a reason to kill my family…so I hoped. Of course, I wasn’t sure about that- maybe if I killed myself, in a rage the king would wipe out my loved ones. I didn’t know…

But unless I miraculously escaped, there was no other way of getting out of this- at all. 
¤

By the next morning, after being “tended” to(not that one could really call it that, because I wasn’t properly tended to) by an awful female healer who had been entirely rough and rude, I awoke from a feverish sleep the next morning because someone was pulling me up and dragging me. I could hardly breathe because of the pain, and I must have blacked out while I was being dragged, because I awoke again to someone slapping my face. When my eyes snapped open, I found myself kneeling on the throne room floor staring up at the king. A solder on each side of me gripped one of my arms-had the not I would have fallen over.

“So, did you enjoy your night in my dungeons? Were the rats friendly to you? I know the healer probably wasn’t- I never liked her much anyway. I only use her for my prisoners- she has a way of making sure one heals, but at a slow, agonizing rate,” the king said tauntingly to me. His words swirled around in my pain-clouded mind, and I could hardly make any sense of them. “Now, today we shall have the same test, except this time if you fail to do what I want, I’ll make sure your loved ones bear the consequence. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Yes,” I spat. He looked satisfied, until I said in a surprisingly, steady, calm voice, “But I’m not afraid of you.” With that, I yanked my arm away from one of the soldiers, grabbed their sword and tried to run myself through.

It was suddenly as if I was swimming in molasses. Everything became slow-just what I was doing; everything else in the room went at a normal speed-and before I could kill myself, one of the soldiers kicked it out of my hands…and then kicked me in the ribs. Just as quickly, the king was standing over me.

“That was a stupid thing to do,” he spat in a rage. I just smiled, and then mercifully slipped out of consciousness another beating followed.
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When I awoke yet again, I was being dragged outside. No…I thought in my mind-but I was too weak to try to resist. I was being taken back to “target practice”.

The cold, winter air felt wonderful on my feverish skin. I was glad I didn’t have a cloak on; in the castle I had felt smothered by the heat…heat…fire…suddenly, my mind began to form a wild plan.

Would it work?

We stopped about a hundred yards from the posts, which held their victims again. This time they did not scream and struggle; they just hung there in defeat. Their acceptance that they were about to die(or so they thought) spurred me on to carry out my plan quickly.

“Now, do as I say or your sister dies. Each time you disobey, another of your loved ones goes,” the king said to me.

“Understood,” I replied simply. As soon as the my hands had been untied(they had been tied after I had fallen unconscious), I knew it was time to carry out my plan…time to die. I lifted one arm straight up, pointing my hand at the sky. The other I aimed at Darius’s storehouses of weapons and the like-and Darius was standing right in front of them. Roaring at the top of my lungs, “For Kiria, and its real king!”, I burned.

I poured myself into my power. My blue fire jetted high into the sky, and I watched as Darius’s storehouses also caught alight.

“Stop her!” I could hear people screaming. I could feel Darius using his dark magic to try to stop me- but I couldn’t be stopped. My fire was too strong.

My strength seeped out of me. I was dying…but this was a much better death than one I would have at Darius’s hands…not to mention I was killing Darius and destroying his valuable possessions- even if he had jumped out of the way in time he would find himself defeated by a sixteen-year-old girl.
Before everything went black, I felt my strength leave me completely. I fell to the ground, smiling up at the sky. I pictured each of my loved ones’ faces… My eyes closed…

Chapter Thirty Three

Empty
“NO!” A heart-wrenching, sorrow-filled scream filled the night. Two small tents stood beside a fire, and two other sleeping forms slept next to them. The scream had come from one of the tents…

Shastara raced into Aaliyah’s tent, sure that something or someone was attacking her. Instead he found her sitting on her blanket sobbing. “What is it?” he said, kneeling beside her and taking her hands in his. Mara and Japheth had come into the tent too, and took in the whole sight with relief and worry.

“It’s Aaleyah,” Aaliyah got out past her sobs. “Sh-she’s dying!” Aaliyah clutched her head in her hands. She knew that there was nothing she could do- she was helpless. They couldn’t get to Aaleyah any faster than they were already going-and Aaliyah couldn’t prevent her from dying. It wasn’t in her hands.

“What’s going on?” a quiet voice said from outside the tent. Adan put his head through the tent flap, and when he saw Aaliyah sobbing, he knew. No one had to say a word.

Good-bye Aaliyah… Aaliyah heard in her mind. It was Aaleyah!

No- hang on Aaleyah! You have to! Aaliyah thougth frantically.

I love you, came the reply. Then Aaliyah’s connection with her sister was broken off-and Aaliyah was left empty…utterly, entirely empty. She could feel her sister slip away…
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The next morning, Aaliyah came out of her tent tight-lipped. Her face was white, but she refused Mara’s gentle request for her to lie back down.

She just said silently, “Aaleyah went to that barbarian king, and he killed her. I’ll kill him.” Her voice was full of pure hate and determination. She formed a fire orb in her hand(both sisters had gotten the strange powers) and stared into it-but really, she was far away. She wasn’t standing in the woods with her friends, mourning the loss of her beloved sister; she was somewhere else entirely.

The others said nothing, but their minds were swirling with the same types of feelings- a terrible grief, a terrible hate, and a terrible sense of defeat. At the same time, they were also filled with determination, as Aaliyah’s was-although they knew that their chances were slim indeed.
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Five riders spurred their horses on toward the city of Illein. They had a fool-hardy plan in mind, but it would have to do. They weren’t leading an army…although any three wielders of magic were more powerful than an entire army- and they had five, not to mention that two of them were very skilled sword-fighters. 
It should be easy enough to destroy the castle of Illein…but they would have to stay as out of sight as they could.

This was for Aaleyah. 
Chapter Thirty-four
Don’t Give In

I was floating…I was drifting away…
A cool breeze washed over me. Wherever I was was so peaceful…
My eyes snapped open. It had been a dream.

No.

It couldn’t have been.

I closed my eyes, hoping with all my heart I could just drift away again.

I couldn’t be lying on some sort of stone table or bed, probably waiting to have my blood taken out of me so Darius could try to see what was in it that had given me my powers. Everyone must still think I was dead.

Please…no…I thought weakly.

I was alive.

My plan had failed.

~

“Does everyone understand the plan?” Japheth said just loud enough for the five of them to hear-although this did not mean he said it quietly. The din in the streets was enough to make a man deaf.

Still, they all heard him and nodded. Aaliyah and Shastara would scale the castle wall( the way the wall had been made was really like an invitation to climb over and come in-but this was not what anyone did. No. The castle and King Darius were feared too much) and stand on the top. Aaliyah would start to burn-and she would burn everything. Shastara would stand by her and give her strength by simply touching her(it appeared that healers could do this, and so Aaliyah and Aaleyah when they were together; they could give each other strength). Mara and Japheth would go to different parts of the wall and “play” with the weather, calling down the most fierce lightning, rain, and hail storm ever imagined. The castle and its inhabitants would be destroyed. Adan would go inside the castle gates(protected by an invisible shield his mother had put around him) and see if he could find the king.
It was foolhardy plan, but as long as they didn’t let themselves be seen, they could do it. They had to do it.

~

I can’t be alive, I thought. No. No. No no no no no no!
But I was.

How was I going to get out of here? Someone would come in, sooner or later, expecting to find a dead girl. What was I to do?

I tried to sit up-which was a big mistake. The room spun wildly.

So here I was, assumed dead but really alive and so weak I could have been a newborn. Wonderful.

Suddenly, I heard footsteps. I wondered if I had enough strength to use my powers against them…and I guessed that I probably had just enough. Using my powers again might kill me, but that would be for the better.

I got ready to burn…but before I could I saw a little old man, hunched and shriveled with age, come up to the table. He had a knife, and leeches-he was going to take my blood out of me. I shivered and (with the last of my strength) sat up and said, pointing my hands toward him, “Touch me and die.”

He gasped and dropped the jar of leeches, and the knife. This I quickly snatched up as it fell on the table I was on. He stepped back in total disbelief.

“G-ghost!” he breathed. With that, he turned and ran(at quite an amazing speed for so old a man). You might think that this could be a perfect chance for me to escape, but you are quite wrong. I was below the dungeons, and they were far below ground. I would have to go through the solid, wooden door, up the dark steps behind it, through the dungeons, past the guards, up more steps, and then through the entire castle-and more guards. There was no way I was going to escape. That little man would be back with the soldiers in no time.

I decided I would just sit like this, ready to burn. I could at least set fire to this room, and roast those guards alive. My body would be roasted too(I wouldn’t live long enough to die from my fire-my powers would drain my remaining life), but that didn’t matter. I sat there, in a ready, defensive stance.

Then I heard voices-one was the old man’s. “I tell you, my King, she was sitting up!” I smirked at this…and then just as quickly my face must have turned even paler than it already was. The old man had said, “my King”-the king was coming to see if I was really alive, or a ghost! I instantly got fire orbs in my hands, ready to throw them at anyone who came through the door.

The door creaked open, and the king walked in ahead of everyone else. I had been foolish to have fire orbs in my hands before anyone came in- I had just drained the last of my strength. I fell back down on the table, inwardly cursing myself.

The king’s face was suddenly over mine. An evil smile spread over it, and he said, “Hello, my dear. I’m glad to see you haven’t left the Land of the Living.”

And with that, everything went dark once again. Just before it did, I thought, Please Aaleyah-die now, don’t just be losing consciousness. I had never wanted to die more in my life.

Chapter Thirty-five
Hope

Unfortunately I had not died, as I had hoped. That would sound strange to some, but if you know my story then I’m sure you would understand why I wanted to die.

No. Instead I had just fallen unconscious for about two hours, and when I awoke, I was in the healer’s quarters lying on a small cot. I groaned aloud this time, unable to believe what was going on. Why couldn’t I just be dead? Why did I have to continue on in this sad, empty life, sure to be tortured and forced to kill innocent people? Why?
~

Everyone was at their posts. Aaliyah and Shastara were already scaling the wall in a section no one was really watching. Mara and Japheth had split up and gone to opposite sides(on the outside)of the wall. They were going to be starting a storm soon, but they would have to instruct it not to put out Aaliyah’s fire.

Adan, armed with a sword(and ready to use his powers if need be), was going to walk through the castle gates and snoop around. You might be thinking, How can one just walk the castle gates without being stopped? It’s very simple. King Darius had the gates left open all day pretty much every day-for traders, people who owed money, people having disagreements…the list went on and on.

The plan was in action- the little group just hoped it would work.

~

“Wonderful!” the king said in my face when he saw I was awake. He had suddenly come into the room I rested in, and he looked very happy. I wanted to slap him or spit in his face. He spoke again, saying, “What a perfect time for you to be awake! Now the people can witness you at…target practice. They are all here trading and doing the like today.  First of all, they will see how powerful you are- they must be curious. Second of all, it will show them what their punishment will be if they disobey me. Yes. A perfect time indeed.” He smiled his awful smile, and then ordered the guards to bring me. My ribs screamed in protest, causing me to nearly lost consciousness again. Was that all I was going to do now ? Lose consciousness and wake up to find something horrible in front of me, or about to happen?

I was dragged from the healer’s quarters, and then up the stairs. I could not believe they would actually drag me up the stairs. Didn’t the king realize if he killed me I couldn’t do what he wanted?

Just then, the guards, annoyed that they had the task of dragging me, let go. They had been so eager to be done that they had not kept a good grip on me. I fell down about twenty steps. I felt every bump and jolt, and when I reached the bottom I lay there in a heap.

The guards, hoping their wrathful king hadn’t noticed, raced down the stairs to pick me back up. I screamed in pain, certain I had broken my right leg-the one with the limp. This didn’t bother the guard; they just punched me in the ribs and told me to shut my mouth.

When we finally did get outside, the king was waiting in the same spot as before-in front of the posts. I wondered how those people tied to them must feel by now. This was their third time to face death- would this actually be it?

The guards took me next to the king. They let go of me, and I slumped to the ground. Then suddenly I found myself getting up. The king must be using his powers to make me stand up-but he couldn’t use his powers to make me able to burn. First of all, I refused to do it. Second of all, I was still too weak. Wielding magic required so much energy.

“If you are expecting me to be able to use my powers, I can’t. First of all, I refuse to do it. Second of all, I am still too weak. Maybe it’s not this way for you, but I require much energy to be able to use my powers,” I said disainfully to the king.

Then I felt energy flowing into me. So the king could give me energy to make me use my powers. Only then did I remember that on the way here, he had made it so that I didn’t have to eat, drink, or sleep. Of course he could do what he was doing now!

“That ought to enable you,” he said under his breath. He looked into my eyes pointedly.

“And what makes you think that I won’t turn around and burn you or your buildings? It would be very simple. After all, my hands aren’t tied,” I said.

“Because, there is a greater consequence at stake if you even try. Not to mention that there is a shield around me and everything here,” he replied, looking pleased with himself.

I wouldn’t do it.

I wouldn’t.

I didn’t have to, because at that moment the loudest peal of thunder I had ever heard in my life rumbled right overhead. Then, lightning struck a nearby tree, causing it to catch fire.

A smile spread over my face.

They had come.

I wasn’t alone.

Chapter Thirty-Six
Firehail

The smile quickly disappeared from my face, as the king shouted, “Do it now!” When I didn’t, my arms(of their own accord) lifted to point at the “targets”. The king was using his powers to control my body-and he was about to make me use my power and burn these people!

Don’t give in now! my mind screamed at me. I couldn’t-not now that my loved ones were here. They were fighting, and so must I. New resolve and courage filled me, and just as I could feel my fire coursing through me, about to jet out at the people, thus roasting them to death, I was able to point my arms at the sky. My fire shot out at the sky, harming no one at all.

I expected the king to do something to me to punish me, or at least control my body and mind to really burn the people this time, but he was occupied elsewhere. Flaming hail dropped from the sky, and the pieces of hail were as big as palm-sized rocks-and at the same time, rain was coming down in torrents.
Pandemonium broke out, and, screaming, people raced out of the castle’s property’s gates.

I screamed too as I felt a piece of hail hit my legs. I was so weak I couldn’t move to get it off.  My dress caught on fire- I could feel my legs being burned… but then just as quickly someone was smothering the flames I looked up at my rescuer, and gasped in surprise…

~

“Now!” Aaliyah shouted above the chaos. Shastara gripped her arm, and she began to burn the castle and all the other buildings around.

Rather, she tried to…but they wouldn’t catch alight. It was if there was some shield about them…

~

My rescuer gasped back.

“Aaleyah?” he said dazedly-rather, shouted dazedly above the noise.

I was too shocked and exhausted to speak; I weakly put my hand up to Adan’s face, stroking it.

“Hang on!” he said, scooping me up in his strong arms.

Adan was alive. My mind reeled.

The hail had stopped falling, but now strong winds and torrents of rain came down. Strangely I and Adan were untouched by them-then I realized that Mara must have used her powers to put some sort of shield around him. That would make sense-she didn’t want to kill her son; just the cruel, disgusting “king” who had held me captive.

Aaleyah… The Voice was back.

You won’t get me. You’ve lost, and you’re going to be killed, I thought trimphantly.

Pain rippled across my ribs, and I screamed. Adan held me tighter and ran faster.

There were the gates…we were going to make it. Just then they swung shut-the king was obviously using his magic. He didn’t want to let go of me yet. He wasn’t going to give up so easily-but neither was I.

“Adan, put me down,” I said above the wind.

“What? You’re too weak! What are you planning?” Adan said back.

“Just put me down, and stay behind me,” I replied. Adan begrudgingly obeyed, and I stood, suddenly feeling stronger. I must be able to somehow draw strength from Adan…my power was indeed strange.

“So this is it then,” the king shouted above the wind and rain. He stood facing me, at the other end of the weaponry practice field. He stood unaffected by the wind and rain. I, however, had to keep blinking it out of my eyes, and Adan actually had to hold onto me so I wasn’t blown away because I was so weak. As soon as he touched me, strength flowed into me.

“I suppose so,” I shouted back over the wind. “This is where I win, and you die.”

“Don’t be so sure,” the king said. “I would be very afraid if I were you.”

“Oh, I am,” I shouted, my voice growing louder. “But to be afraid shows that you are not a fool. Only fools say they have no need to fear anything.”

“Well, to each his own!” the king shouted back. “Now, good-bye!” Tendrils of black fire rushed through the air at me. I fought back with my own fire. My fire pushed against his, and for a moment we both struggled. Then my fire was being overcome by his.

I slipped in the mud, but Adan held me up. Strength was flowing into me now. I reached into the reserves of it, and fought back harder with my fire. The black fire was suddenly being pushed backwards.

I smiled, and pushed harder. I could see the king’s brave countenance faltering…and then it flickered and died. His face was hardened by sheer need; sheer will. He was afraid- and I would use that to my advantage.

I continued to push harder. I hated that I couldn’t stand without Adan-he wasn’t even completely healed from his knife wound! He must be feeling terrible right now…

A tendril of the king’s fire managed to creep past mine and hit my arm. I screamed in pain. It seemed to eat through my skin…but I could nothing about it. Adan hurriedly smothered it, but now my arm throbbed ferociously.

An evil grin spread over the king’s face. How he must love causing me pain…

I had to prevail, or we were dead.

Chapter Thirty-Seven
Conquer

“Shastara…I’m losing strength. He must have a shield around his buildings, because my fire isn’t affecting them. What do we do?” Aaliyah shouted over the storm.

“Start killing his soldiers, and then we’ll find him,” Shastara replied, his eyes already scanning the castle grounds for the king. “There he is.” Shastara pointed, and his mouth dropped open.

“Shastara,” Aaliyah said, unable to believe what she was seeing. The king was using his power and sending black fire at someone- a certain person who was fighting back with their own fire. Adan was standing behind them, holding onto them so the gale force winds wouldn’t blow them away. “Who is Adan standing behind?”

“I…” Shastara couldn’t finish. He was so shocked.

~

“Adan, get back,” I shouted.

“No! I’m not leaving you!” he shouted back. He held onto me tighter.

“Adan, you have to! If I am ever going to defeat him, I need you to not be in the way! I could end up hurting you! PLEASE!” I shouted frantically. My fire was being pushed back. “Go, Adan! Go now !”

Adan stepped back, but I knew that he was probably tensed and ready to spring and push me to the ground if my fire was overcome.

Here we go, I thought. I looked around at the world one last time, ready to really die. Then something on the wall caught my eye…it was Aaliyah and Shastara. They stood on top of the wall, and Aaliyah was burning the king’s soldiers.

I hesitated for one moment to see if it was really them, and that quickly I was slipping in the mud; being pushed backward by the force of the king’s fire.

“Good-bye!” the king shouted, grinning at me. I ignored him and struggled to get a footing, screaming at Adan to stay out of the way. Then, calling on all of my strength and power, I pushed myself to the limit. My fire ate up the king’s so quickly he didn’t have time to react.

My fire licked at him; at his clothes. It engulfed him, and he was dead before he could even scream. The ground where he had stood had a black scorch mark on it; nothing more. As my fire did so, the whole ground shook and there was an invisible blast. Everyone standing was thrown to the ground-I was the only one left standing.

The king’s soldiers, realizing their powerful king had been killed, quickly surrendered. They dropped their weapons, shouting, “Asran(We surrender-have mercy)! Asran!”

The wind and rain stopped. The sky, which had been so dark a moment before, cleared themselves of the black clouds. The sky returned to its usual white-grey, and a light snow began to fall.

I couldn’t believe it. I fell to the ground, totally exhausted and in shock. I had killed the king. We were alive.

Aaliyah and Shastara must have climbed down the wall, because I could hear my sister shouting closeby, “Stay on the ground! If you move, I burn!” in the Kirian tongue(which the soldiers surprisingly spoke).

Adan got up and crawled over to me. “Aaleyah ?” he said, gently touching my face. I turned my head to look at him(which, in itself, was a great task).

“Adan…we…we did it,” I rasped, smiling at him. I could feel my lips crack and bleed, but I didn’t really care.

He smiled back and then he picked me up gently. He took me to Shastara and laid me on the ground again. Shastara spoke the healing spell, and was mostly able to heal my wounds(you would not be able to tell I was wounded; he had healed most of them so that they were now internal only). My ribs he could not heal so well, but it was still much easier for me to move again. Once I could, I threw my arms around Adan’s neck. I could have stayed that way forever…

I then hugged Aaliyah so tightly neither of us could breathe-but then, neither of us could believe I was actually alive. Then she had to go back to watching our new prisoners.

I was then wrapped in a special Mara-hug, and I even got one from Japheth. I saw tears in his eyes, and this shocked me so much. I had never seen him cry before…

But we were far from safe. Even as I fairly glowed in my loved ones’ presences, the feeling of grave danger still lurked in my heart.

And there it would stay…but hopefully, I would never again have to have a real need for it.
Epilogue
After King Darius, one of the many minions of the Dark One, had been defeated by us, we proceeded to take the prisoners and handed them over to followers of King Queren. They would be "the Light's" prisoners now. King Queren's followers then planned to use King Darius's old castle for the king. They hoped maybe he could secretly and slowly get control of all the lands once they rescued him from the Dark One's grip.

We then traveled back to Adan's home. It was a long, hard journey, but we were all together. During that journey, Adan told me of his deep love for me, and asked me if I would marry him(first, he would build a house for us to live in-this could take up to a year or more). I eagerly said yes, and told him I felt the same. Truly, I had never loved anyone more. There was much joy amongst us at that time. There also seemed to be something developing between Shastara and my sister...

The dark feeling in my heart seemed to disappear almost completely. I could almost forget it was there. Happiness replaced it now.

I was alive.

I was surrounded by those I loved.

Yes, the Dark One still ruled, but one day, he would be defeated. As the Scrolls of Prophesy say, One day, all the darkness shall be overcome with the light. The light will always prevail. It will shine through the shadow, and we will have peace and justice.
I, Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, felt complete...and at peace.

Part Two:
The Flames-They Whisper

Chapter One

Three Visitors

I was in Mara’s little garden, in the process of planting rosemary seeds. The woods were quiet, and Mara and Japheth were out, along with Shastara. I was kneeling in the dirt, and I had probably had dirt under my fingernails…but I didn’t care. I loved being in the garden; I loved nature.
The sun was shining so brightly. The sky was a beautiful, clear blue. There were birds singing-it was spring, and I felt as if my heart had been “spring-cleaned”.

Except for one thing.
Something was wrong. It was as if I could sense something behind me…watching me. Chills went down my spine, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

Get up slowly, I thought to myself. I let the heat, which was pressing on me, come in. I formed it into fire-my fire. An orb formed in each of my hands as I stood, and then I whirled around.
“Move and you’re dead,” I said before I saw who it was. I gasped when I did see though, and my orbs flickered and nearly died. Three dirty boys stood there, staring at me. One looked to be about Adan’s age, and the other two looked to be younger than thirteen years of age. I made my orbs strong all the same, and took a defensive stance. “What do you want?”
They said nothing for awhile, but then the oldest, tallest one seemed to find his tongue. “It’s the Dark One. He’s taking all boys eleven years of age and up…for his army. We need somewhere to hide-please don’t hurt us! I promise we’re not here to hurt you.”

What he said sounded credible to me, so I let the orb in each of my hands flicker and die. I relaxed my defensive stance(though not entirely).
 “How did you hear of this?” I asked, wiping my hands on my apron.
“His soldiers have invaded three towns already-except for the very young and old, all men and boys are gone. Completely gone. They’ve left only womenfolk,” the boy said. “Our town would have been next. Our parents made us flee as they entered our town-I and my brothers-and we’ve been traveling for five days with no food. Please at least give us some food, and we’ll be on our way.”
“I-” I began, but then I heard someone behind me.

“Aaleyah, go into the house,” said a low, dangerous voice. I turned to see Adan walking up to me(keeping his eyes on the boys) and brandishing his sword.
“Adan, it’s fine. They’re not trying to hurt me,” I said, gently resting on my hand on Adan’s sword arm and pushing it down. He looked at me in surprise.
“Then what are they-what are you doing here?” He directed his question to the boys.

“We-” the eldest boy began, but he never got to finish. He collapsed in exhaustion and hunger, and fell the ground unconscious. His brothers, with a shout of fear, leaped forward and knelt by him.

“Adan, help me!” I said, going over to the boy. “These boys are on the run from the Dark One’s soldiers. They’ve been invading towns and taking every boy from the age of eleven years and up and all of the men for His army. These boys’ town was being invaded, and they were forced to flee. They haven’t eaten in five days.” I gently moved one of the boy’s brothers aside and then felt the eldest one’s forehead. He didn’t appear to be sick-just starved. His brothers looked like they might collapse at any moment too.

Adan helped me carry the boy into the house, where a shocked and rather frightened Aaliyah helped lay the boy on one of our beds. I hurried to get some of the stew that we had just eaten for lunch into bowls for the boys. I put a hunk of bread in each bowl, and the unconscious boy’s brothers, after a wary look at me, gobbled theirs down. I put two tumblers of milk on the table, which they quickly downed. I told them to help themselves to the pitcher of water on the table. Then I worked to get the eldest boy awake, and spoon broth into his mouth.
Adan didn’t look as if he was entirely trusting of the boys’ story yet, but I just ignored him and continued to take care of them.
The oldest boy suddenly woke up as if I had slapped him, causing me to spill hot broth on myself(I had been holding it, about to set it nearby to cool). He then gripped my throat so tightly my air was choked off.
I was seeing black spots, but then out of the corner of my eye a blur flew past…Adan…no.
I was trying to pry his fingers off just as Adan leapt at him. All three of us fell to the floor, while Aaliyah stood by, screaming at them to get off of me and stop. She knew what I knew-that the boy was probably just dreaming or having some strange feverish reactions. After all, he hadn’t eaten for five days. He wasn’t harmful.

The boy loosened his grip, which would have made it very easy to breathe-had not too boys, both tall and fit, been on top of me. I felt like I was getting crushed.

I had had it.

“GET- OFF- NOW!” I roared. I swear, I never saw two boys move so fast, even one who, a moment ago, had been unconscious. I saw Adan about to go after the boy again, but I said in a steely, low voice, “Don’t even think about it, Adan.”

He stopped and looked at me like I couldn’t be crazier.
“He is weak, and he doesn’t know what he’s doing! He was probably having a dream! Who knows? He hasn’t eaten for five days, Adan,” I said as he helped me up gently. It was really quite surprising that a young man, who had the look of one about to kill, could have so soft a touch suddenly.
“I’m sorry, but put yourself in my shoes, Aaleyah! I thought he was trying to kill you! Does it not matter to you that I care?” Adan said, casting a wary glance at the boy who had collapsed back on the bed.
He did have a point…”Adan, you don’t know how much I am thankful that you do care. It makes me so happy…I can’t even put it into words. Please don’t think that I’m not thankful, because that’s not true,” I said softly. “But these boys are not out to hurt us. Look at them. Do you honestly think they’re lying about being hungry and weak? I don’t.” I looked at the two boys sitting at the table; their eyes were wide with fright, and Aaliyah was trying to comfort them.
“No; I guess not,” Adan said. Then he directed his words to the boy. “But if you ever do try to harm her for real, I will hunt you down.”

The boy looked like he believed him.

I just rolled my eyes(and in my heart, cried for joy at Adan’s words)and got back to work…and hoped to death that somehow, these boys were wrong-that the Dark One was not really taking men for his army.

It couldn’t be so.

And yet, deep down, I knew it was.

Chapter Two
Whispers of the Dark
The boys were soon after all in a deep sleep. I had been so busy taking care of them that I had entirely forgotten about my burns from the broth, and now Aaliyah made me sit down so she could apply salve to them. I winced but tried to not show my pain too much. As Aaliyah cleaned me up, I watched Adan glare at the oldest boy as he slept on the bed. He obviously was still mad at him for causing me to get hurt.

“Adan,” I said, “Stop that frowning! I’m fine. Really.”

He turned away from the boy, but I knew his resentment wasn’t gone. He came and sat next to me, taking one of my hands to examine the burns on it.

“I’m surprised a bit of hot soup could do all this damage,” I said, looking at my burned arms and hands.
“Don’t be. Once, while I was still working at the inn, I saw one of the cooks in the kitchen spill a whole pot of broth right off the stove on himself. He had such terrible burns an actual healer had to be brought in-he nearly died, and had it not been for the healer, his face would have looked terrible the rest of his life,” Aaliyah said. I suddenly was glad that I had only been carrying just a bowl of broth as opposed to a pot.

The door opened, and Adan was on his feet in an instant, sword draw-and then just as quickly withdrew it as he saw that he was holding it to his father’s throat.

“I’m sorry, Pa,” he said, sheathing it, “but with everything that’s been going on, one can’t be too careful.”
“It’s fine, Son-I don’t blame you. There is much evil astir- and the Dark One is at the heart of it. He has sent out his armies, with the sole purpose of expanding them.  He has commanded them to take every man and boy eleven years of age and older to serve in his armies, and if they don’t come of their own will, they are taken by force,” Japheth said, his face bearing a hard, grim expression. Then he noticed the three boys sleeping in the back of the room. The oldest one was on the bed, and the other two lay on the floor atop piles of blankets. “Who are they?”
“They came to us earlier with the same story. They said their town was being invaded by the army, and they were forced to flee instantly. They have been traveling for nearly a week without food or shelter, and we fed them and let them rest here,” I said.

“Then it must be true,” Mara said, her face sad.

“Aye, but what do we do with these boys?” Adan said. “How can we hide them here? The house is too small.”

I cast him a glance that said he should keep his mouth shut, but he pretended not to notice. 
“We have to keep them here!” I turned to Japheth. “We can’t just say, ‘Goodbye-we hope you survive. We’re too worried about our own safety to care about yours’. Please Japheth! They have no one, and nothing.”

“I know, but…” Japheth’s voice faded away.

“You cannot be considering to just send them out-which is giving them to the army-are you?” I said, horror creeping into my voice. I looked over at the sleeping boys, my heart going out to them.

“But what are we going to do, Aaleyah? We are already cramped in here as it is,” Shastara said, speaking for the first time.

“This is madness, but if you really do intend to put them out, then I will be traveling with them and escorting them to a safe place where they can hide,” I said firmly. I wasn’t backing down. I would do it if I had to.

Everyone spoke at once.

“Over my dead body!” Adan said-and I could tell he meant it.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort!” Mara cried.

“Aaleyah!” Aaliyah exclaimed.

“That’s ridiculous!” Shastara shouted above the noise(which included Mara and Aaliyah begging me to be reasonable, and Adan and I arguing).
It was Japheth, in the end, who called order to the room. “Enough!” he yelled above our voices. Everyone instantly stopped and listened to his own, deep, booming one.

I spoke up before everyone else had a chance to. “I will do it, no matter what you say or do. Don’t even try to stop me, because I will not see these boys handed over to the Dark One.” I stood tall and tried to keep my voice strong-no easy task.

“You are not going anywhere,” Adan said firmly.

“If you won’t stand by me, then yes, I am,” I said, just as firmly.

“Stop this foolishness!” Japheth said. “We will not be divided over this. The boys may stay-I would not just leave them to fall into the Dark One’s clutches; contrary to what you think, Aaleyah.” I blushed in embarrassment as his words. He then took his wife, who had been crying softly in the corner, into his embrace.

“I’m sorry, everyone-I really am. But I just can’t abandon them. I-and Aaliyah-was once like them-alone and petrified-and you helped me and took care of me. I have to do the same for them,” I said, turning to Adan, my eyes begging him to understand.

He seemed to, and said, “I’m sorry too, Aaleyah, but I won’t see you hurt. You got my protectiveness and concern when you got me.” He took my hand and squeezed it.

“For that I am glad,” I said. Then I turned to everyone else again. “But these boys aren’t the only ones in trouble. If the army is sweeping through the entire land, then at some point, we’ll have to face it too. Shastara, Adan, and you, Japheth, are also in danger.”

Silence fell over the room. Shastara had his hand on Aaliyah’s shoulder, and her hand covered his. Mara still cried in Japheth’s arms, and Adan wrapped me in his.

The only way we would survive was if we had each other. Japheth was right. We couldn’t be divided by this, and especially at such a time as this one we were living in.

~

We told the boys(whose names were, in order of age, Ren, Samuel, and Teran) they could stay, and they thanked us over and over. They promised to work hard for Japheth to earn their keep, and they slept in the barn every night now. They stayed true to their word, and were some of the hardest workers any of us had seen.
Unfortunately, about two weeks after they had come to us, Mara realized that she had to go into town to get supplies. This would seem ridiculous to be scared of doing, but all of us dreaded the news we would get, or what would happen. Was the army close? Was it already here? Were there people in the town who were spies for the Dark One and who would tell the army that there was a family with three strong males that lived in the forest?
But we didn’t know the answers, and we did need to know if the army was almost here. So, the day life seemed to come to a halt once more, Mara and Aaliyah set out for town, their hearts heavy and their countenances sorrowful.

They hoped the army was still far…but what they didn’t know was that the event that was about to occur would give them much heartache.
Chapter Three

 Nightmares Fulfilled
Japheth and all of the boys were working in the barn after Mara and Aaliyah left. I was in the house, preparing lunch for them, expecting to see ravenous, dirty men come in in a few moments. They were always so hungry in the afternoon at lunchtime…I smiled at the thought.
Creeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeak…I heard. I whipped my head up to find someone-or something-standing in the doorway-and it wasn’t Adan, Shastara, Japheth, Ren, Sam, or Teran.

Before I could get a fire orb in each hand, something whizzed through the air and struck me in the shoulder. I screamed and fell to the floor, clutching the arrow in my arm.

The someone(a tall, dirty man, who bore the Dark One’s symbol on his suit of armor) came over to me and hauled me up. “Do you have any brothers or a father here? A husband? Well, speak up!”
I was getting dizzy with the pain. “N-no,” I spat out, my heart beating so hard in my chest I feared it might break through my flesh. I thought wildly of the barn, and thought at the boys to get out. Of course this did nothing, because they couldn’t actually hear my thoughts…
“I don’t believe you. Let’s talk a walk!” the man said, dragging me across the room, out the door, across the porch, and down the porch steps. “Walk on your own or I’ll slit your throat!” The man pressed a dagger to my throat, and I instantly found my feet.

He was with six other men, all in armor bearing the Dark One’s symbol. They sat atop huge, black horses and observed the man pulling me toward the barn, which he had unfortunately noticed.
I suddenly dug my heels into the ground. The man, surprised, prepared to slit my throat, but that quickly I had an orb in each hand. I was seeing black spots, and the world was spinning slightly…the arrow had gone in deep…
The man leaped back, shouting as he saw my fire. I didn’t hesitate in roasting him alive. 

Unfortunately the other men decided that they weren’t going to lose their lives because of some “witch girl”. I could tell this fact because one lunged from his horse onto my back. We fell heavily to the ground, and I could feel the arrow go in deeper. I screamed again.

Then I suddenly thought, in my pained, dazed state, Scream! The boys will come to your rescue.
But that would never do! What if the men overpowered them? They would be taken for the king’s army!
No. I would not lose them.
New strength filled me, and I shoved the man off of me and got to my feet. I would have killed him, but I felt a sword tip against my throat.
Why had I not kept my eye on the other men?! I inwardly kicked myself.
“Kneel,” the man holding a sword to my throat said. I did so, trying to come up with a way to get out of this.
The man who had lunged on me stood over me. “Very-” he said, kicking or punching me with each word he spoke, “stupid-of-you.” I fell to the ground, my breath knocked out of me. I saw stars.
I refused to die like this! I attacked the man who held the sword to me, wrapping my arms around his ankles and pulling hard so that he fell to the ground. I heard his own breath leave him with a Whoosh!
Then I felt a dagger slice my left arm. I bit my lip to keep from screaming, and then inwardly shouted for joy that the boys hadn’t come out yet. I couldn’t let them hear me scream, or they would come rushing out and…Please don’t come out-please don’t hear, I thought.
Resolve filled me once more, but left just as quickly. I had lost all my strength and I fell to the ground, finding it hard to even breathe.
The man who had beat me up before now began to do so again-roughly. A few more blows and I would die. The men would take Adan and the others, and all would be lost.

The man kicked me once more in the ribs, and then, taking me by the arm, he hauled me up and dragged me toward the barn.
I kicked and struggled, but nothing stopped him from throwing me at the doors, causing them to fly open. I soared through the air(the man was inhumanly strong) and then, after hitting my head on the edge of the loft, I fell to the ground. I was sure every rib in my body was broken.
Six people sprang into action at once. Six swords rung as they were pulled from their sheathes.
But the fighting never began, because someone shouted, “If you so much as nick any of my men, much less move toward them, I’ll shoot the girl with this crossbow!”
The voice seemed to come from far away, and it sounded garbled. I must have hit my head hard…
“Now drop your swords!” the man said. I heard Japheth and the boys do so, and then someone moved over to me-Adan. He looked as if he was about to cry as he gently turned me over.
“Aaleyah?” he whispered.

“A-dan…” I rasped.
“Don’t talk,” he said firmly. He helped me sit up and lean against him, and he wrapped his arms around me. I coughed, and saw blood fly from my mouth.
I heard Japheth trying to reason with the men. “We have nothing here of great importance to steal, but if you want our animals, or if you’d like to search the house, go ahead. Take anything you want. Just please leave us alone! Let us tend to the girl.”
“Nothing of importance except your own bodies,” the man sneered. “And no, I will not let you tend to the girl. She killed one of my men and I want her to die a slow, painful death. Now, you will either come of your own accord, or we will take you by whatever means necessary.”
Adan clutched me tighter. Tears tricked down both our faces. I turned my face to his chest.
“You heard me, scum. Let’s go,” the man snarled at Japheth.

“Sir, I beg you. Leave now or bear the consequences,” Japheth said. His voice had turned oddly calm.
“Consequences? I have no time for this! Men, bind their wrists behind their backs-and knock out this man here,” the man ordered.
Japheth stood dead still as the men approached him-but then, at the last minute, he raised his hand a bit.
Wind swirled into the barn-and it was a gale force wind. It swept the men off their feet, and then it lifted them into the air. They tried to scream, but their breath was sucked from them as they were spun around in the air. They were, in a matter of minutes, killed. He let them drop to the ground.

Japheth then turned to the last man standing. “Choose your actions wisely, sir, or die,” he said in a low, dangerous voice. “If you want to live, then drop your own weapons.”
“For the Dark One!” the man screamed, lunging at Japheth with his sword-but before he could reach him, he fell the ground, a dagger protruding from his back. Shastara had thrown it, and now he went to the man, holding a sword.
“I would love to let you die a slow and painful death, but I don’t feel like waiting,” he said in a cold, emotionless voice. Then he ran the man through.

Our nightmares had come true.
Chapter Four

 Beware
Japheth let his arms drop to his sides. His face suddenly became that of an old man’s.

“Shastara, Aaleyah needs you over here!” Adan said frantically. I could feel my life slipping away.
For the millionth time.

Shastara came running over, and soon everyone was surrounding me. Shastara knelt by me and, putting his hands on me, spoking the healing spell. Green light flowed from his hands, and I quickly felt better-though not entirely. I was sure the bump on my head must be the size of a melon.
“Why didn’t you scream for help?” Adan asked me as he cradled me in his arms. We were still on the floor of the barn, and I was sitting against Adan.
“Because I knew that there was a chance they might somehow overpower you. I wasn’t sure if you had weapons in the barn with you, or anything. There was just too much at risk. I killed one of them, but they caught me before I could kill the rest. I’m sorry…I couldn’t…I was too weak…” I said, trying to swallow the lump in my throat.
“No-you did a good job!” Japheth said firmly. “Don’t even think like that. Now come, let’s get her into the house.”
Adan gently stood with me in his arms, and then he carried me back to the house. I was thankful that I was the only hurt-the boys had escaped unscathed.

But our nightmares were real, and now we would have to decide what to do to elude them.
I was so tired now…my eyes slowly closed…

~

“We have to tell them right away,” Mara was saying to Aaliyah as they approached the barn and the house. What met their eyes stopped them dead in their tracks.

Dead men-the Dark One’s soldiers-lay scattered on the ground. Some were in the now open barn, and others were outside it-and the boys and Japheth were walking to the house. Adan held a limp Aaleyah in his arms.
“No!” Aaliyah screamed. She raced toward, hoping with all her heart that her fears were not true. Not Aaleyah…no, no, no…
“You’re back!” Shastara said. Japheth stopped and turned to his wife. He was haggard, and he looked like death itself.
“Japheth, what happened?” Mara cried when she saw him.
“The army-it’s here. Seven men came, and they nearly killed Aaleyah while asking her if there were any men on the property. She tried to fight back, and killed one of them, but they were too strong. The girl actually wouldn’t scream for help because she was afraid we would come running out and be overpowered by the Dark One’s men. She knew she might die, and yet she tried to do it all on her own,” Japheth said, his voice cracking. He put his face in his hands, and his wife came over to him and put her arms around him.

Aaliyah had run into the house, following Adan and the other boys. Adan lay Aaleyah on a bed in the corner, and then pulled up a chair to sit next to her.
Mara and Japheth entered the house. Teran, Ren, and Sam all stood in a tight knot together, looking incredibly guilty.
Then Ren went to Japheth and Mara. “We’re sorry this has happened-they must have heard we escaped our town and they were after us. This our fault-my fault. We will be gone before the sun goes down.”
“No-this is not your fault,” Mara said, resting a hand on the tall boy’s shoulder. “The Dark One is after all of the men and boys-you did not somehow bring this upon us. It was to happen whether you were here or not, so please don’t feel guilty.”
“But maybe if we had not come here…” Ren let his voice trail off a bit, “if we had not come here, maybe they never would have found you. They must have been following us. We have no choice but to leave-they will send more men.”
He turned to his brothers. “Get ready to go,” he said softly.
“You are not going anywhere!” Mara said. “I will not have it. This is not your fault. They were bound to come, and if you continue to blame yourself then I shall consider you insane.” Mara knew it wasn’t the best argument, but she wished the boy didn’t feel like this.
Ren seemed to sense her sincereness, and finally promised that they wouldn’t go, though he did feel very bad about what had happened.
“We all feel badly,” Mara said, “but that won’t stop what is.” Ren nodded his agreement.

~

Aaleyah… I awoke to hear a voice in my thoughts. My eyes opened. It was dark; a few hours before sunrise, and she was still sleeping in the bed in the corner of the room. Adan slept sitting in the chair, resting his arms and head on the bed she was lying on. Aaliyah was in a nearby rocking chair, and Shastara and Teran were on guard by the door, ready for any who might try to come in. Mara and Japheth were in their bedroom(but still close enough to hear any noises).
Aaleyah… the voice said again. It was Aaliyah.
Yes? I replied in my mind as I stared up at the ceiling.
How are you feeling? she said.
Better, but still sore, I replied.
I’m sorry if I woke you, but I just wanted to check on you, she said.
Don’t worry; I’m glad to hear your voice, I said.
Well, goodnight, again, Aaliyah said.
Aaliyah? I said suddenly.

Yes? she said.
I’m sorry for everything that has happened. I’m sorry I wasn’t stronger for you, I said.

Don’t think like that, Aaleyah. You did all you could-I’m proud of you, and Mother and Father would be too, she replied.
Thank you. Goodnight, my sister, I said.
Goodnight. Sleep well, she said.
You too, I replied. Even in the midst of our turmoil, a sweet peace stole over me. I slept once more…
Chapter Five

 Tragedy
We all would have stayed close to the house that night, but Mara and Aaliyah(Mara knew some healing herself, and she was teaching Aaliyah; Shastara was also learning and teaching). Mara was the one who delivered babies, and she had learned upon going into town earlier in the day that a woman was near her time-she could give birth at any time, and Mara knew she needed to be there just in case the woman went into labor.

“I’ll just get someone else to go,” she said to Japheth as she looked at me(she thought I was asleep but I wasn’t), all bruised, sore, and scratched(and as she looked at the huge bump on my head that was slowly getting smaller), and who was sleeping in the bed now.

“Mara, there is no else to do it. You must go-we’ll be fine,” Japheth said, putting his hand on his wife’s shoulder.
Mara sighed. “You’re right, my love. I suppose I must go. Aaliyah, I won’t ask you to come-you may stay here and tend to your sister,” she said.
I wasn’t going to pretend to be asleep any longer. “No,” I said, trying to sit up but failing. My ribs were on fire, even though Shastara had done his best to heal them. “Aaliyah, you go with Mara. Go help her. I’ll be fine, and besides, I have the best nursemaid in the world.” I grinned at Adan, who had been doing everything for me that day, and who had to be forced to leave my side to rest and get a breath of fresh air. He grinned back; I was glad to see his grin. It had been a long time since I had.
“But Aaleyah-” Aaliyah began to protest.
“There will be no buts about it. I’ll be fine, Aaliyah-really. I’m in good hands. You can go; I know you want to be there to help,” I said. I really did know this of my sister; all things having to do with healing-including delivering babies-fascinated her, and she loved to help people whenever she could.
“Very well-if you say so,” Aaliyah said, looking to me for a final reaffirmation.

“I do say so,” I said, smiling at her.
“Well, I suppose you have a companion then, Mara,” Aaliyah said to Mara. I could tell Mara was glad that she was to have company on the trip to town and to the house of the woman about to give birth.
“We ought to go now then,” Mara said, “while there is still a little light left. We will probably have to stay overnight at her house; she has already offered it, and there is really no way we could get before the morning if we wanted to. First babies always take a long time to come, and I’m sure she’ll be no exception, so get whatever you need together.”

Aaliyah proceeded to do so, and while she was Shastara firmly announced that he was going along as protection. He said it so steadfastly that none of us dared to argue with him-although I could tell that Aaliyah was secretly glad he was escorting them.

Aaliyah, Mara, and Shastara said good-bye to all of us; Mara in tears. Japheth kissed her, and hugged her tightly to him. Then they had to leave before all the light left the sky.

I’ll be fine, sister, I thought to Aaliyah in my mind. I could feel her concern radiating from her for me.
I love you, she said.
I love you too. See you tomorrow, I said back. Then our connection was closed.

~

Japheth and the boys, earlier in the day, had made sure to take the men’s bodies and bury them all-just in case any should come on the property that were in league with the Dark One. But someone must have known that they had come here, because about five hours before dawn, because I awoke to someone-another soldier of the Dark One by the look of it-coming into the cabin. Before I could shout and awaken the others however, the man disappeared and then reappeared by my bed.
Wonderful. I had heard of a certain kind of the Dark One’s soldiers that could wield magic-they used sorcery-but I had never seen one up close…until now.

In an instant he was strangling me. Bad move, I thought. I got a fire orb in my hand, and threw it against him.
But he dodged it somehow, and instead it hit the ceiling. The cabin caught on fire.

I managed to grab the pitcher of water next to me and shake the water up at the ceiling, extinguishing the fire, and then I hit the man over the head with the pitcher. It shattered, and he shouted in pain.
Instantly the cabin came to life.
The man squeezed my throat harder, as if he knew he was going to die and wanted to take me with him so to speak-but suddenly a sword tip was sticking out of his stomach. His grip loosened, and he fell to the ground, dead. Adan had killed him.
“Aaleyah!” he said, kicking the dead man aside. Japheth quickly lit a lamp, and everyone gathered around me.
“I-” I began, coughing, “I’ll be fine-but that man had magic. I don’t think he was alone-” but before I could finish, the door burst open and the Dark One’s men streamed into the cabin.

Still sleepy-eyed and a bit dazed, everyone reacted too slowly-though at that moment it didn’t really matter how fast or slow they reacted, because  dozen crossbows were aimed at all of us. We froze.
A short, muscular man stepped forward. His muscles were so big…he looked like he might burst out of his armor. “You men will come with us,” he said.
“Why?” Japheth asked. He knew the answer; he was just stalling.
“Why? What an idiot to actually not know,” the man scoffed. “The Dark One has decreed that every man and boy age of eleven years and older are to come willingly to join his army. If you don’t come quiet-like, we’ll take you by force.”
Suddenly, something in the corner caught the man’s eye-me. “What’s your name, girl?” he said.
I couldn’t answer him; I could hardly talk-I had just nearly been strangled to death. I tried to get an answer out, but all that came out was a choked cough.
“I said,” the man said, striding over to me, “what-is-your-name?” He emphasized every word.
“Don’t touch her,” Adan said. His voice had turned low and dangerous.
“What-are you going to stop me, boy?” the man said, drawing his sword. “Try.”
In an instant Adan had whipped out his sword, and he now held it at the man’s throat. “Try and touch her, and I’ll slit your throat.”
“Do that and you’ll fall dead, your body riddled with crossbow arrows,” the man said mockingly, but I could see the fear in his eyes.
When Adan didn’t move to take the sword away, the man said, “Or they could riddel her body with arrows.” He signaled to his men, and they aimed their crossbows at me.
“No!” Adan shouted, leaping in front of me. I struggled to sit up.
“Good choice. Now, drop your sword,” the man said.
“Don’t do it, Adan,” I rasped.

“I have to,” he said, and then he dropped it. It clattered to the ground.

“Now, wench, what is your name?” The man turned back to me.

I said, in a surprisingly strong voice, “My name is Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn. Leave now or die.”
The man laughed at me. I was sitting up now, and ready to use my power on him-but of course he didn’t know that. “You are going to kill me? I would like to see that.”
“You must really want to die tonight then,” I said. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and pulled myself up by Adan’s arm. I stood next to him.
The man laughed again. “This is absurd, but it will not stop your fate. You all will come with me; you men, to serve in the army, and you, wench, to go before the Dark One. I believe you are the one he wants to see.”
“Who is this one he wants to see; what is she like?” I said.
“She’s a wielder of magic-a witch. She has flaming red hair, and piercing blue eyes-both of which you have. She can hurl balls of fire at any target she chooses,” the man said.

“And she is powerful, yes?” I said.
“Yes,” he replied, his hand on his sword.
“Then I wonder, sir, why you would just come barging in on her-or at least she which you believe to be the one you speak of. Because-and it seems like this to me at least-I would think that she would be able to easily roast you alive,” I said in a menacing voice. “And that’s what she’ll do if you don’t get out of here-now.” I got a fire orb in each hand, and I aimed them at the man standing in front of me.
“So it is true then!” he breathed. Real fear entered his eyes.
“You have five seconds to leave,” I said.
The man drew his sword and gave instructions to his men to tie Japheth and the boys’ wrists.
“Five,” I said.
The man ignored me.
“Four.”
He continued to give instructions.
“Three.”
He turned back to me, a sneering expression on his face.
“Two.”
He grinned evilly at me.
“One.”
But before I could hurl the orbs at him, the wound on my arm where the arrow had struck me began to burn fiercely-and it didn’t stop with my arm. It was as if all of the blood in my body was on fire.
I collapsed onto Adan…and the room spun.
Chapter Six

 Torn
What’s happening? I thought as I nearly caused Adan to fall to the ground with me on top of him. He quickly righted himself, and then caught before I could hit the floor.
“Aaleyah?” he cried.
I felt like I could respond, but when I tried, it was no use.
“She has been shot with one of our arrows I see,” said the man. He looked down at me with a sort of evil joy in his eyes. “Then she is as good as dead. The poison in the arrows will kill any man.”
I was shaking now, and breaking out in a cold sweat. Adan had made me lean against him(I was still able to stand a little bit) and was talking to me now-but it was getting hard to hear him.
“Then again, she’s no man-or mortal,” said the man. He seemed to ponder me for a moment, and then he turned to Japheth. “Tell you what. You and these boys may come peacefully, and I’ll see to it that all that can be to save the girl’s life is done-or, you can resist, and the girl can be left here to die. Your choice.”
Adan, Japheth, and the other boys were silent. I knew they were looking at me and probably thinking that they couldn’t let me die without trying to save me first. They were going to take the man’s offer.
“No!”I cried. I tried to take a step forward, but I couldn’t. “They-w-won’t go with you.”

I refused to let it happen.
I (struggling harder than I ever had before) caused a fire orb to form in my hand. Doing so caused my whole body(all of my blood felt like it was on fire) burned, but I ignored the pain and bit back my scream.  I aimed it at the man. I drew courage from the sight of my fire. “You-will-not-take-them,” I said, emphasizing every word just as the man had done to me before.
“Won’t I?” the man said, getting ready to draw his sword. But just then, the door burst open. Three soldiers pushed Mara, Aaliyah, and Shastara into the house.
“We found these ones just a few minutes ago, trying to get onto the property,” one of the soldiers said in a gruff voice.
“Very well. Take-” the man began. He stopped suddenly, and seemed to look twice at Aaliyah. He looked from her to me, and back again. “It can’t be…” he breathed.
Shastara stood in front of Aaliyah protectively, but one of the soldiers just pulled him aside.
“If it is true, then…Men, I believe we’ve struck gold. Put that girl, there, on a horse and start heading west,” the man in charge(who I kept trying to kill but I kept being too weak) said to the soldiers. They grabbed Aaliyah, and started to drag her out of the house.

West…the direction in which the Dark One and his dominion lay.

No.
“No!” I screamed. I hurled fire at the men dragging her away, and they fell down the porch steps, screaming themselves as my fire engulfed them. Run now Aaliyah! Go! I cried frantically to my sister in my mind.
She ignored me, and began to burn the soldiers-until one of them hit her over the back of her head with a club. She fell to the ground, unconscious. Shastara tried to go to her, but he was just restrained and then his wrists were tied together.
“You have made your choice,” the man said. Then, as I stood, supported by Adan(writhing with pain; shooting the fire had given me the most horrible pain I could imagine) the man took his dagger and plunged it into my side. As I gasped, he yanked it out as hard as he could.
“NO!” Adan screamed as I let go of him and fell to the ground. I knew that the man had not killed me completely(he had only put the dagger in partway) because he wanted me to die a slow death for the trouble I had caused him.
He dropped to the ground beside me, saying my name and pressing something to my wound. Then someone was dragging him away-or trying. He killed them with his sword and tried to come back to me, but the man hit him over the head with the hilt of his sword. Adan fell to the ground, unconscious, just as Aaliyah had a few moments ago.

I lay on the ground bleeding…dying. I watched as my loved ones were taken away-and no matter how hard they fought, they were overcome by the soldiers. They took Mara too, and I could only lie and watch them all loaded onto a wagon.
The man was the last to leave the cabin. He squatted next to me. “The Dark One said he would like both you and your sister, but he also said one will do. So good-bye now. It gives me great pleasure to see you dying-but I doubt it gives you any. Ah well. It looks as if you’ve been defeated.” With that, he stood and left, a smile on his face.

The wagon pulled away, and the soldiers left.

I was to die…alone.

~

A thought came to me. There was an old healer woman who lived close to us, but hardly ever left her home. If I could get on a horse and ride to her home, she might be able to save me!
I gripped the edge of the bed and tried to get up. It didn’t work, so instead, I crawled.

I(somehow) crawled all the way to the barn, and made the horse kneel down so I could get on easier. I was nearly unconscious, but I had to stay awake. Everything depended on it.
I shook my head and gripped the horse’s mane. I commanded him to stand, and he did so.

Then I was off to the healer’s home.

~

“Yes, you’re such a good boy,” Old Larhesa said to her black cat. He stared up at her with his green eyes, seeming to understand what she said. She stroked him and he purred.
Suddenly Larhesa held the sound of hoofbeats. She got up and went to her window.
A girl sat slumped on a horse just outside. The girl fell to the ground, unable to stay upright any longer.
Larhesa quickly opened her door and went out. She might be old, but she had enough strength to get this girl into the house and tend to her. She could a large, dark, spreading stain on the girl’s side-blood.
She moved even faster. She managed to pick up the girl and carry her into the house(for such a short woman, Larhesa seemed inhumanly strong) and then lie her on the bed near the fireplace. The blood quickly leaked onto the blankets, and Larhesa could tell just by looking at the girl’s pale skin that she had already lost so much blood. She had to try and stop its flow, or the girl would be dead in a matter of minutes.
Larhesa worked quickly, getting hot water and bandages and then pulling up a chair. She sat down and quickly took care of the girl’s wound. She applied pressure to it until the blood flow slowed considerably, and then she washed it and cleaned it. The wound was deep, and Larhesa couldn’t believe that the girl had actually made it to her house.

Then she recognized the girl-even thought it was hard to tell with her mud-streaked face. She was Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn; the girl who lived on the next farm over. She was soon to marry that strapping young man, Adan El’Hara.

Some disaster must have happened-then Larhesa remembered the latest news about the Dark One’s armies sweeping through the land and taking all the men and boys they could find. Could it be that the El’Hara men had been taken, or resisted and then killed? Her heart went out to Aaleyah.
She cleaned the mud from the face and arms of the girl, and tended to the scratches on her. Then she put clean blankets on the bed and made sure Aaleyah was comfortable.

Larhesa cleaned up the bloody rags, and then got some broth and special herb tea(that helped healing) going so they would be ready when the girl awoke.
Then she noticed how feverish the girl was-but Larhesa had already given her something for a fever. It should be working by now…instead, the girl got paler every second.

Could it be poison? Larhesa thought to herself. She knew she would have to draw a little bit of blood from Aaleyah’s body(but only a tiny bit, because she needed all the remaining blood she had right now).
She pricked Aaleyah’s arm with a knife point, and sure enough, upon examining it, she found poison in the blood. She got to work immediately, preparing a drink with a crushed, powdered type of herb in it. It fought most poisons, and was very powerful. She hoped it would be enough to save Aaleyah’s life…that was if she didn’t die from so much blood loss.
She had seen worse come back from the edge of death, and become strong and healthy once again.
Larhesa stroked Aaleyah’s forehead and felt a deep sorrow come upon her.

~

Aaleyah? Aaliyah called out to her sister with her mind. She had a horrible headache from being hit over the head with that club, and she had also discovered dried blood where she had been hit.
There was no response. Aaliyah looked at Mara and shook her head. Adan saw this little exchange, and for maybe the first time in her life, Aaliyah saw him burst into tears. His body shook with his sobs.
Strangely though, Aaliyah wasn’t crying…yet. She knew in her heart somehow that her sister was still alive, and she wasn’t going to give up hope.
But then reality hit her, and sobs began to wrack her body too. Shastara held her in his arms as she cried, but that didn’t take away the agony she felt in her heart.

Chapter Seven

A Long Sleep

I awoke to find myself lying on a bed. I didn't even remember getting here. How long had I been here?

For that matter, where was I?

Then it all came rushing back. I had gotten to Larhesa's little hut, but after that everything got blurry...

A voice pulled me from my thoughts. "I'm glad to see you awake, dear. You gave me a scare. You've been here, asleep and feverish usually, for a long time."

I managed to find my own voice, and I said, my terror mounting, "How long?" I almost didn't want to hear the answer.

"To be exact, a week," Larhesa said softly, as if she knew I didn't want hear the answer to my question.

I tried to sit up, my mind unable to comprehend what I had heard.

This was a terrible move on my part. I fell back gasping, my side on fire. "Don't do that!" Larhesa exclaimed. She came over to me, and examined my side. "You're lucky you didn't cause it to bleed again! You've got to lie still!"

"No-I've got to find the others! The army took them...I have to find them!" I said frantically, trying again to sit up. This time I could feel something warm trickling down my side. I fell back again, inwardly kicking myself.

"Now look what you've done! I told you to lie still! Now do what I say, girl," Larhesa said firmly. She went and got some more bandages. The blood was slowly seeping through my clothes.

Larhesa tsked at me as she cleaned me up. "I'm sor-" I began, but I had to stop and grit my teeth against the pain of her pulling the bandage off my wound. She quickly wrapped the new one around me, and then I said, "I'm sorry."

"Well, you should be. It's not easy to do this without hurting you, and doing it will just slow the healing process," Larhesa said. She finished with me and helped me lean back against the pillows. "And as for you going after them, I'm sorry they were taken, but you're going anywhere until you're well enough."

"But I have to!" I said. Just speaking loudly caused me pain. It made me feel even weaker. "They must be miles away by now...I have to catch up to them and save them all! I have to!"

"No, you don't. I won't let you. Child, there is nothing you can do against the Dark One's army. They are immortal," Larhesa said sympathetically, but in the same firm way she had been speaking all along.

"So am I," I said, knowing that using my powers would make me weaker, but not caring. I conjured up a fire orb(as proof), and Larhesa gasped and drew back. "See?"

"You're one of the Chosen Ones!" she murmured as she stared at my fire. "Amazing..."

She seemed to "come back" to herself so to speak, and she suddenly said, "But you're still not going anywhere until you're better. You've only been healing for a week! That's not nearly enough time!"

I sighed in frustration, and then, unable to stop myself, I burst into tears. My fire went out. The sobs shook my body, which caused my side so much pain I nearly passed out. I stopped crying, gasping for breath.

"Calm yourself!" Larhesa said, running back to my side. She sat next to me on the edge of the bed, and she hugged me gently. I threw my arms around her neck, ignoring the pain any movement caused me.

"I m-miss them so much!" I sobbed. "W-what am I going to do? I have to find them!"

"Oh, my poor darling," Larhesa whispered, stroking my hair. Eventually my sobs subsided, and my eyelids felt heavy...

Larhesa helped me get comfortable against the pillows(as comfortable as one can get after being stabbed), and then I drifted off into a troubled sleep.

~

"Aaah!" Aaliyah cried out. She had been connected to her sister's mind in such a way that she could feel her pain and in such a way that their heartbeats and breathing became one.

Mara quickly crawled over to her. "What is it?"

"It must have been a dream...but it was if I was breathing with Aaleyah- I could feel her pain. It was terrible. Oh Mara, I miss her so much!" Aaliyah said, sobbing into Mara's shoulder. Mara just gently rocked her back and forth, and stroked her hair.

They were still in the wagon. They had been traveling for a week. Shastara, Adan, Japheth, Ren, Sam, and Teran had all been taken already to serve in the Dark One's army. Aaliyah had tried to stop their being taken, but one of the soldiers had punched her in the ribs, and she had had to watch-helpless-as the boys were led away. It had nearly killed her and Mara.

"Why?" Aaliyah sobbed. "Why did my sister have to be taken from me so soon after we found each other again?"

Mara didn't know the answer to that-but what she did know was that there was also a gaping hole in her heart- an Aaleyah shaped hole. Just a few days from now was the day Adan and Aaleyah had picked to wed on. She would have had a new daughter-two actually, because of Aaliyah.

Aaleyah had been such a wonderful girl. She had lost so much, and still she kept going.

Adan was absolutely crushed. Mara had seen it in his dejected state; his dark eyes. He hadn't even struggled or said a word of protest as he was taken away to be officially put into the Dark One's army. He had simply hugged Aaliyah and Mara, and then left with the soldiers.

Mara held back her own tears, feeling a need to be strong for Aaliyah at this moment.

She thought about her husband-she missed him. Please be all right, she thought.

She hoped he was.

~

Adan's heart was broken. It would never be mended, no matter what went right in his life from now on.

He was going to have a hard time enduring the next few days from now. So soon, he and Aaleyah would have been married.

Tears welled up in Adan's eyes, but he blinked them back. He would not dwell on this-he couldn't. It would kill him...

But he couldn't help it. Just the thought of Aaleyah...so tall and slender; so beautiful. Her flaming red hair seemed to glow in the sun, and her hands were so graceful.

Adan stumbled in a rock as he marched with the rest of the army. The sound of marching was so loud-but then, the army was huge. It seemed to extend for miles and miles(and it did).

No, Adan. Don't do this to yourself. Don't think about what could have been-focus on what is, Adan thought to himself.

So, he closed his heart, and shut his mind to the thoughts of the one he loved- the one he had loved.

But he would never forget.

Chapter Eight

Run

Over the next few days I had to force myself to lie still-but it wasn't easy. I wanted to just get up and go after the army.

That feat sounded impossible.

But I had to do it.

Unfortunately, it turned out that I had to do it before I was physically ready.

The sun was shining brightly in the sky, and the forest was quiet. Larhesa was outside, gathering herbs and flowers, and I was resting inside, as usual.

I suddenly heard voices. I looked out the window, and to my great horror found two men-the Dark One's soldiers-shouting at Larhesa. She looked like she was pretending she had no idea what they were talking about, and suddenly I knew what that "what" was.

It was me.

They must have gone back to the cabin for my body-just as the soldier(who had stabbed me with the dagger) had said they would.

Then I remembered the reason that Darius had kept my body-the blood. Was the Dark One going to try to use my blood to create some sort of very powerful version of me? Who knew? His black magic was strong...

The soldiers were coming toward the house. My heart began to pound in my chest. I had to get away!

My body screaming in pain, I got out of the bed-fell is more like it-and crawled toward the window. I could just reach it-I would have to climb out of it. The door was out of the picture, because a few moments from now it was what the soldiers would come barging through.

I stood, gripping the edge of the window and biting my lip so I didn't cry out in pain. I pushed up the window, my heart in my throat.

Somehow I managed to climb up and tumble out of the window. Hitting the ground caused my side to start bleeding again, and the pain was so terrible that I nearly passed out. But I had to keep going!

I limped away from the house, bent over and clutching my side. I wondered if there was any way I could hide in the forest until the men left, but that option quickly evaporated. I hadn't seen from inside Larhesa's hut that there was in fact a third man standing near the horses, holding the reins so they wouldn't run away. Unfortunately, the man noticed me, and gave a shout of alarm.

The other soldiers were already in the hut, and I knew Larhesa would do something to try and stall them. I took off running as fast as I could. I would have to find a very good hiding place if I wanted to live.

Should I climb a tree? Should I hide under a bush? I quickly realized that when you are running for your life through a forest, you have a certain amount of options(as to where to hide) and if you want to survive, you pick one fast.

I saw a huge tree, and I was sure I might be able to make it to the top. The branches were so thick that the soldiers wouldn't be able to see up to where I was. They also probably wouldn't think that an injured, weak girl would be able to make it up such a tree.

I didn't know if I could make it up such a tree.

I had to try.

The soldiers were chasing me, although it had taken them awhile to start. Larhesa must have stalled them somehow; I hoped she was all right.  As quick as I could, I scaled the tree. I was surprised I could do it without fainting of the pain and falling to the ground, but somehow I did. I clung to the top of the tree for dear life, and waited for the men to come.

They did, and thankfully they did exactly what I had expected them to do. They went right past the tree, looking around on the ground.

"She can't have gotten far!" one of the men said. "She must be heading north-let's go!"

With that, they were off again. I waited until they were out of hearing and sight, and then breathed a sigh of relief. I painfully, slowly, began my climb down.

I was so scared that they had killed Larhesa. I made my way back to the hut as fast as I could, and the sight that met my eyes made me want to sob.

The hut was on fire, and Larhesa was lying on the ground. Blood was gushing from her stomach-the brutes had stuck her with a sword. Rage flared in me, and I wished I was strong enough to go kill those men.

I went to her and knelt down beside her. "Larhesa, hang on! I'll get you-" I began. I had been going to say "I'll get you inside" but I realized that there was no hut for her to go into. All of the necessary herbs and medicines I needed to save her life were burning up.

"No, child," Larhesa rasped. She was like a grandmother to me, and I felt a big lump form in my throat. "It is my time to go."

"I won't let you! I'll do something..." my voice trailed off, and I could tell the hut's roof would give in and collapse any second now.

"Thank you, child. You brought a bit of happiness to the last days of this old woman's life," Larhesa said. Blood was coming up her throat now.

"Thank you for saving my life," I said, trying not to sob.

"It was nothing," Larhesa said. "I wouldn't do a thing differently that I did in these last few days, had I the chance to do them over. I'm sorry I couldn't tend to you better- you must find someone who can. That wound won't clean itself. Please, Aaleyah, listen to me. Your life is in jeoprady if you don't get help immediately. I'm sorry I can't stay and tend to you. Please, burn my body when I'm gone." Larhesa had to stop speaking, as a great coughing fit overtook her. She coughed up so much blood...

"Good-bye, my dear friend," I said, tears streaming down my face-because of the whole situation; because of her request. "I shall do as you say."

"Good-bye. Be safe..."Larhesa said...and then she was gone. She looked up at the sky, smiling, and breathed her last.

I swallowed the lump in my throat, and then I dragged Larhesa over to the doorway of her house. I pushed her inside as gently as I could, and then I leaped back as the roof collapsed on top of her. Her body was quickly consumed by the flames.

I sobbed as I stumbled through the forest. The smell of smoke filled my nostrils and lungs, and I coughed and choked on it. I had to find help- I wouldn't make it much longer.

I looked back at the blazing hut one more time. Good-bye, sweet lady, I thought. I would never forget dear Larhesa and how she had saved my life.

I turned back to look straight ahead.

I was on my own now, and I needed to get help. Already my strength was dwinding.

But I had to make it.

I had to save my loved ones.

Chapter Nine

Don’t Give Up

"Move it, boy! Let's go!" a soldier shouted at Adan as they did a sword drill. Apparently, Adan was going too slow.

Ha...boy, Adan thought. I'm only nineteen. At least I'm not as filthy as some.
The man was disgusting. He had long greasy hair, and smelled like he had just been rolling around in the mud with pigs who hadn't been washed for eight years or so. His breath smelled of garlic, and he beady, little eyes that were so dark they looked black(virtually hiding his pupils). For some reason though, Adan always ended up with him as a partner for the sword drill.

He was also the man who had killed Aaleyah, and Adan was biding his time until he could kill him.

The man loved to tease and torture him. He loved to show that he was "so much stronger" and flaunt his status.

Not anymore.

Adan parried the man's blow(the man's name was Drenan) and then he attacked so fast and hard that Drenan nearly fell over. Adan could see the shock in his eyes, and he soaked it in.

A nearby commander noticed how hard Adan was attacking. "Oy! You there-slow it down! This isn't for real!" he shouted.

Adan hardly heard him. He just saw a target in front of him-a target that needed to be destroyed. He loved the look of fear that had now crept into Drenan's eyes. He was helpless against him- Adan would show no mercy this time.

"I said I slow down !" the commander shouted. He came over and hit Adan over the head with the hilt of his sword. Adan fell to his knees, seeing stars in his vision.

Drenan stood in front of him. He started kicking him in the ribs-hard.

"Just because I told him to slow down doesn't mean you can kill him now!" the commander said, but when Drenan didn't stop, he pulled his own sword on him. "Stop-it-now."

Drenan finally stopped, knowing that the commander wouldn't hesitate again to kill him.

"He is valuable; he's the only one I've seen with that kind of power without the Dark One's spell on him yet," the commander said. "I don't think you two will be paired together any more. Now, Drenan, come with me. Leave the boy be, because if you lay one finger on him apart from my command, I will personally cut off that finger. Understand?" the commander said, pressing his sword tip against Drenan just a little bit.

"Y-yes, sir," Drenan stammered. Adan smiled through his pain; he loved to see Drenan put in his place.

The commander sheathed his sword. "Very good. Now let's go."

They left, Drenan casting one last furious glare at Adan. Adan just lay there, clutching his ribs. He wondered how many had been broken.

The sword drill ended, and rain began to pour. Shastara and Ren came over to Adan and each draped one of his arms across their shoulders, virtually having to drag him.

"Filthy pig," Adan said through clenched teeth. A wave of pain swept over him once more, and then he spoke again. "I'll kill him one of these days-just like he killed Aaleyah-except I'll do it much, much slower."

Shastara and Ren gave one another a worried glance; Adan had never spoken like this in his life. But they wisely chose to say nothing. They knew that killing Drenan wouldn't take the pain of the loss of Aaleyah away from Adan. It would do absolutely nothing.

They also knew that it was the last thing Adan felt like there was to live for at this point.

"I will," Adan said again, more to himself than to them.

The boys were silent the rest of the way to the barracks.

~

It had been two days since I had left Larhesa's home-or rather, what once was her home. The "burial" I had had to give her had nearly killed me, but I hadn't had any other option.

I knew I had to be nearing the town, and I hoped so much that I could at least get the town doctor to look at me. I couldn't travel like this; I had already slipped in some mud and lain at the bottom of a hill, unconscious, for nearly a day.

I was losing blood quickly. My wound was doing exactly the opposite of closing up.

I hoped I would make it in time...

My life depended on it.

~

"Can I have the bowls?" Mara asked Aaliyah wearily. She had been assigned to cooking food for the army, along with Aaliyah and about ten other women(the army was too big for just a few women to cook for on their own).

Aaliyah wordlessly handed them to Mara. Her life had become dull, and she hardly spoke any more. The only time she got to see Shastara was when he and the other men came to eat, and that wasn't long. He always tried to sneak away for a bit too, but it didn't always work.

She could tell that Mara was getting the life sucked out of her as well. She didn't see her husband very much, and when she did, the look in her eyes was enough to break any heart. The moments they had together were so precious...and so short. Aaliyah felt terrible for her, and every day her hate for the army grew.

She wondered what had been done with Aaleyah's body. Had the soldiers burned the cabin down? Had some wild animal come in and eaten it? Aaliyah shuddered at the thought.

Oh, my dear, dear sister, she thought in her head as she handed bowls of stew to the soldiers that had just finished the sword drill and were hungry for their supper. She opened the "connection" she and her sister had used to talk in their minds to each other, pretending Aaleyah would actually answer.  I miss you so much.
Suddenly something strange happened.

Aaliyah heard a response.

Aaliyah! You're alive!
Aaliyah pretended to cough, and said she needed a minute to be away from the smoke of the cooking pots. Mara said she could go.

Aaleyah? she thought tentatively.

It's me, Aaliyah! I'm alive! I'm heading into town right now, trying to get help from the doctor there, came the reply.

Aaliyah nearly choked on the air she was breathing. Aaleyah...you're...are you...you're alive? she thought in shock.

I am, but I'm not doing too well, Aaleyah replied. Even now, the connection seemed to fade, as if about to close.

Oh, Aaleyah! We all thought you were dead...is it really you? Aaliyah said. She couldn't believe this...

It is me, Aaliyah. I'm coming after you...hang on! Aaleyah thought.

Aaliyah tried to calm herself down, and not scream for joy, but it was hard. She thought of the saddest thing she could to prevent herself from doing so.

You're coming? Aaliyah thought.

Yes. Together we can do this, Aaleyah replied.

Do what? Aaliyah thought. The army was too big.

Defeat the Dark One; cripple him. We'll make him grovel before us, Aaleyah replied. So hang on, little sister.
Little sister? Aaliyah thought back, a grin covering her face. Only by two minutes.
Still, Aaleyah thought. Aaliyah could almost see her grinning too right now. Hang on. I'm coming! I love you.
I love you too, Aaleyah. I'll try to hang on...but it'll be hard, Aaliyah thought. The others aren't doing so well...especially Adan. He's...changed-hardened. That may sound strange, since we haven't seen each other for only about two weeks or so, but it's true.
Please tell him I'm coming, came the simple request. Tell him not to lose hope, and tell him...tell him I love him.
I will, Aaliyah said. Goodbye, dear sister. Be safe!
Goodbye, Aaleyah thought. You stay safe too.
The connection was closed, and Aaliyah tried desperately to keep from whooping aloud.

She thought about it. Their situation was terrible. What could a handful of people do against the Dark One? Was it really good for Aaleyah to come? Was it safe?

Aaliyah didn't care. Her sister would find them, and they would fight to the death if need be.

"What are you grinning about, girl?" one of the women said, frowning at Aaliyah.

Aaliyah quickly wiped the grin off her face-or at least tried. "Nothing in particular. I just needed to feel a little bit of happiness in all this sorrow, you know?"

The woman just shook her head like Aaliyah was crazy, and then said, "Well, feel happy refilling the soldiers' bowls. I need a break."

Aaliyah did so, but she refused to be discouraged.

Yes, she was worried about her sister's wellbeing...but even that was outweighed with her pure, almost crazy joy.

Aaleyah was coming.

She was alive.

Chapter Ten

Struggling Onward

I finally saw it-the town. I nearly cried in relief.

I had just talked to Aaliyah, using my mind(yes; I and my sister could talk to each other using our minds...I still couldn't believe it sometimes), and now I was so utterly in pain and so utterly exhausted (and weak) that I felt like collapsing and sleeping on the ground.

But my destination was in sight now!

I limped into the town, trying to ignore the looks people were giving me. I had to find the town doctor!

At last I saw the little building I supposed the doctor must own. There was a sign over the door that said, "Elan Stamfort, Doctor of Retan" (Retan was the town I was now in). I really did nearly cry when I saw that building, and I quickly went up to the door at the back of the building, hidden from the passersby' sight.

I tried to open it, but found it locked. I pounded on the door, but there was no answer.  The sheer pressure of my urgency to get to Aaliyah and the others-not to mention the knowledge that I would probably die trying-weighed on me, and I collapsed on the stairs, sobbing.

~

"Mara," Aaliyah said quietly, as they stood watching the table for any men who wanted more food. It was their job to refill bowls, so they were ready.

"Yes, dear?" Mara said, never taking her eyes off the table. The men got very mad when they had to wait for their food.

"Stay calm as I tell you this," Aaliyah began. "I talked to Aaleyah-using my mind. She is alive."

Mara inhaled sharply (in utter shock) but still managed to keep her eyes on the table. The men were greedily gulping down their food, and sure enough, someone was already done and wanted more. Aaliyah quickly went to get his bowl.

She took it from him and came back to Mara to have it refilled. Mara did so, and then Aaliyah carefully took it back, sure not to spill. She knew Mara must be trying desperately to hold back shouts of joy, confusion, and shock.

When she got back to Mara, Mara said, "Are you sure, Aaliyah?"

"I am. She is nearing Retan I believe, and she said she's coming after us. She's not in a good condition, but she said she was trying to find the doctor and get some supplies. I can hardly believe it!" Aaliyah replied.

Someone tall and thin stalked over to Mara and Aaliyah. He wordlessly held out his empty bowl, and then turned to walk away; done eating.

"Wait, Adan!" Aaliyah said under her breath. "I have to tell you something!"

Adan turned back to her, his eyes lifeless; he looked as if he had lost his very will to live.

She noticed how he winced when he looked at her; it must painfully remind him of Aaleyah every time he did so. He dropped his gaze to the ground. "What is it? I have to go soon, or the commander will be mad with me. There was a job he wanted me to do."

Aaliyah felt so sad hearing his voice. It too was dead, and the words he had just said were the most he had said in days.

"It's Aaleyah-she's-"Aaliyah began. But she didn't get to finish, because Adan must have heard someone calling him.

"I have to go-I'm sorry. Maybe you can tell me later," he said. Then he turned and walked away.

Aaliyah wanted to scream with frustration. She had been so close to telling him!

"We'll get a chance to tell him-don't worry. We'll be able to tell all of the boys and Japheth; we just have to have patience," Mara said as she refilled more bowls.

"I know, but I was so close!" Aaliyah said.

~

"Mrs. Sanford, help me get the girl onto the table!" I heard upon awakening (I supposed I must have passed out while I was waiting on the steps). Someone was carrying me-one person had my arms and the other had my legs. I heard someone pushing things onto the floor, and then I was being laid on something hard and flat...which my mind slowly recognized to be a table.

My eyes flickered open, and I saw an older woman standing over me. An older man, who stood in the corner washing his hands, was the one I assumed must be the doctor. My heart soared-and my side throbbed. I felt sick to my stomach, and I knew I was utterly filthy.

"Her side is bleeding! We have to slow the blood flow down," the woman said, ripping the hole in the side of my dress bigger so that she could press a bunched up cloth against it.

"I need you to get some hot water and some of that herb drink for me," the man said. "I'm going to examine her to make sure that is her only main injury."

The man was very gentle and proficient, and I felt myself relax under his touch. I felt bad to just sort of drop in on him like this, but I had to have help or I would die for sure. I wondered how on earth I would pay him...

I drifted in and out of consciousness so much that I hardly felt the pain of the doctor and the woman(who must be his assistant) cleaning my wound. Their murmuring voices came from far away, and I knew I was so close to death...

~

"Hey, muck, I told you to get over here!" Drenan shouted at Adan.

That's it. I kill you today, Adan thought, as he turned and walked toward Drenan.

Drenan must have seen the determination in his eyes, because he stumbled back a few steps. Adan was too quick for him though, and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. He wrapped his other hand around Drenan's neck, crushing his wind pipe and quickly cutting off all of his air supply.

He would have succeeded in killing him, and doing it had felt scarily good-but unfortunately some other soldiers, after standing by and chuckling for awhile, decided it would be good to drag him off. What followed that was a sound beating given by a now shaky Drenan to Adan.

You won't be able to escape me forever, Adan thought angrily as Drenan stalked-rather, stumbled-off. He glared at him, and then got to his feet and brushed the grass off of himself.

He thought back to the days when he had hated the very word "death".

Now here he was loving to kill people.

It was scary-it was, even to him...but it was all he knew anymore.

Chapter Eleven

Letting Go…and Holding On

When I awoke again, I was lying on a small, soft cot in a little room. I didn't remember much other than that I had gotten to the doctor, and he had cleaned my wound...everything else was fuzzy, and my head spun trying to remember it.

"Ah-I see you're awake!" I heard a woman's voice say as someone entered the room.

It was the older woman from before- Willow-who had helped the doctor get me cleaned up. She was short, yet appeared surprisingly fit. Her very white hair was pulled up into a grandmotherly bun, and her inquisitive blue eyes stared into mine. I liked her at once.

"Thank you...I don't think I would have lasted much longer without you and the doctor helping me," I managed to get out(I quickly discovered my throat was very dry).

"You're welcome, child, but may I ask how you sustained such a serious dagger wound?" the woman said. She was holding a bowl of what smelled like broth and a tumbler of some drink, and she sat on the chair next to the cot.

I took a sip of the drink-it was water(and it was the sweetest water I had ever tasted in my life)-and then replied, "Well, ma'am, if you don't mind I'd rather not talk about it just now. I'm still feeling quite tired," I said. Part of that was true...

"Of course, child. I'm sorry-I wasn't trying to press you. You can tell me when you're ready, or you don't have to tell me at all. One thing I must know now, though, is do you have any family around here that you need to be taken back to?" Willow said, concern on her sweet heart-shaped face.

"No ma'am," I said. I hated myself for the lies I had to tell this woman, but I wasn't sure if she for the Dark or the Light-nice as she was. "I'm all alone. I expect it was an accident-the way I got my wound. You see, a bunch of boys were having a lesson in dagger practice, and I unfortunately happened to pass by just as they threw them. They had it right out in the open, and I had to get past. I'm actually quite amazed I didn't die."

"Oh my! That's terrible!" Willow said, but I could tell from her eyes that she, too, was hiding something. She didn't believe me-that much was sure. But which side was she for?

"Yes, it was," I said, putting on a little sniffling act. I pretended to wipe my eyes. Bad move, I thought, trying not to wince in pain at my movement. "And even worse was the fact that since I am a beggar, they did nothing to help me!" I cursed my every word, and I vowed that someday I would find out if this woman was truly for the Light and come back and tell her the truth.

I made so many vows-how many of them could I keep?

But Willow seemed to believe me, and just as she was about to say something else, the doctor came in to check on me.

"How is my young patient doing?" he asked. He was as cheerful and sunny as Willow, and he came to stand beside the bed. "Much better, I hope."

"Yes, sir, thank you," I said.

"This is my husband, Elan Stamfort-the doctor who took care of you when you came here four days ago," Willow said.

My heart nearly stopped.

"Four...four days?" I stammered in shock.

"That's right," Elan said, noticing how alarmed I had become. "You've needed that time to heal and rest a bit."

I saw a strange look appear in Willow's eyes. She knew something that I had said did not "ring true". Calm down, Aaleyah! Calm down before she suspects more than that you are just lying about something! my mind screamed at me. I forced myself to relax, but it wasn't easy.

"But four days! I have to go," I said, my mind spinning. I realized how foolish this would sound to them. My mind raced to come up with something else. "I mean...I can't pay you for your services. I can't stay here."

Another lie. That was not the reason I needed to go at all...though in a sense, I was telling the truth. How would I repay them?

"You can't go anywhere yet!" Willow exclaimed, reminding me of Larhesa. "You're too weak, child! You've got to rest."

"I'll try," I said. I knew that I would have to leave soon though...either tonight, early tomorrow morning, or tomorrow night. I had to-I couldn't afford to waste any more time.

Yes-even stopping to heal to me at that moment was wasting time. I was desperate to get to my loved ones.

I just had to!

~

It was about time to feed the men again, and since Aaliyah had not gotten a chance to tell any of the boys or Japheth about her discovery (that Aaleyah was alive), she was now nearly bursting with the knowledge.

But strangely, no men came to be fed. Instead, the horn (that called the men to battle) was sounded, loud and long, and a battalion of men(Japheth and the boys' battalion) went galloping off on horses.

Aaliyah and Mara embraced each other tightly as they watched Japheth and the boys ride off. There was no certainty they would ever see them again.

When the battalion finally did return, Japheth was white-faced, and so were the other boys. Blood was splattered on their clothes... tears streaked their faces...and Adan was not with them.

Mara raced over to her husband while Shastara hugged Aaliyah. "Where is Adan?" Mara cried.

"He-he was..." Japheth began. Then he burst into tears. Mara had only seen him cry like that once before when Adan had nearly died...and he was crying much harder now...

"No," Mara cried. Japheth continued to sob. She pulled his face up to look at hers. "Japheth, please say it's not so..." He said nothing. The deepest grief Mara had ever seen dwelt in his eyes now.

No words were necessary. Eyes spoke enough in this matter.

"NOOO!!!" Mara screamed. Her scream pierced through the night air, echoing through the entire camp.

"Shut up, woman! And you there, soldier, get to your duties!" a commander shouted at them. Mara just collapsed to the muddy, wet ground, her sobs wracking her body. Five soldiers came to drag Japheth away, and when he tried to resist they punched him in his gut.

There was a huge hole in her heart.

"Aaliyah, tend to Mara," Shastara said as he turned to follow the men who had dragged Japheth off. He squeezed her hand and then walked off.

Aaliyah quickly went to Mara's side, begging her to calm down. The commander was coming toward her, and he looked like he was about to hit her if she didn't. "I'll get her to calm down," Aaliyah said frantically before he could.

The man was drunk(most commanders in this army quickly became so after a battle), and in a rage. For seemingly no reason at all, he slapped Aaliyah across the face and said, "You'd better, or you'll both wish you were dead." He talked in a slurred way, and Aaliyah could smell the alcohol on his breath. Disgusting animal! Aaliyah thought angrily.

If only she could burn every soldier in this camp...but they would just kill her before she got a chance to burn even one tent. There was no use.

"Yes, sir," Aaliyah said through her tears. Her right cheek stung and throbbed as she dragged Mara away-Mara couldn't move at all. It was as if she was paralyzed.

Finally Aaliyah stopped. She sat down in the mud, and hugged Mara to herself. She rocked her back and forth.

But that wouldn't take away the pain.

Nothing could.

Chapter Twelve:

Unexpected Events

That journey was hard. I figured that the army was far, far ahead of me, and that knowledge drove me on-even when my body screamed out to me to stop and rest.

Only a few thoughts went through my head-and they did so over and over-Adan…Aaliyah…Dark One…stop him… I pictured each of my loved ones, and that too gave me strength. I couldn’t-I wouldn’t-give up on them.

Never.

~

Adan groggily reached for his sword…and then realized that he was lying on top of a pile of hundreds of dead bodies. He smelled something…burning flesh and smoke. The pile of bodies was being burned! He screamed as he felt flames lick at his left arm and rolled down the pile of bodies, with one thought in his mind(and he was surprised it was all he could think about at a time like this)-Aaleyah…I can’t die…not yet…
He heard shouts of surprise from nearby soldiers. They had obviously thought that they were burning dead bodies.

“Hey-look at that!” he heard one of them shout. They came over and surrounded him.

“Is he really alive, or is it some sort of sorcery?” another soldier said.

“Don’t be daft, Culbrin! ‘Course he’s alive!” the first replied. Culbrin blushed and stalked off to get the commander.

Adan realized that they were Kirian. His heart soared with hope.

“Please-” he rasped. The effort to speak set him coughing and gasping for breath. He had been wounded terribly. He had taken two arrows to his right leg, and he had taken a dagger to his right arm, and he had been hit in the back of his head with the edge of a shield (there was now a huge, rather deep gash on his head, and acquiring it had caused him to lose consciousness on the battlefield, which had been why the soldiers had assumed him dead). He also had a new burn on his arm from nearly being burned alive.  He had bled so much he wasn’t sure how much blood he had left, and he was horribly weak. Finally he found his voice. “Please…please-I’m Kirian…don’t harm…me…”

“Kirian?” the first soldier to speak said. “I don’t know about that…but he’s hurt bad. Let’s get him over to that tree, men! Come on!” Adan was picked up (not very gently) and carried over to a tree. The men sat him down and sat him back against it.

“Please, sir…” Adan begged. “I was taken…against my will…I’m Kirian…” Just then the commander came over.

“Boy, tell me-in Kirian-how you got here,” he said, looking down at Adan.

Adan realized with a sickening jolt that he had been speaking in the language the Dark One’s soldiers used! He quickly switched dialects. “I, my father, mother, and my friends-we were taken against our will by the Dark One’s soldiers. Please, sir…I beg you. I didn’t kill any Kirian soldiers-I swear it. I fought against the Dark One’s soldiers.” Adan suddenly looked twice at Culbrin. “I saved his life. Ask him. A soldier of the Dark One was about to kill him, and I saved him.”

The commander turned to Culbrin, who seemed to be trying to remember something.  At last he said, “It is as he says, sir. I do remember a boy saving me…and I vaguely remember him having the same features. It must be this boy.”

“Men, let’s take this boy to the healer-he’s lost a lot of blood,” the commander said. When his men, still looking unsure, didn’t move to obey, he went to Adan himself and lifted him into his arms (no easy feat-Adan was very tall). His men instantly moved then to help, and thankfully, they were much more gentle as they carried him to the healer.

“Thank you…”Adan said to the commander just before he lost consciousness again.

~

I was traveling much faster than I thought. After only two days, I had gone nearly twice the distance I had expected to go in three. This enlightened my heart-I was getting somewhere.

I had closed at least two day’s distance between me and the army…so I must still be about…I realized I had no idea how far I was from them! They had been going for more than two weeks…they could be anywhere! I had nothing but the vaguest sense of direction. I lost all of my hope and confidence, and didn’t see how I could possibly have had any in the first place.

I continued in the same direction(though my heart was not in it; I had no hope left) for about four days until I came to a new forest. This one looked much bigger, and much more foreboding…but I knew that the army had probably gone through it.

That was when I smelled it-burnt flesh. The smell was staggering, and every breeze carried it. I gagged on it, and had to cover my mouth. As I journeyed on for another day or so, it got much, much worse. It made me sick to my stomach. I didn’t even bother eating the food I had brought with me. I felt too horrible.

There must have been a huge battle…and the dead bodies must have been burnt. That was all I could think of.

Was I closer to the army than I thought? The horrible smell of burnt flesh actually began to bring hope back to me.

The forest was dark and thick with trees. The sun and moon could hardly shine down through them; they were so thick.

After I been in the forest for about two days (I had been gone from the Stamforts for close to five days now), I heard something.

Voices.

They were close!

In fact, they were so close that I figured they were at most one hundred yards away. Then I saw someone coming toward me.

I dove behind a bush, panting hard. My side burned, but I ignored it.

The men-one sounded young, and the other older-were talking. “I am so sorry, my friend. To leave your girl that close to wedding is one thing, but to lose her completely…” the elder was saying. His voice faded away.

“Aye…it has nearly killed me,” the younger man said. I listened to him walk; he seemed to drag one leg behind him slightly…or limp…

“I don’t doubt it. I’m sorry-really I am,” the older man said. “Tell me, friend, what did she look like?”

The men had stopped now. I peeked over the bush. The younger was leaning against a tree right a few feet away (his back was to me) and the older man leaned against a tree farther away, facing the younger man.

“Thank you,” the young man said. He spoke in Kirian, and I realized that it had been such a long time since I had heard it. I loved the way the language flowed so beautifully… “She had long, flaming red hair. It was wildly curly, and always hung down. I loved that-how she never pulled it back. Her eyes-they’re another thing. They were so blue. They seemed to stare into your soul. They were terrifyingly wonderful.” The young man spoke with pain, love, and longing in his voice.

Suddenly I could hardly stop myself from choking as I inhaled.

I had heard that voice before.

I stood up and came around the bush, not caring if someone shot me with an arrow at that moment. I had to see if the man was who I thought he was.

The older man instantly became alert and drew his sword in alarm, and the younger spun around, drawing his sword as well. I nearly fainted when I saw his face.

My mind refused to believe my eyes, and the two thoughts of It’s him! and It isn’t possible! warred within me, each trying to win my mind’s favor. The first one won.

“A-Adan…” I said weakly, stumbling forward. He dropped his sword and limped toward me. I ran into his arms, sobbing.

His friend stood by, watching in absolute confusion. But I hardly even noticed that he was there.

Adan held me tightly with his left arm, stroking my hair with his hand. I buried my face in his chest, my sobs slowly subsiding. I noticed how he supported his weight with his right leg. I suddenly pulled my face up. “You’re wounded!” I cried, only now seeming to notice the bandage wrapped around his head, how his right arm was in a sling, and all of the other scratches on him.

“It’s nothing,” he said, wiping my tears away. He was crying softly himself now. “You’re…alive!”

He hugged me to himself again, and I heard his friend sheathe his sword. “Are you a sorcerer, able to conjure up people with your words? Because unless I’m wrong, that’s your girl,” he said, chuckling.

“It is,” Adan said, turning to him. The grin I had come to love broke out on his face. My heart swelled. He turned back to me. “But how did you survive?”

As we went back into the camp, I told him my story, and he told me his. We were inseparable, and I knew that the other soldiers took great amusement and pleasure out of watching us together. They would chuckle to themselves, but we didn’t notice.

I could not believe it.

Adan was here-with me.

I fell asleep that night smiling.

Chapter Thirteen:
What to Do

When I awoke, the first thing I did was think of Adan. Where was he? Was he still asleep? It was very early in the morning so I wasn’t sure.

Love was a funny thing.

I left my tent, and upon doing so spotted him talking to a soldier. I went over to him just as the man he had been talking to left. I noticed how he looked rather haggard, and I said, “Adan, you don’t look so well. Perhaps you should sit down. It may be the case that you have to exercise that leg, but you do need to rest it some.”

“Yes, nurse,” he said grinning. We went and sat on the log next to a small fire that had previously been occupied by a few soldiers eating porridge for breakfast(but it was vacant now).

“Just think,” I said, staring into the fire and holding Adan’s hand. “By now we would have been wedded.”

“The day it was supposed to happen nearly killed me. All I could think of was you,” Adan said, staring into the fire as well. “I missed you so much…but we’re together now, so lets not dwell on the past. Now we need to figure out how to rescue the others.”

Adan had just spoken my thoughts. “I know…but how will we get to them?” I said, turning to look at his face.

“I’m not sure, but I do know that we can try our hardest to think of a way,” Adan said, looking at me. It seemed as if he could hardly bear to take his eyes off of me now.

I leaned my head against his good shoulder(his right arm was in a sling), and he slipped his arm around me. I felt so safe in his arms…but I knew that to defeat the Dark One, I wouldn’t always be able to feel safe. There would be times when I would have to do dangerous things, no matter how I felt.

But that was not now, so I allowed myself to enjoy the moment as I and Adan watched the sun rise together.

Together.

The word did good to my heart.

~

Mara hardly ever saw her husband any more. When she did, he was even more haggard and pale than he had ever been. His eyes were lifeless, and it was as if he saw nothing around him; instead he seemed to stare off into the distance.

Her heart too, was broken. She had lost her son-her flesh. Never again would she see his smile. Never again would she watch him work alongside his father in their little barn. Never again would she wrap him in her embrace. Never again.

~

Aaliyah wondered where her sister was. Was she on her way? Was she lost? Had she been killed, or captured? Her mind came up with all the worst possibilities.

Everyone had seemed to die in a sense at the news of Adan’s death. There was no hope in anyone’s eyes. There was no need for them to live any more. In their hearts they knew they would never escape-never be called free again.

But Aaliyah refused to feel this way. She blocked her terrible thoughts and forced herself to remain hopeful.

There was always hope, even in the darkest, deepest pit of despair…and she wouldn’t let go of it.

She would die first.

~

“Uuuuuuuuuuuuunh…” I awoke to hear someone moan. I sat up, listening. Maybe it had been my imagination…

“Uuunh…”I heard it again, and I stood. I began to walk along the rows of tents, listening for the moans to get louder-which would mean I was getting closer to whoever was moaning. I knew it was rather silly of me to listen at each tent; the person moaning might just be having a bad dream…but something about that moan didn’t sound like a ‘bad dream’ moan.

I came to Adan’s tent and stopped. I listened closely, and sure enough, the moan came again-from his tent. Suddenly the man he shared the tent with it came out. He was rather shocked when he saw me. “I heard someone moaning,” I said to justify my presence.

“Oh good-it’s you,” he said, recognizing me. “He told me to come get you. He’s not doing too well.”

My heart seemed to stop beating. I quickly went inside the tent. The soldier tied back the tent flaps so that the light from the fire could come in.  Please be alright, Adan, I thought in my head.

What I saw made me stop dead in my tracks for a moment. Adan was as white as a sheet, and he had broken in a sweat all over his body. His clothes were drenched with it.

My mind raced. Was one of his wounds infected? Had he caught some sort of deadly disease? I hurriedly knelt beside him. “Adan, it’s me. I’m here,” I said, taking his hand.

“Aaleyah…”he said, opening his eyes which had currently been squeezed shut. He was in pain.

“One of your wounds must be infected,” I said, feeling his forehead. It was burning hot to the touch. I started to unwrap the bandage on his right arm.

His arm had been stabbed with a dagger, and the wound was indeed infected-very infected. I knew if I didn’t do something quickly, he might have to lose his entire arm.

My mind raced as it tried to remember all that I had been taught about healing and infections. I thought of each herb I would need, and the way I would have to clean his wound. I knew I couldn’t do it without causing him more pain, but it was better than him losing an arm.

“I need hot water and bandages-quickly!” I called to the soldier outside. He went to get them, and I turned back to Adan. “Hang on, Adan. I’m here-everything’s fine now. Just try to relax,” I said in what I tried to make a calm voice. It only half-worked.

“In case…I die…”Adan began, through gritted teeth, “I…want you…to know…I love you with…my whole heart.”

“Don’t even talk like that!” I said firmly, gripping his hand. “You fight-don’t give in! You have to stay hopeful for your body to rid itself of the infection. If you have an attitude of despair and submission, your body won’t even try. Please, Adan. Fight it!”

“For you,” he whispered. Then he shut his eyes again.

I had to work fast…his life depended on it!

Chapter Fourteen:

Fear and Hope

“This is going to hurt, Adan,” I said as I prepared to clean his arm. The soldier that shared the tent with him and one other man were in the tent as well, getting ready to hold Adan down.

“Just…do it…” he rasped. I gritted my teeth. I did and I didn’t want to do it-but it didn’t really matter. I had to do it.

I nodded to the soldiers, and they got in their places-one at his head, and one at his feet. The one at his head gently held his arm still.

“Ready?” I said to everyone(mostly to myself-and my inward answer was ‘No’). They all nodded.

Go! I thought in my head. I cautiously put the rag soaked in boiling water on Adan’s wound. He moaned loudly, but to his credit did his best to hold still.

I cleaned his arm as quickly and gently as I could, applied a special gauze, and then I hurriedly bandaged his arm with fresh bandages. “It’s done Adan,” I said, stroking his forehead. He moaned softly, and then seemed to fall asleep.

He wasn’t out of the woods yet-that much I knew. If I didn’t keep his arm cleaned, it could become entirely infected, and then he would lose it. My new responsibility to take care of him weighed on me-I had to do it correctly!

“Thank you,” I said to the men. The one that didn’t share the tent with Adan left, and the other sat at the entrance to the tent in case I needed something.

I sat up with Adan the whole night. Just as I would nod off he would need something else-his blankets pulled back off(the common misconception that a fever could be smothered by blankets and heat was incorrect, so I kept him as cool as was possible-but in his fevered state, he only knew that he was cold and wanted his blankets on), a sip of water… I was utterly exhausted.

The next day, the fever was still as strong as ever. I realized that he seemed to have something other than just a fever from the infection. “Where did you find my friend?” I asked the soldiers as I cleaned my face near the stream and took a much needed drink.

“We actually thought he was dead. He was on top of all the enemy bodies-we had actually set them on fire by the time he showed signs of life,” Culbrin (we’d been introduced) replied.

I wonder…I thought. “So he was actually the bodies…” I mused. Disesases could be caught from dead bodies-in epidemics all the bodies had to be burned. “He must have caught something from one of the men in that pile of bodies, because his fever and symptoms are too irregular to just be a fever from infection.”

“Aye-that must be it,” the commander, Goren, said. “because I don’t think any of the men in camp are sick.”

I nodded, my mind spinning. What did Adan have, besides a possible infection? How was I to know, and how was I to treat it? What was I to do?

If only Aaliyah was here…she had been so good with healing.

Where was she? Where were the others? My mind was full of questions as I went back to the tent.

Suddenly I had an idea. If I could figure out all of Adan’s symptoms, and then communicate them to Aaliyah, she might be able to tell me what it was or at least some measures I could take. I also needed to find out the army’s position-something that the Kirians probably needed to know as well.

I would have to try it…

~

Aaliyah? Aaliyah heard in her head. Her heart soared-it was Aaleyah!

Aaleyah? Where are you? Are you alright? she replied.

I’m fine-and as to where I am, we’re about four days east of the city of Norshen, Aaleyah replied.

Four days east of Norshen? Aaliyah replied. Then you aren’t that far away! You’re only about two days behind us-and you’re even in the same direction! I think the army tends to invade Norshen, and take more boys and men.
Aye, but I don’t know what we are going to do. The Kirians have to-came the reply.

The Kirians? Who’s with you, Aaleyah? Aaliyah interrupted.

I found Adan-and the Kirian army, Aaleyah replied.

Adan…Adan is alive? Aaliyah said, her mind reeling.

Yes-but he’ s been hurt badly, and he is terribly sick. I was actually hoping you would know what to do, Aaleyah replied.

What are his symptoms? Aaliyah asked. The moon was high and the sky, and most of the women were asleep.

He has a high, strong fever. It stayed the same all night long-it didn’t change one bit. He’s pale, shaky, and he has chills. He’s restless-and that’s not all. He is also fighting an infection in one of his wounds. At first I thought that was why he had a fever-but it’s not. It’s something else entirely, Aaleyah replied.

Alright…let me think about it, Aaliyah replied.

She looked up at the moon as she walked to the stream, thinking all the while-thinking, processing, calculating…

Aaleyah? she thought.

Yes? I’m still here, Aaleyah replied.

I think it may be what the old women near the El’ Hara’s  house used to call ‘the  great fever’. It is a rather silly name, I know, but they said it was where a person’ s fever-if not tended to properly-would continue to go up until their temperature was so high they died. Some of the symptoms were the ones you just told me. To treat it you need to find king’s leaf, rosebranch, and gare root. You need to mash them up and boil them in hot water-it wil be a drink. Adan must keep drinking it, and you must keep him as cool as possible. You’ve got to do everything you can to bring his temperature down-his life depends on it. Even if he didn’t die, he could lose his hearing or sight. It is imperative that you do exactly as I say, Aaliyah replied, her heart full of worry.

Thank you, Aaliyah! I will try. How are you all? Aaleyah replied.

We’re fine-but Mara and Japheth aren’t mentally. We all thought that Adan was dead…I must tell them that he’s not.  I’ll try to get them not to lose hope, Aaliyah replied.

Good-I’m coming soon. I’ll figure something out…so hang on! I love you, sister! Aaleyah said.

I love you too. Be safe! Aaliyah said.

And you, Aaleyah said. Then their connection was closed, and Aaliyah went to tell Mara the news.

Chapter Fifteen:
Not Soon Enough

As soon as I had finished talking to Aaliyah, I went and found the herbs. I made the special drink with them, checked on Adan, and then had him drink it. After making sure he was as comfortable as he could be in his state, I went to find the commander.

“Goren,” I said, running up to him. “The Dark One’s army is about two days ahead of us-east of Norshen. We’re headed in the right direction if we want to catch them. My twin sister-”

“Your twin sister?” the commander said. “How are you communicating with your sister? You’re one among few women in this camp, and there are none your particular age.”

My protective shield went up instantly. Kirian or no Kirian, I wouldn’t willingly tell my whole story(and all my abilities) to anyone. “Ah…she met one of your soldiers as they scouted ahead. She lives in this forest…somewhere. She told him to give me the message, and then to tell me to tell you.” Great story, I thought sarcastically in my head.

Strangely, the commander seemed to believe me. “I see. Yes, we do want to catch up to them-after the reinforcements come from the north,” he said.

“The north? How long will that take?” I asked. I had to get to Aaliyah and the others!

“At least a week. The Dark One’s army may get far ahead of us, but we can travel quicker than most armies. We can make up for lost time by going non-stop,” he replied.

“They travel faster-trust me,” I said. “Isn’t your army big enough without the reinforcements? In fact, you just got some the other day!”

“Excuse me, girl, but I don’t remember you being named commander of this army. You are not one of the soldiers; you are not a general. You are simply along to help out with injured men-one of whom is your own friend. Now I, who am a commander, realize that if we were to follow and try to make battle, we would be utterly crushed-destroyed. I must ask that you tend to the soldiers’ wounds and leave the business of how we work and how fast we move to me and the other leaders,” the commander said.

I bristled inwardly, but said, “Yes, sir.” He was right-but then again, he was wrong. Did he know how fast the Dark One’s army moved? They had gone from one side of the country to the other in a matter of days-and Kiria was a huge country! They would go through it and then make their way through the other countries and lands!

Then again, if the Kirian army was too small, there was no use in them even trying to follow. They had to get reinforcements-and I had to accept that.

But it didn’t mean I had to wait for them. I was going after my sister, no matter who tried to stop me.

~

“Mara!” Aaliyah whispered, kneeling beside her. She was sleeping on a patch of moss near the stream, and there were tear streaks on her face. Aaliyah could hardly wait to tell her…

“W-what is it?” she murmured sleepily. Her eyes looked puffy from all the crying she had done.

“Adan-he’s alive!” Aaliyah whispered loudly. She hurriedly lowered her voice, but she couldn’t contain her excitement. “He’s alive, and Aaleyah is coming!”

Mara was sitting up now. “He…he…”she stammered, unable to believe Aaliyah.

Aaliyah put her hands on Mara’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Your son is alive, Mara!” she exclaimed (in hushed tones).

“Adan…is alive…”Mara murmured, more to herself than to Aaliyah. “Alive!”

~

He felt himself slipping away…but yet, as soon as he felt like he was about to let go, and fall into the darkness waiting for him, one thing stopped him.

A voice.

It was a beautiful voice. It sang sweetly, and from time to time, it would stop singing and talk to him; say his name. “Adan,” it said, “hang on. I need you to stay with me.” Then it would continue to sing quietly. It sang lovely, slow, peaceful songs-songs about the Light, and how it would conquer the Dark. Some of the songs were haunting, others were joyful…but the voice never stopped. It continued on the whole time he felt himself slipping…slipping…

And Adan held onto that voice. It kept him holding on through the long, dark hours, and it seemed to soothe his pain.

He couldn’t let go…he had to hear it.

~

“Adan, I love you so much. Please don’t go,” I whispered tearfully, stroking Adan’s fevered brow. He was slipping away from me…

“Come on now,” Culbrin said. “You’ve got to rest too. I’ll sit with him.”

“I guess you’re right,” I said. I squeezed Adan’s hand and then stood. When I swayed, Culbrin quickly caught me and led me out of the tent. He took me back to my tent and ordered me to rest, and not to come back to Adan until I had. He said that me getting sick would do neither me nor Adan any good. I wearily agreed to do as he said, and then I crawled under my blanket.

I waved it(my near-fainting experience) aside as just exhaustion-because I was very exhausted. I had hardly slept at all the night before. I had stayed up singing and talking to Adan-refusing to let him go.

I was so tired…so tired…

~
I must have fallen asleep for quite some time, because when I awoke, it was dark outside(it had been the afternoon when I had gone back to my tent to rest). The moon was shining brightly in the sky.

Someone was shaking me by the shoulder. My eyes flew open, and I found Culbrin squatting there. “I’m sorry if I alarmed you, but you need to come see this,” he whispered.

I quickly got up and followed him, ignoring the great dizziness I once again felt. I also felt hot and cold at the same time. Lack of sleep, I tried to convince myself.

We went to the tent Adan was in, and to my great surprise, found him lying on his blankets peacefully. He was still breathing(but for a moment when I saw how peaceful he was I thought he had died in his sleep),but he looked…peaceful. I felt his forehead, and was shocked to find it cool; at a normal temperature.

“I think… I think his fever has broken!” I said to Culbrin.

Culbrin smiled. “Aye; I believe so,” he said. He squeezed my shoulder. “I told you he’d pull through, didn’t I?”

I nodded and smiled back, but I really wasn’t thinking about anything he was saying. I hardly even heard him-his words were almost incoherent to me. I didn’t feel well…

Exhaustion…go rest some more, I thought to myself.

“Well, thank you for staying with him,” I said, not physically ready to sit up with Adan again. I felt wretched myself.

Culbrin must have noticed, because he said, “You’re welcome, but I think you need to go lie down some more. I’ll get Zane-the man who shares this tent with him-to come sit with him for a bit. You don’t look so well yourself.”

“Thank you,” I said. I stroked Adan’s hair once and then stood up. I nearly swayed again, but thankfully Culbrin didn’t notice. He was already outside the tent. I told him it was best that Adan keep drinking the special herb drink I had made, and then I went back to my tent to lie down.

What if I’m getting what Adan has? I thought fearfully. What was I to do?

Calm down, Aaleyah, I told myself. Worrying like this isn’t helping a thing-and besides, you’re just tired, told myself.

I hoped that was true.

Chapter Sixteen:

The Whispered Secret

I had just woken up again. It had to be at least midday-on the next day. I had slept through the rest of the night and the whole morning.

I felt terrible. My head was pounding, and my heartbeat felt almost fluttery, as if my heart wasn’t completely sure about being a heart anymore(it seemed to be ‘thinking’ of being a bird and flying away). I experienced chills from time to time, and then, as soon as they were over, I felt so hot. I was actually afraid that I would use my powers unintentionally.

After tossing about on my blanket for close to half an hour, I decided to go down to the stream and take a drink, thinking maybe it would help to cool me off.

The moment I stood, the world spun. It tipped and turned upside down, and I felt myself sway dangerously. I quickly grabbed onto the tent pole to steady myself, and in doing so nearly pulled down the entire (thankfully small) tent on myself. What is wrong with me? I thought frantically.

I stumbled out my tent, hoping desperately that no one would notice. Unfortunately, the camp was (though this wasn’t unusual for an army camp) very busy, and soldiers ran about all over the place.

I especially hoped Adan wasn’t up and about, regaining his strength(of course I wanted him to get better, but if he saw me stumbling around, looking awful, as I was sure I did…), because I knew he would take one look at me and overreact. Then he would say something like, “I gave you this sickness,” and have a completely guilty look on his face. Please just be inside the tent when I go past, Adan, I thought to him-though of course he didn’t hear me.

I walked toward the stream until I saw it-Adan’s tent. I almost held my breath as I started to go by it…but then, at last, I was past it and on my way to the stream again. I felt like running there.

I got there and knelt by the water. I rolled up my sleeves and then brought some water up to my lips first, greedily drinking it. Why am I so thirsty? I wondered as I brought water up to my face to clean it. I gently scrubbed it with my hands and then wiped my face off with one of my now unrolled sleeves.

The water cooled my parched throat, but it did nothing for my pounding head and aching body. I felt the same as before, if not more cold (the water had been extremely cold and a slight wind was blowing now; I was freezing).

I suppose I ought to go check on Adan, I thought unhappily. It wasn’t that I didn’t desperately want to see him-because I very much did-but I didn’t want him to know that I might be getting sick. He was still getting over the sickness himself, and if he knew I was ill (I didn’t have much of a doubt about myself having it now; I had all the symptoms) it would only worry him more.

But I had to go see him…then I thought, Maybe he’ll still be too ill to notice anything is wrong with me.
Culbrin wouldn’t be though.

This is no small matter! You have the great fever! my mind screamed at me.

I was in a predicament.

“Aaleyah?” The voice behind me made me jump.

No, no, no, no! I thought. Not yet!
But Adan was behind me, with Culbrin, and they were about to find out that I was sick.

I braced myself for what I knew would be a big reaction on Adan’s part, and then I cautiously stood and turned.

“Adan! You’re doing better!” I said, wanting to go to him but finding my legs wouldn’t move.

He still looked a bit pale and weak as he stood there with Culbrin on one side of him, ready to catch him should he become weak and fall, but in comparison to the way he had been before, he was much better. Please don’t notice anything is wrong with me…I thought at him. Maybe he would be too tired to notice…

But I was horribly wrong. The instant after Adan saw my face, he said, “Aaleyah, what’s wrong with you?”

I knew that tone of Adan’s. It was serious; it meant business. I couldn’t lie to him now.

“I…” I began, faltering. Adan walked away from Culbrin (who was a bit unsure of if he should stay or go at this point) toward me. He stood in front of me, and I had to look up to look into his face(he was a bit taller than me; very tall).

My eyes dropped back down to the ground. “I think I’m…getting it,” I whispered.

My whisper seemed to linger, and I wished I could take it back.

But it was too late for that now.

My ’secret’ was out.

~

Aaliyah could tell that Mara and Japheth were much better now, knowing that their son and future daughter-in-law were alive and together. The news of Adan’s sickness hadn’t helped, but then Aaleyah had quickly communicated that Adan was on the mend; doing much better.

The gloom that had hung over them was gone, and for that Aaliyah was glad-but all was not well. It was as if she could sense that there was something wrong with her sister. She had first suspected something because of the brevity of Aaleyah’s communication with her.

Something was wrong.

~

“You what?” Adan said. His voice was even more serious now.

I didn’t answer him; instead, I looked away. This was not helping right now…

He put his hand under my chin and gently pulled my face back up. I was now staring into his eyes. “Why wouldn’t you tell me you weren’t feeling well?” he said sorrowfully.

I couldn’t stand it. I burst into tears. “Because…because I knew it wouldn’t help you! You were already sick, and if you knew…” my voice trailed off as I cried. In the back of my mind I remembered poor Culbrin standing there, but that thought was soon lost in my torrent of fears, anger, and tears.

Adan just hugged me to himself with his good arm, and I sobbed into his shirt.

It seemed like only a moment had gone by before Adan said, “Come on; you need to lie down. This isn’t doing you any good.” His voice was strained, and inwardly I cursed myself. I had caused him even more worry and pain by not telling him.

When I took a step back from him, leaving his embrace, I swayed and nearly fell into the stream. Only Adan’s quick reaction by grabbing me quickly kept me from not doing so. He pulled me back toward himself. The sun seemed to beat down on me much more strongly; I knew it hadn’t been this hot before.

“Culbrin,” Adan called out as I started to sway again and nearly collapsed(my legs had begun to feel rather like jelly). Culbrin came running to my other side, and, between the two of them, I got back to my tent and laid down.

Adan left to prepare the herb drink for me, and I made him promise that he would drink some too.

I felt terrible…and at the same time very glad that Culbrin had not gotten it(as he too had been helping out with Adan); that it had just been me.

Adan came back shortly(bringing the drink, rags, and a bowl of water), and he sat next to me. Once again Culbrin waited near the entrance to the tent in case Adan should need anything.

I quickly downed the herb drink, only now realizing how terrible it tasted. I instantly felt sorry that I had had to make Adan drink so much of it.

When I had finished at last, I looked up to see Adan staring at me. I could practically feel his eyes boring into me, and they were completely full of worry and sorrow…and love.

“Adan, the fever will have to run its course. There isn’t much that you can do,” I said. It was so hot…

“I don’t care. I’m staying here, and in your state, I don’t think you can make me do otherwise,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.” He took my hand.

“No; I don’t suppose I can. Thank you,” I said, suddenly feeling exhausted.

“Sleep now. I’ll be here when you wake up,” he said. I squeezed his hand and then shut my eyes…only to be plunged into the most feverish sleep of my life.

Chapter Seventeen:

A Broken Heart

Aaleyah? Aaleyah, why aren’t you responding? Aaliyah thought. For some reason, her sister was not opening up the communication path between them. It remained closed, no matter how hard Aaliyah tried to get through the wall blocking her mind from her sister’s.

What was wrong? Aaliyah knew that something was wrong; she could feel it in her heart.

Was Aaleyah sick? Dying? Dead?

This not knowing would kill her! She had to find out what was going on with Aaleyah…but no possible way presented itself to her.

Please be all right, Aaleyah, she thought. Then she continued helping Mara clean the wooden bowls.

~

Adan despised his helplessness. If only he had his full strength, and the use of both arms! He couldn’t stay up with Aaleyah for too long, because after about half an hour, sitting so still became too painful for his limbs. When he tried standing after sitting for long periods of time, it was as if his legs had forgotten how; they felt like they had been frozen in a sitting position forever, never again to bend.

Why did I have to be hurt now? Why? he asked himself. Of course he didn’t know the answer; he just knew that, while he wanted desperately to take care of Aaleyah just as she had taken care of him, the quicker he got better, the more efficiently he could take care of her. And the knowledge of this fact was eating him alive.

~

Over the next day (the army had to stay in the same place until the reinforcements came; we were at a virtual standstill until they did come), I had the strangest sensation. I would feel as if I was being held underwater, or lifted high in the air by a strong wind and swirled around and around-my breath sucked from me. I could see and feel still, but it was as if I would sink away from myself…like sinking under the surface of the water.

At times my vision would fail me completely. Somehow, in the depths of my heart, I knew my fate. I was to lose my sight and be lost in a black, colorless world forevermore. The realization scared me so much, but there was nothing else I could do that I wasn’t already doing to prevent it.

I didn’t tell Adan that I knew this; there wasn’t any point. Time would show him that I was going blind, so my words which would only worry him now were unnecessary.

At the moment, I was able to see fine, and I didn’t feel like I was having my breath sucked from me and my head held under water. I wondered if this would be my last look on the world. Would I ever again see the trees, the sun, or Adan’s face? Would I be able to remember those things?

“Aaleyah-you’re awake!” a voice said. I was pulled from my thoughts, and I smiled as my gaze fell on Adan entering the tent. “You seem to be doing a little better.”

“I think I am,” I said. I had felt mostly normal for the past few hours (if not very weak), and that was a good sign. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better,” he said, coming to sit by me. He took my right hand in his left one and stroked it. “You know, you scared me the other day.”

“I’m sorry…but you have to understand why I did it. I didn’t want to burden you any more than you already were, and at first I wasn’t even entirely sure I had it…I didn’t want to believe it myself. I’m sorry-I really am,” I said, not meeting his eyes.

“Aaleyah,” he said, once again putting his hand under my chin and pulling my head back up. I looked into his eyes. “Not knowing something like that until it was too late would kill me even more. You are the most important thing to me. Please don’t ever think you can’t tell me something, though I do understand why you wouldn’t.”

The weight of my newest secret was becoming quite heavy by this time. I felt that just by looking into my eyes, Adan would see I was hiding something else from him…I didn’t know how long I could hide it any more…

Finally I decided that he could come to stop trusting me if I didn’t tell him everything. “Adan,” I said, dropping my gaze back to the ground. Even now shadows were playing across my vision-and it was sunny outside. There was plenty of light; my sight was just failing.

Adan seemed to know I was about to tell him something horrible. “What is it?” he said quietly. “Look at me, Aaleyah.”

I guiltily brought my gaze back up to his piercing eyes. “I think…I think I’m losing my sight.”

I saw tears well up in his eyes, and it caused me to start crying as well. He pulled me into his embrace, and we cried softly together, my face buried in his shirt.

~

A few days later, my fever-along with my sight-was gone. I couldn’t see anything but the slightest of blurred shadows. It was as if I had known that my sight would soon be gone, and I was now thankful that I had so diligently studied Adan’s face in those last days I had my sight.

I wanted to die now. I was useless. I had no sight. I would be a complete burden to Adan. I couldn’t help anyone who needed my help. I would have to be led around, like a dog on a leash. I was losing my will to live.

Adan seemed to notice, and he stayed by my side more, begging me to eat. I just quietly refused. “I can’t do it, Adan,” I would say. He would kiss my forehead, and then leave.

This day had been different. He had done his usual ritual of trying to get me to eat. I refused, as always, and he kissed me on the forehead-but just before he left, he said in a sad voice(and I knew he was struggling not to cry) “You’re breaking my heart, Aaleyah-but I’m not going anywhere.” Then he left the tent, and left me to myself.

I burst into tears.

Chapter Eighteen:

Decide Today

The Dark One couldn’t believe what had happened. It was so utterly wonderful-something beyond what he was going to do the girl.

She had lost her sight. Her sister and other friends were as good as dead, and her parents already were dead. She was crushed; her spirit broken.

And he hadn’t even lifted a finger to make it happen.

Yes. This was good indeed.

~

Please, Aaleyah, Aaliyah begged in her mind. Please answer! Tell me what’s wrong-please!
As usual, Aaliyah didn’t really expect a response. She wasn’t even sure why she bothered trying to communicate with her sister every day.

But then, her hopes were raised by a single thought-not hers-entering her head. Aaliyah?
Aaleyah, is it you? Is it really you? Aaliyah thought excitedly. Her heart soared.

It is, came the sullen reply.

Aaleyah, what’s wrong? I can tell something is wrong, so please don’t try lying to me, Aaliyah thought firmly.

Aaliyah, I’m sorry to tell you this, but I’m…useless, Aaleyah said.

What are you talking about? Aaliyah demanded.

I got the great fever from Adan, she replied.

But you’re doing better, aren’t you? Aaliyah thought frantically.

Yes…but when the fever left, it took something important from me, Aaleyah replied.

Stop beating around the bush and tell me, Aaleyah! Aaliyah thought, getting frustrated.

I have lost my sight. All I could see if you stood in front of me would be-might be-a blurred outline…nothing more, Aaleyah replied. There is no point in me living any more. I’m just a burden to everyone now.
No, you’re not! Aaliyah thought. She wanted to cry. Her sister had lost her sight…That is not true, Aaleyah, and deep down you know it! You would never be a burden to us-we will always love you. I know I speak for the others when I say so.
Aaliyah, it doesn’t matter if you’ll always love me! I can do nothing but sit and wait to be led where I need to go. I am utterly useless, and the sooner the rest of you accept that, the better, Aaleyah replied bitterly.

What has happened to you? Where has the fight in you gone? Where is my sister, who never gives up no matter what? Where is she, the one who vowed to fight to the death against the Dark One? Is this empty shell of her really going to sit and waste her life wallowing in self-pity? Aaliyah thought.

Aaliyah, I-Aaleyah began, but Aaliyah interrupted.

No excuses! If I was in your state right now, you would say the exact same thing to me. I hate to be harsh with you, but you aren’t thinking reasonably! Are your hands and feet broken? Is your sense of touch, smell, and hearing gone? No. So stop this rolling in misery. Get to your feet, and keep going! Aaliyah thought firmly.

You’re right, my sister, came the dejected, yet at the same time determined reply. I have to keep going…but I can’t do it alone!
You’re not alone! You have Adan now, and once we escape, you’ll have the rest of us! Aaliyah replied, refusing to even stop and think for a moment that there was a possibility that they wouldn’t escape.

But how can I even help you now? Aaleyah thought sadly.

Adan can be your eyes until you are able to function on your own-and with your brilliant mind that shouldn’t be hard. You can track an animal in a howling blizzard with your eyes nearly shut-so you can definitely function without your sight, Aaliyah thought.

Thank you, Aaliyah, Aaleyah thought back. You have really enlightened my heart. I know now that I can still be useful-I knew it all along. I was just too busy thinking of my own problems to remember everyone else’s…especially yours! You’re being held captive by the Dark One’s army-compared to that I have no problems at all!
Well, that’s not entirely true, Aaliyah thought. What you are going through is terrible and difficult-but you can rise above it. I know you can!
I shall try my best-for you and the others, Aaleyah replied. I love you, and I’m still coming.
I love you too, and I shall eagerly await your return…and maybe try a few nasty tricks of my own, Aaliyah replied smiling to herself.

I know that tone, Aaleyah thought. Aaliyah could imagine see her grinning mischievously. May they go well for you.
Aaliyah laughed softly. They will…I hope. If I’m careful enough…I must go now, my sister. I love you-and I’m proud of you. Our parents would be too.
There was silence for a bit. Thank you, my sweet, sweet sister, Aaleyah finally replied. I love you too. Be safe.
And you, Aaliyah replied. Then her sister closed the connection between their minds, and all Aaliyah could hear was her own thoughts.

~

Later that afternoon, (after I had talked to Aaliyah) when Adan came in to try to get me to eat, I shocked him by actually letting him help me eat some broth(I was still weak-as was my stomach; rich foods weren’t good at this time-and I hadn’t been eating for days, so I had to start out on blander foods).

“You’re not going to fight me?” he asked incredulously before I started eating.

“No,” I replied, smiling slightly in spite of myself. Then my smile disappeared. “I’m sorry for all the pain I caused you, Adan. I am terrible-you should love and marry someone else. I willingly hurt you-broke your heart-and it shames me. Please forgive me.”

“Aaleyah,” he said, his voice tender and loving, “I could never love anyone else. My heart is already yours, and it always will be yours. There’s nothing left of it to be given away.” He took my hand and I raised his to my mouth to kiss it.
“And mine is yours-but still, I must beg your forgiveness,” I said.

“There is nothing to forgive,” Adan said.

My heart swelled with emotion, and Adan stroked my face. Then he took up helping me eat again as if nothing had ever happened.

“So, why the change of heart?” he asked me.

“It was Aaliyah. I talked to her today, and she said some things that made me wake up and realize I don’t want to waste the rest of my life in self-pity. Then I really would be useless. Instead I have to do as much as I can to help others, no matter how hard it is,” I replied.

“Well, I’m glad that you have had a change of heart,” Adan said, “because I couldn’t bear to see you wasting away in here. I can’t bear it when you’re sad or being bothered by something.”

“Adan, you are too sweet and kind,” I said, smiling.

“Actually you are-and my ma says opposites attract,” Adan said. I could hear the humor in his voice.

“You are twisting my words!” I said playfully.

Just then shouting could be heard from outside the tent. It was frantic and frightened, and Adan told me to stay where I was while he went to see what was wrong.

Before he could come back though, two soldiers abruptly came into the tent.

“You’re needed now!” one of them said, squatting next to me. “Our most valuable scout has been shot with an arrow-we think he may die if you don’t come and try to help him! Please!”

Someone was actually asking for my help in healing matters (I had learned a lot from Shastara, Mara, and other friends about healing and certain herbs to use for certain wounds or illnesses, and since I had come to the camp, I had been one of the main ‘healers’ without actually having the ability like Shastara)-I was shocked.

But I had to give it, no matter if I wanted to or not.

“I’ll come, but you have to lead me there,” I said. “I can’t see to get there myself.”

The soldier wordlessly (and rather too roughly; after all I was still a bit weak and sore-but I tried to supress my wince and moan of pain) pulled me up and led me out of the tent. We were going so fast I was very afraid I would trip and fall on my face. I just held onto his shoulder tightly so I wouldn’t fall, and at last we reached the wounded man.

Adan was already there, and I could tell that he was annoyed the men had so quickly come and gotten me when I still wasn’t that well. “For pity’s sake, man,” he said to the soldier leading me, “any faster and she’ll collapse! This man isn’t the only wounded one here!” He took me away from the man, who was probably feeling guilty.

“Don’t worry about it, Adan,” I said softly. “He’s just concerned about the scout.”

The man had been shot in the arm, and he was gushing blood. “Why has no one held a bandage against the blood flow? Where is the head healer?” I said in my commanding voice. I might not be able to see, but I could still give orders and feel my way around. “Someone get him!”

“He’s sleeping. He was up all night working on the injured soldiers that just came in,” one of the men said. I rolled my eyes and sighed inwardly, but I had to keep on now-even harder.

I heard Adan grumble under his breath about ’stupidity’, and I nonchalantly put my hand on his arm to silence him. “Adan, I’m going to need your help,” I said quietly.

Then I slipped back into my firm self, and soon had soldiers scurrying all over camp.

~

The scout’s life was saved(Adan acted as my eyes and guided my hands as I worked on him), and I was overly thanked by his brother (and overly hugged-much too tightly).

“I told you you weren’t useless,” Adan said as we sat resting. “You saved that man’s life!”

“I know…and I’m glad I did. It feels so much better to be helping people than feeling sorry for myself,” I replied.

“I knew you were no quitter,” Adan said, taking my hand.

I squeezed his, and then we sat silently together as the sun set in the sky.
Chapter Nineteen:
Moving Onward
At last, about three days later, the reinforcements came. My heart soared.
They brought with them weapons, food, and more horses-all of which the Kirians were becoming sorely in need of.

They were now ready to give pursuit to the Dark One’s army…but I knew that this would be no easy feat. I had known that while we waited for reinforcements, the Dark One’s army would speed ahead. No matter what the commander Zane said to me, I knew that we weren’t nearly fast enough to catch up in a matter of days.

And time was running out.

The Dark One’s army (in fact, there was only about three battalions that we were actually following; these battalions had Aaliyah and were taking her west to the Dark One himself- the rest of the Dark One’s army was far ahead, sweeping through the rest of Kiria, taking men and boys and destroying cities and towns as they went.

Soon the three battalions would reach their destination, and the Dark One would have Aaliyah. I wasn’t sure if he planned to kill her and or put her under some spell so that she would serve him-but I was thinking that it was more likely the first. He probably planned to torture and kill her in some gruesome way as if to slap the prophecy of us, the Twins, destroying him in the face. This knowledge made my hopes sink and fade, and the urgency to get to Aaliyah pressed more heavily on my heart.

If we didn’t get to her before the Dark One had her, I wasn’t sure there would be anything else we could do. She would be lost.

But I was not going to let that happen.

~

It happened quite by accident.

I didn’t do anything to spur it on.

The commander found out who I really was.

It was the day before we were supposed to leave to follow the three battalions. I was telling Adan the latest news from Aaliyah, and the commander unfortunately happened to be walking past and decided to stop and eavesdrop on our conversation.

“I talked to Aaliyah again today; she said that it won’t be long at all before they reach the Dark One,” I was saying to Adan. I was so depressed.

“We’ll make it,” he said, hugging me with his good (left) arm (his right arm was still healing, though it wouldn’t be that long until he could take it out of the sling-for which we were both glad). “Don’t give up hope.”

I stood back as a breeze washed over my face. “It’s so hard not to,” I replied softly.

“But think about how much worse things could be,” Adan said. “You could not be able to communicate with Aaliyah at all, and then we would have no idea how far ahead they were or how she and the others were or any such thing.”

“That’s true,” I said. “Thank you for trying to get my hopes up, Adan. I’ll try to stay optimistic and ready. Aaliyah deserves that much from me.”

“You!” A voice behind me and someone grabbing my arm made me jump in shock.

“Let go of her! What’s wrong with you?” Adan cried, stepping in front of me and yanking whoever’s strong hand held my arm in an iron-like grip off.

The man (the voice was certainly a male one) seemed to ignore him completely. “You can’t be! It’s not possible!” he exclaimed.

“What are you talking about? ” I said, looking in the direction of his voice (and feeling very glad that Adan stood tall and strong in front of me).

“You are one of…of the Twins!” the man said, getting excited. Suddenly I recognized his voice. It was Zane, the commander I had spoken with before.

“Sir, I have absolutely no idea what on earth you are talking about,” I said, my heart beating faster. “What would make you think such a thing?”

“You just said that you talked to your sister again-but your sister isn’t here! I’ve heard that the Twins would be able to communicate with their minds…and that they would both be Chosen Ones. They would have the ability to wield fire….” Zane rambled in disbelief. “They would save us from the Dark One’s evil tyranny-but you! How can it be?”

“If I were such a person-and I’m not, why would this be such a horrible thing?” I demanded, beginning to feel offended.

“You’re just a blind girl-how are you going to save Kiria? It’s not possible!” the man went on, not seeming to care if his words hurt me or not. He was in total shock and just went on and on.

“Hey-watch your tongue!” Adan shouted at him, not caring if Zane was a commander-the man was acting like a first-class idiot. “If you hurt her, I’ll have to hurt you-be you Kirian or a soldier in the Dark One’s army!” Adan’s voice had turned low and dangerous-protective.

I was furious at the man, but I said quietly to Adan, “Adan, calm down. If he wants to be a fool, that’s his choice. I’ll be fine. You can’t kill a commander in the Kirian army!”

“Oh, can’t I?” Adan said. I felt his hand (I had rested my own on it) go to his sword.

“Adan! Stop this-it’s not helping anything!” I pleaded with him. He at last seemed to simmer down a bit, but I could tell that he was tense and ready to lash out at the man.

The man seemed to feel a bit guilty. “I’m sorry, but how? Can we really trust our future to a simple girl?”

That was enough for Adan. He started to draw his sword, but I firmly held his arm down. “Adan,” I warned in a commanding voice. This was no time for more foolishness.

I had had it too though, and I decided I was going to reveal my true identity. If this man proved to be an enemy, I or Adan could quickly kill him before he got to spread the word of who I was.

I felt all the heat in the air pressing on me, and I took it and formed it into a fire orb. Zane gave a shout and leaped back.

“One of the great ‘Twins’ you speak of stands before you,” I said in a powerful (rather threatening) tone, trying not to let my anger at him creep into my voice, “and though she may appear simple, and you may say so in a pigheaded manner, she will do her best to help you fight against the Dark One.”

I let the fire go out. “So it is true!” the man breathed.

I could imagine Adan smirking at my comment about being pigheaded-but it was entirely true. What person went up to another who was blind and rubbed it in their face how about how weak and helpless they seemed to be?

“He’s kneeling in front of you,” Adan murmured. I could almost hear the humor in his voice.

“Kneeling?” I asked incredulously.

“Aye,” Adan said, trying not to chuckle. Then he sobered. “I can see why he would-you cast an aura of authority.”

“Oh, please!” I whispered back.

“I swear fealty to you, er…” the man said. He must not know my name. I was still rather shocked that he changed his attitude from one of disbelief and disappointment to one of swearing fealty to me.

“My name is Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, but I’m not royalty. Get up, man. I instead swear to help you to the best of my ability to defeat the Dark One-but there is something I would ask you do in return,” I said. I heard Zane stand up.

“Anything, my lady,” Zane said. I rolled my eyes at his comment, but went on.

“My sister-yes, the other Twin-is held captive by the three battalions of the Dark One’s soldiers you recently fought. They are taking her and the rest of my family west to the Dark One-and I believe he plans to kill her. I must rescue her, but I cannot do it alone. I humbly request that you help me to do so,” I said (I just decided to call Mara, Japheth, Shastara, Ren, Teran, and Sam my family; they were as good as such).

“Of course. Now, if I may ask you, would you consider coming to discuss our movement plans with the rest of the commanders and generals and I? Once they know who you are, they too will want to swear fealty,” Zane said.

Shocked, I replied, “Certainly.”

“Please, come with me,” Zane said, walking away.

“He just bowed to you!” Adan said incredulously.

I smiled and chuckled. “I shall have to tell him again that I am not royalty-I don’t want anyone acting like I am,” I said.

“We better catch up to him-he’s walking fast. Probably excited about telling the other commanders and generals that they have one of the prophesied Twins in their midst,” Adan said, taking my hand and leading me after Zane.

“I just hope I can live up to their expectations,” I said.

“Don’t worry. You’ll do fine. I’ve never doubted you for a moment,” Adan said as we hurried to catch up.

I smiled again, my heart close to overflowing…and at the same time I felt an overwhelming sense of new responsibility.

I can do this…I have to, I thought.

And I really did have to.

Aaliyah’s life depended on it.
 Chapter Twenty:
Broken Hearts

Aaliyah was afraid-very afraid.

What awaited her once they reached the Dark One (they were only days away from doing so)? Death? A life cursed to be under his spell, in which she would be made to kill her own loved ones?

For once in her life, Aaliyah had no hope.

At all.

~

Over those next few days, I struggled with not being completely bitter.

After all, I was blind, useless, and I couldn't really do much to save my sister and other loved ones from the Dark One's army. I wanted to die.

I felt like an infant every time I stumbled or made a mistake because I couldn't see, and then Adan had to correct my mistake or catch me before I fell to the ground. Each time it happened I burned with humiliation.

I had thought I was past these feelings, but I had been very wrong.

Nearly every day, Adan would do one of the two things-correcting a mistake or catching me as I tripped-and then I would become completely furious. "Just leave me be!" I would say. "It's bad enough I can't see-I don't need you treating me like a fragile infant!" He did seem to overly watch out for me, but deep down I knew he just loved and wanted me to be as comfortable and taken care of as possible. Still, every time I yelled at him, he would silently walk away.

Of the maybe ten times I had done so, I had apologized maybe once.

As I sat there, near the stream (a soldier had brought me here upon my request and promised to come back and get me in a little bit), listening to it sing its babbling song, I heard someone come up behind me. At first I thought it was the soldier returning to get me, but then I recognized the footsteps. "Adan?" I called out.

He didn't say anything; he just turned to leave(he hadn't expected to find me here), as if anticipating me blowing up in anger at him.

"Wait!" I cried. "Don't leave me...please."

He quickly came back to my side. "Are you hurt? Is something wrong?" he asked fearfully.

"Me," I replied. "I'm wrong-and you're the hurt one. How you keep on loving me after the way I've treated you befuddles me. I have broken your heart again and again-and all you have tried to do is love me and care for me. I loathe myself."

There was silence, and it was eating at me-I wished so much I could see his face.

"I know this will be hard for you to do-because I've hurt you over and over-but if you can find it in your heart to forgive me, then I beg that you would," I said softly.

Twaaaaaaang!!! I heard an arrow whiz through the air-toward me. "Look out!" Adan shouted as he shoved me to the ground.
~

The girl was proving to be quite a bother. She wasn't giving in to her bitterness as he, the Dark One, had hoped. Instead she denounced it and tried to get past it.

His plan wasn't working.

~

Japheth watched from a distance as Mara once again asked Aaliyah if she had communicated with Aaleyah. She had been trying to, but it hadn't worked. She shook her head yet again. Mara's face fell.

He wondered what was to happen. Would they never again see Aaleyah and Adan? Would they never again be free?

~

Shastara knew that when the time came, he wouldn't be able to stop the Dark One's soldiers from taking Aaliyah to the Dark One himself. He would try, and fail. There were too many of them; they were too strong.

He could see the defeat in everyone's eyes; in Aaliyah's, in Japheth and Mara's, in Ren and his brothers'...no one had any hope left.

Shastara tried to comfort Aaliyah when he was near her. He knew how great her fear must be at this time-but it didn't work. She remained as fearful as ever.

What would happen?

He didn't know...and he wasn't sure he wanted to.

~

I must have hit my head when Adan shoved me to the ground, because I awoke cradled in his arms.

"Aaleyah?" he was saying.

I struggled to find my tongue. At last I did. "What...what happened?" I asked confusedly, my head throbbing.

"I thought..." he started. Then he just hugged me to himself and cried softly. I clung to him and sobbed.

At last our tears subsided. "So, who was that?" I asked as Adan gently looked at the gash on my head.

"I am sorry to say it-but he was one of the Kirian soldiers who wasn't happy with your being here. He screamed 'witch follower' at me before I ran him through," Adan said. I could hear the guilt in his voice.

"You did what you had to, Adan," I said quietly. "That is terrible though. Does Zane know?"

"I forgot entirely about telling anyone! I was too worried about you," Adan said. The stream was rather far away from the camp, and so it wasn't strange at all that no else had heard. "I have to get you back though. Your head is bleeding."

Suddenly I felt the throbbing grow much stronger(or rather, I had forgotten about it until now). "You're right...it hurts," I said.

"I'm sorry-but I had to push you down. That arrow would have killed you," Adan said, worry, fear, sorrow, and relief plain in his voice.

"Don't be-thank you for saving my life. And Adan, I really am sorry for the way I acted-it was wrong," I said sadly. "If you can-forgive me."

"Oh, Aaleyah," Adan murmured, hugging me again. He said the phrase that he seemed to be saying so much to me (for which I loathed myself) these days, "There is nothing to forgive."

"Thank you," I whispered. Then I buried my face in his shirt, tears slowly trickling down my face.

"Hey now," Adan said, lifting my face up with his hands (at last his arm was out of its sling). He gently wiped my tears away. "It's over. I'm here-don't cry anymore."

"But how can I not?" I said, starting to sob-again. "I've been so cruel to you!"

"Understandably so-" he began.

I cut him off. "No. It's not understandable! All you've done is love me and help me, and I've treated you like a mosquito buzzing in my ear-one that needs to be squashed," I said.

Adan chuckled. My tension eased a bit at the sound of his voice. "That's an interesting description of me," he said teasingly.

"It's true," I said sadly, but a smile tugged at the corners of my lips.

How crazy that we were actually laughing and smiling at a time like this...but both of us needed the relief.

"Forgive me?" I said again, sobering a bit.

"Of course I do," he replied, doing the same. "I can't very well not forgive you when my heart's already yours anyway."

I wrapped my arms around his neck, and we embraced tightly as we sat on the ground.

~

Adan carried the beautiful love of his life (who would have been his wife by now, had not other circumstances occurred) back to the camp, where he was met with shouts of surprise and shock at his blood-stained clothes, and the fact that he carried her in his arms.

He quickly bandaged her head and then told her she had to stay awake (when someone bumped their head that hard they were not supposed to sleep immediately after, no matter how tired they were; especially because they were in danger of having a concussion). He asked Culbrin to stay with her and see that she did just that.

Then he went right to Zane (followed by all the men who wanted to know what had happened; why he had carried Aaleyah into the camp) and told him what had happened. He also asked him to make sure that none of his men were going to try to kill Aaleyah again. Then he went back to her and talked her ear off so that she wouldn't sleep.

She was exhausted-he could see it in her eyes-but at least she was alive.

His heart was still whole, though for a moment before, when she had lain on the ground pale-faced and unmoving, it had nearly stopped beating.

Any person-man or woman-that ever tried to harm her again would rue the day they did so.
Chapter Twenty-One:
Dark Motives

I noticed over the last few days of traveling that some of the Kirians were openly showing their disregard for me. They would say things about me-bad things-right in front of me. I would hear them whispering as I passed.

Now I was brushing one of the horses' coats. That was at least something I could by sense of touch.

Unfortunately for me, Adan was resting-no one was really around to stop the gang of four Kirian soldiers who had decided it was time to taunt me-mentally and physically.

I heard them approach, but continued to brush the horse. Suddenly the brush was knocked from my hand.

"Hey, wench," one of them said teasingly. I did not turn around; instead I kept my hands on the horse.

This annoyed the men. "Respond when you're spoken to!" another one of them said, grabbing me by the shoulder roughly and turning me around. I kept my mouth firmly shut.

I was then slapped in the face. My left cheek stung, but instead of beginning to cry or shout for help, I turned the other cheek. Literally.

The only Kirians who probably would have stepped in to help me were not around; I could tell this much because these men would never get away with anything like this if they were around.

My right cheek was slapped-much harder. It stung much more fiercely.

"Ha! She won't even defend 'erself, and that fool, Zane, expects her to actually defend us-this whole country. What a joke!" the man who had slapped me said to his companions mockingly. They sniggered and mocked, and that was when I decided I'd had enough.

"Step away, sir, and leave me alone," I said calmly and quietly.

"What was that?" he said, putting his face closer to mine and breathing his hot, smelly breath in my face.

"I said, step away and leave me alone," I replied, louder this time.

"Oh ho!" the man said to his friends. "She wants me to 'step away an' leave her alone'! Isn't that nice?" He hit me in the back of the head just to get me more annoyed.

That quickly I had grabbed his arm with inhuman speed and strength. I twisted it as hard as I could, and I heard a crack.

I let go of it-completely shocked.  I had just broken his arm. I hadn't intended to do that!

"She broke me arm!" he howled.

I gasped as I suddenly took a very hard, very strong punch to my ribs. I felt some of them break. I doubled over in pain, and then the real beating began-the one man punching and kicking me and the others cheering him on.

I fell to my knees. What do I do? He's going to kill me! I thought frantically. Then a plan formed in my mind-one I couldn't believe I hadn't thought of before.

The man took a step back to gain his footing; he had kicked me so hard he almost fallen over. That quickly I was on my feet, with a huge, roaring orb of fire in each of my hands. The men screamed and stumbled backwards (the horse had left long ago).

"I...told you...to leave me be," I gasped through my pain. For some reason the blurred outlines of their bodies were strangely clear to me. I knew exactly where they were, and I aimed my fire at them. "You didn't...listen. You have...a chance...to do so now. I suggest you heed my warning-because it is the only one you will get...before I roast you alive."

The men hesitated for one moment and then ran for their lives. I fell to my knees again, and my fire went out.

Once again everything became blurry. Strange...it had seemed like I had been able to see better when I was using my fire...

I knew I was hurt badly. Many of my ribs were either a little cracked or completely broken, and I knew I probably had at least one black eye and many scrapes and bruises. I must look a terrible sight.

I wondered if I had any internal bleeding...I was surprised I hadn't already died by now. I had to get help immediately!

I thought about where I was. I was near the west side of the camp...so that must mean I was closest to the tent where Zane and the other commanders and generals usually met. I would have to limp there...or crawl... That tent wouldn't be my first choice, but the commanders and generals would see what one of their men had done to me. I shakily got to my feet, and then I staggered in the direction of the tent(it was a rather long walk). I clutched my ribs with my right arm and felt around with my left. At last I felt the outside of the tent, and, running my fingers as I walked along it, I at last came to the opening (and hoped that I was not entering the wrong tent).

I stooped and went inside. I then heard many voices stop speaking at once-and I breathed a sigh of relief. It was the right tent. The commanders and generals were discussing war plans.

At that moment, I collapsed, unable to stay on my feet any longer. Thankfully though, before I hit the ground, someone caught me from behind as they were entering the tent.

"Aaleyah?" I heard Adan say in a fearful, shocked voice. Instantly everyone was coming toward me and crowding around me. "Aaleyah...who did this to you?" Adan said, pain and anger clear in his voice.

I tried to speak, but I couldn't. My tongue felt heavy. "Come on, boy, we need to get her to the healer!" Zane said, prodding Adan. Adan scooped me up and walked quickly from the tent.

"Healer!" Zane shouted above the noise of the camp. The healer came running, and when he saw me he gasped.

"Get her into my tent!" he said. He ran back to his tent and cleared off a table. Adan laid me on it when we reached the tent, and then someone put something soft under my head as a pillow.

Big, gentle hands stroked my face. "Aaleyah, who did this to you?" Adan said again, softly.

"Four men...one of them...has a broken...arm..." I gasped. "That's all I know...if I heard their voices again...I could tell you..." The effort to speak any more was too much for me, and after kissing me on the forehead, Adan stalked out of the tent.

I heard him shouting at the crowd of soldiers who had gathered around the healer's tent. "Who did this to her?" he shouted angrily.

Zane stepped in and gently told Adan that he would handle it. He addressed his men then. "Who has dared to touch one of the Twins?" he demanded.

No one answered.

"Who here has a broken arm? She said one of her attackers had a broken arm," Zane said. "Answer me-now."

I heard one man boldly step forward. "It was me," he said. "And I'd do it again gladly."

I then heard feet scuffle on the ground and steel ring as a sword was drawn from its scabbard-and I knew Adan must have drawn his sword and tried to lunge at the man and kill him, but had been held back by Zane.

"Why would you do such a cowardly thing?" Zane shouted in the man's face. "That girl is going to save this country from the Dark One! What's wrong with your head, man?!"

"Now, you didn't let me explain meself," the man said. I could hear the fear beginning to creep into his voice. "Me and the boys-we was just talkin' to her. She started to go mad, an' she grabbed my arm an' twisted it 'til it broke. Ask the others-they'll tell ya'!"

I heard three other men testify (now each of my 'attackers' had spoken). "It's as he says," they said.

"I find that very hard to believe," Zane said in a cold, hard voice. "You mean to tell me that this girl-who has been assistant healer in this camp and helped to save many of your lives-in fact, Wren, I believe she saved yours once-just decided to break your arm? For no reason?"

"Yessir," the man began.

"That's pitiful. Four grown men against one girl-and she just decides she’ll try and break one of your arms," Zane said. I could hear the sarcasm and scorn in his voice. "No. I believe I'll hear her side of the story before I listen to you. I can't believe this-my own men turned enemies! You might as well be in the Dark One's army right this moment! Everyone but you four get back to your duties. You will wait right here under guard." With those angry words, Zane turned away and came back into the camp, and the rest of the soldiers scurried away to do their 'duties'.

I knew Adan must be having a hard time not just racing at them(the four men) and killing them all in a few moments. He could have too, but instead he turned around and came back into the tent.

"How is she?" he asked the healer in a worried voice.

"She has many broken ribs, and bad bruises all over her. She's lucky she's not bleeding inside-otherwise she would be dead by now," the healer replied with remorse in his voice. "Those fools. What were they thinking?!"

"Adan, don't...don't do anything to them," I rasped. I heard Adan mutter something about 'Right. I'm not going to do anything to them...how could I not?' under his breath. "Adan-promise me," I said.

Adan sighed in defeat. "If they're punished properly, then no, I won't touch them," Adan said. I knew that was the best I would get out of him at this point.

"Now, Aaleyah, what happened?" Zane said. One of the generals was there too.

I proceeded to tell them what had really went on, and that I had only broken the man's arm to defend myself. Zane said he wished I had gone on to break every one of his limbs. Then he and the general left to see that the man did get a proper punishment.

"Adan?" I said.

"I'm here," he replied, taking my hand.

"Please don't...don't leave..." I said clutching it tightly.

"I won't," he promised.

Then I passed into sweet unconsciousness.
Chapter Twenty-Two:
Hope

I could hardly move over the next week. Riding in the wagon or on a horse was absolute torture, and Adan had taken to sitting and riding behind me in case I passed out from the pain and fell to the ground-hurting myself more. I didn't mind this at all, and it even helped to take my mind off my pain a bit. I would lean against him and sleep...

My thoughts were devoted to Aaliyah increasingly more. I had to get to her. I had to save her! What if we were already too late?

Aaliyah? I called out in my mind. We were on the move now, and every time the horse stumbled, I would bite my lip to keep from moaning in pain. Adan had told me to squeeze his hand as hard as I wanted to whenever I felt pain-but I was afraid that, since my pain was so great, I would squeeze his hand too hard and actually hurt him. Still, having him close did me much good.

Aaleyah? came the reply. My heart soared with hope!

You're there? You can hear me? I thought.

Yes, she replied in a flat voice.

The realization hit me in the face like the slap the Kirian soldier had given me to each cheek.

Her hope was going.

I didn't seem to be coming-she had been waiting for me for so long, and I still wasn't there! She had given up.

No, Aaliyah, I thought frantically. You can't lose hope!
It's too late, she replied. My hope is gone, Aaleyah. Gone.
No! I cried in my mind. The stress I was feeling at the moment caused me tense my body, which caused a ripple of pain to go through my ribs. I bit my lip so hard it started to bleed. I tried to ignore both however, and said again in my mind, No. Aaliyah Resael Fallyn, you will not give up. Not now! Not yet!
Aaleyah-I have given up already. I am utterly thankful that you tried to save me, but I'm going to die soon...in about two days, came the empty reply. Just stop. There's no hope for any of us now. Mara and the others wanted me to tell you that you and Adan are to stop following us. You are to go home and make a life for yourselves; raise a family.
This was insane! Aaliyah's words reminded me of a last will and testament, not to mention that it was as if she and the others were commanding us to stop our quest to save them! As if Adan and I could actually just 'go home' and raise a family-the memories would be too painful! That was not to mention that we absolutely would not stop following them.

Aaliyah, I began rather furiously. The horse chose that moment (well, it wasn't exactly its fault that it tripped) to stumble. This time it stumbled harder than before and nearly fell. The pain was so agonizing I nearly passed out...I gasped loudly and bit my lip to keep from moaning.

~

"Aaleyah?" Adan said fearfully. "Stay with me. Hang on." Then he considered his words. It might actually be better if she was unconscious-it would give her relief from her pain.

She didn't seem to hear him; instead she clutched his hand tightly and leaned back against him. Adan cradled her as best he could in his arms (he sat behind her) and tried his hardest to lead the horse over the smoothest areas of ground as was possible.

~

You...will not-give up! I thought angrily. I held my ribs with one arm; they hurt so badly. And we will not stop following you! I know I speak for Adan in saying so. That is pure insanity! What have they done to you? Where is my strong sister, who was not that long ago encouraging me?! Where has she gone? Tell me, Aaliyah! Tell me!
She died, along with her hope, Aaliyah replied, resignedly. I love you. Good-bye. Aaliyah abruptly closed the connection between our minds.

I felt again like I had been slapped in the face. I tried to reopen the connection, but Aaliyah was blocking my thoughts-probably in anger and annoyance at my words. What was wrong with her? Tears streamed down my cheeks unchecked.

"What is it, Aaleyah?" Adan said worriedly.

"It...it's Aaliyah!" I sobbed. "She's given up-they all have! They want us to stop following them," here my voice grew disdainful, "go home, and raise a family! Aaliyah actually told me that was what they wanted! As if we could do any of that! How could they even think of asking it?" I was angry now.

Adan was too. My head rested close to his jaw, and I could feel the way he tightened it. "I don't know," was all he said. Then his anger seemed to leave suddenly. "But think about, Aaleyah. We have no idea what they are going through. Your sister probably does expect to be dead in the next couple of days. There seems to be no hope for them. I think I would feel much the same way. They are just trying to do what's best for us."

"You're right," I said, wiping away my tears of anger. "But it's still so hard!" My eyes flooded with tears anew.

"And if that's not enough, as I was telling her we wouldn't dream of such a thing, and that she couldn't lose hope-she just shut our connection abruptly! She ignored me when I tried to reopen it...what has happened to her...to all of them? I hate being so helpless and useless! I loathe myself! I loathe my nonexistent sight. I loathe that I have been hurt and am once again as weak as a babe! You probably despise me, along with everyone else. I'm a failure," I ranted.

Adan abruptly turned our horse off into the trees. He told the man on a horse nearest to us that he had to take a stone out of our horse's hooves(Adan had thought before that there was a stone in one of the horse's shoes, and been about to stop and check it)...which was true. But I knew that was not the main reason he had turned our horse aside.

He jumped down from behind me, and pulled me down. "Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, I don't want to hear those words-those lies- from your lips ever again," he said quietly and firmly into my face. His words brought more tears to my eyes. "Ever. Do you understand me?"

"I'm...I'm sorry," I said, bursting into tears. He held me gently, and I threw my arms around his neck. We stood like that until my sobs had subsided. I wished for the thousandth time that I could see his handsome face.

"I love you, and I don't despise you-I never could. You will never be useless in my eyes, and no matter how firmly you believe you are useless, you are entirely wrong-and you are certainly no failure," he said at last, holding me at arm's length. He stroked my face tenderly. I knew he meant what he had said.

"Thank you," I murmured. We hugged again, and after Adan took the stone from the horse's shoe, we got back on it and rejoined the huge procession of Kirian soldiers as if nothing had happened.

My heart was overflowing with love for Adan, and it was also overflowing with a greater sense of urgency then I had ever felt in my life.

We had to go get to Aaliyah and the others.

We just had to.

Chapter Twenty-Three:
A Dark Destination Reached

I seemed to share a heart beat(and thoughts and fears) with Aaliyah as we raced across the rough Kirian terrain for the next two days. It was indeed a strange thing, but I couldn't do anything about it.

Aaliyah was petrified; I could feel it. I would sometimes get mental pictures in my head (streams of thought from Aaliyah) of different, gruesome ways for Aaliyah to be killed. She must be imagining that herself. The mental images were terrible, and whenever I fell asleep, Adan said I shook and moaned. I would continually wake up to find myself in a clammy sweat, and I knew that if Adan had not been there with me, I probably would have just collapsed on the ground and given up. I would have given in to my fear and mental exhaustion a long time ago.

I began to get scared whenever he was gone from me to go help (for instance) feed and clean the horses, or pitch the tents. As soon as he came back, I would sit by him and lean against him. He was my stronghold in this time. I couldn't imagine what I would do if something ever happened to him again.

Aaliyah? I thought in my mind. My heart was beating so fast...

There was no reply. Instead I got more streams of thought from Aaliyah.

No...no, no, no! This can't be real! No...she thought.

They had reached the Dark One.

~

Aaliyah hugged Mara tightly before the soldiers dragged her away. Mara shrieked and cried, but all it earned her was a slap from one of the overseers. She and the other women were led away then to go start working. Mara had no idea if she would ever again see Japheth, Shastara, Ren, Teran, or Sam.

She doubted it.

"Be safe, my love!" she called out over the noise of the castle grounds. She raised her hand in the air.

"And you!" he shouted back. He put his finger tips to his lips and then raised his hand in a symbol of 'goodbye'. After that, he was gone from her sight.

Perhaps forever.

~

Aaliyah looked at the gray, drab sky just before she was taken into the castle. The sky might not look pretty at the moment, but how could she know if this was her last chance to ever see it again? She drank it in, and then she was dragged through the heavy metal doors. Once she and the men dragging her were inside, the doors were pushed shut with a loud CRRRREEAAAK!
The outside world was hidden from her eyes, and so she chose to just look at the ground. It was probably the most friendly thing she would see in this place.

She heard whispers coming from all the servants who lined the walls (supposed to be cleaning, but obviously not doing so) as she was dragged by.

"It's one of the Twins!" one woman said.

"Can it be?" another breathed.

"She's dead for sure," one murmured.

"Poor thing...so young," another said softly and mournfully. Aaliyah trembled. She met the women's eyes( she could feel them staring at her) and pleaded with her gaze. They, of course, could do nothing, and they instantly looked away.

She was alone.

~

"They've reached the castle, sir," a scout said to the general of the Kirian army.

His face fell, and he lowered his voice. "Then all may be lost," he murmured.

Unfortunately for them, I happened to be walking by. I stopped and grabbed the scout roughly by the arm. "Who has?" I said. It was a silly question, but I refused to believe the answer.

"The-the three battalions of the Dark One's army...the ones that have your...the other...Twin," he said, shocked that I had grabbed him and also not wanting to tell me the news.

No.

I fell into some sort of trance. I let go of his arm and stumbled back. I suddenly felt so cold...

"No...no...no!" I said over and over. The general and scout said something to me, but I could hardly hear them. I was too busy trying to connect my mind to Aaliyah's.

All that happened was that I could hear Aaliyah's thoughts...see a mental image of what she was seeing now. She was petrified out of her mind.

And she was standing before the Dark One.

The stream of her thoughts ended there, and I threw my head back and screamed "NOOOOOOOO!!" up at the sky with sorrow, rage, and fear. Without thinking, I conjured up two fire orbs-one in each hand. My vision returned, and I raced past the now bewildered and sympathetic(and rather frightened) general and scout. I sobbed as I went.

I stumbled, fell, got up, and kept on going. The entire camp must have been absolutely shocked at the sight of a girl whose hands appeared to be on fire running through the camp, crying. It must have been a strange thing to behold.

At last I got to the stream. Put out the fire...put out the fire... I thought. The fire fed on my rage, and it fed my rage. The two were best friends, and I knew that if I didn't put the fire out, I would become so enraged my mind would become foggy and I wouldn't think reasonably-and I had to think reasonably if I was to save Aaliyah.

I stumbled into it and fell onto my hands and knees. My fire was extinguished right away.

As soon as I sat up though, the need to burn came back. It and the heat in the surrounding air weighed heavily on me, and I quickly laid myself down in the water(I was on my back). I stared up at the tops of the trees and then squeezed my eyes shut when they spun.

I suddenly realized something. My vision had stayed after I put my fire out this time!

I opened my eyes, but was disappointed to find that my vision was already gone again. If I only I could have it around Adan for a few moments...then I could at least see his face for a bit...

"Aaleyah?" I heard someone shout. I turned my head toward the sound, but I didn't get up out of the water. I didn't trust my rage or my fire to keep themselves hidden.

I heard someone run down the little hill near the stream and then splash into it, toward me.

"No...please no..."I heard Adan murmur under his breath mournfully.

"It's okay, Adan," I said. "I'm alive."

"Don't ever do that to me again!" he said, taking me up in his arms. He hugged me tightly. "I thought..."

"Adan, they've reached the Dark One. Even now Aaliyah stands before him," I said at last, drawing myself away from him. I shivered.

I felt him start to put his cloak around me, and wondered if I should stop him. What if my fire came again of its own accord once I was warm?

In the end though, I just so tired and cold that I let him wrap me in his cloak. I leaned against him as we started to walk back to camp. I was so cold that I kept stumbling, and he then picked me up and carried me the rest of the way.

After one of the women helped me get into some dry things, Adan put me to bed (which was composed of a 'mattress' of a pile of furs, and a 'blanket'- being covered with one of those furs).

"Aaliyah..." I murmured.

"Don't worry-we'll save her," Adan said. "Or die trying."

I smiled. "Thank you," I said softly(almost inaudibly). He kissed my hand, and then I fell into a nightmare-filled, restless sleep.

Chapter Twenty-Four:

Evil Itself

The castle was dank, cold, dark, and drab. There was absolutely no light except for the dim light coming from the few torches that lined the walls. No windows were open...for that matter, Aaliyah wasn't sure she had seen any windows.

The soldiers dragged her down long, twisting hallways. At last (after a painful time had gone by; Aaliyah was, after all, being dragged over cold, rough flagstone-she felt like one big bruise, but the soldiers went too fast for her to get up and walk) they came to two huge doors. Two guards stood in front of them, but the Dark One didn't even need them outside the door to his throne room. He was so powerful he could strike someone dead as they walked through the entrance to the corridor leading to the doors. He would be able to sense their presence; hear their thoughts.

I'm about to see the Dark One himself...Aaliyah thought fearfully.

She had heard from some that he was a hairy beast (though shaped like a man) with long fangs and beady red eyes. She had heard from still others that he was a tall, dark man who could morph into a dragon...but she knew that the true description of him was a man-a human-who had gone evil. He had given in to the Dark and been taken over by it, and now he was the most powerful sorcerer alive. This scared her much more than the other descriptions she had heard. She could kill a beast or a dragon...most likely.

But a man who could hear all her thoughts; predict all her movements? He could blink and she would be dead on the floor.

He would also better know how to toy with her heart. He had, after all, been a man himself before he had become wicked. He knew what being a human was like. Aaliyah gulped.

The soldiers stopped at the door. "Who's she?" one of the guards said gruffly, staring at Aaliyah before looking back up at the soldiers.

"One of the Twins," the soldier on Aaliyah's right said with a wicked grin on his face.

"Enter," a dark, cold, chilling voice suddenly said. It came from the other side of the doors. It sent shivers down Aaliyah's spine. The doors swung inward-absolutely silently-seemingly of their own accord, and the soldiers dragged Aaliyah through them.

The room was dark except for one torch on either side of the doorway. These gave so little light that the other side of the room was shrouded in blackness, and this was where the Dark One sat, staring at Aaliyah. She strained her eyes, but could see nothing.

The soldiers unceremoniously dumped her on the floor. She stood up, glaring at them. She snapped her fingers, and a flame wormed its way across the one soldier's shirt. He screamed and beat at his chest. Aaliyah, smiling smugly, snapped again and it was gone.

The other man was about to hit her when the Dark One spoke again. "Leave us-now," he said. His voice caused the hairs on the back of Aaliyah's neck to stand on end.

The soldiers bowed and walked backwards out of the room, but not before the man Aaliyah had set on fire gave her a hate-filled look. The fire had eaten a hole in his shirt, but unfortunately not touched his skin. For that, she was disappointed.

The doors closed-once again seemingly of their own accord-and Aaliyah turned around to face the other end of the room. She and the Dark One were now alone in the room.

Where Evil itself sat.

"Nice trick," said the voice. "But that's nothing compared to what I can do."

Two seconds later, a horrible pain ripped through Aaliyah's left calf. She screamed and fell to the floor, clutching her leg. It felt like the muscle in her leg was being squeezed-and the squeezing got tighter and tighter with every moment that went by.

At last it stopped, and Aaliyah gasped for air. She had been holding her breath. Her body had been tensed, and she relaxed it. Her calf throbbed, but the pain had lessened greatly.

"Nice trick, isn't it?" the Dark One said. "I love to perform it-it gives me great...joy."

Aaliyah shot roaring fire across the floor to the other end of the room. She didn't care if she died-she just wouldn't do it without putting up a fight.

The fire went out, but not before it lit up the Dark One's face.

Aaliyah stopped breathing for a moment.

He was indeed a man, and he was standing now. His face was pure malice, and his eyes were like black pits that went on forever-there was no bottom to them. His skin was white, and his hair was black. His lips were a purplish color, and he was thin. His fingers were long; his hands slender. He was clothed completely in black, and, while he was thin, she could see huge muscles on his arms. It was a strange combination...

Altogether, he looked like the living dead.

She trembled.

"Now, now," he said. The pain Aaliyah's leg went back to its normal intensity, and she screamed again. "Let's have no more of that."

When the pain finally did stop, Aaliyah had nearly passed out from it. She weakly opened her eyes.

The Dark One was walking toward her. When he finally came into the light, Aaliyah could see that he was maybe about thirty-five years of age; younger than Japheth...yet he looked so evil. An evil aura hung about him-he really was Evil itself.

"Let me say hello, and welcome to my humble abode," he said sarcastically. "Your sister will be joining you shortly."

"She's already dead," Aaliyah said coldly.

The Dark One chuckled. It was the most sinister sound in the world. "Don't try to lie to me, young one. It won't work, you know," he said, smiling wickedly. Aaliyah bristled but said nothing. She swallowed in fear though...her throat and mouth were so dry...

"Cat got your tongue?" the Dark One said. Aaliyah keep her mouth shut, and made the horrible mistake of defiantly looking into his eyes. She felt like she might be sucked into those black pits...never to come back out... "Well, I think I know something that will loosen it," the Dark One said at last, after waiting for Aaliyah to give a response and none came.

Aaliyah screamed.

Chapter Twenty-Five:

Black

I stood in front of the Dark One...he stepped toward me...I screamed...
"No..." I came back to reality with a jolt to hear someone saying this over and over again-me.

Suddenly I became of someone riding on a horse next to me (I was riding on my own horse). "What is it, Aaleyah?" Adan said, riding as close to me as he could.

My calf was throbbing...did I really share pain with Aaliyah too? Did it actually go beyond sharing just thoughts?

The pain was terrible, but it slowly began to fade away. Tears welled up in my eyes. "She's standing before him now, Adan!" I said, the tears now streaming down my face.  The army was on the move again, and I had seemed to go into some sort of trance and transport myself to where Aaliyah was...it had been as if I had breathed with her...been her. It had been awful.

"Aaleyah, there is always hope. Always," Adan said.

Suddenly I felt the most horrible pain imaginable in the middle of my forehead. It hurt so much...I couldn't even scream. All I could do was gasp and go rigid, but other than that I couldn't move. I was completely paralyzed.

When it stopped, I gulped in air-I had been holding my breath because of the pain. I slumped forward, and my limbs all seemed to go completely numb. I fell from my horse, and it tripped over me and then fell on top of me. I screamed in pain as the pain in my head renewed itself, and my world went black.

~

Aaliyah lay on the floor, gasping. She was completely paralyzed with pain. The Dark One stood over her, smiling.

Yes, smiling.

"I thought that would loosen up your tongue a bit! Now, I need you to tell me something," he said, squatting down next to her and stroking her hair. She shuddered. "Where is your sister? I know she's not dead, and I would like to know where she is now. Her and I have some...unfinished business."

Aaliyah clamped her mouth shut. She would not tell. Never.

In fact, she didn't even know exactly where Aaleyah was. She knew she wasn't far, but she didn't know the exact location either.

"Now, now," the Dark One said. He blinked and the pain returned to her head-it was greater than before. She screamed at the top of her lungs.

But she wasn't going to tell.

~

Adan watched as Aaleyah suddenly went rigid. She stared straight ahead of her, and then she was suddenly going limp and falling from the saddle. The horse went down and fell on top of her, and the two of them created a sort of road block. The soldiers had to halt so that they didn’t run over them.
"Aaleyah!!" Adan shouted. He jumped from his own horse and raced over to her.

He helped the horse get up, and then he started feeling Aaleyah for any broken bones. She seemed to be okay if not a bit bruised...until she started screaming and clutching her head.

~

You don't want to toy with me, a terrible voice said in my head. Every word it said sent a sickening wave of pain through my head, which was now pounding.

I'm going to die...the pain is so great...I thought...

Tell me where she is, and this can all stop, said the voice. It was terrible, and sent chills down my spine.

Suddenly I was lying on the floor in a dark room. Someone terrible was squatting next to me, and speaking. I heard myself say-or rather, gasp- "Never."
The pain intensified.

~

Shastara's heart was broken. He had tried again and again to go to Aaliyah; had heard her screams from the black castle she was now in. Her screams tortured him, and he felt like he would go crazy.

Then something happened that seemed to be quite in his favor. He was told by a commander that he was to take a message to the Dark One himself. Here's my chance, Shastara thought. I'll run him through. I don't care if his magic harms me-I will stop him from hurting Aaliyah any more...or I'll die trying.
He forced himself to go slowly and calmly up the steps. He told the guards that he had a message for the Dark One; he was under orders to give him this message. They stepped aside and let him pass.

He at last found his way to the Dark One's throne room. An ear-piercing scream came from it-Aaliyah's. He nearly ran at the doors to try and break them down, and he had to once again force himself not to. The two guards in front of the door looked like they were enjoying the screams, and would every once in awhile grin at each other evilly.

Shastara strode up to them. "I am under strict orders to give the Dark One a message," he said to them. How he wanted to wipe the wicked grins off their faces!
"He's busy right now," one of them said gruffly, like he didn't want to be bothered. Shastara felt sick-these men were disgusting! They were actually enjoying hearing Aaliyah scream.

"I am under strict orders from the general of his army," Shastara said. This seemed to do the trick, and the guards begrudgingly pushed the doors open after calling out that there was a messenger(the Dark One said to send him in).

Shastara gripped the hilt of his sword until his knuckles were white. He confidently strode into the room, bowing. He sadly noticed Aaliyah sprawled on the floor, completely still. He used his power, and healed her as much as he could(she was in the middle of the room, and he was next to the doorway-also, his power worked better on contact). He wondered what exactly the evil piece of filth walking toward him had done to her. He knew the Dark One could read thoughts, and tried to think of something else before he could read his. After all, if he heard Shastara thinking of killing him, he would kill Shastara.

Shastara bowed deeply. "Your Highness, I have come with a message," he said like a dutiful servant. 
The Dark One strode up to Shastara, and Shastara tried not to let his jaw drop at the sight of him. A black fear wormed its way into his heart, and he knew he had never seen anything so terrifying in his life. "And what would that be?"

Shastara's palms were sweaty, and he was nervous, but he had to do this. "This," he said. In a blur, he had whipped out his sword and was driving its tip at the Dark One's heart.

He was too slow, and he was suddenly being thrown backwards against the wall by the Dark One's magic. His body slammed into it, and he heard a cracking sound just before his world went completely black.
Chapter Twenty-Six:
The Dark One and His Black Magic

"Maybe her pain is stopping...she's not screaming anymore," Zane said to Adan. The boy looked beside himself; he had no idea what to do. The girl was lying on the ground, clutching her head, and moaning (though before she had been screaming). She didn't respond when they shook her and spoke to her.

"No...no..." Aaleyah kept saying over and over. "No...please no..."

~

Shastara awoke to find himself in a dark, smelly cell.

Then the realization of where he was hit him.

He was in the Dark One's dungeon.

A rat scuttled over his feet, and he crawled backward in disgust.

That was, until he felt something hard and bony behind him.

He cautiously turned, and gave a shout when he saw a skeleton. He got to his feet and stumbled backward, only to bump his already aching head on the low ceiling of the cell.

There was no light in the tiny cell, and though he felt around on each wall, Shastara couldn't seem to find the door. How was any air getting in here?

He began to panic.

~

A few hours later, the door that Shastara hadn't seemed to be able to find opened. He blinked as light streamed in, and gasped for breath as fresh air came in. How long had he been down here, with the rotting skeleton? Minutes? Hours? Days? He couldn't remember.

A soldier walked in and wordlessly (not to mention roughly) dragged him out of the cell. His leg muscles, after so long a time of being in position, were cramped and sore, and as soon as he had gotten to his feet, he nearly collapsed. It turned out his legs were numb as well.

He had to be dragged between two soldiers until he could get the use of his legs back. He wondered if he was being taken to his death.

He thought about Aaliyah. Was she already dead? What had the Dark One done to her? The memory of her lying so motionless on the cold floor pained him.

It turned out that he was being taken to the Dark One. The soldiers, still on either side of him (though he was walking now) took him back to the throne room.

They went inside, and then left Shastara by himself at the Dark One's command. He and the Dark One were now the only ones in the room, and Shastara again wondered where Aaliyah was.

The doors closed behind the soldiers, and the Dark One began to speak in his sinister voice. "You know, it's not by chance that you're still alive. I could have killed you as you walked into this room earlier by simply blinking. No. I've kept you alive for a reason."

Once again, the Dark One was shrouded in darkness at the other end of the room. Shastara heard a creak as he got out of his throne. He walked across the room, and the sight of him nearly took Shastara's breath away. He was so...evil-looking. It didn't matter if you had seen him before; he struck new fear in your heart each time you set eyes on him.

"I like to have people that have a lot of spirit and courage working for me, and you seem to have plenty of both. That was quite a stunt you pulled, trying to kill me. A foolhardy thing to do, but admirable none the less," the Dark One said.

Ha. Like you would know anything about being admirable, Shastara though scornfully.

"I'm going to put you under my command...maybe I'll even make you general of my army. I know you already were one of my soldiers, but I intend to make you more than that. I'll give you power, and in return you will conquer and destroy for me," he said, his face expressionless. "Well? What do you say?"

"Never," Shastara spat in his face.

"Very well. It doesn't really matter whether you want to or not; you'll do what I say either way. Of course, if you don't do it willingly you won't get the power I promised you, but that's no matter," the Dark One replied, his face still expressionless.

And before he could stop him, the Dark One reached out and put his right thumb on Shastara's forehead.

The world faded away, and when it returned, Shastara wasn't the same.

"What would you have me do, Master?" he said.

The Dark One smiled.

~

I opened my eyes. Where was I? What had happened?

"Please, Aaleyah," I heard a voice saying. "Wake up."

I knew that voice from somewhere...

"Adan?" I said. Just speaking made my head throb.

"She's awake!" I heard many voices saying at once.

"What's going on?" I said. Throb...throb...throb... The throbbing seemed to match my heartbeat.

"You just...fell off your horse," Adan said. He was holding my left hand. "You started screaming and clutching your head. We didn't know what was wrong with you."

I thought about it for a moment. "It must have been Aaliyah. What I just felt, she felt. That's the way it works. The Dark One has done something to her..."I said. My voice trailed off.

"How are you feeling now?" Adan asked. I wasn't sure I had ever wanted to see his face more in my life.

"My head still hurts, but I think I can get up," I said, a bit unsure of myself. "I've caused the whole army to halt, haven't I?" I was afraid to hear the answer to my question.

"Yes," Adan answered quietly. "But you're doing better-that's good. Don't think about anything else; just relax. I'm going to pick you up now, and I'll ride behind you, alright?"

I nodded. Adan gently picked me up.

When he placed me on the horse, I felt so dizzy I nearly fell again. He caught me just in time and swung up behind me. It felt good to have his strong arms around me; protecting me. I leaned against him. "Is my horse injured? I vaguely remember causing her to fall," I said.

"She's fine," Adan said. He seemed to think it was a bit strange that I would be asking about my horse at a time like this, but I didn't care. I had halted a whole army; I didn't want a horse's major injury or death on my hands too.

We all started moving again. Oh, Aaliayh...I thought, where are you?

Chapter Twenty-Seven:

Faldren

At last we reached Faldren, the empty land whose only development was the Dark One's castle. It was a rather large piece of land for being empty; most of the land in Kiria was occupied, sometimes overly so.

The sky was gray and drab, and the sun hid behind the dark, storm clouds that were gathering. It mirrored our feelings; hopeless and colorless.

No! Don't think like that, I told myself. But I couldn't help it. Aaliyah was probably dead by now...

How much longer will this go on? A sudden stream of thought not my own suddenly went through my head. It was Aaliyah's!

Aaliyah? I thought incredulously. Please answer; please!!!
Aaleyah, came the seemingly emotionless reply. Where are you?
Coming! We're in Faldren-just hang on a little longer, I replied.

I don't think I can, she thought. I was suddenly able to detect the fear and sorrow in her mind-voice, and it went like a knife to my heart. I had taken too long to get to her! This was all my fault.

You can-you must, I thought back.

Aaleyah, I will probably be dead by the morrow. He is too powerful...I nearly died of the pain yesterday. My head felt like it was about to explode...she thought.

I know-I felt it too, I thought back. Everything you feel, I do too. It's even stronger now that we're closer.
I'm so sorry, Aaliyah thought. That pain...no one else should have to feel that.
It's not your fault, and you shouldn't have to feel it either. We are coming, Aaliyah. I will fight to the death if need be. I will not give up. Be sure of that, sister. I will not back down-ever, I thought.

I wish, for your sake, you would, she thought back resignedly.

Always resignation! Always 'no hope left'! Well, I suppose I shall just have to have enough hope for the both of us, I thought boldly. You must hang on. I am coming. Hang on. You have to, Aaliyah-you just have to!
There was a pause, and then Aaliyah thought, I thank you for your love, and I mourn for your foolishness. You cannot defeat him, Aaleyah.
We'll just see about that. He might be able to stop one of us, but together, we are virtually invincible. Remember that. I love you; I must go now. Stay strong, and fight back, I thought.

I'll try, and I love you too, Aaliyah thought so sadly that I could almost see the tears falling silently down her face.

Then our connection was closed, and I was left alone to my thoughts.

But I felt bolder.

I could do this-to the best of my ability, I could.

I had to.

I would not lose my sister.

~

I stood next to Adan, Zane, and General Cozar (the Kirian general). We stood on the top of a hill, staring out at the looming, foreboding castle that the Dark One dwelt in (except for me of course, but I didn't have to see it-I could feel the evil coming from it).

"How are we going to do it?" Cozar breathed. "It's so...big."

"You forget something vital, m'lord. While the Dark One may be powerful, his mind can only be so many places at once-and most of his soldiers are storming the countryside. They aren't here," Zane said. I could imagine him grinning mischievously.

"I'm sorry to smash your hopes, but he's more powerful than you think," I said sadly, "despite his soldiers not being there and him only being able to do so much. He would know of us attacking before we crossed the moat." Suddenly an idea came to me. "But there might be another way..."

"What is it?" Adan asked.

"If you release one of your captives, telling them you want them to inform the Dark One of your surrender and that you've given up-that he can have me- and have them take me to him...He would be so occupied with the shock of actually having me and my sister both in his hands that you could easily storm the castle," I said. "There is a way that he communicates with his army...you could send them false orders. Meanwhile, I and Aaliyah will have one, large chance-one shot-to try to defeat him."

"Absolutely not. Over my dead body," Adan said fiercely.

"Adan, she may be right," Cozar said. "That sounds like it could work. There will be far less soldiers there, so it won't be hard to kill them and then send out false instructions to the rest of the army, such as...let all the innocent people go and then tell the army to go to some far-off country."

"I don't care! We are not giving her over to him to let her die!" Adan said angrily.

"Adan," I said more harshly than I intended. I put my head down and massaged my temples before bringing my head back up. "This is not just about me, alright? There are others at stake-for one, my sister, and for a second, the entire country. Who knows-maybe even the entire world. Adan, the Dark One is so powerful-he must be stopped. We have to do this! Please say that you'll give us your support!" My voice got softer as I pleaded with him.

There was silence, and then I heard him stalking off angrily. My hopes fell. I heard one of the men start to go after him, but I stopped them. "Let me do it-please take me to him. I'll try to talk to him, but I can't promise you anything," I said. They obliged and Zane led me to Adan's tent, where Adan was angrily rolling up his blanket and tidying the place up.

Zane left me just inside the entrance. "Adan?" I said quietly. He ignored me.

"It has to be done, Adan," I said. "Please don't do this to me now. You have been the only..." I had to suppress tears of frustration here, "the only one who has kept me going through these hard times. You've been my eyes, and you have my heart. Had it not been for you, I would have given up long ago. Please don't turn your back and let your feelings take control of your common sense. Please-please don't leave me alone now. I need you and your support...I beg you." My voice had dropped to a near-whisper, and I hung my head sadly.

In an instant, Adan was next to me and hugging me tightly. I clung to him and let the tears come. They streamed down my face and soaked his shirt, and he swayed me gently until my sobs had subsided. "I can't bear to lose you," he said softly into my hair, his voice cracking with emotion.

I raised my head. "No one said you were going to lose me," I said quietly, though we both doubted that was any real chance that he wouldn't. We both knew, deep down, that I would probably die when I tried to defeat the Dark One. "I love you, Adan El'Hara, and I always will-no matter what the circumstances. My heart will always be yours...but I must do this. I have to save my sister and Kiria; I have to try.  Can't you understand?" I said.

"I can," he replied. "I feel the same way about my parents...but I'm just too afraid. I'm so weak."

"No, you're not," I said, "and I don't want to hear you say it again."

I suddenly wished desperately I could see him (though not for the first time). I stepped back and reached out until my fingertips touched his face. I felt it, and remembered it so clearly..."I wish...I wish I could see you," I said, new tears welling up in my eyes.

Adan just hugged me tightly again, and managed to stay strong for me. But I knew that what I had said and my grief must hurt him deeply. We both hated to see each other hurting... I didn't want to lose him either.

But this was for the good of Kiria.

It had to be done.

There was no other way.

For Kiria! I thought, and my hope and courage slowly but steadily renewed. I might face death at the end, but I would fight so hard the Dark One would never forget it.
Chapter Twenty-Eight: 
Carrying Out the Plan

Cozar picked one of the captive soldiers (all in all we had about fifty captured soldiers of the Dark One's soldiers) to take me to him.

"Tell your...master...that we surrender. He can have the girl, and tell him we beg him to spare us. We shall remain here until we get further word from him," Cozar lied to the man. "However, if you mistreat the girl on the way there, we will have an archer, who will be watching and following from a distance, shoot you. Then another of your comrades will try to take the girl, and each of them who mistreats the girl will be shot. We may be giving her up, but we'll not have you hurting her while she still lives. Am I understood?"

The man nodded nervously, and then got on a horse. My horse would be tied to his, and my hands would be bound.

Adan hugged me tightly, and for a minute I couldn't let go. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he wrapped his arms tighter around me. "You don't have to do this," he murmured in my ear.

I let go of him. "Yes, I do," I said. "There's no other way."

Adan bound my wrists together, and while he hated to do it, he couldn't bear to see someone else do it. He kissed my hands, and said, "I love you, Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn. Stay safe." I could tell from his cracking voice that he was about to cry.

I kissed his cheek. "I love you too, Adan El'Hara. I'll never forget you, and remember, my heart was always yours," I said, tears rolling down my face.

"And mine yours," he said. I could tell he was actually crying now, and it broke my heart into tiny pieces. I wished I could have seen his face one last time.  Then he lifted me onto the horse, squeezed my hand, and stepped back.

"Well, get going!" Cozar said to the man. He nervously spurred his horse forward, and we were off.

I got a tiny flame in my hand, and wrote in the sky(I could actually make words with my flames), I love you, Adan.
~
Aaliyah was broken. She could never be whole again.

The Dark One had tortured her for hours upon hours, and she knew now that there was not one slither of hope left. Instead, Fear twisted and squeezed her heart with its black, black fingers.

She was lying in one of the horrible dungeon cells now, waiting for the Dark One to decide he felt like torturing her again. That was how it went. She would be tortured once more, then thrown in the cell to await the next torturing. It was terrible, and she wished with her whole heart that she could be dead.

But her body was not the only thing that was broken. Her heart was as well.

Whether he had decided on his own, or the Dark One had put him under a spell, Shastara now served him whole-heartedly. It killed her to see him. He would come down to guard her cell(he and some other guards took turns), and whenever she tried to talk to him, he would outright ignore her.

She would plead with him. "Please, Shastara! Come back to the light! Hear me out! Think reasonably!" she would cry with the little bit of strength left in her body after each beating it took(when Shastara happened to be the one on guard). But he didn't seem to hear her, and he only stood with his back to her cell door, motionless and emotionless. The biggest response she had ever gotten from him was once when he turned his head to the side, as if to hear her better. He had seemed confused about something, as if trying to determine whether he recognized her voice or not. But after a moment of her hopes flying high, he turned his head back, and her hopes were dashed on the sharp spikes of her fear.

After awhile, she just stopped trying. She had to preserve her strength, and if Shastara wouldn't reply to her, then she would stop talking.

He was on guard now, and she lay on the floor, staring at him.

Aaliyah knew that the next time she was tortured would probably be the time when she would give in and die. Her body couldn't take much more...so she decided to tell him something.

"Shastara," she said. "I know you either don't hear me, or you choose to ignore me, but either way there is something I must tell you."

She waited for a response, as usual (even though she knew she wouldn't get one), but none came.

Aaliyah went on. "Over these last few months, I have come to love you. I'm not sure if the feeling was ever mutual-at times I was sure it was-but I just wanted you to know that before I'm gone and my lips grow cold and unable to speak. I wish things were different, but they're not. I only hope that one day you will see the folly of serving the Dark One. He is a monster, Shastara. He may promise you fame and fortune, but he lies. He will use you until he tires of you, and then he will trample you underfoot. I hope you will see this before it is too late, and I hope you will someday be able to have a family of your own and live in peace," she said sadly.

"I...I..." Shastara suddenly said. He shook his head as if fighting some inward battle. "I know-I..." Then one of the sides in his inward battle won, and it didn't appear to be a good side. "Be silent," he said. "I love to serve him." He turned his head straight again, and once more became deathly silent.

Aaliyah sobbed softly.

~

The Dark One's plan was working well. By just having his new recruit-the young man-guard the girl's cell, he was furthermore breaking her. He had sensed Shastara beginning to break through the spell for a second, but he had just reinforced it and spoken from Shastara's lips. The girl, of course, didn't know this, and thought that it was Shastara talking. She lay on her cell floor, sobbing to herself.

The Dark One smiled evilly.

Yes. Everything was going quite nicely.

~

The 'archer' that was to follow the soldier and Aaleyah at a distance turned out to be Adan. He begged Cozar to let him do it, and, seeing his great anguish, Cozar agreed. But he also knew that the boy would be even more wild with grief once he saw the girl ride through the castle gates. He tried saying this to Adan, but he would have none of it.

Adan put on his cloak that helped him camouflage with the forest trees and underbrush and then got his bow and quiver, which was full of evil-looking arrows.

If that pig so much as made a scratch on Aaleyah, Adan would shoot him. He knew that the Dark One could (and probably would) do much worse things to her, but while she was still in his line of vision, no one would harm her.

His heart sank as he began following them. He knew, deep down, that Aaleyah was probably going to die. He would never see the young woman-the other half of his heart and the one who really owned his heart-again. The thought killed him, but it was out of his hands now.

The fiery message she had left burning in the air for him now burned in his mind. He loved her too, and he would fight to the death to save her.

This, he vowed.

He wouldn't die without putting up a fight-a fight to help save Kiria, and a fight to save those who mattered the most to him.

He allowed himself to daydream as he followed them (though he kept a wary eye on the man). He saw Aaleyah in a white, flowing dress. Her curly, red hair was down, and her big, beautiful, green eyes were looking up at him. Even though she had gone blind, they had remained the same, bright color they had been before. They melted his heart every time she turned them toward him...

Aaleyah's horse stumbled, and Adan's heart lurched as it went down on its knees. However, it managed to get back up, and Aaleyah managed to stay on, clutching the horn of her saddle until her knuckles went so white Adan could see the white from his hiding spot.

After a while, Aaleyah and the man came to the moat that surrounded the Dark One's castle. The drawbridge was let down for them, and Adan stopped in the trees to watch. His heart shattered as they rode across.

Just before they rode through the gates and the drawbridge closed behind them, Aaleyah sent another fiery message up into the sky.

It read: Sadran, Cares-Farewell, my love.

Adan's shoulders shook with his sobs, and the drawbridge closed, banishing Aaleyah from his sight.

Perhaps forever.
Chapter Twenty-Nine:
We Meet At Last

As soon as the drawbridge closed behind us and we came to a halt, I was (very) roughly pulled down from my horse. Because my hands were tied together, I couldn't hang on to anything, and I painfully fell to the ground.

The man who had brought me kicked me, as he had been waiting all day to do so. I gasped for air and hoped that another of my ribs had not been broken. I needed all the strength I could get right now.

Like you can do anything, Blind Girl, a voice in my mind-my fear and doubt-taunted.

I'll stay strong until the end, and I will fight with every breath left in my body, I thought back. That's the best I can do, and, if I do it, I certainly can never be called weak.
I was dragged up the steps to the castle. I reveled in the chilly air, thinking that I would probably never come back outside again. I knew that Death was probably eagerly awaiting my arrival inside; I knew it must be lurking in some dark corner.

Let it come, I thought.

~

"Enter," a voice called out from the room whose entrance we now stood in front of. I had been dragged through the whole castle until we came to this room (which I could only guess must be the Dark One's throne room or personal rooms). I couldn't see, but I could hear two new people breathing-there must be two guards in front of the doors.

The voice that told us to enter was evil, and it chilled my blood. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and shivers went up and down my spine(all of these rather unpleasant things happened at the same time), and I began to tremble slightly with fear. Stay strong! I had to keep reminding myself.

The doors creaked open, and I was dragged into a room. I, of course, could not see what it looked like, or the evil One it held, but I could feel an aura of wickedness emanating from the whole room. I wished for a moment that I was dead; I was so afraid.

"Leave the girl and I alone," the Dark One said. I heard the soldiers quietly back out of the room, and then the doors closed...my only escape..."So. We meet at last," the Dark One said quietly to me, a sick joy belayed in his voice.

I suddenly wished that I could look my killer in the eyes when my last moments on Earth came. I wished he could see all the loathing and hate that I held in my heart for him in my eyes...but I couldn't show him those things.

After all, I was just a weak, helpless, blind girl.

~

"The Dark One said no one is to remove her from this cell unless he commands it!" Aaliyah awoke to hear Shastara saying. Every time she heard his voice, her heart skipped a beat-even though he had turned away from the Light.

"The Dark One has commanded that she be brought. He has the other Twin, and he wants to kill both of them at the same time," one of the soldiers who had come to get Aaliyah snarled.

Aaliyah's heart missed a beat-but for a different reason this time. Aaleyah was here?!
Once again Shastara seemed to be fighting some inward battle, and for a moment he didn't move out of the soldiers' way. "Unlock the door, boy!" another soldier growled. At last he did so, a confused expression on his face. But then, as usual, he seemed to harden and become a stone statue again.

Two soldiers came in and each took one of Aaliyah's arms. It caused her so much pain that she nearly passed out as they started to drag her.

They went through the horrible, huge dungeon, and then up a long flight of steps. Then she was dragged through the castle (she had the way to the throne room memorized now) until they came to the two familiar doors. Aaliyah's heart beat faster. She was going to see Aaleyah!

The guards and soldiers seemed especially nervous now, as though they were afraid that somehow the two Twins would suddenly become inhumanly powerful and burn them their magical fire. They hurriedly shoved Aaliyah through the doors and then backed out of the room. They closed the doors again quickly this time, but Aaliyah knew that they had not left yet. She knew that they were probably standing outside the door, straining their ears to hear the screams of the dying, fabled Twins.

Aaliyah painfully got to her knees...and set eyes on her sister. Aaleyah lay crumpled on the floor, her eyes unseeing. Her body shuddered with pain, and the sight nearly broke Aaliyah's heart all over again.

Aaliyah turned a defiant gaze to the Dark One. He just smiled at her. "At last, the two of you are reunited! How bitterly sweet...it's almost a shame that I have to kill you both," he said in his terrible voice.

She just glared at him, aching to go to her sister and hug her.

"Feisty to the end, I suppose. No matter," he said. "The powerful, awe-inspiring Twins now on the ground before me. How wonderful it shall be to end your meager lives."

The Dark One went on about how he would kill them, but Aaliyah wasn't listening. She was watching Aaleyah, out of the corner of her eye, struggle to her feet behind the Dark One. Even though she was blind, she pointed her hands perfectly in the Dark One's direction. Before the Dark One could turn, Aaleyah was shooting a huge, long jet of fire at him. It flowed from her hands...

Aaliyah's hope soared...

But then, suddenly, Aaleyah was being thrown backwards. She went flying up towards the high ceiling, and her body hit the wall with a loud crack. Then she plummeted to the ground. Her head had slammed against the wall before the rest of her body, and Aaliyah knew she must be dead.

The fire hadn't even touched the Dark One. He hadn't even turned, much less blinked. He had continued to stare at Aaliyah.

Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked at her sister lying completely motionless on the floor.

She was really dead.

Her sister was really dead.

Aaliyah was going to die...alone.

Sisterless.

Friendless.

Helpless.

Weak.

~

Cozar watched as the boy came back to the camp. His face was tear-streaked, yet at the same time, he looked hardened. As if nothing in the world could ever make him feel any emotion again.

He looked empty.

Cozar wished now that he had refused to let the boy be the one to follow the soldier and Aaleyah. It had been a great mistake on his part...but then he realized that he really couldn't have stopped the boy. Had he said flat-out "No", the boy would have gone anyway.

The general remembered what it was like to be young; to be in love. His wife waited for him at home now, and leaving her to go fight had nearly killed him...how he missed her so. He'd had to leave his young bride to go to war suddenly, and he hadn't seen her for years. He didn't even know if she was still alive, or if they had any children...

He felt badly for the boy, but he knew that nothing in the world save holding his love in his arms- free of fear-again could ease his pain.

Cozar turned away, and went back to making the war plans.

~

Adan was indeed hardened, and he had been filled with a lust for blood.

Not just any blood, but the Dark One's-if, in fact, blood ran in his veins.

He had caused so much pain and sorrow, and Adan wanted to see him suffer for it.

Suffer long, and suffer hard.

He would fight the Darkness until there was no breath left in his lungs.
Chapter Thirty:

Joining Hands

My whole body was aching. My head pounded, and when I lifted it, I nearly passed out from the pain. I could tell I had broken many of my ribs, and possibly one of my wrists.

I remembered trying to burn the Dark One, and then flying through the air...but after that, I couldn't remember anything.

"Did you see how easily I did that?" I heard the Dark One say. Who was he talking to? "That could very well have been you."

"I'm not afraid of you," I heard an indignant voice say.

Aaliyah was in here too?

My eyes were closed, and though I knew I wouldn't be able to see anything, I opened them.

I blinked and shook my head, unable to believe what was happening.

It still didn't go away.

I looked around the room...

My sight was back!

I could see!

Hang on, Aaliyah, I thought upon seeing her kneeling before the Dark One. I'm going to try to come to you.
You're alive?! she thought back.

I think so... I replied. I was hurting so much I didn't know if it was actually possible that I was alive.

Don't come over to me. Just pretend to be dead. You might survive, Aaliyah thought back.

No. If I do that, they'll just chop off my head and stick it on a pole for the whole country to see. I am going to come over to you, and we're going to join hands and mesh our two powers together into one. We may not be able to do this alone, but together, we can! I thought.

You're right, but you will probably die in the process. There's no way you can get to me unseen...Aaliyah thought.

I don't care. Just hang on, because I have a plan, I thought, commanding my excruciatingly pained limbs to move. I had hit that wall hard.

Very well, Aaliyah replied resignedly. I'm right in front of the door, and-
I know, I thought back. I can see you.
I knew Aaliyah must be struggling not to look at me and let her mouth drop open in shock, but to her credit she remained emotionless and still.

Time to put my plan into action, I thought more to myself than to her.

I lifted my aching hand and pointed it toward the window. I wasn't sure I would be able to do it, but I had to try...

I thought about where I wanted the fire to go, and about five seconds later, it appeared in the exact spot I had pictured-right at the base of the tower we were in. I heard people start shouting and screaming, and the Dark One took the bait. He went to the window and looked out. "What is going on?" he shouted. His voice was even more terrifying when he shouted.

I took my chance, got to my feet, and limped as fast as I could over to Aaliyah. I wasn't sure how I did it-my pain was getting greater with every movement I made.

I grabbed her hand and helped her stand up. Only then did the Dark One turn around. He had put out the fire with his powers, and had just realized that he had been tricked. I couldn't believe that such a 'great One' could actually be tricked.

His face turned into a mask of rage and annoyance, yet at the same time, an evil happiness. He also was extremely shocked to find me standing by my sister.

I'll tell you when to burn. In case we don't make it, I love you, my sister! I thought to Aaliyah. I squeezed her hand tighter.

"You think you can actually defeat me?" the Dark One said, taking a few steps forward.

"Not alone, but together we stand a chance. At least we won't die cowards," I said defiantly.

"Ha!" he exclaimed. He chuckled(which was certainly not a pleasant sound; most sounds that came from his mouth-especially his voice- weren't). "It doesn't matter how you die-the point is, you will-and people will talk of it for years to come. The mighty Twins...crushed under my heel." His voice had become cold and low again.

"Or they will sing of us, for defeating you-the greatest sorcerer alive," I said.

Now! I thought to Aaliyah.

We held hands tighter than before, and we both turned the surrounding heat in the air and from our breathing into fire. We were more powerful together; I could feel the energy flowing through me, and I could tell that Aaliyah could too.

The hugest, longest, most powerful jet of fire we had ever made flowed from our hands-right at the Dark One.

He reacted too slowly. The fire ate at his clothes and his flesh, and he screamed.

His screams filled our ears and the whole castle, and we kept burning.

As he writhed in pain on the floor, he looked up at us and said, "This isn't over. I don't believe I will kill you when next we meet...you'll make wonderful servants...or at least one of you will..." he gasped. Then he disappeared into thin air-but not before trying to kill Aaliyah. He sent a long bolt of black lightning (black magic) sizzling through the air at her.

I shouted and shoved her out of the way(she was already nearly unconscious with her exhaustion and pain)...and the magic hit me. I screamed long and loud as the most horrible pain imaginable filled me...I fell to the ground and my eyes closed...

~

The Kirian army had attacked the castle upon seeing a tendril of fire-the signal-suddenly appear on the ground at the base of one of the castle's towers.

"Let's go!" Cozar had said. The army had charged the castle, quickly killing the few soldiers that were there.

Now they stood in a bloody battlefield, which was the ground right in front of the castle gates. All or the Dark One's soldiers that had been unfortunate enough to be at the castle were dead or dying.

Adan grabbed a dying soldier by the front of his chainmail shirt. "How is the rest of the army communicated with?" he asked.

"By..." the man said. Blood bubbled up from his mouth.

"How?!" Adan shouted. He shook the man.

"Messenger...bird...hawk..." the man said. Then he breathed his last, and his unseeing eyes stared up at the sky.

Suddenly another scream could be heard from the tallest tower. This was an entirely different scream from the one they had heard only a short time ago (that scream had been inhuman and filled with pain and rage). This one was full of pain and sorrow, and Adan's heart shattered at the sound of it.

"That's Aaleyah!" he said, racing up the castle steps. He ran inside before Cozar or Zane could stop him.

The Kirian soldiers soon found the hawk that was used as a 'messenger bird'. The bird could actually talk, and they gave it a message(that they claimed the Dark One had wanted the bird to take to his army) to take to the rest of the Dark One's soldiers. The message was that they were to come right back to the castle (where the Kirians would be waiting to ambush them; the Dark One's army-or some of it-would be completely wiped out). Cozar then sent the bird out, and they watched it fly away.

~

Adan demanded directions to the tower (he would easily get lost in the huge castle, full of twisting corridors and turns as it was) from the frightened servants that scattered about, and he ran as fast as his legs could carry him.

He soon came to a wooden door. He opened it, and saw the steps that led up to the tower, and he began the long climb up.

As soon as he reached the top, he looked around. He saw only one door, and when it wouldn't open, he threw himself against it again and again.

He had drawn his sword, and after throwing himself against the door one last time, it burst open and he ran into the room.

What he saw put such great fear, sorrow, and pain in his heart that he nearly stopped functioning. His heart missed a beat.

Aaleyah lay crumpled on the floor. She was completely motionless, and Adan wasn't even sure she was breathing. He started to go toward her-but just before he could reach her, he felt a sword point at his throat.

He became very still, despite his great urge to run toward Aaleyah and hold her in his arms. "Turn toward me!" a voice commanded.

He did so reluctantly, and nearly choked when he saw who it was that held a sword to his throat.

Shastara stood there. In his right hand he held the sword, and his left arm was around Aaliyah's throat, cutting off her air supply.

"What are you doing?!" Adan exclaimed angrily.

Shastara ignored him. "Drop your sword and kick it toward me," he said, "or she dies." He tightened the arm he had around Aaliyah's neck, and she tried uselessly to pull his arm away with her trembling hands.

Adan reluctantly put his sword down. "Look. I'm weaponless. Let her go to her sister," Adan said.

"You know what? That sounds like a good idea to me," Shastara said. He shoved Aaliyah away from himself. She stumbled forward, and Adan caught her just before she fell. She went over to Aaleyah.

Adan was confused by Shastara's words...until Shastara kicked Adan's sword back to him. "A duel to the death sounds much better than holding her hostage," Shastara said, an evil grin breaking out on his face.

"Shastara, you can't be serious! We're like brothers!" Adan said. He wanted to just give up. Everything was going wrong; there was almost no point to living anymore. He could not believe Shastara.

"No, we're not," Shastara said. "We're enemies, and we're going to fight to the death. Pick up your sword."

Adan sorrowfully did so. He prepared to fight the young man he had loved as a brother, and had trusted.

Shastara attacked before Adan was really ready. He was a blur of speed, and his attacks were hard to parry. Every time Adan blocked them, his arms were jarred all the way up to his shoulders. He was already exhausted from the battle…he couldn't do this for a long time...

Their swords were up against each other, and both young men pushed with all their might. They shook with the strain. "Don't do this," Adan pleaded one last time.

"Already done," Shastara said, shoving Adan back. Then the fight continued.

Until, that was, Adan got the upper hand. He faked a move, and ended up spinning around so that he was behind Shastara. Before he could turn, he hit the back of his head with the hilt of his sword. Shastara fell unconscious to the ground.

Adan looked at him. He just couldn't bring himself to kill him.

When he was completely sure that Shastara wasn't about to come to(and after he removed all weapons from Shastara's reach), he sheathed his sword and raced over to Aaleyah. His heart pounded in his chest, and his blood-stained clothes were now soaked with sweat. He wiped his face with his hand.

Aaliyah knelt by her sister, sobbing softly. Adan hugged her and tried to calm her down a bit before kneeling next to the woman he loved.

She didn't move, and her eyes were closed. Adan stroked her face tenderly, unable to believe his eyes.

She couldn't be dead.

She couldn't be.

Tears welled up in his eyes, and a lump formed in his throat. He cradled Aaleyah in his arms, crying into her hair...

When, she moved.

Adan gasped as Aaleyah's eyes fluttered open. She looked up into his eyes.

Aaliyah was crying tears of joy now. "She can see," she said to him.

Adan stroked Aaleyah's face again. Tears of joy fell down his own face. "You're alive," he said, his voice cracking with emotion.

Aaleyah just smiled weakly, and lifted her hand to touch his face. "I love you, Adan," she murmured, starting to cry.

"I love you too," he said, as he smiled back. He then hugged her tighter to himself, and she put her arms around his neck, sobbing now with relief and joy.

For the moment, all was well.

He had the woman he loved back in his arms, and he would never let her out of them again.
Chapter Thirty-One:
A New Resolution

Adan hugged me to himself. All I could do was stare at his face. It was such a wonderful sight to my eyes...I wrapped my arms around his neck.

Unfortunately, all was not well. The Dark One's army-or most of it-was still coming to our ambush. The battle had not yet begun, and already the Kirians were exhausted and wounded. I knew that Aaliyah and I would have to do a big part of the fighting, and I was not relishing the thought.

Another horrible thing was that I couldn't move my legs or feet (or really any of body from my waist down). The Dark One's magic had paralyzed me in a way, and I was in so much pain.

Just as Adan had picked me up, about to carry me down from the tower, Shastara woke up, groaning. He put to his hand to his head, and it came away bloody. He had a confused look on his face.

He looked around, and upon seeing Aaliyah, shakily got to his feet. "You're alive! What happened?" he said to her.

Adan stared at him like he couldn't be crazier. "You nearly killed her less than ten minutes ago!" he said angrily.

"Wh-what?" Shastara asked, paling.

"He must have been under the Dark One's spell, Adan," I said quietly, gritting my teeth against my pain. Did I even have any unbroken ribs left in my body?

Adan seemed to consider this. At last Aaliyah broke the silence. "You were one of the men guarding my dungeon cell, Shastara," she said softly.

Shastara took a few steps backward, his face completely void of color. "N-no! I tried to save you! The Dark One was torturing you and I came and tried to kill him!" Shastara said. "Then he threw me in the dungeon!"

Aaliyah's face was pained. "Stop lying to me, Shastara Raesech," she said.

"I-" Shastara began. Suddenly he seemed to think of something. "I remember now! The Dark One threw me in the dungeon, and then did something to me...he must have put me under some spell. There would be times when I would think something wasn't right, and almost break through the spell, but it was always too strong until now. I swear to you, Aaliyah, I would never willingly do anything to hurt you."

Aaliyah gave a broken cry and stumbled into his arms. He hugged her tightly as she sobbed into his shoulder and clung to him.

"I was so scared...I called to you again and again, and I thought..." she managed to get out through her tears. Then her voice faded away, and she just held onto Shastara.

Suddenly a loud sound reached our ears from below-outside the tower.

It was marching.

The Dark One's army was here.

Adan ran to the window with me in his arms, and Shastara and Aaliyah followed. The army seemed to stretch out for miles, and my heart sank. I was already so weak, and my power drained so much from me...I wondered if I would die fighting this time. I couldn't take much more.

I lost my very will to fight, and I went limp in Adan's arms. He must have thought I was dying or had just died, because he suddenly said fearfully, "Aaleyah?" He looked down at me with his beautiful blue eyes.

"I'm still here," I said, stroking his face. "I just don't know how much more my body can take."

Adan breathed a sigh of relief. I could see in his eyes that if he found a way to take away my pain and bring it on himself, he would do it without hesitation. This realization broke my heart, and healed it at the same time.

"We have to get down there," he said at last. I looked at Aaliyah. She didn't look well herself as she stood by Shastara, refusing to let go of him.

"We do," Shastara said. His usual confidence and bravery seemed to have returned slightly, but mostly his face was creased with worry lines.

I looked at the spot where the Dark One had been when he disappeared, and my pain became stronger. I moaned softly, unable to hold it in.

"First you're going to have to tend to them," Adan said, shifting me in his arms and looking down at me with great worry in his eyes. "They can't survive like this."

"Alright," Shastara said. First he put his hand on Aaliyah's arm, and a green light came from it. He closed his eyes in concentration. When he took his hand away, her face had much more color in it than before, and she looked stronger. Then he did the same to me.

My ribs felt better, as did my other small wounds, but the Dark One's magic refused to loosen its grip on my body. Some of my pain was gone, for which I was glad, but most of it still lingered. "His magic is too strong; don't waste your strength," I said. "But thank you."

Shastara nodded, looking disappointed, but there was nothing he could do now. I still couldn't know for sure if the black magic that had entered my body would end up killing me. It could be like a slow-working poison...I held tighter to Adan's neck but didn't say anything else other than, "We need to get going now."

Adan and Shastara nodded, and we set off down the tower steps. Every time I was jarred by the impact of Adan's feet meeting another step, pain rippled through my body. Could I hold on long enough?

There was nothing else for me to do as we descended the long flight of stairs, so I stared at Adan's face. I had missed it so much, and I was adamant to recommit it to my memory.

Aaliyah leaned on Shastara as we went down, and I knew for sure now that she was in love with him. Love was a strange, fearsome, and wonderful thing. It swept you away, like a raging torrent of water...but there was no time to think of that now. We had to get back to the Kirians and help fight.

I looked at Aaliyah then. How she had changed...I hardly seemed to know her anymore. Would we ever be as close as before, or had this whole process hardened us toward each other?

We had used to be best friends. There was no one else I would tell my deepest secrets of my heart too, or thoughts that I couldn't speak aloud. We had been kindred spirits...

But everything was different now. Aaliyah's eyes no longer held any life in them. They were just empty, as was her face. She didn't seem to have the tiniest ounce of hope left, and I knew it would be a long time before she recovered from all of this.

If we made it out alive...

Stop thinking like that, Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn! A thought suddenly entered my head, and I quickly turned my eyes back to Aaliyah's face. Had she actually heard my thoughts?

There was the littlest bit of hope and life in her eyes that hadn't been there just a few moments before. Was I imagining it?

Together-we'll do this together, Aaliyah thought. She gave me a small smile.

My heart soared. The old Aaliyah was coming back.

Aye, little sister, I thought, we will.
I'm only younger by a few minutes! she thought, a smile playing on her lips.

I know, I thought back, also trying to suppress a grin. But we'll be sisters-and friends-forever.
Longer, Aaliyah thought back. She gave me another smile, and I returned it this time.

A new resolution filled my broken, aching body.

We would prevail.

We had to.

For Kiria.

For us.

Chapter Thirty-Two:

There’s Always Hope

We finally reached the bottom of the tower. We exited the castle and went to find Zane and Cozar. We had a plan, and we had to talk it over with them.

We found them suiting up for battle in a tent (again; their armor they had first worn had been horribly mangled-the first battle had not at all been easy). When I looked right toward Cozar and Zane when one of them said something and looked them right in the face, their mouths dropped open. "She can see?" Cozar said, shocked.

"Aye," said Adan. He couldn't help but look down at me tenderly. "It's miraculous...but we have something else to discuss now." He looked back up as he spoke.

"What is it?" Zane said, strapping on his sword again. Adan put me in a nearby chair so that I and his arms could rest as he spoke.

"If Aaliyah and Aaleyah were to stand up in the tower by the windows, they would have a perfect view of the army," Adan said, speaking quickly. The fight was almost upon us. "They could easily destroy them-and be mostly hidden from view. I and Shastara would stay with them, and you would give the girls the signal for when to start and stop."

Men started to run by the tent quietly. The Dark One's army had almost reached the gates. Everyone had to take up their positions.

Cozar looked at Adan. "It's our only chance. Go now, and go fast. In case we never meet again, it's been a pleasure knowing you, Adan, and you as well, Aaleyah, Aaliyah, and Shastara. Be safe. For Kiria!" he said. Then he left the tent to join his men.

"The signal will be three, short blows of a horn-I will give this signal. Be ready, and stay safe!" Zane said, smiling encouragingly to each of us. "There's always hope, even in the darkest of days," he said quietly. Then he, too, left and went to join the men.

"Well, let's go!" Adan said, picking me up once more. We quickly made our way back to the castle, up the long flight of stairs to the tower, and at last, to the windows in the tower that faced eastward-overlooking the battle.

Aaliyah stood at one window (there were two right next to each other) with Shastara behind her, and I stood at the other, supported by Adan. He literally had to hold me up; my legs were still useless. I wondered if I would ever use them again.

Ready? I thought to Aaliyah.

Ready, she thought back, looking out the window. You?
Ready as I'll ever be, I replied. Then we were silent.

The Dark One's army finally reached the gates. Closer, the army looked even larger than before.

A few of our men had dressed up as the gate guards, and sentries, and now opened the gates. The army marched into the huge property, their feet stamping out a rather chilling rhythm. Stamp...stamp...stamp..it went on and on until they came to a stop.

The sun glinted off their helmets, and I could see fear and a bit of suspicion in their faces. Why had they been called away from their duties, they wondered? What was really going on?

I took Aaliyah's hand; our power would be stronger if we were touching each other. Our two powers would combine, like before, into one, strong, virtually invincible and inescapable one.

We heard the horn.

One blast came.

Two...

One of the men seemed to realize what was happening. "We surrender! Wait!" he shouted. Then his own comrades struck him down. They obviously weren't ready to surrender, or willing.

"To war!" their leader shouted.

"FOR KIRIAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!" Cozar shouted at the top of his lungs. The Kirians rushed out of their hiding places, brandishing their weapons and screaming (echoing) Cozar's words.

The Dark One's army was taken aback by their size, but they soon recovered from their shock. They took out their own weapons and raced ahead to meet the Kirians.

"Now!" I shouted...Aaliyah and I began to burn...

~

We had been fighting for hours...or had it been days? The time all started to blend-I had no idea how long we had been at the windows, burning the Dark One's army.

Would it ever end?

Suddenly, one of the men finally lived long enough to find out where the fire was coming from (before he was burned by us). "Up there-in the tower!" he screamed to his comrades just before he died.

They all turned to look up at us, and my heart sank. A skilled archer could easily take us out.

"Stay strong, Aaliyah, and get ready to duck," I said, my heart pounding in my chest. She nodded shakily, and we kept burning.

The battlefield was full of screams of pain, sorrow, anger, and fear. Both sides were losing men, but we were winning...

Just then an archer on the Dark One's side did come. He shot an arrow and it whizzed through the air...straight at me...

I cried out in alarm as it flew past me and nearly buried itself in Adan's chest. He ducked just in time, pulling me to the floor with him, and it instead hit the wall and clattered to the floor.

We turned our fire toward the archers, and some of them died while the rest ran away like cowards. They jumped on horses and galloped away from the battle scene, only to be killed by some of our own archers.

At last (after what must have been at least twelve hours) there were no soldiers of the Dark One's left except for a small group. They threw down their weapons and screamed that they surrendered. Cozar's men bound them hand and foot, and then guarded them.

The battlefield was horrific. There was blood everywhere, along with bodies strewn haphazardly along the ground.

I felt sick to think that I had contributed to that blood. I had killed men...snuffed their lives out like a person snuffs out the flame of a candle. I would never get over it, and I would never lose all the guilt I felt-I knew Aaliyah never would either, even though we had killed for Kiria.

But we had won.

I slumped back in Adan's arms, completely exhausted.

We had won.

The Kirians started to cheer.

Chapter Thirty-Three:
Cheers and Tears

“You did a good job,” Adan said, hugging me. Shastara hugged Aaliyah too.

You did a good job too, I thought to Aaliyah.

We did it together, Aaliyah thought back, smiling in my direction. I was too weak to smile back.

It had turned out that my assumptions were correct. The Dark One’s magic was like a slow-working poison. I could feel my body getting weaker and weaker. Should I tell the others?

I didn’t get to decide yet as the boys helped Aaliyah and me down out of the tower. Adan once again carried me down the long steps, and Aaliyah leaned on Shastara. By just touching him, some of his strength went to her, as I got strength from touching Adan. It was a strange thing (though also very helpful-it seemed that whenever we were wounded we could get strength from another Chosen One just by touching them).

When we were finally out of the castle, I heard shouts of joy and looked up to see Mara rushing toward us. Japheth, Ren, Sam, and Teran followed. They all looked so happy…I almost couldn’t bear to tell them I was dying. I wished they didn’t have to know.

She wrapped her arms around Adan and I first, sobbing with joy, the impact of her hitting us (she had been running) so hard that Adan staggered back a bit. But then he was smiling and we were both squeezed in one of the famous Mara-hugs. Then she moved on to Shastara and Aaliyah.

Japheth had tears in his eyes as he came over to his son. “We thought…we thought…”he began. Then he actually started crying…hard. I had only ever seen him cry once or twice before, and was a bit surprised by it. He hugged Adan as best he could while I was still in his arms(Adan had been holding me this entire time) and then turned to me. “You are one of the most brave people I have ever met, and I’ll be proud to call you my daughter,” he said, smiling broadly. I smiled back with a deep, cutting sorrow in my heart. I wouldn’t live long enough to be his daughter… Still, I tried to put up a good front as I hugged Japheth. The idea of having him as my father-in-law was a nice one anyway…

Cozar and Zane had made their way over to us, and the Kirians who were still standing-even some of the injured ones-had gathered around us too; there weren’t as many as before, but there were still quite a few left.

“Kiria is proud to have such protectors as you,” Cozar said to Aaliyah and I. Then he, Zane, and the army raised up so loud a cheer all the darkness in the castle and in the surrounding land seemed to be blasted away. I smiled as Adan cheered at the top of his lungs too.

All this time my body was weakening. I could feel it, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before my eyes would close forever. Still, I allowed myself to enjoy the moment…

“We thank you, and we also extend our thanks to the other protectors of Kiria-the army,” Aaliyah said when the cheering had begun to die down. The cheering started all over again, and Cozar and Zane nodded their appreciation and then started cheering with their men.

At last when it had all stopped, someone asked the question so many had been wanting to know the answer to. “So where we go from here?” a soldier asked.

“Well, now that the Dark One is dead-“ Aaliyah began.

I gently cut her off, and hated myself for what I had to say. “He’s not…he’s not dead,” I said quietly.

There was absolute silence. I wanted to curl up into a ball or disappear. “I’m not sure where he is. I just know he disappeared-we nearly killed him, but…he was just too strong…” I felt like crying as I spoke. I was just striking fear into everyone’s hearts all over again. Curse you, Aaleyah Fallyn! I thought angrily to myself…but it was better than lying.

My pain was slowly intensifying. My end was swiftly approaching.

Then Cozar did something to help me not be on the spot any more. “Then when we meet him again, we’ll fight him again, and harder! For Kiria!!” he shouted, smiling, to his soldiers. The cheering started again, and I felt very grateful to Cozar at that moment.

Now for the next bad news to come from my lips. I looked up at Adan as he cheered with the rest of the men, and my heart sank.

At last the men went back to their tasks. The wounded were tended to, and the dead were burned (which was actually considered an honorable way to go-more honorable than being buried). Aaliyah and I were also rushed to a healer(one better at their powers than Shastara was yet), but I knew a mere healer could do no good for me. There was nothing anyone could do for me…

Aaliyah’s remaining wounds were easily healed, and then the healer ordered her to go rest for a long time.

As I lay there though, on a pile of furs, with the healer trying his best, I knew it was no good. “Please don’t-you’re just using up your strength. It’s no good. I’ve been touched by black magic-there’s nothing anyone can do for me now,” I said softly, hoping Adan wouldn’t hear me as he stood a few feet away.

The healer nodded his head gravely, thanked me for what I had done for Kiria, and said that he was honored to have met me. Then, just as he was leaving to go tend to the others who had been wounded, Adan seemed to realize what was going on. He had heard what I had said. “Wait-what are you doing? Keep trying!” Adan said frantically.

I motioned for the healer to go, and Adan quickly came over to me. “What is going on, Aaleyah? Why isn’t he trying to heal you? Tell me!” Adan said. He knew something was wrong.

“Adan,” I began, weakly taking one of his hands, “The Dark One’s black magic has touched me, and there is no way to get it out of me.”

“What are you saying?” he murmured, even though he knew the answer. He just didn’t want to believe it. 

“I’m dying,” I said so quietly it was almost a whisper. “There’s nothing anyone can do for me now.” When I saw the tears come to Adan’s eyes, tears welled up in my own eyes.

“No,” he said firmly. “I don’t believe you.”

I said nothing; I only struggled to hold back my tears.

Adan hugged me then, sobbing. He had just gotten me back only to be told he was about to lose me again-and this time for good. It was so hard to believe…but it was true. I was going to die.

I clung to him and sobbed as well; my body shaking with my sobs. I didn’t want to leave him…I didn’t want to!

Aaliyah and the others had heard, and Aaliyah buried her face in Shastara’s shirt, crying as well.

Suddenly I saw the brightest light I had ever seen. I was sure I was dying right that instant…except then I noticed that everyone else saw it too.

When the light had faded, a man and woman stepped forward toward me. Adan drew his sword and stood over me to protect me, but then the man spoke.

“Be at ease. We are not here to hurt her but to help her,” he said calmingly and soothingly.

I was shocked. Two people had just appeared here-and they claimed to be here to help me.

Adan didn’t look very sure until his parents stepped forward. “Tegoa! Gressan! You’re here! It’s been such a long time…” Japheth said excitedly. He and Mara embraced them.

“We’ve been in Ehldran all this time,” the woman said. “There were many there that needed our help.” The man nodded wordlessly.

Japheth turned excitedly to me, all his sorrow gone. “They are some of the most powerful Chosen Ones alive! They can save Aaleyah!” he said. It sounded ridiculous…but then, they had just appeared out of thin air…

The woman, Tegoa, came over to me. Adan cautiously lowered his sword, and he was tensed and ready to spring if someone tried to hurt me again; that much I could tell.

She knelt beside me. She was beautiful, and smelled like freshly blooming wild flowers. She stared at me with her big, pretty, gray eyes, and her black, wavy hair fell in her face. “Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn?” she said.

I nodded, unable to speak because of my shock. Adan knelt next to me on my other side, keeping a wary eye on Tegoa, and took one of my hands.

“We can save you if you come with us. There is a land called Ehldran, and we will take you there. The most powerful healers of all time live there, and they will heal you-if you come with us. It is your choice,” she said gently and kindly.

I still wasn’t sure what to think. How could I know to trust these people? I looked at Mara and Japheth.

“They’re perfectly safe, Aaleyah-please go! Let them heal you so you can come back to us!” Mara said. “We have been friends with them for years and years; they won’t harm you. You can trust them.” She answered the very questions in my thoughts.

“How far is it, and how long…” I began. I grimaced and squeezed Adan’s eyes as a terrible wave of pain went through my body. I couldn’t hang on much longer… At last I could speak. “-how long will it take?” I asked.

“It is different for each person we take there. It is a hidden land, and far away…as to the amount of time you will be gone, that will depend on the gravity of your condition. No one can survive the Dark One’s magic without extensive treatment and healing. I can say this-it will, most likely, take a long time-but you have no other option. You will die without the healers’ help,” Gressan, the man, said as he squatted beside Tegoa and looked down at me.

“And if it doesn’t work?” Adan said rather coldly. “Then you’ll just have taken her from us on a pointless journey, and we won’t be able to spend time with her in her last days.”

“I don’t see that you have much choice,” Tegoa said to me. I knew she was right, but I also wondered the same thing as Adan.

I had nearly made up my mind, but I had one more question. “You’ll bring me back to my loved ones?” I asked.

“Yes; you have our word,” Tegoa said.

“How did you get here?” I asked.

“We have the ability to transport ourselves from place to place, and we can also stop or quicken time,” Gressan said.

I was amazed. Transport themselves to place to place? Stop or quicken time? It was completely awe-striking!

I felt myself trusting them before I had even made up my mind. Mara and Japheth were friends with them, and they wouldn’t tell me to go with someone they didn’t trust.

“How did you know about me?” I asked finally.

“They know many things-after all, they are some of the most powerful Chosen Ones to ever have lived,” Japheth said. “Please go with them, Aaleyah.”

I looked at Aaliyah, and she nodded her affirmation. She wanted me to go too, as did Shastara, Ren, Sam, and Teran.

Adan was the last one I looked at. I could tell he was very unsure. I would love it if he or Aaliyah could go with me…I decided to ask. It was worth a try. “Can any of my friends or family go with me?” I asked.

“Unfortunately no,” Tegoa replied. “I’m sorry, but Ehldran is a hidden place, and you can only go there if you need to. Otherwise you may never enter it. That’s just the way it has always been.”

My countenance fell, as did Adan’s. I looked up at him again.

“If you will come with us, we must go now. You don’t have much time left,” Gressan said gravely.

“I have to go, Adan,” I said softly (only for his ears). “I love you with all my heart, and I will come back to you. I swear it.” Another wave of pain rippled through my body, and I suppressed a moan. It was nearly too great to bear. The black magic had hit me hard.

Adan nodded slowly, kissed me on the forehead, and then hugged me tightly. I wrapped my arms around his neck, never wanting to let go…but I had to.

Then Mara and Japheth hugged me goodbye, and the boys said goodbye as well. Just the word 'goodbye' was breaking my heart.

Gressan came over and picked me up gently. Just moving any part of my body hurt.

“We will return her to you safe and sound,” Tegoa promised as she came over to Gressan and rested her hand on his arm.

Aaliyah, the last to say her farewells, quickly ran over and hugged me as well. “Goodbye, my sister!” I whispered. “I love you-Mother and Father would have been proud of you.”

She nodded, tears in her eyes. “And of you,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “I love you too…stay safe!”

“And you!” I said. Aaliyah stepped back as the bright light returned. It surrounded the three of us, and I looked into Adan’s eyes one last time. I put my hand over my heart and then pointed to him, telling him wordlessly that he owned it.

Then we were gone, and I saw my loved ones no more.
Chapter Thirty-Four: 
Hope

Adan watched as the woman he loved started to disappear. She put her hand over her heart and then pointed to him, and he knew she was telling him that he owned her heart. The sight of that final gesture nearly killed him...and then the light became so bright he had to look away. When it faded at last, and he turned back, she was gone.

Gone.

Perhaps forever.

No-not forever. She had said she would come back.

But what if she didn't?

Then he would die.

He couldn't live without her.

~

Aaliyah couldn't control her tears as her sister disappeared. She felt like she had failed her. She had been so bitter and resigned; blindly accepting her fate and doing nothing to try to fight back. Her sister, however, had stayed strong the whole time, and she had gone through so much more than Aaliyah.

Would she ever see her again? What if she died on the way to this place, Ehldran? Aaliyah would never again see her face; never again speak to her and get to tell her how utterly sorry she was for the way she had acted.

But it was too late for that. Now Aaliyah must be content to wait.

Waiting was a terrible torture...but at least Aaleyah would be better when-if-she returned. Aaliyah would rather wait for her than see her die.

But her now-weak heart still felt like it was breaking; like small cracks were slowly spreading on it. It wouldn't take much before it shattered again...

At least she could look forward to Aaleyah's return.

She stood tall, and put on a brave front. Aaleyah would want her too.

I miss you, my sweet sister, Aaliyah thought.

~

Mara was happy and sad. She was certain that Tegoa and Gressan could get Aaleyah to Ehldran in time to save her...but at the same time, what if she did die on the way? Then they would never see her again, and the whole thing would have been in vain...

She could hardly bear to watch her still-to-be daughter disappear. Then she had turned to look at her son, and she could see in his eyes that his heart was breaking; shattering into a million tiny pieces. That, too, hurt her-but she could do nothing about it.

All they could do now was wait.

Wait.

What a terrible word...and at the same time, not so terrible.

Many good things could be attained by waiting...

But that didn't make it easy.

Come back safe to us, my darling, she thought, even though she knew Aaleyah wouldn't hear her.

Or maybe, because Mara wanted it so bad, she would.

~

There had been a great, dark shadow over the land, and for a brief time, it lifted slightly. The people shook their heads in wonder and disbelief; the shadow had been there for as long as they could remember.

It did not, however, disappear...but there was always hope-especially if it had just started to lift a little bit for the first time in about five hundred years. If that was possible, anything was.

Whispers started to go around. "Is the Dark One dying?" "Is he being defeated?" "Is he already dead?"

No one knew the answers, of course.

But everyone shared the same dreams.

Maybe one day the shadow would disappear completely...

The people could hardly wait to see.

There is always hope, even in the darkest of days, said the Scrolls of Truth.

And they were right.

Part Three:

The Flames-They Dance

Chapter One:

A Joyous Reunion

I felt jittery. I almost couldn't believe I was actually going home.
About two years ago, two people(two of the most powerful Chosen Ones alive; Tegoa and Gressan) had brought me here, to Ehldran. I had been touched by the Dark One's black magic, and I would have died if they hadn't brought me here (where the most powerful healers in the land dwell).

Ehldran was a hidden(by magic) valley. It was beautiful...

You couldn't just stumble upon it; like I said, it was hidden. It was made solely for the purpose of helping those who were injured or taking in desperate children and raising them to be strong individuals-things like that.

I did love it, and more importantly the people in it, but I longed-I ached-to go back to my real home. I had not seen my loved ones for such a long time, and I was dying to hug them or talk to them, even for a moment.

At last I was completely healed, and we would leave on the morrow! I couldn't wait.

I was twenty-one now, and I looked a bit different than I had when I had come here. I wondered if Adan, Aaliyah and the others looked different too. I hoped none of us had changed too much...

But that didn't matter so much. I was going home!

Home! Home! The phrase rang through my head again and again, and I inwardly sang it over and over.

~

At last it was dawn of the next day. I sadly hugged my new friends goodbye, but I turned a joyful face to Tegoa and Gressan. "I'm ready!" I said excitedly (and nervously) to them.

We all held hands, and then a bright light was suddenly surrounding us. I squeezed my eyes shut, my heart beating quickly. I'm going home now! I'm going home now! I kept thinking.

Whoooooooosh! went the wind in my ears. It was almost as if we were flying across the entire land inhumanly fast...and at last we came to a stop in a familiar meadow. My heart pounded so hard in my chest I feared it would pound itself out.

"I believe you know your way from here," Gressan said kindly.

"Yes," was all I could say.

Tegoa chuckled as she noticed how antsy I was. "We'd better go, my love," she said, turning to Gressan(who was her husband; they had their own children back in Ehldran). "I don't believe Aaleyah can wait much longer."

"Thank you so much for all that you have done for me. If not for you, I wouldn't be alive right now," I said, stepping forward to embrace them. It was a bittersweet moment; I almost didn't want to part ways with them.

"It has been our pleasure. Stay safe, Young One," Gressan said tenderly, hugging me and giving me a fatherly kiss on the cheek. "Mayhap we can bend the rules and bring you back for just a plain old visit to Ehldran sometime," he said, his eyes twinkling.

"That would be wonderful," I said, smiling and giving him a kiss on his cheek. Then Tegoa and I hugged.

"You've been like a daughter to us. May it go well for you," she said sweetly.

"And you," I replied. Then I stepped back as Tegoa put her arm about her husband's waist. The bright light started to surround them. "Give our love to your family and friends," she called out as the light grew brighter.

"Farewell!" I said, waving. They waved back, and then I had to close my eyes because the light grew too bright to look at. Of course, when I lifted my head back up and opened my eyes, they were gone.

I turned around nervously. From here it was less than half a mile to my home...

I made my way through the forest to the main road. I drew up the hood of my cloak in case I should meet any strangers (I felt rather uneasy about strangers by this time) and started walking. If I followed the road for a bit, then there would be a certain spot where I would turn off from it and go into the forest again. After going east for a bit, I would be home.

Home.

There were others on the road, and they moved aside so that I could take a spot on it. I found myself walking next to a tall, muscular young man with brown hair and a smooth, handsome, kind face.

"Hello," he said politely. "Are you journeying far?"

"Why would you say I was journeying?" I asked warily, putting my guard up.

"I don't remember ever seeing you around here, and that cloak looks foreign. I can tell by the embroidery," he said.

How should I respond?

"Well...I am from far away, and I did live here once..." My voice trailed off. "I'm just passing through."

"I see," the man said, smiling kindly. "You seem...well, you remind me of someone very dear to me."

"Oh?" I replied.

"Yes. She was about your height, although she had a limp, unlike you, and she had a similar accent to yours. I haven't seen her for two years now," he said, getting a far-off look in his eyes.

I choked-literally. I was so shocked that I choked on the air I was inhaling and had to stop, cough, and recover. "Are you alright?" the man asked, stopping and looking at me in a concerned way.

"Yes, perfectly...alright," I said, walking again. "Tell me-was this...girl…your soon-to-be wife? And did she have curly red hair?"

"Yes...she did," the man said slowly. He was now observing me warily.

"And what was her name?" I asked, my heart beating harder and faster than it had earlier (and it had been beating very hard and fast before).

"Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn," he said.

I nearly fainted right there. "I met her...this Aaleyah. She was journeying through Sedeck a few weeks ago, and she mentioned about coming this way," I said casually.

Adan's eyes widened (for I knew it was Adan now). "You saw her? Was she alright?" he asked frantically, like a man in a desert dying for water. He stopped and looked into my face, his eyes searching for any sign of bad news.

"Yes. She was in good health," I murmured softly. "She told me about you, and said that she had missed you so much. I told her I was coming this way, and she wanted me to find you-if your name is, in fact, Adan El'Hara-and tell you that she loved you...and was coming home."

Adan breathed a sigh of relief, and then joy flooded his face. The rest of the people on the road had passed us, and he thanked me, excused himself, and started to rush off-when, suddenly, he stopped.

He turned around slowly, looking back at me. I had not moved at all, and I stared athim.

I reached up and pulled down my hood, and his jaw dropped. Then he was running toward me, picking me up in his arms, and swinging me around as he hugged me. I started to sob with happiness, and he started to cry as well.

"Aaleyah! It really is you!" he said, stopping at last. He stood still and hugged me to himself tightly, as if afraid I would disappear from his arms.

I just sobbed and pressed my face into his shirt. "I love you so much," I managed to get out past my tears as I clung to him.

"I love you too," he said, swaying me gently.

The people on the road thankfully didn't seem to have noticed this...though I wouldn't really have cared if they had. I was too busy staring at Adan and soaking the sight of his face in. I couldn't look at anything else, and it was the same for him. His gaze was locked on my face, and such a beautiful, sorely craved gaze it was...
Chapter Two:
More Joy

As we traveled home, I filled Adan in on all that had happened since I had left. I told him all about Ehldran and Tegoa and Gressan, and he afterward told me all that had happened here since I had been gone.

We walked hand in hand, and I didn't think I would ever be able to let go of him. Just his presence was enough to bring me joy...I almost couldn't believe that I hadn't seen him for two years.

At last, after turning off the road and walking through the woods, we saw the cottage. Smoke rose slowly from its chimney, and the porch steps were almost inviting.

I stopped dead in my tracks, unable to believe I was home.

At last.

Adan looked down at me. "Are you alright?" he said quietly.

"I'm...fine," I said at last, looking up at him. "I just can hardly bear the thought that I have actually been gone all this time. I'm so glad to be back."

Adan smiled, kissed my forehead tenderly, and then said, "Let's go tell the others."

I grinned. “Let’s run!” I said. We took off at a fast run towards the house then, Adan shouting for everyone to come outside. His mother, of course, was the first one to open the door and ask 'what on earth' he was 'causing such a big commotion' about. When she saw me, she nearly collapsed with shock.

Soon I was being surrounded (and crushed) by my loved ones. We all stood there, outside, hugging for what seemed the longest time...but then, we hadn't seen each other for the longest time.

Ren, Samuel, and Teran were not there however; they had gone back to their mother and father, who had sent word and were well. I knew it had been rather hard for Mara and Japheth because the three of those boys had become like sons to them.

At last we all stood back for some much needed air (we had been hugging each other tightly). I still could not believe my eyes as I looked at the large bump over Aaliyah's stomach, and the plain, copper ring on the third finger of her left hand (Shastara wore one as well). Aaliyah said she felt that it was a girl, and she wanted a girl, but Shastara said he didn't really mind as long as they were both all right, which set us all laughing (he was a very concerned first-time father and kept asking her if she wanted to sit or lie down and rest).

Then a great sadness stole over me. I had missed so much of my sister's life, and everyone else's. Well, two years wasn't that much...but it felt like a lot.

Adan noticed how I seemed to get sad, and he put his arms around my shoulders. I leaned against him and wrapped my arms around his waist as the others told me everything that had been going on.

At last Mara had everyone go into the house to prepare a 'feast fit for fifty kings' and said that it was ridiculous 'to be standing about in the cold' (it was winter).

As we entered the house, so many feelings (and memories) assailed me at once. First, one of wonder that the house had actually survived our absence during the war (as everyone assured me it had-though it had needed a few repairs). Second, one of joy that I was back. I also remembered the time when the cows had been gotten lost, and Adan, Mara, Japheth and I had all gone out searching...only to have Japheth and me nearly perish in the blizzard that had hit us.

I remembered before that when I had told Mara that I was staying. I thought of how overjoyed we all had been.

Then I thought back even farther than that, to when I had first set eyes on the cottage. That had been about six years ago...such a long time...

I was pulled from my thoughts as Mara asked me what it had been like in Ehldran. I gladly began my tale all over again, speaking of the beautiful purple mountains, golden sunsets, and the greenest grass you could ever imagine. I told her of the cool air and sweet water, and the puffy white clouds that always floated in the sky (there never seemed to be bad weather there). Everyone listened intently, and by the time I had finished, supper was ready, and there truly was enough of it to please fifty kings (or at least, it was delicious enough).

Later that night, we made plans about Adan's and my wedding. Mara, of course, had these fantastical ideas of how it should be, and we both laughingly said we just wanted something more simple with our closest friends and family.

The wedding was set for the beginning of spring (it was now the beginning of winter), and I could hardly wait...though at the same time I was very nervous. I knew Adan felt the same way, and I couldn't help but grin at him as his mother continued to go on and on.

Everything was going so fast it all seemed a blur. I was home, and I was going to be married in just a few, short months. Was it all real? I actually nonchalantly pinched myself to make sure that I wasn't dreaming.

At last, late that night, we all were so tired we decided we had better go to bed. I would have loved to stay up and talk for hours with Aaliyah or Adan, but we were all exhausted from the excitement and therefore opted for bed.

I hugged Japheth goodnight, kissed him on the cheek, and then did the same to Mara. By the time I had said goodnight to Shastara and Aaliyah, I was so tired I nearly collapsed when Adan came to hug me goodnight.

"Just think...in a few months, your name will be quite different," he said, holding me in his arms and trying to stifle a yawn, failing, and then grinning.

"Aaleyah Kiara El'Hara...it does have a funny ring to it," I said teasingly.

"No matter-because you'll be wearing a ring on your finger, and it'll be mine," he said, grinning again. Then his voice turned soft. "I love you, Aaleyah."

"And I love you. Rest well," I said, smiling sleepily.

"You too," he replied. Then he went out to sleep in the hay loft in the barn(one of their cows was expecting, and he had to be with it in the night-it’s time of delivery was nearing). I would be sleeping by the fire, and Japheth and Mara shared one bedroom, while Shastara and Aaliyah shared the other-though tonight the three of us had argued about who should have that bed. Shastara had said Aaliyah and I should share it, I had said he and Aaliyah should just sleep in it, and Aaliyah said I should have it to myself, so in the end all of us opted to sleep on the floor.
I quickly changed into my nightclothes and snuggled under the blankets on the floor. We had laid many blankets down to create a sort of mattress, and then Shastara had laid on one end, Aaliyah had laid in the middle, and I would be on the other end. We covered ourselves with more blankets, and soon were very warm. I was asleep almost as soon as my head touched my pillow…
Chapter Three:

Heart Song

Four months later...
"Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, stop fidgeting!" Aaliyah said firmly to me as she put the finishing touches on my hair. I couldn't believe it was today already. I was going to be married in just a few hours!

"I can't help it! Don't tell me you weren't nervous; I'll just get the truth out of Mara," I said, chuckling. 

I was dressed in a flowing white dress. It had short sleeves and a full skirt, and it was beautiful (having been made by Mara; she made beautiful dresses). My thick, red curls spilled down my back and over my shoulders, and I wore a crown of wildflowers around my head. A necklace from my real mother was around my neck (Mara had kept it safe for me), and I wore a pretty chain around my left ankle. I decided not to wear shoes; there weren't any elegant enough for the dress anyway.

Suddenly it hit me; the worse nervousness I had been anticipating. "Aaliyah. You were nervous, right?" I asked, butterflies in my stomach.

"Of course I was!" Aaliyah said, smiling and going to check on little Ilana, who slept in her cradle (Ilana had been our mother's name, and now Aaliyah's daughter was named after her). She had her father's very blonde hair, and her mother's pretty blue-gray eyes. She also seemed to take after Shastara more, and I had heard that it was normal for first daughters to look like their father.

I looked out the window(we were in the cottage, in one of the bedrooms, getting ready). The thirty guests we had invited (Adan and I had wanted less, but Mara had never had any children be married before, and she had gone a bit overboard...she was very sweet) were gathering outside and taking their seats. The sun was shining brightly in the sky, and birds sang from their perches in the surrounding trees; it was a lovely day.

Our wedding was going to be outside on this fine day. Japheth had twisted roses together to make an archway, and on either side of the path leading to it, there were enough chairs to seat all the people. Japheth himself would do the ceremony.

"Ready?" Mara said, at last satisfied with my bouquet of lilies.

"I'm as ready as I'll ever be," I said, my nervousness growing. She handed me my bouquet and we went outside.

One of Mara and Japheth's friends could play the lyre, and he played a lovely tune as I came to the path leading to the archway and walked down it.

Shastara was the one who accompanied me to it, seeing as my father wasn't there and he was like an older brother to me.

As we started walking, stared at by everyone there (they were all standing up for the bridal march and looking at us as we came down the path way), I made myself forget my nervousness...which wasn't that hard to do once I looked ahead to Adan's face. He was completely transfixed with me, and I found that afterward I could not take my eyes from him-making it all the easier to feel calm. I smiled at him, and he smiled back. He looked so handsome in his newly pressed shirt and pants, with his brown hair falling into his eyes.
This was really happening!

At last we reached the end of the little path, and Shastara gave me a smile of encouragement and squeezed my hand before giving me to Adan and then going back to sit with Aaliyah and Ilana.

I looked up into Adan's face as we approached Japheth. Adan squeezed my hand (we were holding hands now) and after Japheth gave a short speech on what marriage was, and how it ought to be, it was time for our vows.

"Adan El'Hara," Japheth said, beaming at his son. "Do you vow to take this woman, Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, to be your wife in sickness and in health, through the stormy days of life and the beautiful ones, through times of sorrow and times of joy, to cleave to her and weave with her, to protect her, to love, sustain, and nourish her, to be her closest companion, to stay faithful and truthful to her, and to stay by her side as long as you both have breath in your bodies?"

"I vow it," Adan said.

"Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, do you vow to take this man, Adan El'Hara, to be your husband in sickness and in health, through the stormy days of life and the beautiful ones, through times of sorrow and times of joy, to cleave to him and weave with him, to comfort and support him, to stay faithful and truthful to him, to be his closest companion, to love and hold him dear forever, and to stay by his side as long as you have breath in your body?" he said.

My heart pounded in my ears. "I vow it," I said.

Then it was time for our individual vows, which we had written ourselves (but now shown each other; they were a surprise for today).

Adan went first. "Aaleyah, what first drew me to you was your willingness to serve, your kindness, and your compassion. I have come to love you so much that I am lost in my love for you. You own my heart, and you are the other half of it. I vow on this day to love you forever, and I hope with all my being that I can endeavor to deserve you," he said tenderly. Then he slipped a beautiful copper ring (like the ones Aaliyah and Shastara had) on my ring finger.

I nearly burst into tears, and struggled to compose myself. At last I was able to speak. "Adan, when we first met, I was full of sorrow and confusion. You helped me, a total stranger to get through that, and you were always so kind, gentle, and understanding when you could have been the opposite. You own my heart entirely, and I, too, vow to love you forever. I vow to stay faithful, and I hope that we can grow old together. I am very thankful for you, and my heart will always sing at the sound of your name. Should I ever cease to love you or remain faithful, then my life will be in vain," I said at last. My vows were longer than his, but his held such passion in them I wouldn't have cared if he had said one sentence. I put a copper ring, like mine, on the third finger of his left hand.

We both looked expectantly at Japheth. "If any here today have any concerns about the joining together of this man and woman, they must open their mouths now or forever hold their tongues," he said. There was dead silence, and he finally said, "I proclaim you man and wife- you may kiss your bride."

Adan turned back to me. He smoothed my hair back out of my face, and then he leaned toward me and kissed me. I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him back.

As our lips met for the first time ever, I was plunged into pure ecstasy. Can one die of happiness? I thought as I threw my arms around Adan's neck and kissed him back. The fact that this was the first real kiss I had ever shared with anyone in my life made it all the more wonderful, and the fact that I was sharing it with the man I truly loved-and to me, one of the best men in the entire world- made it taste far better than I ever could have imagined. My heart sang with love and sweet joy, and I never wanted this kiss to end.  When we drew apart at last, our eyes were shining and our hearts were full.

Japheth said, "I present to you, on this joyous day, for the first time, Adan and Aaleyah El'Hara."

There was much cheering and clapping as we went back down the path, and people threw the rose petals on us right there.

Afterward we had a huge feast, and I got acquainted with many friends of Mara and Japheth's that I had never met before.

Adan and I could hardly stop looking at each other, let alone be away from one another.

At last we were man and wife.

My heart truly overflowed that day.

Chapter Four:
Vows Enforced

Adan and I had been wed for about two weeks. It was now fully spring, although we were getting quite a bit of rain.

It was the beginning of the week, and I was outside working in the garden. I wiped my brow as I knelt in the soil, weeding. It was quite warm today, and I almost wondered if the rain was gone for good.

As if on cue, a soft drizzle of rain drops started. I welcomed the change in temperature and the chance to cool off, but I knew that I had better go in the little house Adan(with the help of Shastara and Japheth) had built for us (it was less than half a mile north of Mara and Japheth's house) before it started pouring.

"Aaleyah?" I heard a voice say. I jumped, startled-I had thought I was alone. I turned around to see who was there, and found Adan chuckling to himself. "Did I frighten you?" he asked teasingly, putting an expression of mock-apology on his face.

"You did indeed," I said, pretending to be annoyed. However, I couldn't hold back my grin or laughter, and soon I said, "One of the great 'Twins' was scared by her own husband sneaking up on her, and they say that one day she will defeat the Dark One."

"Ah, but I didn't give you fair warning," Adan said, grinning back. He came over to me, put his hands on my waist, and pulled me up to my feet. "And how is the fine Mrs. El'Hara this day?"

"Very well, thank you, sir," I said, playing along. "She does think, however, that maybe for his prank, she will force her dear husband to weed in her place."

"Her dear husband would be glad to, only he is afraid he must finish chopping the wood and then stacking it," Adan said, chuckling.

That set me chuckling, and soon we were hugging and then kissing, both of us lost in our love for one another. I could not remember ever having so much love in my heart for one person...it was a strange and wonderful feeling.

"The good Mrs. El'Hara is much better now than she was five seconds ago," I said, smiling, and then Adan abruptly grinned, picked me up and swung me around. I squealed. "Put me done this instant, young man!" I laughed.

"Very well-wait. 'Young man'? I'm older than you!" he said, stopping at last. We both laughed again.

"I better let you get back to your work, my love," I said at last.

"Alright, my heart," he said ('my heart' was just one of the pet names he had for me; he said it signified that I owned his heart and was, in fact, the other half of it). "I'll see you in a bit." He kissed me again quickly, and then he left to go finish with the wood.

Involuntarily, I smiled as I turned back to the dirt and started tugging at weeds again. I couldn't believe that all this happiness had actually come to me. I hardly seemed worthy of it.

"Turn around," a voice suddenly said. I felt something touching my neck.

I did so, saying while laughing, "Adan, what are you-" I stopped short as I saw that someone entirely was standing behind me. They were holding a dagger to my throat.

I hadn't even heard anyone come over to me! What was wrong with me these days? Was I losing my hearing? I inwardly kicked myself for being so foolish.

The person standing there was a dirty, ragged man-probably a bandit. He carried a small pouch of coins at his waist, the dagger he now held, and the clothes on his back. Other than that he had nothing.

"Sir, unless you want to die, step away from me...now," I said, my voice becoming low and dangerous.

"Move a muscle, or try anything-sorcery or tricks-I've heard that there's a witch around these parts, and you rather seem to fit the description-and I will give the signal to my men to kill your friend," he said.

My husband, actually, I thought. But I knew I couldn't burn this man now. I would not be the cause of Adan's death.

But what if the bandit was lying? What if he was just saying he had accomplices ready to shoot Adan when he really didn't, and the only reason he said it was to save his own skin?

It was better not to take the chance.

"Listen, you can take whatever you want. Just please don't hurt him. Please," I begged, hoping with all my heart that Adan would not come looking for me. I knew that the instant he saw this man holding a dagger to my throat he would react, and then he would probably die…if in fact, this man had spoken the truth about having men hidden close by waiting to kill him. Please don't hear me talking to him, I thought at Adan, as if he would hear my thoughts.

"Into the house. Move!" the man hissed. Well at least for the moment he was occupied with me...the minute I got a chance, I was going to get a fire orb in my hand, and if he still didn't leave, I would have to...kill him. I never wanted to kill again, but if it meant saving Adan's life, then so be it.

I tried to make myself stay calm as I led the man into the house(or rather; as I was forced into the house-the man had his knife at my back, and I could feel its tip puncture my skin). Surely his accomplices couldn't see him give the signal from in here...

"Trust me, you don't want to do this," I said quietly as the man forced me to start collecting all the valuables in the house. I could feel blood trickling down my back, and the cut on it was now burning.

"And why is that? It does seem, to me, at least, that I am the one with the advantage here," the man said.

"Let me show you why," I said. Then I whirled around, a fire orb in each hand. The man shouted and leapt back. "Get out," I said in a low voice.

"You can kill me and run out there to warn him, but the second my men see you unaccompanied by me, they will kill both of you. I dare you to do it," the man said casually. Wasn’t he afraid of me?!
My hope of escaping disappeared, and I put the fire orbs out. I was trapped from every side. This pleased the man very much so, and he grinned evilly at me.

"Aaleyah? Are you in here?" I heard Adan call. I jumped at the sound of his voice, and then immediately nearly fainted with fear. Go away, Adan! Go away! I thought.

The man jumped behind the door. "Give me away and he dies!" he hissed, stroking his dagger, just before Adan came in.

"There you are!" Adan said, his face breaking into a smile. "I couldn't find you outside, so I...guessed you must be in here..." he finished. He could tell something was wrong without me saying a word.

My heart in my throat, I wiped my sweaty palms on my dress.

"What's wrong?" Adan said, coming toward me.

"I'll be alright...I just..." I began, struggling to come up with a lie (only to save his life). "I just saw a snake. I thought it was poisonous, but it was harmless-it just gave me a bit of a scare. I'm fine."

"Oh," Adan said, not seeming to believe me that much. All the same, he came over and hugged me. I nearly cried out when he pressed his hand against the small wound on my back, but I managed to keep my mouth clamped shut. 

I was unable to stop shaking, and Adan noticed. Then again, he noticed everything about me. I truly couldn't hide anything from him even if I tried my hardest. “There’s something you’re not telling me,” he said. 
I stole a glance over his shoulder to look at the door. I knew that, behind it, the man was waiting. In a moment he could have the door shut and the knife he held in Adan's back.

"No there's not," I said, turning and smiling shakily. "I had bad experiences with snakes when I was a child.”
Adan opened his mouth as if about to argue that I was lying, but then he stopped and said, "Well, are you sure you're alright?"

"Perfectly fine," I said, trying not to gulp with fear or act like I could hardly wait for Adan to be gone (I didn’t want him to die!).

"Then I'll go finish up with the wood. I just wanted some water," Adan said. I knew for sure that he didn't believe me. Still, I shakily got the pitcher of water off the table, poured some in a tumbler, and handed it to him. He drank it, not taking his eyes off me for a second. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and set the tumbler on the table. He kissed me quickly on the lips, and then, just as he was about to walk out the door, he quietly drew his sword and then kicked the door shut with one of his feet.

"Aaleyah, stay back!" he said commandingly. I nearly fainted with relief as he pressed the tip of the blade against the man's throat. "If you so much as-" he began. Then he seemed to realize something, stopped, turned to me (though he kept the sword at the man's throat), and said, "Aaleyah, turn around." His voice was again commanding, and I obediently turned around, sure that I would faint at any moment.

I heard Adan slightly gasp when he saw the blood on my dress (I knew by now it must have soaked through). I turned around to see him staring at the man with pure hatred in his eyes. Adan was very protective of me.

"Big mistake," Adan said in a low, cold voice, turning back to the man. "No one-no one-touches my wife and lives to tell of it."

The man dropped his dagger to the floor. "Spare me-I beg you!" he whined.

"He said he had men outside...ready to kill you if I tried anything..." I said, getting dizzy.

"I lied! Please spare me! I'm just a poor, hungry man!" the bandit pleaded, getting to his knees and clasping his hands.

Adan leaned in close to his face. "Get off this land now. If you ever return, I will kill you-slowly," he said quietly.

The man ran faster than any human being should out of our house, down the porch steps, and into the forest.

Adan watched until he was gone from sight and then he sheathed his sword and turned to me. "You should have called for help, Aaleyah," he said grimly, his face creased with worry.

"But he said...he said his men would kill you...if..." I began. Then I started to cry and I swayed, dizzy with shock.

Adan leaped forward and caught me just before I fainted on the floor. "It's alright," he said soothingly. "Sit down here." He helped me sit in a chair.

He talked in a low, calming voice as he cleaned the small wound I had received from the dagger. I relaxed and slowly got over my shock and fear, and as Adan held me in his arms, hugging me, afterward, I eventually stopped trembling. I felt so safe in his embrace.

"I should have killed him," Adan said at last.

"No...I think it was better you spared him. He's probably a starving man who's had a terrible life," I said.

"And a man who has probably committed many crimes," Adan said. "Oh, well. What's done is done. I'm just glad you're alright."

"I was so glad when you found him hiding behind the door. I wasn't sure what to do," I said.

"You never have been able to lie to me," Adan said, smirking a bit.

"What was your first clue?" I asked.

"Well, you once told me that where you lived there were hardly any animals-much less snakes or other poisonous things. You said every time your father went hunting, he had to go miles and miles away. I also noticed how you kept looking over my shoulder and how you didn't seem to calm down at all," Adan said.

"I'm glad you saw through my lie, but I hope you know I only did it to save your life. I never want to lie to you..." I said, holding him at arm’s length. It seemed rather irrational that I would be worrying about such a thing at a time like this, but it seemed to weigh on my mind.

"Aaleyah," Adan said, barely suppressing a smile, "I know you don't. Thank you for being so concerned about me."

"I'm just glad it's over," I said, hugging Adan again. "When you looked at him like you were going to kill him I wanted to cry with joy and relief and at the same time take the look out of your eyes."

"Sorry, but you're stuck with me," Adan said, chuckling and stroking my hair. " 'Til death shall part us'."

I smiled into Adan's shirt as I hugged him.

Chapter Five:
Trouble Rising

The bandit coming to 'pay us a visit' was only the first problem in a long series of problems.

I didn't tell Adan this yet, because I wasn't sure if I was just imagining it or not, but I felt that whenever I went into town people were giving me dirty looks or whispering about me. Did someone know that I was one of the Twins? Was someone going to do something to me? Had I offended someone? I wasn't sure, but until something big happened, I decided to keep my thoughts to myself.

Very foolishly decided, that is.

People had begun shouting insults at me. I had pretended not to notice, but the things they said cut deep, and I couldn't help but become depressed. I had helped to protect Kiria and was now being met with hate and anger.

I thought over all of this as I swept through our little house. I wished I could sweep the sorrow and fear out of the corners of my heart as easily as I swept the floor, but it couldn't be so.

"We're going now, love," Adan said, startling me (but I managed not to jump this time)

"I'll see you in a few weeks," I said, going over to him to give him a hug and a kiss.

"Don't look so sad or I'll never be able to leave! It's hard enough as it is-you're going to break my heart with your sad, bewitching, green eyes!" he said, chuckling.

I tried to cheer up, but I failed. Adan and Shastara were going on a business trip. They were selling handmade wooden tables and chairs to people a few towns over, and they would be gone at least four weeks. Aaliyah and Ilana would be coming to stay with me, and Mara and Japheth were close by, so that at least was a consolation.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I just can't bear to separated from you...what with having to go to Ehldran for two years...that nearly killed me." I dropped my head and stared at the floor.

"Hey," Adan said softly, putting his hand under my chin and lifting my head up. He stroked the side of my face. "It nearly killed me too. But this won't be two years. It'll feel like it, but the time will pass before you know it."

We had been married nearly a month now, and any time I spent away from him was hard-and now he was going to be away from me for almost the same length of time we had even been wed! It wasn't easy for me at all, and I knew the time would seem to drag by. I would have to keep myself busy.

"I'm sure it won't," I said sullenly. "I'm sorry, Adan. I'm not trying to be like this-honest."

"I know," he said.

"We'd better go, Adan!" Shastara called from outside where he had just finished saying goodbye to Aaliyah and Ilana.

"Coming!" Adan called. We kissed again. "I love you, my beautiful bride," he said softly.

"I love you too," I replied. "Stay safe!"

"And you," he said. "We'll be back with the money soon!" Then he was headed outside and down the porch steps, where Shastara was waiting with the horses and wagon (they were already hitched up, and the tables and chairs were tied down).

"Hyah!" Shastara said, slapping the reins against the horses' flanks. They started moving, and the wagon pulled away.

As they drove out of sight, and Adan turned back to give me one of his wonderful smiles and wave, I thought again of how many bandits there were on the road. Any of them would be willing to take the whole wagon load of tables and chairs and try to sell it themselves at ridiculously high prices.

And there was the return trip when Adan and Shastara would actually have the money. That would be even more dangerous...

Stop it, Aaleyah! Imagining all the horrible things that could happen doesn't help anything, I thought to myself.

Still, I couldn't help but worry.

I wondered if Aaliyah, as she stood there holding Ilana and waving, worried too.

~

That night, as I finished clearing the dishes off the table and washing them, and as Aaliyah put Ilana to bed, my mind went back to Adan. What were he and Shastara doing right now? Had they reached the next town yet? Where they sleeping outside or in a warm building?

I was abruptly yanked from my thoughts as the window near the table where I was washing the dishes (we had to fill a bucket with water and wash the dishes that way) suddenly exploded inward, shattering all over me.

I screamed and fell to the floor, a shard of glass embedded deep in my arm.

"Aaleyah-what is it?!" Aaliyah cried, running out of the bedroom. Amazingly Ilana was still asleep.

I looked at the floor and saw what had broken the window-a rock. It was a huge rock, and there was a piece of parchment around it.

I took the parchment off, and found that someone had scrawled the words ''Get out' on it.

I stood up and went to the door. I opened it slowly, and then went out on the porch, much to the protesting of a petrified Aaliyah.

"Who's there?" I called out.

"Get out while you still can," a haunting voice said. "Or else."

"Who are you?" I called.

There was no answer.

I went inside and shut the door and leaned back against it, breathing heavily. What was going on?!

"What happened, Aaleyah?" Aaliyah cried.

"Someone threw a rock through the window, and they attached a piece of parchment to it that said 'Get out'. For the last few weeks I have been receiving strange treatment from the people in the town, and it all started after I once helped Shastara with a sick, little boy-and afterward he got even sicker. They must be blaming me now. I couldn't understand it, especially after what I-and you-did for Kiria. It makes sense to me now, though, and it seems they are trying to run me out the place altogether," I said, finally looking at my arm. Taking the piece of glass out was going to be excruciating.

"Why didn't you burn the person as a warning?" Aaliyah asked, forcing me to sit down so she could look at my arm.

"Because we have to be able to see something or have already seen it to be able to...think fire on it. I didn't know what the person looked like, so I couldn't-and I certainly wasn't going to go traipsing out in the dark to look at his face," I said, wincing as Aaliyah gently prodded at my arm, trying to figure out the best way to take the glass out.

"Oh, Aaleyah..." she breathed."How am I going to get this out?"

"Just do it," I said, gritting my teeth.

She took it out then, so slowly that I wanted to scream. But if she had gone faster she would have hurt me more-and it hurt enough as it was.

At last the glass was out and I was left with a deep cut on my right arm. She quickly cleaned it and bandaged it, and then we started to clean up the rest of the glass.

We then closed the shutters on all the windows, after first boarding up the one that had been broken. We also made sure the door was securely locked, and then I told Aaliyah we should take turns guarding the door through the night.

We didn't dare go to Japheth and Mara; we didn't know who could be hiding in the dark.

It was my turn first, but we both ended up staying awake the whole night long. One couldn't really sleep after what happened; fear and adrenaline kept us awake.

I wished for the millionth time, as I sat in a chair and stared at the door, that Adan and Shastara were here.

~

At last the sun chased away the shadows, and the night before seemed to be a swiftly passing dream. Thankfully Ilana had slept for most of the night-having a crying baby while trying to protect ourselves wouldn't have helped things. I intended to tell Aaliyah that she, I, and the baby were all going to go stay with Mara and Japheth. Even with our ability to wield fire, taking chances was out of the option.

We all went straight to their house without even eating breakfast. Who knew? Maybe the people would get bolder and try something in the daylight.

After getting there and telling them of our terrifying night, I asked Japheth if he would go with me into town and investigate the matter. He agreed, and we left as soon as I had eaten the tiny bit of food I could despite my nervousness.

We went right to the town council to tell them what had happened. Hopefully they would do something.

When we finally got to the town, Japheth had to go the council alone-only men were allowed in without permission. It was a strange rule, but one all the same.

He told me to wait outside and try to talk to no one, so I waited outside the building, ready for anything but completely exhausted.

I didn't have to be ready long.

A group of men-three to be exact-came over to me. "Are you the witch who made the Orsons' boy sicker?" one of them said angrily.

Well, I couldn't exactly not reply to that.

"I'm not a witch," I said wearily. "And what happened last night was wrong."

"What are you talking about?" another spat.

"I'm talking about these. They were thrown my window," I said, holding up the rock and the piece of parchment. "And I'm talking about this." I held up my injured arm.

"We know nothing of this!" the third one said. "You probably just conjured those up yourself to get us in trouble-witch that you are!" He spat at my feet.

"For the last time, I'm not a witch! And do you honestly think I would break my own window and cut myself to get you in trouble after I have helped so many here? Tell me-why would I do that? What's the point of helping only to harm?" I said, annoyed.

"If you even have a cut under that bandage-and if your window is even broken," the first man said.

"This is ridiculous. Someone is trying to run me out the area or get back at me for something-and I will not have it. My sister and I were so frightened we had to stay up the whole night and keep watch at the door," I said angrily.

"I wish someone would succeed!" the second man said. Then he hissed "Witch! You will get your punishment-be sure of that!" Afterward he stalked off angrily, kicking up dust as he went.

The third man spat at me again before following the second, and the first scoffed before also following his friends.

I felt like sobbing. What was happening? Why-oh, why- had Adan and Shastara picked now to go on their trip?

Because you were too stupid to say anything to Adan, my mind mocked.

Why hadn't I told him? What would it have hurt?

Why?

That was the one word that kept pounding in my head.

Chapter Six:
Witch

Japheth came out with a downcast face. "The council says that they know nothing of the matter, and that if it is true you are a witch, then they will put together a team of men to either kill you or force you out...and that you deserve such and more. They said they are going to be watching you and investigating this," he said grimly.

I burst into tears, unable to keep all my emotions bottled up any longer. Japheth wordlessly took me into his arms. "I just can't stand this-and Adan isn't even here! What am I going to do, Japheth? What?" I sobbed into his shirt.

"Keep your head on your shoulders, to start. Then we will proceed by having you stay with us until Adan and Shastara get back, and we will tell them of this. We will fight tooth and nail to keep you and Aaliyah safe. Right now, if anyone does anything to you, just tell me and I will start just that. There's always hope, Aaleyah. We'll get the council to see; don't worry," Japheth said soothingly, rubbing my back.

His words calmed me, and I thought again about much I missed Adan and about how he would probably have killed the men that had spoken so rudely to me and actually spit at me. That thought gave me chills and made me feel safe and happy...a very strange feeling altogether.

There was always hope.

I had to remember that.

~

Adan and Shastara would be coming home in about a week-I could hardly wait. I and Aaliyah had been staying with Mara and Japheth, and no other incidents (excepts for angry looks or muttered words in town) had occurred-something I was very glad about.

Today had been a quiet day. Ilana had taken a long nap with Aaliyah, and Mara had gone into town on her own to get some much needed fruit and vegetables. Japheth was working in the barn (a new one had been built after the battle), and I was sweeping out the kitchen. Eventually I stopped, yearning for a chance to rest my arms. I decided to go for a walk.

I stayed on the property, but walked on the very edge of it. I was lost in thought, not watching where I was going...and before I knew it, I was getting deeper and deeper into the forest.

I stopped, inwardly cursing my stupidity. Japheth had said I shouldn't leave the property without someone else with me, and I had completely forgotten what I was doing. Was I trying to get myself killed?

I quickly turned to go back, and then I nearly fainted with fear and shock as two men were suddenly in front of me.

"Time to go," one of them said menacingly.

I got a fire orb in each hand. "I dare you to come closer to me. I dare you," I said in a low, threatening voice.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," a voice said from behind me. I spun around to find two men more men. One had a sword, and the other one had a bow and arrows. Horror rapidly filled me.

"You can't take all of us at once," the first man said. I turned back to him.

What was I going to do? I was trapped!

"Why do you want to get rid of me?! I helped protect Kiria-your homeland-and this is how you thank me? I nearly died for you!" I said.

"What are you talking about? You're a witch! You're just pretending to be one of the Twins. Who knows? Maybe you killed one of them and are now pretending to be them to gain some sort of power or defeat us-no matter what you are playing at, we won't fall for it. We are going to get rid of you-you will be dead before the day is out," the first man said. He and the man next to him took a step toward me.

I stole a glance over my shoulder. The men on the other side of me were closing in.

"I am no witch!" I shouted, exasperated. "And I did not do anything to make Timmyn Orson sicker-for the thousandth time!!"

"We're not stupid; don't even try that on us. We know what you really are, and we know your true colors. You will not be staying here to harm the rest of us. You are going to have to die," the second man that had spoken said.

The men were closing in on me.

No! No! I screamed in my mind.

I lashed out at one of them, and he screamed as his clothes caught on fire. One of his companions helped him beat his clothes to try and put it out.

Twaaaaang!!!!! I ducked too slowly-an arrow flew through the air and buried itself deep in my left calf. I screamed in pain and fell to my knees to the ground, my blood flowing from me.

The man I had burned was angry now, and he and the others approached with renewed vigor and anger. I couldn't fight all of them!

I hurled an orb at another of them, but I used my bad arm (because he was closer to my bad arm) and because of my pain, I ended up throwing it horribly. He easily dodged it, and it flew up into the air and disappeared.

Another arrow slammed into my right shoulder. I cried out and fell flat on my face.

The men began to kick and beat me, but just then we heard a wagon coming (the road ran through the forest and we were not far from it).

I was dragged behind a bush as the wagon approached. "May you die a painful death, witch!" one of the men hissed. Another said, "Cleanse the Darkness from Kiria!" The others echoed his words, and then they slunk off deeper into the woods.

The wagon rolled past, and with it went my only chance of being rescued. I tried to call out to whomever driving it, but my tongue was felt thick and heavy.

No. I would not just lie here and die.

New resolve filled me, and I rolled onto my side (I was laying on my stomach). The pain from my shoulder was unbelievable, but I had to get the arrow out of my leg first. I got a grip on it...and yanked it out. I cried out loudly. Then I hurriedly ripped off the hem of my dress and wrapped it tightly around my calf, which was now gushing blood. I knew that my 'bandage' wouldn't do much good, but it was better than nothing.

I rolled back onto my stomach, gasping. I knew there was no way I could take the arrow out of my shoulder without hurting it far worse than it already was hurt, so I just started crawling.

It was absolute agony; pulling myself forward with my left arm, pushing off the ground with my good leg, and sliding along on my stomach.

Then I remembered. I was next to a road! There were usually many people on the road during the week, and today was the beginning of the week. I was sure to bump into someone...but then, that wouldn't be good anyway.

I crawled for hours with one goal in mind-I had to get to Mara and Japheth's. I had to make it, or I would die.

Isn't it ironic? I thought. I had just spent two years healing from nearly dying, and now, after only being less than half a year, I was going to die.

No! I will not give in! I will- not- give- in! I thought over and over. That was the only thing that kept me going.

I had to make it.

I just had to.
Chapter Seven:
At Last

I crawled and crawled. At last I could go no further and I lay there, on my stomach, gasping again. I didn't know how it was actually possible for me to not be dead or unconscious by now.

I had an idea. If I could somehow find a large, sturdy stick or branch, I could pull myself up using a tree, and then try walking by leaning on the stick. It would be hard, but it might be a little bit easier than crawling through the mud and leaves.

Then again, it could be even harder. It would only make sense if it was...

But my arm could simply not keep pulling my whole body forward. I had to try something else...and if walking didn't work, then I would probably just lie here and die. I had lost a lot of blood, and I couldn't go much farther.

I looked around and found a stick that looked like it would work. I crawled over to a tree, rasping. I got a good hold on it and then, my arm shaking with the effort, I pulled myself up.

I had to hug the tree to keep from falling. The world spun because I was so weak from loss of blood, and I had been in a laying position for hours now.

I cautiously stood away from the tree, putting my weight on the strong branch I had found on the ground. It thankfully held my weight, and I experimentally took one small step forward.

My injured leg screamed with the effort, but I had to do something different than belly-crawl. After awhile, my leg became beautifully numb, and I was able to limp forward.

It was quicker than crawling, and I determined myself to be about fifteen minutes from Mara and Japheth's home (but to get to this point had taken me hours of crawling). Resolve renewed itself within me; my goal was in sight.

My mouth and throat were so dry, and every time I moved my injured arm (my shoulder was what was injured, but it was affecting my entire arm) I nearly moaned or even at times screamed with the pain.

At last the cabin was in sight. My heart and hope soared. I was going to make it!

I began to limp even faster, my strength ebbing more and more. My leg was bleeding again (it had stopped for a short time), and I felt weaker and weaker.

Finally I reached the porch steps. How was I going to get up them?

I figured out a way to do it. I put the stick on the step, and then pulling myself up by my arms, and by using my good leg to step up, I managed to get up the first step.

Only three more left...come on, Aaleyah! You can do this! I thought to myself. I wiped the sweat off my face with my arm.

It became a rhythm.

Put the stick down.

Pull and step up.

One more step accomplished...

Put the stick down.

Pull and step up.

One more done...

By the time I was at the top, I was so exerted that I nearly collapsed right there. But I had to make it all the way to the door, or otherwise I would fall down the steps and injure myself worse.

I limped up to the door, my stick thumping on the porch and sounding like someone who had a wooden leg.

I reached the door. I could hear voices, but I couldn't make out what exactly they were saying.

I leaned against the door frame, panting. I put my hand on the door handle, and nearly started sobbing when I found the door was unlocked. I gave it a small shove, and it creaked open.

The voices stopped as I stepped inside the house. Why it was suddenly so quiet?

"I'll go look," I heard a voice say. In my pained, foggy-minded state, I didn't recognize it.

I stood there waiting, unable to take one more step. My strength was completely gone.

When Adan came out of one of the rooms, I did collapse. I couldn't stay upright any longer.

I lay there, on the wooden floor, sobbing as Adan rushed over to me. "Shastara! I need you!" he shouted at the top of his lungs.

Then he was kneeling next to me. "Hang on, love," he whispered. He shoved the stick away, and gently put his arms underneath me. He lifted me and carried me into his old bedroom and then laid me on the bed on my stomach. My leg was still bleeding, and he got some piece of cloth or clothing and wrapped it around my leg.

"What happened? Aaleyah? You need to talk to me. Talk," Adan urged me as he gently examined my shoulder.

"Men...in the forest..." I began. But I couldn't go on.  I was too weak.

Shastara and the others came running into the room, their faces worried. "What's wrong-" Shastara started to say. Then he gasped at the sight of me. "What happened?" he and several of the others exclaimed all at the same time.

"I don't know-she's too weak to tell me," Adan said. "Shastara, we've got to get this arrow out of her shoulder! Ma, I need you to help. "

Mara had brought the water and bandages, and she set them by the bed. The mother in her took over, and she, Shastara, and Adan all worked together to get the arrow out of my shoulder. I squeezed Adan's hand so tight (to keep from screaming) when they took it out that I was sure I was probably breaking it.

At last it was out and they were bandaging my shoulder and leg. My shoulder felt better now that the arrow was out, but I was so tired...

"Aaleyah, dear? You need to talk to us," Mara said as she gently sponged off my face. I knew I was filthy from crawling through mud.

"I was walking...these men just...surrounded me...they said they would...kill me," I said. I stole a glance at Adan's face; his eyes were filled with rage and blood lust.

"Go on," Mara said, now cleaning my arms.

"They called me a witch...I tried to fight back...I started to burn one of them...but I was...too slow..." I rasped. My eyes were starting to close of their own accord.

"Hey, love-you need to stay awake!" Adan said urgently.

"But I'm...so...tired..." I said. My eyes closed completely.

As if from the other end of a tunnel, I heard Mara say, "If she sleeps she may never wake again."

"Stay with me!" Adan said, gently shaking me by my good shoulder (I was lying on my stomach on the bed). My eyes flew open.

I had felt a hand on my arm this whole time, and I assumed it must be Shastara, healing me. But something was wrong. I hadn't felt anything-shouldn't he have healed me by now?

"It's not working!" I heard him murmur anxiously. Nothing was happening.

"Calm down, son," Japheth said. "She's bad, but even if your healing doesn't work, she'll make it. It's alright."

Was his ability actually not working? I thought back to when I had been fighting those men in the forest. My ability had felt strange too. It was as if I had to think or concentrate harder to get it to work-even before I had been shot with an arrow the first time.

Aaliyah, go try making a flame in one of your hands, I thought to my sister. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her nod and step out of the room.

When she came back in, her face was pale. It didn't work right, Aaleyah. Something is very wrong, she thought to me.

Tell them, I thought back to her. I was simply too weak to keep talking.

"Shastara, my fire isn't working right either. It took me a lot of effort just to produce one tiny flame in my hand," Aaliyah said.

Tell them my power felt strange before, I thought to her.

"And Aaleyah says that her fire felt strange before too. Something is going on-it's not just Shastara," Aaliyah said.

The whole thing was puzzling, but this presented us with a bad situation. I was now going to be much sicker and in much more pain...and it would take much longer for me to heal. Despair filled me.

Adan seemed to notice the way fear started to grip my heart, because he squeezed my hand and whispered, "It's going to be alright, my love. Hang on. I'll be here the whole time. You're safe now." I, however, could hear the fear in his voice.

"Alright-I need you men to go out now-except for Adan. I need to bathe Aaleyah now-so shoo," Mara said. She managed to keep her voice calm despite her great, inner turmoil. She even managed to put a small smile on her pinched face.

"See you in a bit," Japheth said, giving me a kiss on the head. Then he and a troubled Shastara went out.

"Adan, could you help Mara? I have to go speak to Shastara and Japheth," Aaliyah said.

Adan nodded wordlessly, and after murmuring an apology to me and giving me a gentle hug, Aaliyah left the room.

Mara and Adan quickly filled a small tin tub with warm water and bathed me, and then got my wounds re-bandaged and got me back into bed. I knew Adan was aching to go destroy the men that had done this to me, but he stayed by my side the rest of the day and the whole night, feeding me a thin broth, giving me a special herb drink, and just meeting all my needs. I tried to get him to go rest (he looked exhausted), but he wouldn't have it. In truth, I was extremely happy to have him just sit by me and hold my hand.

Once I had a bit more of my strength back, I told him all that had happened starting from the very first angry look I had received in town.

"Aaleyah, why wouldn't you tell me if you suspected something like that? I am your husband-I have a right to know!" he said unhappily and firmly.

Tears welled up in my eyes. "I'm sorry..." I murmured, a lump forming in my throat. "It's just...you were so busy...and I thought I could take care of it myself...forgive me, Adan."

"I forgive you, love, but do you understand now why I want you to tell me anything and everything? I don't care if it turns out to be just a small suspicion of yours-please just tell me. I don't want you to get hurt again, or worse, killed. You are my life, Aaleyah El'Hara," he said softly.

I started to cry then, unable to keep my tears back any more. Adan gently and carefully laid down on the bed next to me, stroking my hair with one of his hands. I wished I could just be held in his arms, but I knew it would cause me too much pain, so instead I just turned my head toward him and let myself be comforted by him.

"I love you," I managed to get out past my tears. "I promise I'll never keep anything from you again."

"I love you too, my beautiful wife," Adan whispered, dropping a small kiss on my forehead.

I couldn't imagine life without Adan. He kept me going through everything...I never wanted to lose him or drive him away by lying or not telling him something.

Soon I drifted off into a feverish sleep, with the man I loved with all my heart close by.

Chapter Eight:
Fear’s Long Fingers

Over the next few days, Adan was constantly by my side. I knew, though, from all the questions he was asking me about the men (my attackers), that he was going after them. As soon as I gave him a good enough description, one of these days he would leave the house and go...do something to them. The thought scared me while at the same time comforting me.

Shastara's healing ability had not come back, and now Aaliyah and I could hardly use our fire at all. It would abruptly come and go-we could never be sure if it was there.

I wondered if it was the Dark One at work. Who else could be taking away our abilities? It made no sense.

It had been nearly five days since I had been attacked, and I was-of course-still lying in the bed I had been placed in. I wanted to get up and move around, but I knew it would cause me great agony to do so.

All of this was placing great stress on Aaliyah. She wasn't sleeping as much as she should have been, and it was as if Ilana could sense her discomfort- she now screamed day and night, even when she wasn’t hungry. A few moments of quiet from her were rare, and I knew if Aaliyah would just relax a bit, then her daughter would probably go back to her quiet, happy self.

But how could she relax? Her stupid sister kept getting into scrapes, and her life was threatened. She was also lying wounded on a bed, unable to move or do anything stressful.

I hated myself for my weakness; my helplessness. I cursed myself for not heeding my loved ones' words, and for not telling Adan when I had first suspected something. I didn't want him to have to think twice before trusting me. I was such a failure.

If only I had known what an awful thing was about to happen, I could have prepared myself for the shock of it.

But I didn't know, and when it happened, I couldn't believe it.

It couldn't be real.

~

"No! You can't go! I won't let you!" Aaliyah said, barring my way to the door. I winced as I, unattended, sat up and put my feet on the floor. The room spun slightly.

Earlier that day, we had gotten a visitor(this was when we were beginning to worry about Adan not being home; he had gone out to chop wood). The man had said that they were holding Adan hostage, and unless I turned myself over to them, they would kill him. He had also said if we tried to do anything to him or kill him, that when he wasn't back by a certain time, his men would kill Adan, so basically, we were trapped.

Everyone said that Adan would not want me to do this, but I ignored them. I would literally sneak out of the house if I had to.

They certainly weren't making it easy. "Aaliyah, he is my husband. I have to save him.  They can do what they want to me. I am going to save him," I said stubbornly.

"Shastara!" she called, not looking away from me, ignoring my words. "Get in here fast! She's going to try to leave!"

Shasara came running in. His face had a no-nonsense expression on it, and I knew this was going to be hard. But I would not let the people that had Adan kill him just because I was injured.

"Aaleyah, you’re not going," he said wearily. He and Aaliyah had been dealing with this from me from the past few hours.

Mara and Japheth, thankfully, were not home to also try and stop me. They were both in town, meeting with the council again. I knew that if I was going to leave I had to do it before they got back.

"Yes- I am," I said, gripping one of the legs of the bed as I stood. The room spun fast now, but after a few moments, it stopped.

"I don't care if we have to tie you to that bed! You're not going!" he said, taking a step toward me.

"This is ridiculous! If someone had Aaliyah and said that they would kill her if you didn't turn yourself over to them, would you lie in a bed and do nothing? I don't think so!" I said in annoyance.

Shastara seemed to think about this for a minute, but eventually his protective self won over. "Aaleyah, stop this. You're not going. We still don't even know if they have Adan. It could be that he got lost...or saw someone he knew and got into a deep conversation," Shastara said.

"Yes, I am, but first of all, he wouldn't get lost. He grew up in these woods. Second, Adan has hardly left my side for five seconds. You know how he is! Do you really think he would just stand around and talk to someone?" I said. It was all so obvious.

"You can't know that for sure! Maybe he wasn't able to get away from the person," Shastara said.

"You're catching on now!" I said sarcastically. "That is exactly his problem! He can't get away from whoever has him captive!"

"Come on, Aaleyah! You know that Adan would want us to keep you from going, and if we really have to tie you to a bed or hold you down to keep you from going, we will," Shastara said firmly.

I knew he was right, of course. He was getting to know Adan well. "What do you propose we do then, Mr. All-Knowing?" I asked bitterly, thinking of any way I could get out that door.

Shastara didn’t even pause for thought."We will wait until Japheth gets back and talk it over with him. Getting yourself killed wouldn't help anything, and I know that once Adan sees you turn yourself over to whoever has him, he will want to die. You're his life, Aaleyah. Don't be rash," he said.

He was right again, but I couldn't do nothing!

Just then-unfortunately for me-Japheth and Mara got back. Now I really wasn't going anywhere. Wonderful.

"Aaleyah, lie back down on that bed this instant," Mara said firmly. A look of great relief passed over Shastara's face, and I could tell Aaliyah was just as relieved as she followed them into the room.

"No! You can't make me! I have to go after him!" I cried, trying to shove my way past them.

"Stop this!" Mara shouted, shocking everyone in the room, including herself. She lowered her voice, and suddenly she looked much older than she was. "He is Japheth’s and my son, Aaleyah. Don't you think we are worried for him?"

"Then why aren't you doing anything?" I said.

"Because we know our son, and we know that if we let you go after him, he will never forgive us. He would want us to keep you here-you know it, and we know it. You cannot go. We have to make a plan. Shastara and Japheth can try following that man's tracks or searching for Adan, but you cannot go. You can't, Aaleyah. You won't," Mara said quietly, but with such a strength in her voice I knew there was no way I could leave. They really would force me to stay.

"That's not good enough! They won't find him-those men aren't stupid!" I cried, tears now coming to my eyes.

"Which is exactly why they know how to play on your emotions. They know how to get you to come to them," Japheth said in his deep voice. "What can you do anyway, Aaleyah? You are injured."

"But they could be doing something horrible to him! What if they are torturing him? What if he is already dead? We'll never know if we don't do something! Please let me go!" I sobbed.

Just then we heard someone coming into the house. Shastara drew his sword and went out of the room, Japheth in tow.

"Are you planning to kill me?" a voice said, chuckling.

Then Adan walked into the room. I gave a strangled sob before I stumbled into his arms.

"Wha-what's going on?" Adan said, shocked and confused as he hugged me. "What’s wrong?"

"A man said...he said they had you and were going to kill you!" I sobbed. "They said if I didn't turn myself over to them, then we would n-never see you again!"

"I had to search around for the right sized tree to chop down-that was what kept me," Adan said. His eyes turned dark and angry. "You didn't let her go out there, did you?" he asked the others, who still stared at him, pale-faced(they, too, had thought he was being held captive…yet here he was).

"No, but it wasn't easy keeping her in here," Mara said.

Adan stepped back, cupped my face in his hands, and looked me in the eyes. "Aaleyah, I don't care if something like that actually happens-you will not give yourself over to someone to be killed just to save me. I will not have it," he said firmly. I just kept crying, and he eventually took me back into his arms. I ignored the pain that was coming back strongly now that I was standing.

"We tried to tell her that. We thought it was true too, but we were going to come up with a plan and then go looking for you.Aaleyah started going crazy with wanting to save you so much-not that you ever needed saving though," Shastara said.

I had been sobbing this whole time, and Adan gently picked me up and put me back in the bed. I clung to him, almost afraid that if I let go for even a moment, I would lose him.

"Aaleyah," he whispered, sitting down in the chair next to my bed. He put his head by mine on the pillow, and he put his arm around me. "It's okay now. I'm here-nothing bad is happening. Calm down, love," he murmured soothingly.

"I just can't bear to lose you!" I said, still clinging to his neck.

"And I can't bear to lose you," he murmured back, "but there is nothing wrong now. You're going to make yourself feel worse. Please calm down, my heart. It's all okay now." He stroked my cheek with one of his fingers.

His quiet, murmuring voice did calm me down, and I felt my eyelids growing heavy. Still holding on to him, I slowly drifted off to sleep...

~

Adan carefully unwrapped Aaleyah's arm from his neck. He covered her with a blanket, and then he stood to go speak with his father and Shastara.

"Do you realize if you hadn't been able to keep her here she would have been killed?" Adan said, fear and relief both filling him at the same time. He shouldn't have ever left Aaleyah's side.

"I know, son," Japheth said, putting his hand on his son's shoulder. "But let's not dwell on the past. It's over now."

"Aye, maybe so, but they will try again. They'll stop at nothing to see her dead, superstitious fools that they are," Adan said. Why did the people of the town have to question everything? Why could they never just listen-trust?

"Which is why we will all be here to protect her," Japheth said.

"Aye," Shastara said. "We also need to keep Aaliyah out of sight. If they realize that she is related to the woman they think is a witch, and that furthermore she looks exactly the same, they will really go insane."

"He's right," Adan said, worry creasing his brow once more. "We need to make sure they both stay in this house for now, and that, if they go out at all, they have one of us men with them."

"And I say we should start keeping watch throughout the night," Japheth said.

"Until Aaleyah is a bit better, I think maybe I should just sit by her all the time, or at least as much as I can. It seems to help her rest easier," Adan said.

"Then for now Shastara and I can keep watch," Japheth said. He put one hand on Adan’s shoulder, and the other on Shastara’s before continuing."Remember, the Light will conquer the Darkness one day. This won't go on forever."

That did give Adan a bit of hope, and hope was a great vitality in these dark days.

Chapter Nine:
The Haunting

It was as if I got a fever overnight. One day I was just in pain, and the next I was tossing and turning and feeling so hot it was like someone was smothering me with a million blankets. It was terrible...and Mara and the others weren't sure what to do.

I would hear them speaking in hushed tones. "We've already tried that," Mara would say to a teary-eyed Aaliyah. "That herb doesn't grow anywhere around here," she'd said to a stony-faced Adan. I was slipping away.

Today had been just one of those days, and earlier on Adan had hurriedly left my room for no apparent reason...but I knew he was going somewhere by himself to sob his heart out. He didn't want to lose me. I wished I could assure him everything would be alright, but I simply wasn't sure it would be this time.

I was lying in the bed on my stomach (my wounds were on the back of my body), all alone(except for Adan, who now slept in a chair by the bed). Everyone thought I was asleep finally, but I wasn't. I hadn't slept for quite awhile. I knew the reasons Adan had left the room today were that he needed to get a grip on himself, and he also just didn't want to scare me by getting sad about my possibly dying...but the truth was, not much could scare me, at least in the way of dying. I had nearly died so many times I had lost count. It was almost a way of life.

Aaleyah...a voice called in my head.

Aaliyah? I thought.

No; not Aaliyah...your mother...the voice said.

My heart nearly stopped beating. My mother was talking to me in my mind? But she was dead!

It can't be you, I thought back.

But it is, my dear! the voice said. It's me! I'm outside-come see me...
Outside? I thought in disbelief.

Yes, darling, the voice said. It rang through my head, and it did sound exactly like my mother.

You want me to come see you outside? I thought incredulously, slipping into a trance-like state.

Yes, Aaleyah. Come and see me! We haven't seen each longer for so long...the voice (my mother’s voice) said. 

Alright...I'll be right there...I thought. I looked around; no one was in the room with me except for Adan, and he was in a deep sleep. He sat in the chair next to the bed, and his head was resting on the bed. It was also the middle of the night, and if I was quiet I could slip outside, unnoticed.

I cautiously got up, not even noticing the pain in my shoulder and calf. It seemed to disappear. My mother was alive! She really was alive! I carefully got off of the bed, making sure not to shake it too much so that Adan wouldn't wake up.

I went over to the one window in the room. I carefully opened it and then climbed out, keeping an eye on Adan the whole time. He was still asleep.

As soon as I was out, I carefully closed the window. Where are you, Mother? I thought in my head.

Over here, darling, I heard her call in her sing-songy voice from the edge of the forest at the other side of the house.

As I went, the wind blew hard, whipping my hair and dress around...but strangely, I didn't feel the cold, nor did I notice the snow start falling softly.

I'm coming, Mama, I thought.

Quickly, before they notice you are gone, my mother thought.

I'm trying, but my leg seems to not be working so well...I think I did something to it, I thought, looking down at my leg. I couldn't feel any pain, but I seemed to limp-my leg was stiff.

I'm sure it's fine-just hurry, she thought. I want to have you in my arms again.
And I want to have you in my arms again, I thought, an expectant smile coming to my lips.

Only a few more moments, and I would be with my mother!

~

Something cold settled on the back of Adan's neck. He awoke with a start to find a chilling wind blowing in through a small crack in the window (it had not been closed all of the way), along with a few flakes of snow.

"I'm sorry, love-I'll go close that," he whispered, sitting up and rubbing his face.

But he suddenly became very still, and, with a sickening jolt, realized something.

Aaleyah was not lying in the bed in front of him.

Standing up so fast he knocked his chair over, he rushed to the window just in time to see a bit of Aaleyah's dress blowing in the wind. She disappeared around the corner of the house, headed to the back of it.

He grabbed his sword and raced from the room. "Shastara-did you let her go outside?" he demanded of a sleepy Shastara, who had been sitting near the main door of the cabin, on guard.

"N-no..." he said, looking confused.

"Quickly-open the door!" Adan said frantically. "Get my father!"

Adan ran outside, not even bothering with the porch steps. He just leaped down from the porch and ran around to the back of the house.

~

Mother? Is it really you? I thought as I came to a stop at the back of the house. My mother stood just a few yards away, just at the edge of the trees (the beginning of the forest).

It is-come here to me! I have missed you so! my mother thought, holding out her arms to me.

But just before I could take another step forward, I felt strong arms around my waist, holding me back.

Holding me back from my mother, who I hadn't seen for close to seven years.

"No! Let me go!" I cried, struggling to break free. But whoever held me back was just too strong, and my limbs felt sluggish. They didn't hurt, but they felt so strange...

"Aaleyah! Stop-it's me!" a voice said. I turned around to get a look at my captor.

It was that man that been sleeping by my bed in a chair. I couldn't even remember his name now, but his face seemed familiar. Still, he -now seemingly a stranger- was holding me back from my mother.

"Let-me-go," I said, saying each word separately and slowly (stressing each word).

The man didn't respond; he just started to drag me away. Then suddenly two other men came running around the corner, one my captor's age and the other much older. They saw my captor and me and came toward us as if to assist him.

No! I would not let this happen!

I elbowed my captor in the gut, causing him to gasp and loosen his grip for a moment. I took the chance and wriggled out of his arms.

Run, Aaleyah! my mother thought.

I stumbled forward, my left leg completely numb now. It was so numb it could have not been there at all and I wouldn't have noticed.

Something slammed into me, and I fell to the ground with it on top of me. Then I realized it must be my captor and I struggled to get away again.

"Love, it's me! Calm down!" I heard him say as he held me down. Why was he calling me that? I didn't even know him-

Suddenly everything came back to me so fast it made my head spin.

It was as if I was waking up from a long sleep. My head felt groggy, and my limbs hurt so badly. "Wh-what's going on...?" I said, my tongue thick and heavy again.

Adan quickly got off of me and then gently looked at my wounds. I could feel blood trickling from them; all of my movement and then Adan diving into me must have reopened them. "Oh, Aaleyah," he breathed. He sounded close to tears.

Then he was scooping me up in his arms. I put my head against his chest, suddenly so dizzy. Then suddenly I remembered something and brought my head back up. "My mother!" I exclaimed. "My mother was standing over-" I turned my head. There was no one there, except for someone maybe hidden in the trees, waiting to kill us. What had I been doing?

"She was never really there, my love," Adan murmured. "She is dead; remember?"

I suddenly moaned as a horrible wave of pain went through me. Adan quickened his pace toward the house, Shastara and Japheth on either side of him.

"She's burning up, Son," Japheth said, feeling my forehead. "We need to hurry." His voice seemed to come from far away.

They quickly got me inside, and Adan laid me on the bed again. Shastara hurried to close the window, and Mara brought new bandages and hot water.

She and Adan quickly got me cleaned up, and then Mara gave me some more of a special herb drink that would help fight infection. I was so cold...chills shook my body non-stop.

It didn't matter how many blankets they put on me; it didn't work. At last Adan laid down beside me and put his arms around me to give me some of his warmth. That helped me feel warmer, and it also helped me calm down. I was shaken up from what had just happened.

Aaliyah was so afraid I was going to die any second. She cried silently as she stood in Shastara's embrace and he swayed her gently.

"She was so real," I said (so quietly I was almost whispering) to Adan, still in shock. My head was turned toward him, and I could see that he was trying to put a clamp on his fear. I must have scared him greatly, disappearing like that. "I'm sorry. It was as if I was under a spell...I didn't feel any pain when I moved, and all I could think about was her."

"I know, my heart," Adan said softly, stroking my face. "I'm not angry at you; I'm just relieved you're alright."

"I miss her so much," I said, a tear trickling down my face. "Adan, what if the Dark One was the one that just conjured up my mother, and the one that had me under a spell? What if he does it again?" My heartbeat quickened as my fear grew greater, and I involuntarily began to tremble.

"Ssh," Adan whispered, putting his arms tighter around me. "You're alright now. Just relax." He kissed me gently, and I clung to him. He was like my life boat in the stormy sea of life.

Whatever was going on, it didn't bode well.

Not at all.
Chapter Ten:
Choose

Somebody wanted me gone from Kiria, or at least from the town I was in. Time after time I was plagued by magical spells that would try to get me to walk outside or go into the woods by myself. Thankfully, Adan and the others knew every time it happened, and protected me...but it was only a matter of time before they moved too slow and one of the spells worked.

It had been nearly a month since I had almost been killed by the men in the forest, and Adan had yet to find those men. I knew the minute he did, they were dead. Gone. History. That was just the way Adan was. Whoever hurt me was really hurting himself.

Today was the day that marked two months of my and Adan's marriage. I could hardly believe it had only been two months; it felt much longer.

Thankfully, I was better now, and could move around with ease. Yes, there was still the risk of my mind being controlled by whatever dark sorcerer was doing it, but I refused to think of that today. Today I was going to keep my mind focused on my husband, and on thoughts of our glorious future together.

As I sat brushing my hair, I didn't notice someone come up behind me until they stuck their big hands over my eyes.

I put the brush down and reached up to feel the hands (though I knew who it was right away without touching the hands). "Adan," I said, pretending to guess.

"No fair! You saw me out of the corner of your eye," Adan jokingly complained, taking his hands away from my eyes.

"No, I didn't!" I insisted. "I just knew it was you. No one else has such big hands."

Then suddenly he was coming around in front of me, leaning down, and kissing me. I kissed him back and put my arms around his neck, never wanting to let go.

At last we drew apart, only Adan to pull me to my feet and then for us to hug a few moments later. "I'm scared, Adan, I whispered.

"So am I," he said into my neck, "but we’re together. Until I breathe my last breath, I will do everything in my power to protect you." He hugged me tighter. "I love you so much, Aaleyah El’Hara. You own my heart entirely," he murmured in my ear.

I wanted to cry with joy when he said that, and I hugged him tighter as well. "And you own mine, Adan El'Hara," I murmured, putting my arms around his neck.

Suddenly Shastara burst into the room. "Aaliyah's gone!" he cried. He was panting and sweaty.

"What are you talking about?" I demanded of him frantically. Adan and I stepped apart. "What happened?"

"She was in the garden with Mara, and Mara turned away for a moment-just a moment," Shastara panted. "When she looked back, Aaliyah was gone! Someone must have taken her!"

I felt as if someone had slapped me in the face or punched me in the gut. My hands dropped to my sides. "No," I said, stumbling backward a few steps. "No."

~

Aaliyah's head pounded with pain. She tried to put her hand to it, but she found, to her great shock and fear, that her wrists were tied together.

What had happened, and for that matter, where was she?

Her questions didn't have to wait long to be answered, because (she had realized she was sitting blindfolded on the ground against a tree, and she was tied to the tree)someone approached her and then squatted next to her. She could make out the outline of the person through the blindfold, but she couldn't really see their face.

"Ah...so you're finally awake," a man's voice said. Just his voice boded no good.

"Wh-where am I?" Aaliyah managed to get out. She wondered if whoever had taken her had Mara too. She just remembered being in the garden, something hitting her head...and then there was nothing. Her mind drew up a blank.

"You don't need to be worrying about that," the man said. "No-if I were you I would just hope my sister was kind enough to sacrifice herself for me, because the death you will experience at our hands won't be nice. At all."

Chills went up and down Aaliyah's spine, but she forced herself to stay strong.

"I hope she doesn't come. I'd rather die at your hands then go free with the knowledge you were killing her," she said defiantly. "You piece of scum," she added under her breath.

That earned her a hard slap to the face. Tears filled her eyes, and she was glad that the man couldn't see them through the blindfold. "You know, I think we ought to get a gag for you now that you're awake...and one that's good and dirty," the man said. He spat at her, and then he angrily stalked off.

Aaleyah?! Aaliyah called out with her mind. Aaleyah, please answer!
~

I heard my sister call out to me in my mind. Aaliyah? I replied, hope singing in my heart.

Aaleyah? Are you really there? she thought back. I could feel her great fear.

Yes-it's me, I replied. Aaliyah, where are you? Are you hurt?
I think I was hit in the head with something, she replied. I'm not sure who has me, but they plan to make me be a ransom-and the price to get me back is you. They want you to exchange yourself for me.
My heart was beating so hard I thought it would pound out of my chest.

When I didn't answer, Aaliyah thought, Which you will not do of course.
But I refuse to be the cause of your death! You have a husband and daughter-they need you. I'm not so needed, I thought.

What about Adan? You are the main reason his life functions. Without you he would go insane-if you left he would be overcome with grief and loneliness. What about the rest of us? We all love you! Aaliyah thought firmly.

I knew she was right about Adan. If I died, he would probably lose his mind. It made me happy and sad at the same time...but what was I to do? Sacrifice a husband or a sister?

No! Don't think like that! I thought angrily to myself. But I was truly being presented with a huge predicament.

Adan was young...he could find someone to love again once he had healed...

But in the depths of my heart, I knew if I died, he would never heal. He loved me that much.

Aaleyah? Are you still there? Aaliyah thought.

Yes, I replied, thinking of so many things at once my head spun.

Will you just...just tell Shastara and Ilana that I love them? Aaliyah thought. I could now feel her deep sadness.

No, because you are coming back to tell them yourself! Don't give up hope, dear sister! We're coming to save you, I thought back vehemently.

You are not exchanging yourself for me. I will not have it. I would sooner end my own life, Aaliyah thought back, just as vehement.

I will do what I must to save you, and we must leave it at that, I thought. Now where are you? Do you know?
I have no idea, Aaleyah, came the reply. I have no idea. Please just tell Shastara and Ilana my message. I won't give up-but just in case. Please tell them, Aaleyah. Please.
I will tell them, but I will also tell them that you are coming back soon, I thought. I think I should be able to figure out your location by our mind connection, so keep our connection open, alright?
Alright, Aaliyah replied. I could tell she was already losing hope.

You need to find out as much as you can about where you are, how many people are holding you captive...things like that. I must go now; I love you. Sisters forever and always, I thought, blinking back tears at the thought of my beloved sister in pain and being held captive. It angered me so much.

I love you too. Sisters forever and always, Aaliyah thought back. We kept our connection open, but we both stopped talking. With it still open, her feelings and thoughts to herself were much more pronounced t me...and she was petrified and sad. My heart ached for her.

I went straight to Adan. "I've just been talking to Aaliyah. She doesn't know where she is, but she's going to find out as much as she can. I'm also going to try to figure out her location by using my mind-the connection between our two minds is open, so it might work. I have to try," I said.

"Will it be dangerous for you to do that?" Adan asked. His brow was creased with worry lines.

"I'm not sure. It might leave me a bit weak...but I have to try, Adan!" I said. I looked at the ground.

"There's something you're not telling me," Adan said, putting his hand under my chin and pulling my head up.

I swallowed. "The price for her life is me giving myself to them," I said softly.

Adan's jaw tightened, and his face hardened.

"I'm not going to do that as soon as I get a chance; I will fight until I can fight no more. But if it comes down to it..." My voice trailed off. I was torn in two directions. It was awful. "What do I do, Adan? What do I do?" I whispered.

He pressed me to himself as I quietly cried. I could tell he was crying too; could feel his tears drop onto my head. He knew the battle I was going through right now, but he wasn't asking me to choose between him and Aaliyah. He was wordlessly saying that while I must choose for myself, his last breath would be devoted to me-he would stand by me. This made me cry even more, and my heart overflowed with love for him.

Aaliyah had done the same. In fact, she had told me not to try to save her.

What was I to do?

I would have to just cross that bridge if-when- I came to it.

Chapter Eleven:

Heart Games

Later that day, after coming up with a plan, I, Adan, Shastara, and Japheth set out. We all had at least one weapon with us, and I hoped against hope that my fire would kick in and work when I needed it most.

A tearful Mara remained at home with a screaming Ilana. Ilana was less than a year old, and was not yet weaned-she needed her mother(who had now been gone from her for about a day). Mara had wanted desperately to go along, but she knew that she couldn't get someone else to watch Ilana because right now, we just simply couldn't trust anyone else.

We set off on foot, going as quietly as possible. Without telling the others my decision, I had decided that if it came to it, I would have to sacrifice my life for Aaliyah. I could tell Adan knew this; I could see it in his eyes when he looked at me. They held a deep sadness, and yet an understanding.

I stayed close to him, determined to have as much time as I could with him before...before I might have to leave him forever.

My heart was playing games with me.

Of course, if I did end up giving myself to the people holding Aaliyah captive, Adan would fight to the death. He wouldn't be able to live without me; that much I knew.

A man had come to the house earlier to say that we were to go through the forest until we came to a clearing marked with something, such as a piece of red cloth tied around a tree, or something else noticeable. From there-men would be waiting for us and meet up with us when we came- we would be led to their little camp, and make the exchange...but of course we weren't really planning on making the exchange. We would start fighting, and if things turned out in their favor, then I would give myself to them. I refused to see any of my loved ones die because of me.

We at last came to the clearing. Two arrows had been tied together in the shape of an 'x', and then their points had been stuck into the ground. Shastara took the arrows and untied them, glad to have them as extra ammunition.

Suddenly two men stepped out of the trees. "You will follow us, and if you try anything, our hidden scouts will send word back and the woman will die," one of the men said.

Shastara’s face paled at the mention of Aaliyah, and my heart beat ever faster.

"We'll be glad to be rid of this one. I was starting to suspect her anyway...should have just turned her in before you decided to take my friend," Japheth said (pretending of course), pushing me forward. I was tied up (loosely enough that I could slip my small wrists out) to help ease the suspicions of the people I was possibly giving myself to.  We all had different roles to play. Mine was subdued, resigned woman, and the others were to act like they couldn't wait to have me off their hands. This of course was not that easy for them, but it was necessary.

"Took you long enough," the second man muttered. "This way."

We went at a quick pace. My heart pounded hard in fear, just as I was sure the others' were doing.

At last we came upon a small camp. A few tents were spread over the ground, and a few more men stepped forward. One of them held the arm Aaliyah, who was blinded and gagged. About ten other men bustled about the camp, and I knew more were hiding in the trees (probably archers) watching us.

Both Shastara and I nearly stopped breathing when we saw Aaliyah. I wanted to just run to her and hug her...but we had to carry out the plan.

"First things first," Japheth said. "We want some sort of price for giving this woman to you."

"You are getting a price-the other woman. Of course, we could always kill her," said the man holding Aaliyah back and pressing a knife to her throat. I could tell it was taking all of Shastara’s willpower not to just rush over to her and kill the scumbag that held her now.

"No. We have kept this woman for months, and we deserve some sort of pay for it. You shouldn't have taken our friend in the first place; you could have simply asked us for the witch and we would have handed her over," Japheth said.

"That's-" the man began. But then another one cut him off. He seemed to be the leader of the group.

"He's right," he said. "We will you twenty gold crowns-no more. If that's not good enough, you may take the girl and go. If you don't want to do that, we can kill you all."

"Hardly high enough, but fine," Japheth said begrudgingly. "Give us our friend first, and then we'll give you the witch. I don't trust you enough to hand our friend over once we give you the witch. How do we know you won't just kill her in spite because we didn't give you the witch sooner?"

The men grumbled under their breath, but their leader said "Very well. It shall be as you ask. Once we hand your friend over to you, shove the witch toward us."

I was surprised that these men were so daft. Most other people would have seen through our plan. It was good these men were townspeople and weren't so smart and crafty.

"Agreed," Japheth said. I could feel his fingers tighten on my arm. I wished I could be in his arms, getting a big hug from him. Japheth was a huge man (taller even than Adan and very muscular) and I felt so safe whenever he hugged me. He had become like my very own father, even though we weren't related by blood.

He made the signal to Adan and Shastara, and they nonchalantly gripped their weapons. I swallowed, my tongue, mouth, and throat all dry. My palms were sweaty, and I wanted to turn and run in the other direction.

The man handed Aaliyah to Shastara, funny enough
(who immediately began to untie her), and then Japheth pretended to be about to push me toward the men, but then he gave the signal.

Please work! I thought. Then two, beautiful orbs formed in my hands as soon as I slipped them out of the rope.

The men gave shouts of surprise and leaped back. "Get her!" they shouted to Japheth.

"Actually, I think we'll keep her," Japheth said. He whipped out his sword and pressed it to the leader's throat. "Let us go and he'll live. Hurt a single hair on one of our heads and he'll die," he called out so that even the archers in the bushes would be sure to hear him.

The leader gave the order (very frantically) for all his men to stand down...but one didn't listen.

I could hear it whiz through the air...that arrow. I screamed as I saw it headed for Adan, but I was too late. It seemed I was swimming through thick molasses as I raced toward him. “No!” I screamed. My orbs went out as I ran.
The arrow slammed into his chest, and he fell to the ground on his knees, gasping in pain.

"NO!" I screamed again. I raced toward him, my orbs going out.

He fell onto his back and he lay there, the color draining from his face. I knelt by him, tears streaming from my eyes. "Adan...please stay with me! Adan!" I cried frantically.

"I...I love you..." he rasped.

"No! Hang on, Adan! Don't leave me!" I sobbed.

He weakly raised a shaking hand to touch my face...his hand dropped back to his chest. He touched his heart and then pointed to me, our signal that meant 'My heart is yours'.

And then his eyes closed.
Chapter Twelve:
Unimaginable Pain

My scream of unreal agony and rage that followed pierced the air. It rang through the trees, and filled everyone's ears.

I stood up and whirled around to face the men who had done this, seeing red. Kill...burn....kill...burn...went through my head over and over.

"Take them all and go, Japheth," I said. "They should have a hard enough time dealing with me." My voice was low, dangerous, and steely.

Arrows started flying through the air toward Japheth and the others, but I put a sort of fiery shield around them(that would move with them if they moved-they wouldn’t be burned by it). "Go! Now!" I shouted.

They didn't want to leave me, but they had no choice. Aaliyah was too weak to stay and help me, and Shastara took her hand and ran, pulling her along with him. Japheth hurriedly scooped Adan up in his arms and followed.

I looked at the love of my life one last time. For him, I would kill, and for him only. I might die trying to avenge him, but I didn't care now.

I love you, sister, I thought to Aaliyah. Then I closed our mind connection.

I stood there, shielded by my fire (which was suddenly so strong). The men's weapons were no use against it. I put my arms straight out at my sides, my palms facing up to the sky. Huge orbs formed in each hand, and I quickly turned my palms so that they now faced the men.

This is for you, Adan, I thought.

Then I started to burn.

~

"Mara!" Japheth shouted. He ran up to the house, his son limp in his arms.

"What happened?" Mara said, coming out of the house. Her face was pale as she stood there holding Ilana. When she saw Adan, she stopped dead in her tracks and her mouth dropped open. "No! No!" she sobbed, pressing a hand to her mouth.

"He's still alive, but barely. We have to get him inside!" Japheth said, bounding up the porch steps and taking his son into the house. Shastara followed close at his heels, hoping that his healing would work.

Japheth laid Adan on a bed. There was no color in his son's face, and Japheth choked back a sob. Adan couldn't die. Not his only son. Not today.

"We need to get the arrow out," Shastara said, ripping Adan's bloody shirt open.

Japheth assisted him, and Adan didn't even flinch as they took the arrow out.

Shastara pressed his hand to the bloody wound and closed his eyes, concentrating. Please work! he thought, as if he could to his healing ability.

He nearly shouted for joy when it did work (though this didn't necessarily mean that Adan would live). A green light came from his hands, more bright than it had ever been. It caused his hands and Adan's whole upper body to glow.

He kept the healing flowing from his hands as long as he could, but soon he became too weak to go on. He stumbled back, panting a bit.

Color was returning to Adan's face. His eyelids fluttered, and then his eyes were completely open. He looked around with a confused expression on his face, as if he couldn't remember what had happened.

"Son?" Japheth said softly and hopefully.

Adan turned his head. "Pa...wh-what...happened..." he started to ask. Shastara and Japheth could see that the effort exhausted him.

"Just rest, son. You nearly died," Japheth said, struggling to keep back his tears of joy.

"Aa-leyah," Adan rasped. The wound on his chest was now much smaller, and Shastara was certain that inwardly, it had probably mostly healed. His gift had been strangely strong.

Shastara briefly looked at Japheth. Graveness returned to his face. "She's..." he began. He didn't want to go on.

Adan seemed to realize that they weren't telling him something. "Where-is she?" he demanded, wincing in pain as he did so.

"She told us to go. She-she stayed behind to fight the men," Japheth said. Shastara could see he cursed every word that came from his tongue.

The little bit of color that had returned to Adan's face drained again. "What?" he whispered in disbelief. "We have to-have to go..." He tried to sit up, but fell back, moaning. Shastara might have healed his wound inwardly, but one the surface of his skin, it was still very much there.

"You aren't going anywhere. You're going to lie in this bed, and your mother will finish tending to you. Shastara and I will go after Aaleyah," Japheth said firmly. Mara came in at that moment, having just seen to a shaken and slightly wounded Aaliyah, and having just reunited daughter with mother (Ilana had quieted the instant she was in Aaliyah's arms).

"No! I have to-go! She...needs me..." Adan said with great effort.

Japheth recalled the look in her eyes when she had had fire in her hands after she thought Adan died. He wasn't sure she needed anyone's help. She had looked fairly invincible, and completely filled with bloodlust and rage (thinking Adan was dead).

"No. You are staying here," Japheth said. "I'm sorry, Son. You're just too weak. You lost a lot of blood. Please just do as I say." He then turned and wearily walked from the room.

"Shastara, help me...help me get up," Adan said.

"I can't do that," Shastara said, helping Mara bandage Adan. He wished he could give in to his friend (who seemed more and more every day like his blood-related brother), but he couldn't. Adan was in no condition to be running through the forest to find Aaleyah or fight with a sword.

"I have to...have to..." Adan started. But then he slipped into unconsciousness.

"It's better he isn't conscious," Shastara said as he helped Mara get Adan better positioned on the bed. "He's too weak to go, and I have a feeling he would have gotten up no matter how much it hurt him."

"He would have," Mara said. Her face was pale, and it was streaked with tears. "You need to go."

"Alright," Shastara said. He hugged Mara, took one last look at Adan, and then left to find Aaliyah and Ilana. He kissed both of them and then held his wife for a few moments before leaving with Japheth.

Everything had gone so wrong.

~

I had only killed six men before a weapon broke through my shield of fire, and it was unfortunately a sword. It slashed at my arm, leaving a very deep gash. I cried out, and in pain let my fire flicker and then die. I was becoming too exhausted to keep burning anyway.

Here comes death, I thought. Sweet death. I have nothing left to live for...this truly will be sweet and wonderful. I took one last look at the trees.

A man walked toward me, clutching his sword before him. I knelt there on the ground, breathing heavily, blood streaming from my left arm's wound.

"Die, filthy witch!" he shouted, swinging the sword toward my head. So I was to die with my head lopped from my shoulders.

I closed my eyes and waited...but the sword never hit me. Another of the men leaped forward and blocked the blow just in time.

"What are you doing?" the would-be killer demanded of the man who had dared to stop him in his 'work'.

"I have a better idea than killing her. First of all, she's a witch. Her spirit will probably come and haunt us for the rest of our lives. You can never know with witches," the man said, catching a disgusted glance at me. "Second of all, I have heard that the Dark One is still alive, and I'm sure he'll want revenge on one of the people who caused him so much misfortune. Let's get to her him somehow-he may even reward us." My heart beat faster at his words.

The men all seemed to consider this. At last my would-be killer spoke up. "You're probably right. Let's give her back to the Dark One," he said.

So the fools had finally decided that I was in fact one of the Twins. Weren't they brilliant.

They proceed to tie me up and throw me over a horse. The blood in my body rushed to my head, making my head pound. The brutes did nothing to tend my wound, and it still throbbed and gushed blood (I had already lost a lot).

I had to make it happen so that they killed me before we reached the Dark One, wherever he was. I could not even begin to imagine the pain I would feel dying at his hands.

I'm sorry, Adan. I failed you, I thought. Of course, I hadn't completely failed him. One of the men I had burned had been his actual killer.

But the love of my life was gone. It didn't matter if I had avenged him. He was gone. I would never again seem him-never again touch him.

Never again would I hold in my arms. Never again would our lips meet in a kiss. Never again would I hear my name come from his mouth, or look into his beautiful blue eyes. The shatters of my heart had been shattered themselves, and they now throbbed.

Never in my life had I so much wanted to be dead-never.

Chapter Thirteen:

Time

We had been traveling for three days now.

My arm was getting infected. No one had bothered to even offer me some water to gently scrub the dried blood off...but why would they? I was going to die soon anyway. What did it matter if I lost a limb?

I thought again of him.

Adan.

Love of my life.

My other half.

The owner of my heart.

He was gone.

Forever.

"Move it, witch!" one of the men shouted, yanking on the rope that tied me to a saddle (all of them were on horses, and I was now tied to one of their saddles, walking behind). I stumbled forward and nearly fell face first into the snow and mud. It was cold too. They might as well kill me now. I would be as good as dead by the time we even reached the Dark One.

Where was he, though? No one had told me, and I wanted desperately to know. How long would our journey be? How long would my death be held off? Not knowing was eating me up inside.

Also, had Japheth and the others escaped? I assumed they had, but what if there had been archers farther back-right where they had to run by? What if...what if...what if...

My life was ruled by 'what ifs' now. There was no end to them.

I had once again given up. Even before when my parents had died and I thought my sister had too I had never been this utterly empty...this utterly lifeless. I was completely resigned and emotionless.

I kept picturing Adan's face in my mind. I kept imagining him leaping out from behind a tree, sword drawn, suddenly there to save me. I imagined feeling safe in his arms...but it was never to be again.

Never.

~

In the next few days, Adan struggled to hang on. The only thing that kept him even breathing was the thought of Aaleyah. He would picture her face in his mind and know that if there was one thing he had to live for, it was her. He had to find her...had to save her.

Japheth and Shastara still weren't back. Had they been killed? Had they ever even found Aaleyah? Adan cursed his weak body, but he knew he wouldn't be able to do much even if he tried.

If she was even still alive, where was Aaleyah now? Was she hurt? Was she sad? Was she scared? She probably still didn't know that he wasn't actually dead.

I need you, Aaleyah...he thought, though of course she couldn't hear him. Please just hang on. I'm coming as soon as I can.
And he would be. The moment he felt even slightly strong enough, he was out of this bed and searching for Aaleyah. Nothing could stop him.

He ached to hold her in his arms and tell her everything was alright. He was dying to kiss her, or tell her he loved her.

Would he ever be able to do those things again?

~

Aaliyah was worried...and full of a deep grief. Her husband still wasn't back, and her sister was as good as dead if she hadn’t already died.

Aaleyah.

She had lost so much time with her sister when they had been separated for the first time. Aaliyah wasn't sure how well she even knew her any more.

Yes, they both loved each very, very much, but they seemed to have drifted apart a bit. Aaliyah was sure she had been the cause of that when she had been held captive by the Dark One's army and refused to have hope, no matter what her sister said. She had driven Aaleyah away, and now she would probably never get to tell her how very sorry she was. She would never get to tell her that she hadn’t ever meant to hurt her...that she couldn't help it.

If only she had also tried to fight back a few days ago. Her sister had just started defending all of them, giving no aforethought to her own safety. Of course, she had been enraged with grief when she thought Adan was dead...but Aaleyah was always the first of the two sisters to step forward. To do something.

Aaliyah cursed herself for that. Why was it that she had made her sister bear so much of the burden? Why was she always so weak?

I'm sorry, Aaleyah. I'm sorry. It's all my fault. I never shared the burden, no matter how much I thought I tried to. I'm so very sorry, Aaliyah thought in her mind, not really expecting a response.

It hadn't been the first time she had tried to communicate with her sister by mind in the last few days. She had tried many times, but she had never gotten any sort of answer. That meant that either Aaleyah hadn't opened the connection in her mind...or that she was dead. Aaliyah hoped with all her heart it was the former of the two reasons.

I miss you, sister. Stay safe, Aaliyah thought.

~

"What are we going to tell them?" Shastara asked Japheth as the cabin came in sight. The two men stopped and looked at it.

"The truth," Japheth said.

They were silent, then, as they walked up to the house. They slowly went up the steps, across the porch, and opened the door. "Mara?" Japheth called.

Mara and Aaliyah came running, and much to Japheth's chagrin, Adan followed on his own-slowly. "Did you find her?" he said, walking and standing not an easy effort for him.

"No, son; we didn't," Japheth said, wishing so badly he didn't have to tell his son what he didn't want to hear. "We found the start of some tracks, but after awhile they disappeared. The men must have covered them up. The people around here are good hunters and trackers; they know what they're doing."

At Japheth's words, Adan paled. He looked like he was about to collapse, and when he swayed a bit, Shastara caught him and quickly helped him back to his bed. Adan's face was pure shock and sorrow.

"They didn't find her..." he murmured, more to himself than anyone in particular."They didn't."

"Son, we'll keep looking!" Japheth said. He was afraid that Adan would just give up on life and die now that he thought Aaleyah was gone for good. "We'll find her."

"But you didn't yet. She could be dead by now. Dead. Aaleyah," Adan said. He spoke in a blunt, emotionless way that seemed to hint he was in complete denial.

"Adan, you have to have hope! Remember what the Scrolls of Truth say. 'Never give up hope. The Light will triumph over the Darkness one day'," Mara said.

"But not today," Adan said. He talked in the same way as before. "I have to find her. I have to."

"Let yourself get better, Son! Don't you think this is killing us too?" Japheth said. "We all love her as well. Please. If you kill yourself looking for her you'll be no good to her anyway."

"But we need to go soon." Aaliyah spoke up from the back of the room, where she was in Shastara's arms. "We might not have much longer."

And if she had known how exactly correct she was, she would have left the house that instant.

Chapter Fourteen:
Despair…and Hope

Finally someone had told me where we were going.

To the Dark One who was in Dedran, a small country just east of Kiria.

That meant more than a month's journey.

Wonderful.

My arm would have fallen off by then. It was infected, and no matter how much of the small amount of water I got I cleaned it with, it was not getting better. As we traveled I kept searching for any signs of the right healing herbs, but it was winter. They were all wilted right now, and my chances of finding them were wilted as well.

Aaleyah... I heard a voice call. At first I thought I was being put under a spell again. I whipped my head around, but no one-ghost or human-was there.

Aaleyah... the voice called again. Could it be...?

Aaliyah? I thought frantically. Was the mind contact with my sister finally working?

You're there! You're alive! Aaliyah thought. I could see her, with my mind's eye, smiling.

I am alive, but I'm not in the best of conditions, I replied, sorrow threatening to overwhelm my heart. We're heading for Dedran. The Dark One is there.
Dedran? Aaliyah thought instantly. No! It can't be!
Well, it is. I want to die. I have nothing left to live for. I'm sorry, I thought back resignedly, forcing myself not to think of Adan again.

But you do! Aaliyah insisted. You-
I cut her off. It doesn't matter now. How are Mara and Japheth coping?
But, Aaleyah! You don't understand! There's no reason for you to be-Aaliyah started to think. But I never received the rest of her thought, because I suddenly felt a hard blow to the back of my head.

It broke our connection off abruptly, but not before I thought, I love you, dear sister. Stay safe.
My head throbbed. I turned around to see who had hit me.

One of the trouble makers of the group of men had. He smirked down at me from his horse-he had kicked me with his foot. "You were going too slow," he said innocently.

I pointed my hands toward him, willing my fire to come. That, of course, just earned me a kick to the ribs. I doubled over and fell to my knees, gasping. I started to be dragged behind the horse when I didn't get up and walk. My arm was on fire.

I somehow put my hands up to my head. They came away sticky, and I could feel a huge lump on the very back of my head. What a fool that man was. How did they expect me to survive the journey to the Dark One if they did all these things to me?

At I last I managed to get to my feet, glaring at the men riding near me. They just chuckled and rode up ahead, leaving me alone to my thoughts.

I imagined what Adan would do if he saw the way these men treated me. He would probably rip his sword of its scabbard and run them all through.

Adan.

I imagined his blue eyes staring into mine. They had been so blue and deep...it seemed you could fall into them.

I remembered the way his brown hair used to fall in his eyes in such an endearing way.

Adan.

I would never love someone else again.

I wanted to die.

And also, what had Aaliyah been about to tell me? She had never gotten to finish her thought.

It was puzzling.

Would I ever see her again? I doubted it.

I was filled with despair.

~

"How is he?" Japheth asked. He and Shastara had been gone for nearly a week looking for Aaleyah, but the men had been too smart for them, covering up all their tracks and making it virtually impossible to find them. They had just gotten home, and now Japheth stood beside Adan's bedside with his wife.

"Much better. He's still sore and weak, but the terrible fever he had left him. I think he's going to make it," Mara said, a bit of joy creeping into her face. But it was gone just as quickly. "Was there really no sign of her?"

"None," Japheth replied quietly. "I don't know what Adan's going to do when we tell him again that we didn’t find her. I'm afraid he might give up on life when he hears the news."

"Actually, I think the thought of Aaleyah needing him has kept him alive," Mara said. "He's been a real fighter; I was sure that he'd be...gone by now." She blinked back tears, and Japheth took her into his arms.

"We'll find her," he said confidently... though in his heart he feared they never would.

If she was even still alive.

~

Aaliyah ran toward the cabin, her head ringing. She had been in the garden, looking out at the forest as she thought over the previous day. She and her sister had been communicating by their minds...and then something must have hit Aaleyah on the head to cause their connection to break off, because it had abruptly ended. Aaliyah could feel her sister's great pain.

Then she noticed that there were two horses tied to the railing of the porch. Could it be?

She ran faster. Japheth and Shastara were home!

They might have found her! They might have found her! Aaliyah thought, joy filling her. She bounded up the steps and raced into the house.

Shastara caught her up in a hug the instant she got in, and she nearly cried with relief that his arms were around her again. "You're back," she said before he kissed her. "Did you...did you find her?"

Shastara's already troubled face (which Aaliyah had assumed was because of Adan's condition) grew even more troubled. "No, my love, we didn't," he said softly.

Tears filled Aaliyah's eyes, and Shastara held her to himself as she quietly cried.

Adan was awake now. He cautiously got up and walked around in his room. He did this every day, determined to get better and find Aaleyah as soon as he could. He refused to lie in bed all day long, even though he was still very weak.

Japheth went back into his room, and the others followed.

The smallest bit of hope crept into Adan's face. "Did you find her?" he asked expectantly.

"No, son, we didn't. I'm sorry. We looked for nearly a week," Japheth said sadly.

Surprisingly, Adan took the news well. He did look sad, but he said, "I'm going to find her, Pa. I'm going to." Then he kept walking around for a bit.

"We are going to look again, but you have to get better first, Son," Japheth said, helping him back to his bed after he had walked for a little while more.

"We're not waiting until I'm completely better. I just need to get a little of my strength back, and then we're going. I'll go by myself. I'll be fine," Adan said matter-of-factly.

"Adan, you were shot in the chest with an arrow. As I said before, you are no good to Aaleyah dead," Japheth said firmly. "You will never heal properly if you don't give yourself a chance."

"I've been healing all week," Adan said stubbornly. He looked from Japheth to Shastara. "I have a question for both of you. If Ma was gone, Pa, what would you do if you were injured? And, you, Shastara, what would you do if someone had Aaliyah and you had been injured? Would you lie in a bed and wait until you felt 'all better'? I, for one, know you wouldn't."

They were silent for a moment. They knew Adan was right. They would do the exact same thing in his place.

Adan knew he was winning them over. "Then, considering this, please don't ask me to wait to go after Aaleyah. She is my life, and without her I am nothing. I have to save her. I don't care if I die doing it-I have to do it," Adan pleaded softly.

"Alright," Japheth said at last, giving in. "But you have to at least gain a little bit more of your strength first. I know how much you want to go; remember Son, we love her too. This is hard for the rest of us too. Also, we have no idea where they are headed."

Aaliyah could have hit her head against the wall for not telling them sooner! "I know where they're headed!" she said suddenly.

Everyone turned to look at her.

"Where?" Adan said. He reminded Aaliyah of a man on a life boat who had just heard news of land possibly being close by after weeks at sea.

"They're going to Dedran...the Dark One is there," Aaliyah said, her voice dropping. She hated to give this news to them, especially to Adan. "They are taking her to him, and I can only think that he'll-" She paused, not wanting to go on. At last she did. "-he'll kill her. The men taking her hope to be rewarded for it, but anyway, I can't imagine why else he would want her. After all, she was one of the people that ruined him and even nearly killed him."

Adan's face drained of all color. He clenched his jaw, and Aaliyah could tell he was having a hard time keeping himself together.

"Do you see now why we have to go soon?" Adan said, turning back to his father. "Who knows how fast those men are traveling? They could get there in no time if they went quick enough, and they already have a huge head-start."

"It'll take them about a month to reach Dedran, no matter how fast they go," Japheth said. "We'll leave in...five days time. You have to have as much strength as possible."

"Four," Adan said.

Japheth looked like he was about to say no, but he just gave in. "Fine. Four. But you do realize, of course, that this is going to be very hard on you and probably horrible for your body which is already weak?"

"I don't care," Adan said. "Aaleyah is my strength. Going after her and saving her is the best treatment for me."

Mara blinked back tears. She had known Adan loved Aaleyah, but her heart overflowed at just how very much he did.

"We leave in four days," Japheth said.

"Agreed," Shastara and Adan said.

"Now that means that you, young man, are going to rest as much as you can for that period of time," Japheth said, looking pointedly at his son.

"Alright," Adan said, not wanting to disagree further. He couldn't believe his father was actually giving in to him.

They would find Aaleyah.

Adan would hold her in his arms again.

Chapter Fifteen:
An Undying Devotion

My head and arm throbbed as we traveled over the next few days, and my arm was already becoming infected. That was just what I needed.

I had tried to make a connection with Aaliyah again, but it hadn't worked. This worried me, but I was sure it was just because I was in too much pain to concentrate enough.

At least, that was what I hoped.

At last we came to the small city of Rethor. Some of the men holding me captive would stay in an inn while the others stayed with me in the stable to keep an eye on me.

Something occurred to me. We were in a city.

There were hundreds of people here.

If I could get away from these men, I could easily slip into the crowd and hide somewhere...disappear.

I was going to try it, and if I died in the process, all the better.

The instant my rope was untied from the saddle it had been tied to and held in one of the men's hands, I yanked with all my might so that the rope was pulled from his hands. Then I took off running, my wrists still tied in front of me.

The men shouted and chased me, but I hunched over so I would look shorter (and then they wouldn't be able to see my very red hair and know it was probably me that they were seeing) and then I weaved my way through the crowd quicker than they could.

I easily lost them, and I ran down an old, abandoned alley way that held buildings that looked likewise-old and abandoned. I stopped in one of their doorways, panting. I looked around frantically for something to cut my rope with.

I was leaning back against the door, trying my hardest to slip my wrists out of the ropes...when suddenly, there was no longer any door. It seemed to disappear, and I fell backward...only to be caught by someone's arms and then dragged into the building before I had a chance to make a sound.

Whoever was holding me kicked the door shut. My heart pounded in fear, and I struggled to get away. But it was no use. I was weak from blood loss, and I was sick from the infection in my arm.

It was only then that I noticed something very sharp pressed to my throat. I went still and limp at once, not wanting to have my throat slit by a knife.

"Who are you and what were you doing on my doorstep?" a voice hissed in my ear.

"Please...I-I mean no harm," I stuttered, unable to think straight. My head and arm throbbed simultaneously. "Someone was chasing me...I had nowhere else to go..."

"What are you talking about? You were the only one out there!" the voice hissed.

"No. I-I was-" (I was out of breath, was what I was) I panted. "-I was being held captive by someone, and I just escaped. Do you think I would tie myself up?" I asked wryly, holding up my wrists for my newest captor to see.

"Wes, I think she's telling the truth. She also has blood all over her head and one arm," a female voice said from behind us.

My captor (who must have been this 'Wes') seemed to consider this, and before he pushed me away from himself said, "Don't try anything. I can easily have this knife in your back in less than two seconds." 

I believed him.

After he had shoved me away, I cautiously turned around. I found myself staring at a whole group of men and women.

There were five men and four women. They all stared back at me.

"Please believe me. I-" I began. Then suddenly a stabbing pain went through my head. I cried out and collapsed on the floor...

~

Adan, Japheth, and Shastara had been traveling for close to three days now. They had been covering a lot of ground very fast, which was a good thing...but it was also obviously wearing on Adan. He tried not to show his exhaustion and at times pain, but Japheth could see through his son's masks. He almost wished he and Shastara had just come alone and forced Adan to stay at home and heal some more...but then, nothing would have been able to hold Adan back. He was so worried for Aaleyah it was hard to get him to sleep at night, and when he did, he only slept for a short time.

They had to hurry, or they would never catch up in time...

~

I awoke to find myself lying on a soft mattress. My arm was at last cleaned and bandaged, and my head was too. Where on earth was I?

I vaguely remembered coming in here. The people who lived in this place had thought I was an intruder, but I had tried to convice them I meant no harm...but after that, I could remember nothing.

Then someone walked into the room. My heart soared when I saw their face...but then I realized I had been wrong. Adan was not walking toward me-an entire stranger was...but he had looked so much like Adan(excluding his blond hair, of course)...

Adan...

I was pulled from my thoughts when the person felt my forehead. "Your fever has gone down a bit, but you're still pretty sick," he said.

I blinked stupidly at him.

"Your infection? In your arm wound? It made you sick? Remember?" he tried to explain.

More blinking.

Then it came to me. "I-I think so..." I croaked. My throat felt so dry.

The man went and got some water and then, putting his hand under my head and lifting it up, helped me drink it.

"Who...who are you?" I asked, feeling sleepy.

"The name is Wesley Tricker, and destroying the Dark's my game," he said, smiling.

I breathed a sigh of relief. He was on our side.

"My name is Aaleyah Fal-El'Hara," I said. I had almost given my old name, but just because Adan was dead didn't mean I didn't keep his name. His family might not want me to after he had died though. It was all my fault...

"Well, Miss Fal-El'Hara," Wesley began.

"El'Hara; I'm sorry- I was thinking of a different name at the time," I said.

"Ah," he said, grinning. "Well, you may call me Wes. I'm sorry for pulling a knife on you, but these days you can't be too careful. We haven't had someone on our doorstep for a very long time, so we were sure we had been discovered and therefore wanted to kill the person who'd found us before he could tell anyone else."

"Been discovered?" I asked.

Wes looked at me for a moment, as in considering something. "Oh, I guess it doesn't matter. Even if you are an enemy, it's not like you'll be moving anytime soon or be able to go tell someone we're hiding here. Here goes. We were captured by some of the Dark One's soldiers-there was a price on our heads-and we escaped. They've been looking for us," he said at last.

"I'm not an enemy," I said, beginning to be frustrated. But I realized they really couldn't know if I was or not-I had, after all, just showed up on their doorstep. "The people in my town thought I was a witch, and after trying to kill me, they decided to take me somewhere and sell me-get a reward for me. I just escaped." I left out the part about them taking me to the Dark One; I wasn't sure how much I should share with this man.

"A witch, eh?" Wes said, chuckling. Then suddenly he seemed to think of something. "What did you say your name was?" His face grew serious, and yet, at the same time, it looked almost hopeful.

"Aaleyah El'Hara," I said, feeling a bit uncomfortable.

"Is that a maiden name or a married name?" he asked quickly.

Red flags went up in my mind. Why did he want to know something like that? I was going to find out.

"And why would I be telling you that? Why do you need to know?" I said, my voice low and cold.

"I'm not going to hurt you-please just tell me," he pleaded.

I figured it couldn't hurt. I probably had just enough strength to use my fire against, and then, hopefully, that exertion would kill me. I didn't want to live anymore. "It's a married name," I said slowly.

Wes swallowed and looked at me excitedly. "And what is your maiden name?" he asked softly, as if unable to believe what might come out of my mouth.

"Fallyn," I said quietly.

Wes's jaw dropped. "You're-you're the Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn? Who nearly killed the Dark One? For real?" he ranted.

I closed my eyes, opened them, and looked at him again. "Yes," I said simply.

"We've been looking for you for such a long time! I can't believe you're finally here to help us defeat the Dark One once and for all!" Wes babbled, his relief plain on his face.

I wasn't sure what to say. I didn't have any fight left in me. I was useless to them. I wanted to just give up and die.

"I'm not," I said softly.

Wes's smile disappeared. "What?" he asked, unable to believe it.

"My heart has been wounded too much. My will to live is gone; there's no strength left in me. I am useless to you, and it would better for you if you killed me now and buried me somewhere where I will be forgotten for eternity," I said quietly, looking down at my hands. My useless hands. I could do nothing now. I was empty; fragile.

I looked up at Wes, expecting to see him disappointed. Instead his face was hardened. "No," he said. "We will not let you give up so easily. Kiria needs you. You are going to have to get past this. We have all had terrible things happen to us, but we can't abandon Kiria in her hour of direst need!"

His words were like a slap in the face to me. I decided something. "You're right. I can't abandon Kiria now. You all will have to keep me going, because I'm just so weak now in spirit, but I will do my best to rid Kiria of the Darkness. I swear it," I said steadfastly.

Wes's face lit up again, and then he once again grew serious. "May we all die a thousand deaths before we desert our homeland," he said.

"Aye," I said, getting riled now.

This was for my parents, and for Adan.

This was for me, so that at I could at last have peace.

I would defeat the Dark One...

Or die trying.

Chapter Sixteen:

Unexplainable Feelings

Over the next few weeks, as I fought my illness, Wes stayed by my side constantly. Sometimes I would look at him and imagine that it was really Adan sitting next to me, holding my hand as I moaned in pain.

But it wasn't.

Adan was gone...because of me.

I missed him so much...and part of me was missing. He had been my other half; the owner of my heart.

I shook myself from my thoughts and listened to Wes and the others talking. We were all sitting at a table, discussing what our next moves would be. Should we go to the next country over and try to start raising up an army? Should we just start by going through all the towns and collecting men that way?

"Aaleyah? I said, what do you think?" Rose, one of the women in our little group asked.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I was thinking of other things. What was your question?"

We continued talking for the next few hours, and by that time my head was pounding. Rose and Leina (another of the women in our group; altogether there were four of them-Rose, Liliana, Tegoa, and Dallia) went to start making supper, and I stood to leave the room and go be on my own somewhere.

The room spun, however, when I stood up. I swayed and felt Wes take me by the elbow so I wouldn't fall down. "Come on; you should rest until supper," he said, helping me back to my room.

As he helped me lie back down, I noticed a strange look in his eyes.

I didn't particularly like that look...because I knew what it was.

I had noticed him looking in this way at me over the last few weeks, or talking to me more than to everyone else...just little things that were different than just the actions of a friend.

The problem was, while I didn't particularly like them, I didn't try too hard to stop them.

On the one hand, I felt like if I ever fell in love again or even remarried I would be betraying Adan...but on the other hand, I wasn't sure I could live my life so lonely like this.

Because I was incredibly lonely. Adan had made me whole; he had completed me-and now that he was gone, he had taken that other half of me with him.

Still, for right now I wasn't ready to move on.

"Aaleyah, there's something I've been meaning to tell you," Wes began.

"No-don't," I said wearily. "Not yet. Please."

"But I can't help it! I'm sorry, but I can't. I think...I think I'm falling in love with you. I know you may not feel the same yet; you are still very sad and broken. But in time I think you can come to love me too, so I'll be waiting. Nothing you say can change my heart," Wes said steadfastly.

I sighed. "I see I really can't say anything to dissuade you, but the truth is, Wes, I'm not sure if I can ever move on. I mean, maybe in the far-off future...but not now," I said softly.

"Alright," Wes whispered. "But I won't stop waiting." With that he kissed me on the forehead and then left the room.

I instantly wiped my forehead off with my blanket. I felt...dirty almost now. No one else (but my parents and Mara and Japheth) had ever kissed me besides Adan. It felt wrong.

What was more, Wes had done it without my permission. That made it even worse.

Something in me started hardening toward him. I couldn't help it. He had really rather brought it on himself; my new growing dislike of him.

But then some new thoughts entered my mind.

You liked that. You miss that.
But I didn't! I protested. I won't betray Adan.
Adan's dead, came the reply.

He was dead...

But I still had this feeling of...well, I couldn't exactly explain it.

He couldn't be alive. I had seen him die.

I'll keep the possibility of...loving someone again open-a very long time from now though, I vowed to myself. Right now I am still in mourning. In fact, I'll always be in mourning...right now it's just too great to allow me to think of much else.
~

"We'll reach the city of Rethor by tomorrow," Japheth said as he, Adan, and Shastara all huddled around the small fire they had built. "We can ask around there; I'm sure the men would have had to go through that town. They may be mad-men, but they are also human, and must crave a good meal and a warm bed. They would probably seek an inn, so let's start there."

Adan nodded, and Japheth could tell he wished he could get on his horse and go into the town at this very instant. He was dying inside to know what happened to Aaleyah; he was like the walking dead.

This made Japheth glad-that his son was showing so much love for someone-but at the same time, it wasn't good. He would be more prone to act rashly now; he'd do anything in the world to save Aaleyah.

"Adan, you're going to stay with us, or at least only go where we tell you," Japheth said. His son needed to understand.

"What are you talking about?" Adan said warily.

"I know you're very concerned about Aaleyah, and it may cause you to make bad decisions in order to save her. As I have said many times, you are no good to her dead," Japheth replied quietly.

Adan's jaw tightened, but he said, "Alright. Agreed." Japheth knew it would be very hard for him to listen to them, but it was vital.

He had to do it, whether he liked it or not.

~

"Well, since you two insist on forcing me to sleep and not take any watch, I'll go sleep now," Adan said stonily. He abruptly got up and went and laid down on his blanket, not saying anything else. His father's request had chafed on his already fraying and dying will to cooperate.

He wanted to find Aaleyah so badly. He wanted to hold her in his arms and never let her go. He wanted to kiss her soft lips and feel the silky hair that surrounded her beautiful face.

He would find her if it was the last thing he did.

He vowed it.

Where was she right now? Was she hurt and scared somewhere, staring up at the same full moon he was? Was she even still alive?

No. Don't think like that. Of course she' s still alive, he tried to convince himself.

But a deep, black fear filled his entire being. It squeezed and choked his heart; it taunted him.

But it wouldn't get the better of him.

He would stay strong for Aaleyah.

He would find her.

Nothing could stop him.

I'm coming, Aaleyah...I'm coming, he thought.

And he was.
Chapter Seventeen:
Flames of the Hand and Heart

There it was-the city of Rethor. It stretched out before them, looking bigger than most cities they had seen.

But it was where they had to look for Aaleyah. They had to comb through it; search every nook and cranny. This was one of the most probable places that she would be.

We're going to find you, Aaleyah, Adan thought in his mind...though of course she couldn't hear him.

But they would find her.

They wouldn't stop until they did.

~

Adan and I ran toward each other. At last we were in each other's embrace...I sobbed with joy...
I sat up in bed, panting. My dream had left me shaken and deeply grieved. Why did I keep dreaming or imagining that I saw Adan again? It was terrible, and it only made me miss him more.

I decided I might as well get up and get dressed. That way I could help Rose with breakfast before anyone else got up...or maybe I could even make breakfast on my own to give her a break.

Wes sat in a chair by the door. He and the other men were taking turns keeping watch every night.

"Good morning," he whispered when he saw me.

"Good morning," I whispered back. I hung the kettle over the small fire in the fireplace. We needed some boiled water for the tea and the mush that we had for breakfast.

I bustled quietly about the kitchen preparing breakfast. After awhile, I turned around to check on the kettle...and nearly bumped into Wes, who was standing right behind me.

He put his hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes. "Are you alright?" he asked softly.

"Yes...what makes you ask?" I murmured back.

"I just asked you a question-twice," he said. "You didn't answer me either time."

"I-I'm sorry," I said, pulling away to remove the now whistling kettle from over the fire. I set it down. "I was thinking of other things."

"I'm not that daft," Wes said, stopping me again. He looked into my eyes once more. "Now what is really wrong?"

"I had a bad dream; that's all," I said, trying not to cry as I thought of Adan. He would do this exact same thing when I didn't tell him something; put his hands on my shoulders, look searchingly into my eyes, and ask what was wrong...or at least, he had done. He was gone now...

"Tell me about it-maybe that will help," Wes said.

"I'd really rather not talk about it," I said, trying to pull away again.

Wes held me fast. "Tell me, Aaleyah. What can it hurt?" he said. Why must he be so pushy? Adan had never been like that.

"Wes-" I began. Just then Rose came into the room, and Wes let go. I could have sang with relief and then hugged Rose. I was very glad for her interruption, and I set about greeting her and then finishing breakfast.

A little while later, just before Wes left the room, he looked at me and gave me a secretive wink and then a smile.

I did not return it.

He seemed to think he had me in his hands, like some prize he'd discovered. I was no prize. I was no pet.

Something in me hardened a bit more toward him.

~

"Alright," Japheth said after telling Adan and Shastara to stop. "This is the plan. I will go ask around in the inns, and you two look in places like the market or other main attraction places to ask around. Stick together," here Japheth looked pointedly at his son (who he knew was prone to run off and look for Aaleyah on his own or do something foolish) "and we'll meet by the little herb shop in two hours. Agreed?"

"Agreed," Adan and Shastara said at the same time. Adan pretended not to notice the look his father gave him.

They then parted ways, and Shastara took one side of the market while Adan took the other. There was a long line of stalls-all selling so many different things-on each side, and it would take them a long time to ask each of the merchants if they had seen anything of Aaleyah. They had to ask every merchant, because any one of them could have seen something. The market was so big you really had to pass through it to get through the city, so there was a great possibility that the men who had Aaleyah had.

Time was running out. They had to find her.

Adan would not let his wife die at the hands of the Dark One.

He would sooner kill himself.

~

"Well would you look at that!" Rose exclaimed. "We're already out of fruit. It must be Garen; he never does seem to stop eating, no matter how low on supplies we are. I really do wonder if that man has a hollow leg sometimes!" she said in annoyance, but I could see a smile playing on her lips. It was really rather funny that Garen (one of the five men in our group) could eat so much and still be so skinny.

"Well, I suppose we'll have to go the market then," I said.

"Yes; you're right," Rose said. "I'll go tell Wes we're going, and I'll get some shawls we can put over our heads. It'll be harder for people to recognize us that way. Be right back." She then walked from the room, leaving me to my thoughts.

As I was left to my own thoughts, I remembered the first time I had seen Adan…

I had been laying there on the ground, the wolf on top of me. Suddenly, it had just…been gone. I looked up to see a boy my age rolling around on the ground with it-wrestling with it. He was saving me. 

He had rescued me from a terrible death, and then he had taken me back to his home. He and his parents had nursed me back to health, and treated me like one of the family.

Adan and I had grown so close, and after that, falling in love with him was inevitable. I had come to love his big, twinkling blue eyes, and the way a piece of his brown hair always hung in them. I had loved the way he could make me laugh or smile so easily, and the way he had been so sensitive and caring. I missed the way his big, strong arms would go around me, making me feel so safe and just...loved.

I would never be in those arms again...

"Aaleyah? We're going to go now," Rose said, yanking me from my thoughts. She must have said a few things to me already, because she was looking at me suspiciously, as if she wondered if there was something wrong with me.

"Sorry," I said apologetically. My smile started to fade when I saw Wes standing beside Rose.

"He's coming too," Rose said. "The big lug doesn't trust us to protect ourselves well enough," she said playfully.

Truth be told, us going out into the open was a serious matter. We were hiding away right now, and the chance of being recognized was great and dangerous. It would be good to have Wes as extra protection, though if he kept being so pushy I would rather not have him with us.

Rose and I put the shawls over our heads and held them shut just below our necks. Our disguises were simple, but they would have to do. I doubted the men that had had me would still be here looking for me, but one couldn't be too careful these days.

We headed for the market, Wes not far behind, hidden in the shadows. Sometimes he seemed a part of the shadows himself; he was so stealthy and quiet one almost forgot or never even noticed he was there.

Rose left me to go pick up the fruit, and I wandered around until I found a little herb shop. Rose had told me to meet her back by the fruit stalls, and as soon as I took a look inside the little shop I would go back to her.

It was a darling little shop-modest, but sweet in its own way. It held so many different kinds of herbs, and it smelled like fresh rosemary and mint leaves.

The little old lady that came out of the back room fit right in with the atmosphere. She reminded me of a kind grandmother, and upon speaking to her I found she was indeed very kind and outgoing. She and her husband owned the shop, and they'd been running it for twenty years now.

I selected some fresh thyme and rosemary, thinking it would be a nice flavor to add to some of our more flavorless meals. I paid the woman, said farewell, and then left the shop, intending to go back to Rose.

As I was heading toward the fruit stalls-even now I could see the back of Rose-a sound floated to my ears. I heard two voices-one male, the other female-laughing.

I recognized one of those voices.

I followed the sound with my ears, and I came to an alley that was rather like the one my new 'home' was on.

I peeked my head around the corner. Wes held a short, slim (and very pretty dark-brown- haired) girl in his arms. They were talking and laughing together-he was flirting with her.

"I'd better go now," Wes said suddenly, as if sensing someone was watching him.

"Aw...do you really have to?" the woman said mock-sadly. "Can't you stay a bit longer?"

Wes pressed his lips to hers, and I closed my eyes in disgust. I wanted to wipe the image from my mind forever.

"I'd love to stay, my sweet, but I have other things to do. I'll meet you here at the usual time next week," Wes said. So they had been meeting for awhile.

The spot on my forehead where Wes had kissed me burned anew. I wanted to scrape the skin off. He was such a dirty liar, and a complete flirt. He didn't really care about me; he just liked the way I looked. All he cared about was his own pleasure. I wanted to retch.

He leaned down to kiss her once more, but I fled before I saw it happen. My head was spinning, and I was confused, angry, and disgusted. If Wes had ever had a chance of winning my respect or even love (how preposterous that was now), he had just blown it.

I was so taken up in my own thoughts I didn't even see what was happening until I heard the screams.

"It's Delathar! They're attacking!" a woman was screaming.

I whipped my head up and to my great horror found at least fifty men thundering through the city on huge horses.

The men held torches, and they burned things as they went. They also knocked as many things as they could down and broke them. People sobbed and screamed as they ran away from the men.

I had to do something! But what would happen if I used my fire? Someone might just kill me on the spot thinking I was a witch.

It was a chance I would just have to take.

Just then, as things were flying through the air, a clay jar hit a woman in the head. She fell to the ground unconscious-in the middle of the street-right in the path of our attackers!

Her little daughter kneeled next to her, crying and begging her mother to get up. She even tried dragging her mother.

Then I saw Wes, not three feet away from them. "Help them!" I screamed over the noise.

He looked at me, then at them, and then said, "I have to get something! I'll be right back!" Then he turned and ran the other direction.

Rage burned in my heart. What was wrong with him?!
I started running toward the woman and her child when I noticed how one of my ankles burned. I looked down to see my left one bleeding; it must have been hit by something in the confusion.

But there was no time to stop and nurse my wounds. I had to get to that woman and her daughter, or they would be trampled underfoot!

I reached them just as the men were only about two yards away from us. I stood tall, stretching my arms out at my sides, palms facing up to the sky.

I let the heat from all around press on me...everything seemed to go in slow motion...then suddenly an enormous fire orb formed in each of my hands. I aimed them at the oncoming men.

They were going too fast to stop, and I knew I was probably about to die. The horses reared...I felt a hoof clip me hard on the shoulder...

Then just as quickly they were turning and racing the other direction. They were scared of me, and that was a good thing.

I waited until they were gone from sight before I let my orbs disappear. I dropped to my knees on the ground, exhausted.

I managed somehow to get up and help the little girl get her mother to a safe place, and then I went to find Wes. He was the biggest, most selfish fool I had ever met in my life.

I found him at last, and when he saw me a guilty expression came to his face.

"What was so important that you couldn't save them? They nearly got killed because of you!" I shouted at him.

"Someone bumped into me and my sword went flying...I had to get it," Wes protested. "It is very important to me. It's been passed down to each generation of my family; it's very valuable."

"But the lives of that woman and her child were more valuable," I said, my voice low and cold now. "You left them to a possible-no, certain- death to get a piece of metal."

"You don't understand-" Wes began.

"No; believe me, I understand too well!" I said. "You are a filthy, selfish flirt who doesn't care enough about two human beings to even try to help them! You didn't even try to move the woman off the street, even when you saw that her daughter was much too small to! They would have died had I not stopped those men! They would be trampled-flattened-on the street! Does that not matter to you?" My voice had risen again, and people were looking at us.

"Aaleyah, let's not make a scene now," Wes started.

I just glared at him and then limped off.

"You're hurt!" he said, coming beside me and trying to support me by putting his arm around me.

"Don't touch me," I growled under my breath.

"Aaleyah, please!" he pleaded. "You have to understand!"

I whirled around. "No, Wes. I don't. You need to get it in your foolish head that lives are more important than things! Is this how you protect Kiria? Is this how you rid it of Darkness? Is it?" I shouted.

He said nothing, and so I turned and walked away again.

Wes was a fool-a complete and total fool.

He would never win my respect, and I would certainly never dream of loving him.

I felt so alone in this world.
Chapter Eighteen:
Flying

I limped back to find the woman and her child. The woman would need some medical attention, and I would have to see to it that she got it.

I was furious at Wes. He had been an absolute fool!

I watched as people all around dashed to put fires out or stooped to pick up broken or smashed things. The whole city was chaotic, and a complete mess.

As I was seething, my mind fogged by rage, I didn't notice the man coming my way until we collided, slamming into each other.

The man caught me in his arms just before I fell to the ground(I had pulled up my shawl again, and it fell back to the ground now), and for a moment I almost thought it was Wes and pushed away...but I soon realized it was not Wes that I was staring up at.

The man's jaw literally dropped, as mine probably did as well. I stumbled back a few steps. "Y-you're a ghost," I said hoarsely. "I saw you die."

"It's me, Aaleyah!" the man insisted, stepping toward me, his eyes pleading with me to believe him.

I stood before him and reached my hand up to brush a lock of brown hair out of his very blue eyes.

My heart sang, screamed, cried, and whooped all at the same time.

"Adan!" I cried, throwing myself at him. I clung to him, never intending to let go again. "You're-you're alive!"

He clutched me tightly in his arms and then pulled my face up towards his so he could kiss me. As our lips met, I was certain this was the most wonderful kiss of my life.

We were both just so overjoyed we couldn't speak. I seemed to forget the growing pain in my shoulder and ankle as I practically melted in Adan's arms.

"You're alive," I sobbed again when we at last pulled apart. "I thought...I thought..." I was unable to finish.

"Ssh," Adan murmured soothingly, holding me in his arms as he gently swayed me and stroked my hair. "Everything's alright now. I'm not dead, Aaleyah. I'm right here."

At last we stood back, our faces both streaked with tears. Then I heard two other familiar voices. "Aaleyah?" they called.

Then I was being hugged by Shastara, my wonderful brother-in-law, and then Japheth, my wonderful father-in-law (though he now felt like my real father, and Shastara my real brother).

"I'm going to need to steal her back now," Adan said, smiling, as his father hugged me tightly for a long time. "I don't know how much more of this separation business my old, weak heart can take."

That set us all chuckling, and then I was back in Adan's arms. I felt so safe. Someone might as well tie us together with a rope, because I was never leaving his side again.

As Adan's hand brushed my sore shoulder, I winced. The pain was back now, in full force.

"You're hurt!" Adan exclaimed. (strangely, those had been Wes's exact words when he had found out I was injured as well) "You used your fire back there, didn't you? You seem very weak."

"I did," I said, suddenly dizzy. I swayed a bit, but Adan had me securely in his arms so that I couldn't fall. "And yes, it left me quite weak."

"Come on; let's get her home," Japheth said as Adan picked me up.

My foggy mind did remember something though. "Wait-we can't go yet," I said.

"What do you mean?" Adan asked, his face the perfect image of confusion.

"Well, first of all I need to see to a woman that was hurt in the raid. Then I need to tell the people who I was living with that I am going, and we need to finalize our plans," I said. I realized suddenly that I had made those plans when I thought Adan was dead. Would I even be able to carry them out now?

Adan looked reluctant, but at last he set me down so Shastara could take care of my ankle and shoulder and then so I could go do the things I said I needed to.

Adan walked by my side, holding my hand. "When I woke up back home, all I could think about was saving you," he said. "You are what kept me alive." He stroked the back of my hand with his thumb.

I felt like stopping and just standing there in his embrace-just forgetting everything else I needed to do. "And I thought you were dead," I said. "I was so grieved I didn't think I could stay alive. You are my life...without you I'm empty." I looked up into his wonderful face for the millionth time since we had found each other. I couldn't see enough of it.

Suddenly my thoughts strayed to Wes. Where was he now? Hopefully hiding away somewhere, full of complete guilt and shame.

But no. Of course the moment he would appear in front of me the moment I thought of him.
He somehow didn't notice Adan next to me at first, and said, "Listen, Aaleyah, I'm sorry. Forgive me. Please. Give me another chance. Let me prove myself to you; let me prove I'm worthy of your love," he gushed.

I felt like throwing up on the ground. He would never be worthy of my love.

I looked up into Adan's face, which of course was filled with horror as he stared at Wes. I stepped aside so that Wes could see Adan better. "Wes, meet my husband-the only man who I would-will- ever give my love to," I said stonily. Adan squeezed my shoulder with his hand. "But, if you really mean it, I do forgive you. I think you to be a complete fool, but if you are repentant, so be it. The ones you should be really be begging forgiveness from are that woman and her daughter though. You wronged them, not me."

Wes hung his head in shame. I knew he didn't have the guts to walk up to them and do so. He was too proud.

Suddenly his head came back up. "You said your husband was dead," he said. As if that really mattered now!

"I thought he was, but I was wrong. What does that have to do with anything?" I said.

"It was basically like inviting me to give my attentions to you," he argued.

"What? It most certainly was not!" I spat at him. "I never asked you to be so pushy-and even if I ever had thought of wanting your 'attentions', I wasn't the only one you gave them to."

"What are you talking about?" Wes said.

"I saw you with that woman-though she was so young she was hardly even a woman," I said in a low, cold voice.

"You are lying!" Wes said, coming at me as to grab me by the arm.

Adan was suddenly stepping in front of me, his hand on the hilt of his sword. "Don't. Touch. Her," he said slowly, emphasizing each word separately. Wes stepped back a bit.

 "How do I even know this man is your husband and he's not just forcing you to play along with this game because he'll do something bad to you or carry out some threat otherwise?" Wes said, taking his eyes from a now very threatening, terrifying Adan to look at me.

"This is ridiculous!" I spat. "Wes, you have shamed the name of the Light, and you're not even repentant!"

Wes said nothing, hanging his head once more.

"Let's go, Adan," I said, gently pulling on his arm. He stepped away from Wes to follow me.

"Wait!" Wes said. "Where is the woman?"

"We're going to see her now," I said. "If you are going to apologize to her, you are welcome to come along. If not, then please don't follow us."

Wordlessly, Wes followed, which caused me to assume he was truly repentant now. I was glad of that, but I was still not completely forgiving of him.

When we got there though, a shame-faced Wes knelt before the woman and her daughter. He told them what had happened and begged them to forgive him though he didn't deserve it. The woman did so surprisingly kindly, and the tense mood lifted a bit as I bandaged her head.

She thanked me, and then Adan, Wes and I all left. "We need to decide what to do," Wes said.

"I know," I replied, holding Adan's hand once more. "Whatever it is, you and the others can't stay here any longer. You're going to be discovered, and that will be no help at all to any of us. You need to leave here."

We discussed the matter once we had found Shastara, Japheth, Rose, Tegoa, Dallia, and the other men (that had been in Wes's group). They asked if they could travel back with us to our home town. They could find jobs and homes, and they wouldn't have to live in fear of being found out. It would also be easier for them to meet with me and Aaliyah and make plans about getting an army together. The Dark One's followers were dwindling by the day, and it wouldn't be long now before their number was small enough for us to destroy. Then it would be a straight shot to the Dark One himself.

It was agreed, and we all got ready to go. No one in the city was angry or afraid of my fire; in fact, as we rode down the streets, people started cheering for me. Some sobbed thanks, and others called me 'Elyim os Rethor!’ (Protector of Rethor). My fire had driven away the raiders, but I didn't want everyone to worship me so...still, I just smiled and thanked them all as best I could.

Adan and I rode side by side on our horses. "So, Mrs. El'Hara, shall we head home?" he asked playfully, grinning from ear to ear.

"That would be wonderful," I said, chuckling, "Mr. El'Hara. Your wife is very glad to see you, you know."

"Oh-did she tell you that?" he asked.

"She did. She also said that if she ever has to leave your side again, she will go mad. Completely, totally mad," I said, trying but failing to hold back a smile.

Then Adan was leaning toward me over his horse, still managing to keep his hands on the reins, and our lips met yet again.

Joy filled me, and I truly wondered if I was flying.

My heart was overflowing, yet again, with love.
Chapter Nineteen:
Black Magic

We were about to stop and make camp that night when Adan suddenly fell from his saddle.

"Adan!" I cried, leaping from my own to help him. I knelt beside him and put his head in my lap, ignoring the way bending my ankle felt (it hurt badly, but my pain disappeared in my worry for Adan). "Please be alright," I whispered, stroking his face. "Adan? Wake up!"

I shook him gently, and his eyes slowly opened. He must have passed out for a few moments. "Why...am I laying on the ground?" he asked, confused.

"You just lost consciousness and fell out of your saddle," I said. Japheth and Shastara helped get him to his feet.

Adan shook his head as if to clear it. "I'm sorry...I must have been more tired than I thought," he said, rubbing his face after Japheth and Shastara helped him sit against a tree.

I got up but was unsteady on my feet, and when I swayed, about to fall, Wes took my arm and helped me walk without asking. I didn't stop him, but I still wasn't one hundred percent...friends with him again. I knew he had righted his wrong, but for some reason I couldn't forget it. Why must I hold grudges?

We went over to Adan, and I took a seat by him. I put one arm behind him and the other around the front of him, resting my head on his chest. "How do you feel?" I asked, looking up at him.

"Dizzy, but it's going away. It must be my wound. It's mostly healed, but it keeps acting up at strange times," Adan answered. He sounded forlorn almost, as if he desperately wanted his wound to stop causing him problems yet knew it wasn't going to happen any time soon. I wanted to cradle him in my arms as he had done so many times for me when I was sick.

I suddenly remembered the others were already starting to set up camp. I hated to leave Adan, but I knew I should go help them. "Adan, I'm sorry, but I better go help them," I said reluctantly.

"No-you stay right there. The two of you need to rest," Japheth said firmly as he walked past.

"Very well," I said. Then I said more to myself to anyone else, "Not that I mind in the least."

I looked up at Adan and found him grinning. I hadn't thought I had said it that loudly, but he must have heard me. "You always have been the best cure for my sicknesses or wounds anyway...and you wouldn't want the patient to get any sicker would you?" he said playfully.

"No. The patient has caused me far too much worry already," I said, playing along yet at the same time meaning it. When I had thought Adan was dead I had nearly died on the spot.

Adan was suddenly leaning down to kiss me. I sat up straighter to kiss him back, now ignoring the pain in my shoulder.

At last we pulled away, our eyes sparkling (Adan's were, at least, and I was sure mine were-my heart was definitely singing). I dropped my head back to Adan's chest and hugged him hard.

"Oof-the patient needs air," Adan chuckled.

"I'm sorry..." I said. "It's just...when I thought you were dead, I nearly died myself. I wanted to throw myself off a cliff, or..."

"I understand, my love," Adan murmured into my hair. "I felt the same way when I wasn't able to come after you and I knew you were being taken to the Dark One. I felt so hopeless, and at the same time, that's what made me fight harder to stay alive...but let's not dwell on the past. We're together now, and I'm not leaving your side again."

His words comforted me, and I snuggled closer to him. He tightened his arms around me, and I felt that sense of safety that I hadn't felt for such a long time. Everything was alright...at least for now. I would not dwell on the past, and I would not think of the future.

Suddenly I heard a deep, inhuman growl. I brought my head up and looked around.

"What is it, Aaleyah?" Adan asked sleepily. He must not have heard it...

I heard it again and painfully got to my feet. I strained my ears to see if I could hear it-whatever it was-move around.

"What is going on?" Adan said, shakily getting to his feet as well.

Then I heard what sounded like a mountain cat screaming, and suddenly something huge and furry was flying through the air at me.  Everything seemed to move in slow motion...and then suddenly Adan was shoving me out of the way. The huge beast slammed into him, and they both fell heavily to the ground.

I tried to use my fire on it, but my ability chose this moment not to work. Having no other weapons, I grabbed the creature by the back and yanked it off a now bloody Adan.

It hissed and leaped at me, and we rolled around on the ground, each struggling to stay alive (and the creature obviously winning). It pinned me down, breathing its hot, smelly breath in my face and baring its long, sharp fangs. I had never seen this type of creature before, and I knew that it must be some nightmarish being that the Dark One had recently created.

Just as it lowered its mouth to take a bite of my neck, my hands found a heavy rock. I brought it up and hit it hard against the beast's head. It cried out in pain and fell off of me...but it also got even angrier.

I got up and looked around frantically-there it was-Adan’s sword! I grabbed it and spun to face my opponent.

It screamed in rage and leaped at me again, but this time I was ready. I pointed my sword at it, and it ended up jumping right onto the end of it-skewering itself.

It fell to the ground, writhing in pain. I pointed my hand at it, let the heat press on me, and then watched in relief as a long jet of fire flowed from my hand and burned the creature. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air, and I felt sick.

Using most of my remaining strength, I yanked the sword out of the creature. Then I fell to my knees, exhausted. I dropped the sword and crawled over to Adan, who was now motionless.

His face was as white as a sheet, and blood streamed from each of his shoulders. He must have hit his head against a rock and fallen unconscious, because his hair looked bloody too.

"Shastara! Japheth! Wes! SOMEONE!!" I screamed. I had tried screaming for them before, but my voice hadn't worked. I had been too afraid and focused on killing the animal that was trying to kill Adan and I.

Wes, of course, was the first one to come running. He was followed by Shastara, Japheth, and then the rest of his little group. They all had their swords drawn.

"Adan! Wake up! Please, wake up!" I said, shaking him. If we let him get too deep into unconsciousness, he would quietly slip away from us...Panic filled me, and I said his name over and over again. I pulled his head into my lap as before.

The others had gathered around us now, and Shastara was beginning to heal Adan's wounds. "What happened?" Shastara asked.

"This creature just...flew through the air! It was headed at me but Adan stepped in the way, and they both fell to the ground. He must have hit his head on some rock...but I've never seen the thing before! The Dark One must be creating new dark creatures. Is Adan going to be okay? Why is this happening?" I rambled, my thoughts all tumbling together.

Suddenly Adan's eyelids fluttered open. "A-Aaleyah?" he said looking around. His face was worried until he realized that his head resting on my lap. My hair fell down and created a sort of curtain around his head. I stroked his forehead, brushing my hair aside so I could see his face better. "I can't feel my arms."

I looked at Shastara, horror choking me. "He's in shock, and his whole body was jarred hard," Shastara said reassuringly. "The numbness will wear off."

I turned my eyes back to Adan. "Do you remember anything?" I asked. If someone hit their head hard enough, there were times where they could forget everything-who they were, who their loved ones were, what their name was...

"All I remember is some creature screaming and flying through the air...at you," Adan said, looking around at the others and then bringing his gaze back to me as he said ‘at you’. He looked confused, as if he was trying to sort out his thoughts. "Then I hit the ground, and my head hit something sharp..." Even now his head was bleeding, and a huge red spot was spreading on my dress.

"His head, Shastara!" I cried. He had a very deep gash on it, and he was growing weaker by the minute.

"I don't know if I can use my healing on his head," Shastara said. "The force of it could cause him to fall into such a deep sleep that he might never wake. My power might be too powerful so close to his brain."

"Have you ever tried before?" I asked.

"No," Shastara admitted.

"Just...try it..." Adan said, his speech slurred by pain.

Shastara nervously lifted up Adan's head and placed his hand underneath it. A green light flowed from Shastara's hand, and I impatiently waited to see if Adan would be all right.

Please don't fall asleep...please don't fall asleep... I thought over and over again at Adan as if he could hear me.

His eyes closed, and my heart missed a beat. No!

Then just as quickly they opened. "I think it worked," Adan said hoarsely. Shastara turned him onto his side to get a better look at his head.

"It did work," he breathed, relief plain in his voice. "But we need to get him resting in a proper place. Japheth, help me carry him."

"I'll be right there," I said, giving Adan a quick kiss on the lips before Shastara and Japheth carried him back to our little camp. I went over to the dead beast, which was already being examined by Wes, Garen, and Rose. The others had gone back to camp as well.

"What do you think it is?" Rose murmured.

"Some new, dark creation that the Dark One thought up recently," I said, my voice hard and cold. "He must be getting desperate if he would send such a thing after me to kill me. I thought he wanted to do it himself."

"Or he somehow knew you were with Adan, and knew that Adan would try to protect you and die in the process," Wes said. "Then you would just be so heartbroken and despairing that getting you back wouldn't be hard; you wouldn't put up a fight."

Whatever the reason, things were not good...not good at all.

Chapter Twenty:
Torn

Aaleyah...Aaleyah...
I turned over to go back to sleep, but that voice stayed persistent.

Aaleyah...Aaleyah...
My eyes opened slowly, and I looked around sleepily. I must have been dreaming-there was no one here. I snuggled closer to Adan.

Aaleyah...
There it was again!

That was it. Whoever was playing a trick on me was going to pay-be it a trick, a joke, or...whatever. I was tired, and I was sick of my name being called. I sat up angrily and looked around.

Then something came to me. It might not be a trick.

It might be the Dark One himself, trying to get me back by luring me away from everyone else and then having one of his followers grab me and...

Aaleyah...come here, Aaleyah! I want to see you...
I listened to the voice and tried to think whose it sounded like. It didn't sound like Aaliyah's, so she couldn't be the one being impersonated, though she never had been. It didn't sound like my mother's, so it couldn't be hers either.

Aaleyah, I'm waiting... the voice called.

It was a male voice.

My father's voice?

I stood up quietly, looking around. Garen was on guard, but he was too far away to hear me moving. I crept toward a tall, broad tree and listened, my heart pounding.

Aaleyah...
It was my father's voice.

I'm coming, but where are you? I thought, preparing myself to use my fire against whatever man or creature was lurking in the dark-waiting for me.

Over here...to your right. By the cluster of oak trees, came the reply.

That had to be a lie. Whatever it or he was would want me to go over there, and then be an easy target. They had to either be somewhere close by to the supposed 'meeting' place, as in, maybe a feet away, or they had to be very far away and count on the probability of them actually being able to creep up on me without me hearing.

I looked back at Adan; he was still asleep. Should I wake him? Should I get Garen? Should I get someone?

Please just come! I have you missed you so, my dear daughter, the voice said.

I don't see you, I thought. You're not where you said you where. I truly did see nothing by the small cluster of oak trees mentioned previously.

I'm here, the voice said.

Then another idea came to me.

I-I'm scared! I think I just felt something brush against my leg! What if it's a wolf? Please come to me, quickly! I thought, trying to make myself seem as scared as possible.

Where are you? the voice said.

By the oak trees! I thought in a petrified way. I was really about ten feet to the left of the oak trees, out of sight. I quickly hung my cloak on a little branch so it would look like I was standing there, waiting.

The thing-or man; whatever it was-took the bait. I watched as they crept over to my cloak. When they got there, (I realized now it was a man-or at least something very much like a man) I heard them whisper, "I'm here, dearest." It was really more of a snarl than anything else, and I shivered at the sound of it.

Then I gathered the surrounding heat...and an orb of fire appeared in each hand. I leaped out of from behind the bushes I was hiding behind, and said, "Move and you're dead."

The man, whose face had been filled with shock at finding nothing but a cloak, now stood dead still. I hoped horror froze his limbs.

"Why did you come here?" I said in a low, cold voice.

"Th-the Dark One sent me," the man stammered. "

This was getting old. I already knew that my mother's voice had been used to try and lure me, so of course when I heard my dead father's voice I wasn't going to fall for it. How stupid did the Dark One think I was?

"The Dark One is getting more and more foolish," I said.

"As are you," a voice behind me suddenly said. I whirled around...or rather, tried to. "He sent someone else," the voice said menacingly.

Just before a filthy, smelly hand went over my mouth, I screamed.

At the top of my lungs.

~

Adan heard a sound. His eyelids fluttered open. "Aaleyah?" he murmured sleepily. He felt around next to him, but his hands only met dew-damp grass.

There came the sound again.

Adan's heart stopped.

Aaleyah was screaming.

~

I wouldn't have been screaming so loud if I had known that I could roast the men with my fire...but that was just it.

I didn't know if I could, because lately my fire would work on and off-I had no guarantee at what time it would actually work.

I was also screaming because I wasn't sure if these men had black magic, and I knew I would be powerless against them if I did. I had to get help. I cursed myself for not taking Adan or Garen with me.

Just as my captor punched me with all his might in my ribs, probably breaking a few of them, and I hung limply in his arms, coughing and gasping for air, someone came crashing through the trees and bushes. Their sword glinted in the moonlight.

Adan.

He easily killed the first man, who was just too startled to get his sword out fast enough.

The second man, however, held a knife to my throat. "If you take one more step toward us, I'll kill her," he hissed in a dark, unusually reptile-like voice. So maybe my attackers had not been so human after all.

Everyone else-Wes, Shastara, Japheth, Garen, and the others-had all gathered behind Adan.

"You're outnumbered twelve to one," Adan said. "Let her go."

The man pressed his knife against my throat, and I cried out as I felt it bite at my flesh. I felt blood trickle down my neck.

"It would seem I have the upper hand," the man-or demonic creature-whichever he was-said menacingly. "After all, without the great Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn your little world will crumble. Yes, her sister is still there, but I heard you need both if you’re to defeat the Dark One. She is supposed to defeat the Dark One, no? But if she's dead, I don't think she can help you much." He chuckled evilly.

"You won't kill her, because you know that the second you do, a knife will be protruding from your back as you turn to flee. Trust me. I am a skilled marksman; I don't miss unless I intend to," Adan said just as menacingly...but I could hear the fear and desperation in his voice. I stared in his face, knowing mine must be petrified. I knew that since I could be dead in a few minutes, this was the time to say goodbye. I told him 'I love you' with my eyes. So much could be said without words...I just hoped that this wouldn't be the last words I ever said by mouth or eyes.

The man placed a finger on my head so all could see. "Don't threaten me," he said. Then he said something in a different language under his breath, and unimaginable pain exploded in my head. I cried out, and tears came to my eyes. I tried to reach my hands up to clutch my head or shove his finger away, but he held my arms firmly at my sides.

"I said let her go!" Adan shouted, rushing at the man.

The man just took a few steps back, said, "Bad move," and then placed his same finger-the second finger of his right hand on my collar bone. He said something softly again, and then an even worse pain exploded throughout my whole body.

I screamed.

~

Aaleyah's scream echoed through the formerly quiet forest, and it tore at Adan's ears. He felt like he was the one being tortured-he could not bear to watch her be hurt!

No one harmed her and got away with it.

No one.

"Surround him," he said softly over his shoulder to Shastara, who then spread the message. The others nonchalantly scattered amongst the trees until the man holding Aaleyah was completely surrounded.

The man suddenly seemed to consider his chances of staying alive. Adan heard him say something else-longer this time-under his breath as he regarded him with a blood-lusting gaze. He would kill that man-he had harmed Aaleyah. He would kill him.

Slowly.

"You are surrounded on every side," Adan said. "Surrender." In a few short strides (Adan had long legs, and could move very quickly; he easily towered over the man)he was right next to the man, and the tip of his sword was resting on the man's neck before he could even react.

Suddenly the man spoke up(though only loud enough for Adan alone to hear), looking directly at Adan. "I have just put a spell on her-your 'great one', and more importantly, the 'love of your life'. Every time you close the distance between yourselves, the pain in her head will intensify. If you get close enough to touch, it will be so bad she will probably die. Think of it as a passing gift from me," he said, another evil chuckle escaping his lips. Then he dissipated in thin air, and Adan realized that 'the man' had been some trick of the Dark One's. The voice they had just heard belonged to the Dark One himself.

Adan could tell that his being near was causing Aaleyah great pain(which meant there really was a spell on her), and he stumbled back, his heart breaking. If preventing Aaleyah from having any extra pain, he would stay away from her.

And become an empty, lifeless shell in the process...

No. Stop thinking like that. It's better than making her live with pain just because you are so selfish you won't stay away from her. Would you like to take her in your arms? You know if you do she'll die, his mind argued with his heart.

Adan looked at Aaleyah, who had collapsed instantly and was now lying on the ground, gasping for breath and trembling with pain. He ached to go to her; to make her pain stop.

It seemed he stared at her for an eternity, battling inwardly about what to do, but it was really only a few moments.

"What are you doing?" Wes said in a confused and annoyed way. He pushed past Adan when Adan didn't move to help Aaleyah or speak.

Adan couldn't move or speak; he was too caught up in his thoughts and in staring into Aaleyah's eyes. She stared back, fully knowing the consequence of them getting too close. He could tell she was dying inside too.

"Adan, p-please," she stammered. Pain shook her voice. "I don't care how much it hurts. I don't care if I die. Please."

"What is wrong with you two?" Wes said, even more annoyed now. He prepared to pick Aaleyah up. Shastara and the others had also gone to Aaleyah, and Shastara had a puzzled expression on his face. He had healed Aaleyah's wounds, so why was she still obviously in so much pain?

Adan ignored him, his heart breaking into a million tiny pieces. "I can't," he said, his voice cracking with emotion. "Don't ask me to end your life."

"What are you talking about?" Japheth asked quietly. Everyone was completely confused. "What is going on?"

Aaleyah and Adan only had eyes and ears for each other. All other sights and sounds were blocked out.

"Adan, please. I can't live like this. Please. I would rather be dead," Aaleyah said, her eyes pleading. She grimaced in pain. "I am dying anyway. The magic that was used on me is killing me slowly. Let me just end my life quickly, and have a bit of joy in my last moments," she murmured.

"No. You can still be saved," Adan said, his voice cracking with emotion. "I can't do it. I...won't," Adan said, taking another step backward.

"Then you might as well throw your dagger at my heart and kill me now," Aaleyah said softly. Her eyes filled with tears.

Her sweet voice, now so sad, tore at Adan's very soul. "Please, Aaleyah. Don't make me do this," he whispered.

Aaleyah made Wes put her down. She wobbled dizzily, but she waved the others' hands away. She was obviously going to do this on her own, no matter what it took.

"Someone explain what is going on!" Shastara demanded, exasperated. He went over to Adan, grabbed him by the shoulders, and turned him to look into his face. "What is happening?" he asked.

"That man-not even a man; just another of the Dark One's tricks-put a spell on us. It must have been the Dark One working and speaking through a fake human vessel," Aaleyah said quietly. "He said that the closer Adan and I are, the more pain I will experience. If we are close enough to touch, I could die from the pain."

Adan yanked Shastara's hands off his shoulders. "I will not be the cause of your death!" he shouted at Aaleyah, who this whole time had been advancing toward him. He took a few more steps backwards.

"This might as well end now," Aaleyah said. "I would rather die of the worst pain imaginable with your arms around me than die painless and alone," she murmured. She kept walking toward him, her steps growing more and more sluggish-her face more and more pale with the intensifying pain.

"Stop her!" Adan shouted at the others. He stumbled backwards. His mind commanded his feet to turn him and start running, but they did nothing. They were like lifeless blocks of wood.

Everyone else was suddenly broken from their state of confusion, now understanding the situation, and all started toward Aaleyah at once.

A fire orb suddenly appeared in each of her hands. "Do not try to stop me. I don't want to harm you, but please stay back. I am dying-were you me, you would understand what I'm doing and why. My sister can and will lead Kiria to victory on her own-you don't need me." She turned and continued toward Adan.

The others were completely shocked that she would actually use her fire as a sort of threat. "No. Aaleyah, stop this! This is madness!" Wes said, coming towards Aaleyah once again.

Suddenly a fiery shield went up about her. Wes leaped back just in time, and Aaleyah wordlessly turned to go towards Adan again.

~

It hurt me that I actually had to threaten my friends and family, but I would not be stopped. I had to touch Adan-hug him…kiss him- one last time before I died.

It grew harder and harder to walk, but I kept my fiery shield up. The others would not stop me.

Adan backed up until his back was against a tree and he could move no more. He stared at me, his eyes pleading with me to stop.

But I couldn't.

I advanced further, falling to my knees and getting back up. My fiery shield disappeared in the process, but I had it up again before anyone could grab me.

Only two more feet...one more...

I let my fire go out as I put my hands on Adan's chest. I was going to die soon; the pain was too great to survive through.

He shook his head wordlessly, his eyes screaming No! Please don't!
Using the last of my strength, I reached my head up until our lips met. Tears streamed from my eyes at the intensity of my pain...which was even greater because Adan didn't touch me or even kiss me back.

Then the pain grew so bad I was sure my head itself would burst.

So this was it.

This was how one of the great Twins would die.

My last sight was of Adan's face. "I...love...you..." I whispered.

I braced myself for death...

My eyes closed, and a white light exploded behind my eyelids...

And suddenly, a sweet peace filled me. I could hear my parents calling my name...could see them beckoning to me...they weren't far away now...

I'm coming! I thought.

Then I let go of life, and my vision was flooded with darkness...
Chapter Twenty-One:
What Is It?

"NO!" Adan cried. Aaleyah, who had just been standing before him only moments ago, went limp and started to fall to the ground. He caught her in his arms just in time. What had he done? Why hadn't he run away from her? Why had he just stood there? Anything would be better than knowing she was dead-anything! "No! Aaleyah..." he sobbed, pressing his face into the side of her neck. She didn't move. "Don't leave me," he murmured, his voice strangled with grief.

It started to rain at that moment, and everyone was quickly soaked. Adan fell to his knees, still holding Aaleyah in his arms. He rocked back and forth, tears streaming from his eyes. He had killed the person that mattered the most in his life-that was his life. She could have been saved-Shastara could have at least tried to save her using his healing.

But no.

She was gone.

She didn't breathe; didn't blink. Her face was peaceful, and she smiled slightly as if experiencing something wonderful. The sight of her beautiful, tranquil face just made him sob harder.

He had lost her in a matter of moments. She had just...died. There was nothing prolonged-it had just happened. It had happened almost too fast to react.

She was gone...forever.

Aaleyah was gone.

~

Adan, now stone-faced, carried Aaleyah back to the little camp. He laid her out on a blanket in one of the tents, and then he went off by himself to grieve. Japheth told the others to just let him be alone; he wouldn't appreciate company or sympathy right now.

Everyone was affected by Aaleyah's death. Sorrow filled them, and they hardly spoke to each other. No one was able to go back to sleep; they only stared off into the distance, their eyes filled with tears, as the rain poured from the sky.

The sky seemed to be crying along with them.

~

Adan left the camp, unable to hold his rage and grief back any longer. He stormed off into the trees.

At last he was far enough away that the others couldn't hear or see him anymore. He began to punch a huge oak tree in anger until his fists were bloody and he was sobbing too hard to go on. He fell to his knees, covering his face with his bloody hands and sobbing. He shook with his sobs, and he ended up bending down until, his face in his hands, he rested against the ground on his forearms. He couldn't stop crying...he wasn't sure if he would ever be able to.

His reason for living-his love-the owner of his heart-his everything-was gone.

Dead.

Never coming back.

And it was his fault.

He loathed himself.

He could have prevented this...but he had done nothing.

He had let himself be overpowered by those green, green eyes, pleading with him to take their owner into his arms. He hadn't turned and run, thinking of what mattered more than what he wanted-Aaleyah living.

Adan sat back up and looked at the sky. His hands curled into fists, and his eyes closed. "NOOOOOOOOOOOO!!" Adan's scream of rage and unimaginable grief filled the cold night air.

~

The Dark One, whose long-forgotten name was Ralaas Alair(Ralaas meant 'evil spirit' in his language; his family had known from the moment he was born that he would be wicked), stared out the window of his new dwelling. The moon was full, and it shone brightly in the sky.

Something was wrong.

Ralaas Alair could sense it.

Something had happened...his plan had not fully succeeded.

Yes, the girl had taken the bait and basically ended her own life...but something made him uneasy; didn't feel right.

But what was it? She was dead, and soon her sister would be too. What was making him feel so uncomfortable, like he had been outsmarted or overpowered once again?

What was it?

The girl might be dead, but something...some major uprising or something...was about to happen.

He could sense it...and he didn't like what he sensed.

He had to kill the sister-Aaliyah-before it was too late and she and the Kirians somehow got an army big enough.

He had to act quickly, or everything would be lost.

Everything.

~

Aaliyah awoke with a jolt and sat up in bed.

Something was very wrong.

Her heart and mind felt like something had just gone missing...just disappeared.

Aaleyah? she thought in her mind.

Her thoughts felt nothing but a dark, empty void.

Aaliyah's heart nearly stopped beating.

Aaleyah? Answer me! she thought again.

No response came.

"No!" Aaliyah said, covering her mouth with her hands and beginning to sob. It couldn't be true. The empty feeling her heart couldn't be because...

Her sister couldn't be...

Aaleyah, please! Please talk to me! she thought once more. There was nothing; not even a mind wall to block Aaliyah. There was just an endless, black void. It seemed to go on forever.

Tears streamed down Aaliyah's cheeks and dripped onto her dress, beginning to soak the front of it. "No...no...no...Aaleyah, no!" she murmured over and over.

Sister? Please talk to me! Please don't be...don't be dead! Please! Aaleyah, please! Talk to me! Aaliyah tried for the last time.

There was nothing-no reply, no thoughts from Aaleyah's mind, no feelings that Aaleyah was currently feeling.

Aaliyah suddenly felt so cold and lonely. "No!" she cried aloud, sobbing so hard her shoulders shook.

Mara came running into her room with a lamp. "What is it, Aaliyah? What's wrong?" she asked frantically.

"I-it's Aaleyah," Aaliyah sobbed. "Sh-she's gone!"

"You must have been having a bad dream," Mara said sadly. "Aaleyah has been gone for weeks, remember?"

"N-no! Mara, she's dead!"

~

Adan awoke the next morning, face-down in the sopping wet grass. It must have rained all night; his clothes were soaked.

Why on earth was he lying here? Why was he not back at the camp, in his tent with Aaleyah? What was going on?

Suddenly it all came back to him, the realization hitting him like a kick in the ribs.

Aaleyah was dead.

He had come out here last night to grieve. He had cried himself to sleep.

For a minute he thought he would start crying again, but his eyes remained dry. It was as if he had cried all the tears in his body...he didn't have any left.

But the heartache didn't go away. His heart throbbed, and his head pounded from crying so much.

He wanted to just die. He had caused all this.

It was all his fault. He didn't deserve to live.

If not for him, Aaleyah would be alive right now. It would kill him not to be able to hold her in his arms, but at least she would be alive.
In that moment, Adan's heart hardened. Resolve filled him, and he got to his feet and looked at the rising sun.

He would avenge Aaleyah. He would make up for what he had done.

The Dark One would not live to see the next spring. Adan would destroy him, and if he died in the process, all the better.

He was disgusted with himself. He had killed the only love of his life, and now he would have to live with himself; bear the guilt.

Well, good. The guilt would spur him on to protect Kiria and kill the Dark One.

This was for Aaleyah.

Every soldier of the Dark One he killed would be for her.

Every pain-filled step would be for her.

When he ran his sword through the Dark One's heart-if he even had one-it would be for her.

His life always had been lived for her, but now even more so.

He wouldn't let her death be for nothing.
Chapter Twenty-Two:
An Open Door

Adan trudged back to the camp, dead and empty inside. With a sick feeling in his stomach, he headed toward the tent where he had left Aaleyah. Her body would have already started decaying, and the smell would have set in. Adan could not imagine Aaleyah actually being dead; could not imagine having to actually see it.

"Rose and some of the other women stared preparing Aaleyah for burial last night," Japheth said hesitantly, not really wanting to speak on the subject.

"We aren't burying her until we get home," Adan said emotionlessly, yet at the same time firmly.

"We'll have to take her body the rest of the way...it's going to be a rough journey as it is," Japheth said. He wished so much he didn't have to say these words to his son. It killed him to do so.

"I don't care. Pa, I have to at least have her buried near our home. I can't bear to leave her out here; I'll probably never find the grave again. I can't do it. Besides, I know it is what… Aaleyah… would want," Adan said. He tightened his jaw after speaking Aaleyah's name-just the sound of it was like having a dagger put through his heart.

"Very well," Japheth said softly. "Son, I'm very sorry. I loved her too, you know. She was like a daughter to me...this is hard for all of us. Please try to understand that."

Adan said nothing; he only turned and headed to the tent where Aaleyah was.

He braced himself; he knew the sight of Aaleyah so still would kill him inside anew. He pulled aside the tent flap.

Rose and Liliana were still preparing her for burial by putting the proper herbs on her(to keep away the stench of death) and cleaning her hair and wounds and the like. They knelt by her, working, and had just finished when Adan came in. They rose and went out then, knowing Adan needed to be alone.

He knelt by her, stroking her soft, newly cleaned hair. Though an angry, red, long, thin gash stretched across her neck, her face was still as peaceful as it had been last night, if not more so. 

Suddenly everything became a blur as Adan's eyes filled with tears again. So he did have some left. He hadn't cried them all.

For the third time in the space of less than a day, Adan cried again.

The tears silently fell from his eyes.

~

I awoke, as if from the deepest sleep of my life, to the worst pain I had ever experienced. My head throbbed, and my ribs ached (some of them must be broken). I took deeper breaths than usual, as if I hadn't been breathing at all for the past night.

My eyelids fluttered open. I found myself to be lying on some blankets in a tent. I looked down at my hands; they were holding a small bouquet of flowers. I also noticed that various herbs had been scattered on my dress, arms, and feet. What on earth was going on?

Then, as my pain slowly faded, I remembered everything of the awful night before. I shuddered at the thought of it.

I looked around some more, and jumped slightly, startled to find Adan kneeling next to me. He stared unseeingly at my face, tears streaming down from his eyes.

"Adan," I whispered.

At the sound of my voice, Adan's eyes widened and his jaw dropped completely.

"Adan, it's me!" I persisted. I must have been unconscious for awhile; I was having trouble talking. "I-I'm alive," I said, my voice dropping so low it was almost a whisper.

"N-no. You're a ghost. I saw you die this time. You weren't breathing. You-" Adan began to ramble. He started to get to his feet, but I grabbed onto his arm with one of my hands. The other I raised so that I could put my fingers on his lips.

"Adan, I am really alive. The curse has lifted. I feel almost no pain at all!" I continued. It felt so strange to argue with someone that you were alive when they thought you weren't.

Just then someone else-Shastara, to be exact-entered the tent. He put his hand on Adan's shoulder, about to tell him to come outside, only casting a small glance my way.

Then his eyes widened, and he did a double take. His jaw dropped as well. "Wh-what on earth..." he started.

Adan jumped at his touch. "I don't...I don't know..." he said.

This was ridiculous. I was obviously alive.

I sat up, though it did hurt a bit, gripped the front of Adan's shirt, pulled him to myself, threw my arms around his neck, and then I kissed him with all my heart. He couldn't help but kiss me back. "Do you believe me now?" I said when we at last pulled apart.

Adan was speechless. He tried to speak but no words came out. He looked at Shastara as if he had the answer as to what he should do, but Shastara, too, was speechless.

They both looked back at me. "Adan El'Hara, first of all, if you keep your mouth open much longer, you'll start catching insects with it. Second of all, do you think a ghost could kiss you like that?" I said wryly.

"A-Aaleyah...are you really...alive..." Adan finally managed to get out.

"Yes," I said softly.

Suddenly Adan seemed to remember something. "But the spell!" he said, getting to his feet (though his head hit the top of the tent-Adan was very tall) and taking a few steps backwards.

I dizzily got to my feet and walked toward him. I was so dizzy I had to grab onto him so as not to fall, but I didn't feel any pain. "My pain is gone. The Dark One's power is weakening!" I said. "Adan, please believe me. I'm not a ghost. I'm just a woman who needs to have your arms around her-she always does." My voice had become much softer once again.

Then Adan's arms were going around me and he was kissing me, pure joy in his eyes. I kissed him back, clinging to him.

Shastara waited a few more moments, numb with shock, before ‘coming to’, running from the tent and finding his voice again. "Aaleyah...she's alive!" he shouted.

Adan and I at last pulled apart, tears of joy falling from our eyes. Adan helped me lean on him, and then he led me from the tent.

Everyone surrounded me all of a sudden, and everyone's mouths dropped open at the sight of me.

"Is it really...her?" Rose breathed in total shock.

"It's me-I'm alive!" I said.

"But you stopped breathing...you were dead this morning only a few moments ago..." Liliana stammered. So that explained why I had had to breathe so deeply when I 'woke' up. I really hadn't been breathing for most of the night.

"I know," I said. "The Dark One's power is weakening!"

Then everyone was hugging me, last of all Adan. He pressed his face into the side of my neck, saying softly, "I'm so sorry. I was the cause of your death, though you may not remember. I should have done more to prevent it."

"Don't be sorry, love," I said quietly. "I would rather be dead than not be able to be close to you or hug or kiss you. I chose to die that way-kissing you and having you be the last thing I saw. That is how I want to leave this world when I die for real."

"I'm going to start tying you to myself with a rope! Why did you ever wander off in the first place?" Adan said, chuckling in relief.

"I heard my father's voice...except it wasn't really his," I said. "I wanted to go destroy the thing that was impersonating him-I wanted it to end once and for all. I am smarter now than the Dark One thinks, and I could have killed the man that came to get me if not for the second man...though he wasn't even really a man."

"If you ever hear these...voices...tell me. Don't ever go off somewhere without taking someone with you," Adan said firmly.

"Yes, Father dear," I said, unable to keep a smile from my face. I laughed. I needed to laugh right now after all the terrible things that had just happened. It lightened the dark mood over us all.

Adan laughed as well, and then he kissed me again. Everyone else seemed to fade away; I had eyes and ears for Adan alone. I kissed him back with all my heart once more, putting my arms around his neck again.

I, Aaleyah El'Hara, had just died and then come back to life somehow.

I wasn't sure how, but I had.

I would stop at nothing now to destroy the Dark One. I wouldn't be so afraid any more...so many horrible things had occured in my life it was hard to be so scared of much anymore.

When Adan and I at last pulled apart, and while the others were still talking excitedly amongst themselves, Japheth said, "Let's get going. If we hurry, we can be home before tomorrow night!"

"Eager to see Ma, Pa?" Adan said, a smile playing on his lips.

"You have no idea how much. I also think there's another young man here who needs to hold his equally young wife in his arms again," Japheth said, smiling as well. He clapped Shastara on the back, and a grin broke out on Shastara's face.

"If the Dark One is truly weakening, then it can't be long now until we crush him!" Wes said excitedly. "We're pushing at, at least, an opening door-if it’s not open already. For Kiria!" He shouted this last part, and the others shouted the same in unison.

We were pushing at an open door. We could do this.

The Dark One would not be in this world for much longer.
Chapter Twenty-Three:
For Kiria!

We finally made it home, where we were met with many tears and hugs. There was so much joy in my life that I could almost imagine just sitting back, relaxing, and always having it be like this...never fighting again...

But that could never be.

There was still evil in this land, and more importantly, the Dark One still had breath in his body.

I could not rest until he was destroyed. Obliterated. Gone. History.

That was just the way my life would be. I would always be fighting the evil in Kiria, doing my best to honor the name of the Light.

We had been back for about three weeks now, and though I had mostly healed from my wounds, something was not right. Every morning, without fail, I felt sick to my stomach and was unable to eat much of anything. I was certain it would go away after awhile, but it didn't. I decided I should tell Mara and see what she thought.

We had all gathered at Mara and Japheth's house for the day. I went out into the garden to find Mara, rubbing my arms against the cold wind. She was kneeling on the frozen ground, collecting the special vegetables she grew that actually thrived in winter.

"Mara," I said.

She turned, and, smiling kindly, replied, "Yes, Aaleyah?"

"I need to...talk to you about something," I said, unsure how to start this conversation.

"Alright. You can follow me into the house," she said. "I'm just about to go in. The men are all in the barn tending to the animals, and Aaliyah and the other women are all cooing over Ilana. We can talk in the kitchen in private."

"Very well," I said, giving a small smile. What if something was very wrong with me?

We went into the house. I could hear Aaliyah and the other ladies in the one bedroom in the house, all talking about how darling Ilana was and the like. I smiled at the sound of it, but upon thinking of my problem, the smile disappeared.

"Well, dear, what was it you wanted to talk about?" Mara asked as she started preparing supper.

"Well, about a week after we got home, I started feeling sick every morning," I began.

"What kind of sick?" Mara asked.

"I felt sick to my stomach, and I was unable to keep much food down," I replied. "It's been happening for two weeks straight now, and it's beginning to concern me. It has happened every single day-not one has been missed."

A knowing smile began to spread on Mara's face. "Every morning, you say?" she asked, her smile playing on her lips.

"Yes," I replied, still confused. What was so humorous?

The smile turned into a huge grin. "I knew it! Aaleyah, I do believe that in less than a year's time, you are going to be a mother!" Mara said, unable to contain her joy.

My mouth dropped open. "A m-mother? Me?" I stammered.

"No, the double of you that is standing behind you," Mara joked. "Yes, of course you! You have all the signs of someone who is pregnant! You're going to have a baby, Aaleyah!"

"But...but how can you be sure?" I said, still filled with shock.

"I've been wondering for the past week or so-I can always tell when a woman first becomes pregnant. They seem to glow, just as you have been doing," Mara said. Suddenly she was coming over to me and hugging me tightly. "You are going to be a mother, and Adan a father!" she exclaimed.

I just stood there, a disbelieving chuckle escaping me. I was relieved to know that it was nothing serious...but a baby? I had always wanted to have children...but could it be true?

"It's true!" Mara said, reading my thoughts.

"I'm going to have...a baby!" I exclaimed, hugging her. We started squealing excitedly like two young girls.

That is, until the men walked in.

"What is going on in here?" Japheth asked, raising a quizzical brow.

"I'll tell you later," Mara said, doing her best not to smile too big. She looked at me and winked.

I looked up to find Adan staring at me questioningly as well. I just smiled, kissed him on the cheek, and then set about helping Mara make supper.

I, Aaleyah El'Hara, was going to be a mother! It was true!

A sudden sadness struck me. I wished my real mother and father could be here to share my joy as well. They would never see any of their grandchildren.

A rapid knocking on the door yanked me from my thoughts. "I'll get it," I said. Adan followed close behind me in case it should be someone dangerous, and I was glad for the company.

I opened the door, and the man knocking was just about to knock again, but finding no door nearly fell right on top of me. I stepped back just before he could.

"What is it you want, sir?" I asked.

The man's face was red with anger. "So you are back, witch! I knew it-I just knew it! You have brought all this trouble on our town!" He jabbed his finger at me hard.

A long arm shot forward from behind me, and I moved to the side as Adan gripped the man's arm tightly. A look of pain crossed his face, and Adan said, "Touch her again, and I'll remove the hand that does it. With my sword." His voice was low and cold now, and the man looked afraid.

'The man' was one of the butchers from town. I recognized him as Zonif, owner of the biggest butcher shop there was in our small town.

"What are you talking about?" I said, indignation rising in my voice.

"You came about three weeks ago, no?" the man spat, yanking his arm away from Adan (only because Adan let him-there were not many men who could break free from Adan's grasp when he didn't want them to).

"And if I did, what of it?" I spat back.

"I knew it-" the man began. Adan silenced him with one look.

"Explain yourself. What 'trouble' have I brought on the town?" I asked.

"Bad things started happening ever since you got back. Merchants have been robbed. Things-people-have mysteriously disappeared. The Dark One is doing it because of you! Get away from here and let us live in peace!" the man hissed.

I looked up at Adan; his face was grim.

Only when I turned around again did I notice the angry mob gathering outside the house, just at the bottom of the porch steps. Had the entire town come?!

"That's it. This ends once and for all," I said under my breath. I would not tolerate this any longer.

I shoved past Zonif and walked to the edge of the porch, followed by Adan and everyone in the cabin. The second the people saw me, they started shouting and screaming insults. Adan was instantly by my side, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword for everyone to see. The people fell silent.

"Friends," I began in a loud voice. "Or should I say enemies," I muttered, looking pointedly at Zonif. "Give me your attention please!"

Everyone stopped muttering amongst themselves and looked at me.

"You say that I have brought trouble on the town. Yes, it is the Dark One...being the Dark One. Whether I am here or not he will continue to do bad things to Kiria. Do not blame me for every evil thing, because it is certainly not my fault," I said.

"You make it worse though!" a woman in the crowd shouted.

That was it. These people had just pushed the limit.

"Enough!" I shouted over the renewed noise. "I am Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn, though my name is different now. I have fought and nearly died for this country so many times I have lost count-and still you hurl insults at me! What awful thing have I done-other than attained scars and wretched memories of dying men and women-that I should deserve this? Answer me that!"

There was silence; maybe my words were getting through.

I turned to Zonif. "How many times have you had an arrow bury itself in your flesh? How many times have you watched your loved ones," here I looked at Adan for a moment, "lay on the ground, bleeding and dying?! How many times have you felt the Dark One's black magic work its way through your body, eating it up as it goes?" I said.

I turned back to the people. "I have gone through more heartache than a human being should be allowed, and still you fight me! Why? Am I not a fellow Kirian, fighting to rid the land of the dark? Have I not sworn on my life to destroy the Dark One? Then why, people of Kiria, do you still hate me? Someone answer me, because I simply do not understand," I said, my tone softening as I spoke.

Some in the crowd hung their heads in shame. Others refused to meet my gaze.

"I ask you today to fight with me instead of against me. We are pushing at a now open door. The Dark One is weakening! His power is fading, and it will not be long now before we can easily overpower him. If we can gather an army big enough, we can easily start purging the evil from Kiria. All of the evil men in it will be confused-their great leader will be gone. We can do this, but only if we work together! Don't you see? The Dark One wants this. He wants there to be confusion and hate among us-he wants things to be as hard as possible. Why are you giving him what he wants? Give him what he deserves, his humiliation and furthermore his death," I said. Heads were beginning to raise, and people were looking at me with a sort of respect now.

"She's right!" a man in the once-angry mob shouted. "We're all fools! This is exactly what he wants!"

"She is right!" others agreed.

"Then, friends, let us do this. Let us go through the land, collecting all willing men to fight against the Darkness. It won't be for glory, nor will it be so that our names will be sung, but it will be for Kiria. For Kiria!" I shouted.

"For Kiriaaaa!!!!!" the people shouted in unison, breaking off into cheers.

"Everyone meet at the town council meeting hall tomorrow. We must make plans," I said. Everyone nodded, and before leaving many begged my forgiveness, which I willingly gave. I could understand why they had felt the way they had about me, even if I didn't appreciate it.

I turned to follow Japheth, Mara and the others back into the house, Adan at my side, when I noticed Zonif still standing on the porch.

"Your 'awe-inspiring, all-enlightening' speech might have fooled the whole town, but you won't fool me! I see past your mask, witch, and I will stop at nothing to rid the real evil from Kiria," he said in a low, dangerous voice.

Adan drew his sword and pointed it at Zonif. "Get off this property or you will wish you were never on it," he said in an equally low and dangerous voice-a threatening voice.

"Curse you all!" Zonif hissed. Then he turned and stalked away angrily.

Adan didn't put his sword back in its sheathe until Zonif was gone from sight. Then he turned around and took me in his arms. I buried my face in his shirt.

"You make me proud to be your husband," he said softly, kissing the top of my head.

"I just hope I can live up to everyone's expectations...including my own," I said.

"Well, whatever you do, I'll always be by your side," Adan said. "There is nothing you could do to make me ashamed of you."

"I fear you speak too soon," I said quietly.

Adan put his hand under my chin and tilted my head up so that I had to look into his face. "Now, now, I won't have you talking like that," he said before kissing me.

When we drew apart and turned to go into the cabin, I said, "You make me ashamed to be your wife-you're too wonderful for me."

"Now those are the words of a blind person," Adan chuckled.

"Then we are both blind," I laughed.

"No-it is just you who is blind. Besides, you will need someone who isn't blind to lead you," he said, a mischievous grin breaking out on his face.

I playfully hit him on the arm as we went into the house. Our discussion ended then as everyone praised me for my speech. I felt unworthy of their praise, but I accepted it and tried to show my thanks.

I just hoped I really could meet all the expectations set for me.

I had to.

The Dark One could not rule over Kiria forever. He had to be destroyed...

And he would be.

My child would not be born into a country where an evil sorcerer reigned, putting a great terror over everyone in it.

I would fight him until every last breath was gone from my body.

Chapter Twenty-Four:

A Special Visitor

The meeting went as planned. We made plans to have people from our town start going to different areas (they would all set out in different directions) and 'passing the torch' so to speak. They would enlist others to help them spread the news, and then we would all meet in the country where the Dark One was-Dedran.

We appointed different men to go on this mission. They would all go in different directions, and once they had told someone who would listen and help to enlist others, they would return home. It would take awhile for all of them to return, but the longer the better. The Dark One would be even more weak by the time we were ready.

Over the next few weeks, it became clear that I was indeed with child. I was about a little over a month along, and I finally had some time to tell Adan the news.

It was a fine day (the winter was nearly over). The sun was shining and things seemed to be coming back to life. I casually asked Adan to take a walk, trying not to give anything away by my great excitement.

He agreed, and we strolled along a path in the woods, hand in hand. I relished the warmth of the sun's rays on my skin (and the feel of Adan’s strong hand in mine).

"Was there something you wanted to tell me?" Adan said, getting right to the point. He could always read me-just like a book. He could tell whatever I was feeling or thinking.

"Oh, yes," I said, trying to stay casual as before. "A special...er...visitor...will be coming to stay with us in a bit over half a year." Don't smile...yet, I thought over and over. I had to bite my lip to keep from doing so.

"Visitor?" Adan asked, confused.

"Mm hmm," I responded, trying not to laugh.

"Well, who are they? When did you find this out?" he asked.

"Oh...about a month ago," I said. I was going to burst out laughing. I knew it.

"Is it someone who's trying to recruit men for the army? How long will they be staying?" Adan asked.

"No," I replied, "and they're never going to leave."

Adan stopped then and turned me to face him. "What am I missing here?" he said. His face looked so sweet when he got confused.

I walked up the path a little bit by myself before turning around. "Quite a bit," I said, unable to control a giggle.

He easily caught up to me. He grabbed me playfully by the arm and stopped me again. "Alright. Out with it," he said. When I didn't respond, he said "At least give me a clue. I'm quite confused, you know."

I laughed again. "I know," I said, a huge smile on my face. "You see, this visitor...I'm not exactly sure when they are coming...I just know the estimated time and that they won't be leaving."

"You've told me that much already. Come on, Aaleyah. Spit it out," Adan said, putting on an expression of mock-seriousness. He raised one eyebrow in the same dashing way his father sometimes did.

"Well, let's see," I said. I wasn't giving up that easily. "This visitor will be quite small-small enough to hold in your arms. It will cry quite a bit, and it will be very hungry all the time."

Adan's mouth dropped open and he seemed to search my face to see if I was telling the truth. "Are-are you serious?" he breathed.

I laughed again, and another huge grin spread on my face. "Yes," I said softly.

"We're going to be...parents?" Adan said, still in shock. His voice got louder with each word.
"We are!" I said, laughing and smiling again.

Suddenly Adan was picking me up by the waist and then spinning me around. We were both laughing now.

When we stopped, both a bit out of breath, Adan pulled me into his arms and kissed me.

"Just think," he said when we had drawn apart. "A baby. Our baby."

"You don't sound the least bit nervous-I've heard first-time fathers are supposed to," I said, grinning again.

"What's there to be nervous about? I wonder if it will be a boy or a girl...what do you think? This is wonderful! I can't believe it!" Adan rambled, causing me to laugh again. He was getting more excited than even I and Mara had!

"I don't know," I said. My sides were beginning to hurt from all the laughing. "I don't really mind; I just want it to be healthy." Adan and I were walking back towards the house now, and Adan's arm was around my shoulders.

"I want it to be healthy as well," Adan agreed. "But a son would be nice." He grinned at me, his eyes twinkling.

"I'll do my best!" I laughed.

We then went to first Aaliyah (who I had told already) and Shastara's house to give them the news, and then Mara and Japheth's (though Mara, of course, also already knew). Everyone was very excited, and when Adan and I got back home we spent the rest of the night trying to come up with both boy and girl names.

~

The next day we had to go into town. We took one of our horses (he needed one of his shoes re-shod) and Adan took it to the smithy while I went to market to look for different things we needed.

Unfortunately, we needed meat, so 'Zonif, Butcher' was the first place I had to go. I wanted to get it over with, hence the reason I went there first. I wondered if I should take Adan with me...but I wiped aside that thought. If Zonif tried a single thing, I would either leave right away or use my fire against him. I would not live in fear of him.

I pushed open the door to the shop, feeling a bit queasy. The shop wasn't a very clean one. There was always blood from the freshly cut meat everywhere. Little drops would show up in the most disgusting places, and it made me feel even worse now that I was with child.

I listened and could hear that Zonif was in the back. I rung the little service bell, and Zonif came scurrying out into the main room. When he saw it was me he scowled. "What does the likes of you want?" he spat.

"Your service. More specifically, meat," I answered, my voice unwavering.

"And why should I sell meat to a witch? You might use it in some potion and try to poison me," Zonif mocked.

I ignored him. "I can always take my money elsewhere," I said simply.

That shut him up, and, muttering, he went into the back room to get the usual amount of meat I asked for.

Suddenly I heard him shouting. "Look at it! You've ruined it! I didn't tell you to chop it up that fine! I can't sell this!" Then I heard someone whimpering-a child.

"I-I'm sorry!" they stammered. I could hear the fear in their voice.

"You little brat! First I'm going to tan your hide and then I'm going to kick you out of here! I don't care if your family is starving-find work somewhere else! You do everything wrong, and I have tolerated it-but this is the last straw!" Zonif roared.

The 'protector' instinct in me kicked in and I went past the counter and entered the back room.

Zonif had a huge, evil looking leather strap in his hand. He raised it over his head, about to beat a very frightened little boy.

I was next to him in an instant. With inhuman strength, I gripped his arm and pulled it down. With my other hand I yanked the leather strap from his hand and threw it out the window where a passing horse and rider tramped it underfoot.

Zonif turned purple with rage, and he lunged at me, hands extended as if to strangle me...

And that quickly, I had an orb in my hand.

"Step away from me and the child, or I swear I will roast you alive," I said in a low, steely voice.

Zonif stumbled backwards. "B-be merciful!" he stammered fearfully, just as the child had sounded before.

He was such a filthy coward. I stepped closer to him, and he trembled, petrified.

"If I ever hear of you treating someone this way again, you will have me to answer to," I said, my voice even softer so that only he would hear.

Then I let my orb go out. Putting my hand on the boy's shoulder, I led him from the room, through the shop, and then outside.

"Thank you!" he said when we had stopped for a moment, throwing his arms around me and hugging me.

I rubbed his back and smiled. "There is nothing to thank me for. Zonif Soran is an evil man, and he needs to be put in his place," I said disdainfully. I looked back at the boy, thought for a moment, and then opened the coin pouch at my waist. I took out two gold crowns and pressed them into his hand. "Seeing as you won't be getting paid today, you take this home. Think of it as a gift from a fellow Kirian," I said, smiling kindly.

The boy's eyes were as huge as plates. "Thank you-oh, thank you! Me, Gressie, Mama, and Papa have never had this much! Thank you!" He gave me one more hug before scampering away.

Suddenly a huge hand went over my mouth, and then I was being dragged into an abandoned alley. I tried to bite the hand but failed.

The hand bore an awful smell-the smell of blood and meat.

Zonif had obviously become quite brave in just a few moments.

"Die, you dirty witch!" he hissed, bringing a large, very sharp meat knife to my throat, about to slit it.

I slammed my elbow into his stomach and took off running, leaving him gasping behind me. I had to run into more alleys-when Zonif had dragged me into the first one, he had been holding me in front of himself and then turned so that his broad back was facing the entrace to the alley.My way had been blocked-I couldn't get around him.

I weaved in out and out of the many twisting alleys, my breathing soon becoming labored. Zonif was close at my heels, and I knew that if I didn't get out into the open soon, where some people was, I was done for. My fire wouldn't work-I could sense it.

I stole a glance over my shoulder, and my heart nearly missed a beat when I saw that a friend of Zonif's had come out of a building, seen us running, and joined him (this friend hated me as well, and he knew right away that Zonif was trying to kill me...and he wanted to help). I pushed myself harder.

At last I saw an exit through two buildings. I ran faster, my lungs and calves burning. I was so tired I felt like I would fall over any second.

Just then I felt arms around my feet. I tripped and slammed into the ground, my breath completely knocked out of me. I could feel some of my ribs crack from the force of the fall.

I tried to get up, but the person that had taken me down was on top of me. I saw the sun glint on metal as someone yanked my head back by my hair and brought a knife toward my throat.

Then, so fast he was almost a blur, Adan raced into the alley. I heard a grunt of pain behind me and my captor-Adan had just killed one of the men.

The man holding me down (though I wasn’t sure if it was Zonif or his friend) was suddenly pulled off of me. I was so exhausted that my head just fell back down to the dusty ground (my captor had been holding it up). I could feel dirt enter my mouth as I gasped for air. I was in so much pain...

I heard metal against metal, a cry of pain this time, and then silence.

I then heard a sword slide into its sheathe, and I wondered in horror if Adan had been the one that had just lost the fight...but my fears were quickly assuaded as I felt someone gently turning me over onto my back. I stared up into Adan's worried-creased face.

"Aaleyah," he breathed. Then he was picking me up and carrying me to our horse, and then we were riding as fast as we could toward Aaliyah and Shastara's house.

When they opened the door and saw my condition as Adan held me, dirty, scratched up, and breathing raggedly, they were shocked. Shastara quickly used his healing on me, and then the story came out. I felt sick as I saw the blood from my now dead attackers on Adan's shirt.

As we rode home later, I in front of Adan on the horse and leaning against him, an uncontrollable fear filled my heart. I had nearly died once more...would this 'dancing with danger' never end?
Chapter Twenty-Five:
Someday
It had been about five months since we had sent some of the town men out, and only a few had returned so far before this point. Now they poured back into the town, laden with news of success.

The child inside of me was big. My stomach was like a large watermelon, and I was beginning to waddle when I walked. I wished Adan could be here to place his hand on my stomach and feel the baby kick...a truly amazing feeling. But he was not-he and Wes had gone together with many of the other men from the town to recruit people to help us. He hadn't wanted to leave me, but he had felt it was his duty. I missed him so much...and I worried for him.

Something was wrong though. Not all of the men sent out came back with good news. A handful came back with downcast faces and drooping shoulders...and black fear in their eyes.

I, Aaliyah, Shastara, Mara, Japheth, Wes's little group (who were already staying in town anyway-excluding, of course, Wes) gathered in the town to hear the news. We met again in the town council meeting hall, and I sat in a chair with Aaliyah standing behind me and listened as many of the men sent out stepped forward and gave their news of success.

When it got down to the last five, the first to step forward was the man who owned a stall in the market that sold little nick knacks and trinkets. "I went to Feidras(NOTE LAURA: OR FEILDRAS)," he said. "I managed to call together a meeting before the city council." There was silence in the hall, and everyone stared at the speaker.

"When I began to tell them of our plight and our plan, they all but threw me from the city. They said they were going to fight for the Dark One-they were too afraid of his wrath to otherwise. I tried my best. I even went into the next city over...but it was just the same. I'm sorry. I failed," Rel, the speaker we now listened to, said sullenly.

"It was the same for us," the next of the five men said. The others nodded in agreement. "The cities on the farthest east, west, and north border lines refuse to fight with us as well."

"It wasn't your fault," I said, turning back to Rel. "You did your best, and there was even a chance that those people could have killed you for talking in such a manner. I thank you-Kiria thanks you. It was a great sacrifice you gave."

I looked to the rest of the people but was unable to go on. Wes and Adan should have been back long ago! Where were they? What if something had happened?! Panic choked me. Aaliyah sensed that I couldn't go on, and she continued for me. "Most of you, however, did find people willing to help us," she said. "That is good. We are already growing in number; the Dark One won't be able to hold out for much longer."

Everyone nodded their agreement, and I could hardly hold myself together long enough to wait for them all to leave.

As soon as the last of them was gone, I lost it.  I turned to Aaliyah, Mara, and Japheth and cried, "What if something happened?" I was going to get hysteric soon; I knew it. "What if they were taken captive...or killed?" Tears filled my eyes.

Japheth came over to me and took me into his arms as I cried. "They went much farther than everyone else, remember?" he said, trying to soothe me...but I could hear the fear and worry in his voice.

"They should be back by now!" I said. I was going to explode with worry.

Nothing anyone said could console me, but I knew that deep down everyone was just as worried as I was. We all went outside, and Mara said we should get home so that I could rest. "How can I rest at a time like this?" I cried. "This is killing me! I have to know what happened to him!"

Just then a cry of shock and concern went up as a horse thundered through the gates to the town. Two men sat on top of it, the one slumped in front of the other one-limp.

My heart missed a beat.

"No. No. No. Please, please no," I murmured. I raced toward the horse and riders before anyone could stop me.

The horse came to a stop, and Wes got down carefully so that Adan didn't fall off. I covered my mouth with my hand to keep from screaming hysterically. That couldn't be...

"What happened?" I demanded of Wes as he helped Adan down.

"The city we went to first was on the Dark One's side. The moment we started talking of them helping us, they chased us out of the city. It was the same with the next three places we went, except that the last place did have a few listeners who gave us a place to stay. We found a small group there who promised to take our message, but other people in the place heard and they started beating Adan up. I found him just in time, and managed to get him on a horse and get up behind. They chased us clear out of the city and even beyond," Wes said, his face and voice grim. They had obviously just ridden long and hard without stopping at all.

My heart was in my throat as I went around to Adan's other side. Wes had one of Adan's arms around his neck, and I put the other around mine. We supported him and had to basically drag him over to to Mara, Japheth, and the others. He was only barely conscious.

"Shastara!" I screamed. Where was he at a time like this?

"I'll go find him!" Garen shouted. He raced off, weaving his way through the pressing crowd. Passersby had noticed what was going on, and we were now getting a little crowd of our own.

There was a little porch on the building where the town council met, and a small roof covering it. Wes and I got Adan up the steps and laid him on the porch. My back already hurt from carrying such a big baby around, and now it was in complete agony.

"Adan?" I said, putting his head in my lap and stroking his face with my hand. Tears spilled down my face and fear strangled my voice. "T-talk to me."

His eyelids fluttered open. "Wh-what-Aaleyah? How did you...get here?" he asked, completely confused. Blood leaked from his nasty looking head wound.

"You're back home," I said, blinking to try and see through my tears. I hastily wiped them away with the back of my hand.

An expression of realization came to Adan's face, and then it he winced in pain. "Wes, help me sit up," he said through clenched teeth. "I can't breathe like this."

Wes and I both helped him sit up and lean against the wall of the building. I sat there, aching to take away his pain and dying of fear inside. Adan couldn't die. He couldn't.

Adan put one of his arms around his ribs. One of his eyes was black and purple, and was swollen shut. Bruises covered his arms, and every breath he took was ragged. "Come here," he said to me, seeing my obvious fear and worry. He put his free hand behind my head and pulled it toward his so that he could kiss me. "I'll be fine. It's just...a few cracked ribs and...bruises," he rasped when we pulled apart.

It looked much worse than that, and Shastara plainly thought so too when he finally came. "What happened to you?" he said calmly as he looked Adan over, trying to ease the tenseness of the situation. "You look pretty bad, my friend."

Wes told the story with Adan adding in certain parts, and it shocked me once again that they had even made it out alive.

Just then the baby inside me kicked, as if to remind it was there. I put my hand to my stomach, wishing I could see its little face now and not have to wait another (I was close to six months along already) three months. Adan noticed the little action and followed suit, resting his hand on my stomach. "He's getting big," he said, managing to smile through his pain.

"Who said it was a 'he'?" I asked, also putting a smile on my face despite my great concern for Adan.

"I just know it’s a boy," Adan said, smiling again. I lifted my hand to stroke his face, and as I looked into his eyes everyone around us seemed to fade away. I missed looking at his face so much...

Shastara finished healing him, and only when he said something was I pulled from my reverie. "I've done my best, but he's still going to be a bit sore," he said. "This one's as tough as a bull though; not much can bring him down." He grinned at Adan, and Adan grinned back, his swollen eye still looking quite bad. Shastara and Adan both had always been good at making a bad situation seem better.

We helped Adan up, and he hugged me again before we headed home.

My thoughts drifted to the Dark One. He might have a few that remained faithful to him, and when I finally got my hands on him one day, he would wish he had never been born.
Chapter Twenty-Six:
An Angel and a Demon

We had hardly even started for home when a horse bearing a young woman about my age came up alongside us. She (the woman) leaped down and walked toward Adan and Wes.

With her long, silky blond hair and big, brown eyes, she was practically an angel. She was about my height, and slender...and right now she was heading toward Adan, pure joy in her eyes. "You are alive!" she said, hugging Adan despite the fact that he was leaning on me and Wes. He winced and a small gasp of pain escaped his lips as she hugged him too tightly (after all, his ribs had just been broken)."You look horrible though. I thought for sure you-we-wouldn't make it."

I blinked, shocked. Who on earth was this woman hugging my husband?!
"Saelis? You...followed us?" Adan asked incredulously.

"Well, yes!" she replied, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. "After all, I am the emperor's daughter. That should earn me a bit of respect and listeners, and I'd say that is exactly what you all need right now-listeners. You need people to listen to your news and your request, and then take action."

Adan, still incredulous, stole a glance at Wes. Wes was just as shocked, and he said absolutely nothing.

"You just ran away like that?" Adan said, his voice emotionless.

"Does it look like I'm still in Rashban?" she asked, laughing merrily.

I cleared my throat. "Hello," I said stonily. “I’m Aaleyah El’Hara, Adan’s wife.” I put extra emphasis on the word 'wife'. This woman made me uncomfortable by the way she stared at Adan and just simply talked to him. I looked pointedly at her as I spoke.

"Ah, I see," Saelis said, completely undaunted. "Nice to make your acquaintance." She turned back to Adan.

"I'm also-though my last name has since changed-Aaleyah Kiara Fallyn," I said, exasperated, looking pointedly at her again.

She turned around. "Really? That is extraordinary! Sad, though, that you didn't quite finish the Dark One off. I suppose you were quite weak from your wounds," she said. She seemed to consider showing a bit of awe, but then she completely dismissed me, obviously not caring too much who I was. She turned back to Adan and gushed, "You were completely amazing back there! The way you kept telling the people the news even when they started shouting and trying to kill you. You were so persistent! I admire that, you know." She fluttered her thick, dark eyelashes at him, and I bristled.

"Yes, well, when 'the people' tried to kill him they came pretty close to it. He has only just gotten back from a long, hard ride, and we need to get him home," I said in a cold voice. I couldn't help it. This woman was annoying me.

I looked at Adan as if for affirmation, and his eyes were screaming 'Thank you!' He was obviously too weak and in pain to say much of anything to her, and so he was now thankful to me for saying something. I tried not to smile smugly at Saelis. So sorry, I thought. He's already taken.
"Of course; of course!" Saelis said brightly. "Do you mind if I accompany you? I have some ideas I'd like to discuss with you." She looked at Adan only, and I forced myself not to lash out verbally (or physically, as I dearly wanted to do) at her. She then stole a quick glance at me, and I could have sworn I saw triumphant joy in her eyes.

Japheth and Mara noted our little exchange, and Mara said, "Why don't you come with us? We can give you a place to stay, if that is what you need, and you can tell us your plans. Japheth has direct contact with the town council, so he can tell them things for you." She smiled kindly, though I could tell Saelis's manner rubbed her the wrong way.

I saw defeat in Saelis's eyes, but just as quickly as it had come, it was gone. "Very well," she said, smiling brightly as before. How I wanted to wipe that smile off of her pretty, little face. "I suppose I'll see all of you later?"

Adan nodded, chagrined. I met her in the eye and gave her a fake smile, saying with my eyes, Stay away from him. He's mine. I knew she understood exactly what I meant, but she once again dismissed me, smiling haughtily so that only I noticed.

"Are you sure you'll be okay, son?" Mara asked, worry plain in her voice.

"I'll be just fine, and besides, I have the best nurse in the world," Adan said, grinning at me and squeezing one of my hands.

"Well, I certainly don't doubt that, but I'll still worry," Mara said, smiling. "Sorry. It's just what mothers do." She planted a kiss on his cheek.

"I love you too, Ma," Adan said, chuckling. Then he winced. "Don't make me laugh yet, though," he said, still grinning despite his pain.

"Take it easy, son," Japheth said, putting his hand on Adan's shoulder. "We'll be by to check on you tomorrow."

"Alright, Pa. I'll see you both tomorrow," Adan said.

Then Mara, Japheth, and Saelis left. I was so glad I felt like jumping up and down for joy. That woman annoyed me to my inner core and-

"Aaleyah? Shall we get going?" Adan asked, raising one brow quizzically. I realized I had been staring after Saelis, a triumphant expression on my face. I tried not to blush.

"Yes," was all I said. I smiled up at him.

"You three can go on home. Wes and Garen will help us get home, and I'll be just fine," Adan said to Aaliyah, who was holding a wriggling Ilana, and Shastara.

"If you're sure," Shastara said questioningly.

"I'm sure, Mother," Adan joked.

Shastara chuckled. "Alright then. We'll drop by tomorrow too to check on the 'patient'. See you then," he said.

Aaliyah gave me and Adan a quick hug, promising she would bring us a meal the next day. We said our goodbyes and then parted ways.

"So, shall we go on foot or by horse?" I asked Adan.

"I'm not sure which will hurt less," he said.

"If I were you, I would choose by horse. It'll help you not to get quite so tired," Wes pointed out.

"True," Adan said. He looked utterly exhausted (they both did, but Adan more so). "By horse it is."

Garen and Wes helped Adan up onto a horse, and then I got up on one (which was no easy feat when it seemed I was carrying a watermelon with me wherever I went). Then they both got on a horse, and we were ready to go. I rode close by Adan, not wanting to be separated from him any longer.

"So what do you think it will be?" Adan asked as we went very slowly along. He looked at my swollen stomach.

"But I thought we already knew for sure it was a boy!" I laughed. "I do, however, sincerely feel that it is a boy. I'm not sure why, but I just have this feeling."

Adan's face lit up. "I was right. I knew it!" he said, grinning from ear to ear.

"Now, Adan, just because you want it to be a boy and I feel like it might be doesn't mean-" I began. Something cut me off though.

Aaleyah El'Hara, a voice inside my head said. I looked around but saw no one hiding in the bushes or trees.

"Aaleyah?" Adan's concerned voice seemed to come from far away.

Soon we shall meet again, once and for all. The voice was deep, cold and ominous, and it caused shivers to go up and down my spine.

I knew this voice.

It belonged...to the Dark One.

Chapter Twenty-Seven:

Enter-the Voice

The shock of hearing the voice nearly caused me to lose my balance and fall from my horse...but as quickly as the voice had come, it was gone again.

I stopped urging my horse on, too shocked to even think. Eventually my horse just came to a complete stop, bored and deciding it might as well have a little snack of the new grass pushing up through the last of the snow.

I stared off into the distance, my eyes unseeing. Soon we will meet again, once and for all. The Dark One's words played over and over in my head. I could feel black fear taking over in my heart...I was literally paralyzed by it...

"Aaleyah!" I was yanked from my petrified state. I looked up, feeling dizzy. Wes and Garen had stopped their horses and waited up ahead, looking back at me. Adan's horse was beside mine, and Adan was saying my name over and over.

"Wh-what...?" I asked confused. My mind felt foggy, and I shook my head to clear it.

"What's wrong, love?" Adan asked, his face and voice very concerned.

I just stared at him, beginning to slip back into my petrified, paralyzed state.

"What's wrong with her?" I heard Wes call to Adan. Their voices were once again coming from far away.

That's it, the voice said. Upon hearing it for the third time, I shuddered. Feel the fear leaking into your mind and heart. Let it take over.
Suddenly I was in a dark room. Adan, Wes, Garen, the horses, and the forest was gone. I knew that at the other end of the room, in the shadows, sat the Dark One. N-no! I thought fearfully (though I tried to be defiant-brave-and failed), chilled to my bones by the Dark One's voice.

You're too weak to stop it, and that very weakness will be what helps me to defeat you when we meet again, he said.

As I recall, it is you who is growing weak, I said, regaining my confidence.

Oh, Aaleyah, the Dark One said. He sighed in a bored, irritated way. Will you never learn? You see, I have nothing to lose. You, on the other hand, have everything to lose...and I control that 'everything'. I could snap my fingers and the child in your womb could breathe its last. I could blink and your husband could lie dead on the ground.
If you touch them, I'll -I began through clenched teeth. Then I stopped, unable to go on. What could I do?

You'll do what? Roast me alive? Throw a bit of fire the size of a candle flame at me? the Dark One mocked. He chuckled evilly. I'm not scared of you. You offer no competition at all. Breaking you-killing you-will be easy enough...not to mention very much fun.
No! I will kill you! I screamed. With all my might, I hurled a fire orb at him....

And that quickly, the connection was broken off. My horse reared, afraid of how I had just screamed "NO!" out loud, and I fell from my saddle. I only remembered just in time to try to twist so that I fell on my back or side instead of my stomach. I wrapped my arms around my stomach as I fell, determined that as little injury as possible should come to my baby. 

My fall seemed to happen in slow motion...and then I hit the ground.

Hard.

"Aaleyah!" I heard Adan shout as I lay there in the little bit of snow that hadn't melted yet. He leaped from his saddle despite his bad condition, and Wes and Garen raced over to me.

I turned my head back and forth as if in a feverish sleep. I felt feverishly hot, so hot that the cold, wet snow was a relief to my skin.

In my foggy, thought-crowded mind, one clear thought passed through. My baby. Was it alright? Had it been hurt by my fall? Had the Dark One done something to it? My panic caused my heart to beat even faster.

I heard voices from very far away. I was slipping away...

"No...no...no!" I moaned, my voice growing louder until I screamed it.

Then I felt someone hugging me as I lay there-Adan. He put his arms underneath my upper back and shoulders and put his cheek against mine, hugging me to himself tightly.
"Ssh...it's okay," Adan whispered in my ear. His soft, soothing voice helped me calm down, and at last I was able to sit up.

"What happened?" Wes asked, very concerned.

Adan had helped me to sit up, and once I had, he had hugged me again. Now he sat back, put his hand under my chin, and pulled my head up. "Aaleyah?" he said softly. "What happened, love? You just started screaming and shaking."

"The Dark One," I said, my voice hoarse from fear and from screaming. "I heard his voice."

Adan looked a bit confused. "Was he talking to you in your head, or did you just imagine his voice and then get scared?" he asked.

"He was talking in my head," I said, shuddering. "Then it was as if we were in a room. All of you were gone...and he was talking to me. He-he threatened me. I used my fire against him...and then the room disappeared. I was back here. Oh, Adan, it was awful!" I started to shiver again, and Adan wrapped his arms around me again.

Then I remembered something. I drew back from Adan. "You're hurt! You shouldn't have come over to me. Now you'll be in even more pain. I'm such a weakling...screaming and convulsing about something that's only in my imagination. You'd never think I had actually met the Dark One face to face before," I said disdainfully. I looked down at my lap.

"Hey," Adan said, pulling my head back up. "You think I was going to let you lay there in the snow and not do anything? As for the pain I feel, it's nothing compared to the way my heart aches when something bad happens to you. And you're not a weakling-don't even think like that," he said firmly.

"We ought to get you two home," Garen said. "I think you both need to rest."

"Aye," Adan agreed. I felt horrible when Wes helped him stand and he grimaced in pain. His extra pain was because of me, no matter what Adan said. I hated myself sometimes. They helped him up onto his horse. "Aaleyah, you're riding with me," Adan said firmly in his no-arguing voice.

I argued anyway. "But you're in already in so much pain-" I began, though I certainly would not mind riding with him.

"Wes, help her up, would you?" Adan said, ignoring me.

"Men are so stubborn," I muttered under my breath just as Wes helped me up. He was unable to control a little smirk-he had obviously heard my remark. I glared at him, and then stonily ignored him.

Still, why did Adan insist on causing himself extra pain? Of course, those thoughts melted away once I sat in front of Adan on the horse, his arms tightly around me. I relaxed and leaned back against him.

"I'll tie the other horse to mine," Garen said. I nodded, too tired to speak at the moment.

At last we were moving again, Wes riding next to us in case something else happened, and Garen in the lead.

"So what exactly happened in Rashban?" I asked at last.

"I'll let Wes tell you that story-I'm afraid talking will only tire this old man out more," Adan said. I couldn't see his face, but I knew he was grinning.

Wes chuckled. "Very well, my friend," he said, smiling. "You see, Aaleyah, the people of Rashban are very afraid of any confrontation," he began.

"But I thought you said they were going to fight for the Dark One," I said. "Why didn't they just remain neutral?"

"It was rather hard to stay neutral when the Dark One had them in a corner. It was either join him or perish, so they chose the most obvious answer-to them, at least. No person in their right mind would willingly choose to serve the Dark One," Wes said disdainfully.

"Actually it's more easy to do that than you think," I said. "He probably promised them all sorts of things; extra power, riches, more land...who knows?"

"True," Wes said. "Still, when we came speaking of preparing an army to fight against the Dark One, they panicked. What if the Dark One found out we were in their city, and thought that they were actually plotting against him? Imagine if they actually did join us! What punishment they would receive!" Wes's voice was sarcastic. "In the end though, cowardice was what held them back from joining us. If they couldn't join, they would do the next thing on the list-get rid of us."

"And they nearly succeeded in completely getting rid of me," Adan said.

"You should have seen him, Aaleyah! This one's a fighter. He was in the center of a mob, getting kicked, punched, and beaten, and he just kept fighting back! He didn't give up," Wes said. The way he said it made me think of Saelis, and I frowned.

It must have been noticeable, because Wes chuckled and said, "What, can't stand the talk of more fighting?"

"No- that's not why I'm upset," I said. I might as well tell them. "I mean, of course I don't want all of you getting hurt, but that's not the main reason. It's that Saelis woman. She...well, she doesn't sit right with me."

"She can be a bit...empty-headed at times, but she is nice once you get to know her," Wes said. He seemed to stare off into the distance for a moment...he must be getting feelings for her.

Still. A bit-ha, I scoffed in my mind. She was so rude I felt like...well, doing something to make her stop. Something violent that involved scaring her into silence.

"I'm sure," I said, unable to keep the coldness out of my voice.

I stole a look up at Adan, and he raised one brow questioningly at me. Not now, I said with my eyes. I didn't feel like pouring my heart out to Adan in front of Wes and Garen.

"Wes! I need you up here for a moment-there are two paths we can go, and I'm not sure which one we ought to take," Garen called out. Wes quickly rode up to him.

At that moment the baby inside me kicked. I breathed a sigh of relief when I felt it move. My fall thankfully didn't seem to have affected it.

"Did you feel that?" I asked Adan excitedly. His hand was resting on my stomach.

"I did! That's our boy moving around in there, telling us he'd like to come out," Adan said. I could hear the humor in his voice.

"He's still got a three month wait-he better not be coming out just yet!" I said, chuckling.

Adan dropped a kiss on my head. "I've missed you, love," he murmured.

I put my hand over his and squeezed it. "And I've missed you," I said softly. "When you didn't come back, I thought for sure..." I was unable to go on.

"Well, that's all over now," Adan said, absentmindedly rubbing my huge stomach.

For now, I thought sadly. Though it was sad I had to think this way, how long would it be until the next terrible thing happened in my life? I didn't want to know.
Chapter Twenty-Eight:
Troubling Times

"You're sure you don't need one of us to stay and help out?" Garen asked for what had to be the millionth time.

"We'll be fine," I said, seeing Wes and Garen to the door. "Thank you for your concern, but I'm alright. It was just in my head."

"The fall didn't look like it was just in your head," Wes said dryly.

"Wes, I'm fine. Really. You two can go. Thank you for everything-Adan and I will be fine. Besides, Adan's parents and my sister will all be coming to check on us tomorrow," I insisted. Truthfully, my left shoulder was a bit sore from my fall. I hoped there wasn't anything seriously wrong with it...well, of course I would be sore from a fall! If I thought something was very seriously wrong, then I would tell someone, but I wasn't about to complain of an ache (albeit a growing ache) in my shoulder.

"Very well," Wes said. "Don't go anywhere without someone else."

"Wes," I said, laughing.

"Hey-I'm just a concerned friend," he said grinning.

"Well, you sound like a concerned mother," I laughed.

"I'm very sorry," Wes drawled. The three of us chuckled.

"I suppose you two should get going now," I said at last.

"I suppose so," Wes said. "We'll all swing by to check on you tomorrow too. You just can't avoid us." He smiled.

I smiled. "Alright. See you tomorrow then. Be safe," I said.

"And you!" Wes and Garen called back as they went and got on their horses. We waved to each other, and then they were riding away.

As I shut the door, a twinge of pain went through my left shoulder blade. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. Where had that come from?

"Aaleyah!" Adan called. He sounded like he really needed me, and I hurried to our bedroom, forgetting the pain in my shoulder.

"What's wrong?" I asked frantically.

Adan took one look at my face and chuckled. "I'm sorry, love! I didn't mean to worry you. I just need help getting up from this bed-it was a mistake sitting down in the first place," he said.

"Oh. You did have me quite worried," I said, smiling as I went to help him.

I took his hand to pull him up, favoring my left arm and holding it close to my body...but that didn't stop a little gasp come from my lips as a sharp pain went through it because I had moved.

"You're hurt, aren't you?" Adan asked, finally standing and supporting himself by holding on to the bed post.

"Well..." I began. There was no point in lying to him-Adan could always see right through that. "My shoulder has been hurting a little bit."

"The way you just gasped didn't sound like a little bit," Adan said. "Lay on your side on the bed so I can take a look at your shoulder."

When I didn't move, Adan said, "Aaleyah," in a voice that said, Do it without arguing, please. He also gave me 'the look', and I finally gave in and got on the bed.

Adan felt my shoulder, and I bit my lip so hard I drew blood. My shoulder had not hurt this much a few hours ago when I had first fallen!

"Your shoulder is swollen, love!" Adan exclaimed. "Your shoulders must have taken most of the impact from your fall. Stay here while I go get some ice from the icebox to take the swelling away."

"But Adan, you're in a bad condition yourself! Help me up and I'll go get it on my own," I said.

"If you get off of that bed I'll tie you to it," Adan said. A smile played on his lips, though he tried to hide it. "I'll be right back."

While he was gone, I thought about how I had heard the Dark One's voice once again. It had been terrible, and when he had talked so casually about killing my baby or Adan, my heart nearly stopped beating with fear and rage. I would kill the Dark One-wipe him from the face of the earth.

That's what you think... the voice taunted, seeming to float into the room on the wind coming through the open window. I listened carefully, but after that it was gone. I shivered.

Adan came back finally, and I was glad that I wasn't alone any more. He put a thin piece of cloth around some ice, and then he held it to my shoulder. I was tense for a moment, but then I realized that the ice felt quite wonderful on my swollen shoulder, and I relaxed.

"This is silly, Adan. I should be the one nursing you right now, not the other way around!" I said. Weariness crept into my voice.

"Aaleyah, you are carrying a child. You need to rest more than me after what happened today. Furthermore, I am your husband, not your master. You're not some slave scurrying around to do my bidding. You are allowed to rest every now and then you know, and let me take care of you for a change," Adan said firmly.

"Very well," I replied. There was no point in arguing with him, and I was tired…

"Let's talk about something else now. We haven't seen each other for five months-let's not argue," Adan said, reading my thoughts. "Why were you so upset about Saelis?"

"She-well, if you must know, she was flirting with you. Overly so. She knew I was getting upset, and she relished that fact and then did it more," I said. I sounded like a whining child.

"I wasn't paying close enough attention to her to notice that," Adan admitted. "I was in pain, tired, I wanted her to stop talking, and I was too busy drinking the sight of you in.” He rubbed my back with his free hand, and I couldn’t stop a small smile breaking out on my face. “I tuned her words out. I was also in complete shock because she actually followed us here. I didn't expect to see someone we had left in Rashban suddenly pop up in front of my face."

"She acts like you are some priceless treasure she can obtain, no matter who currently owns you," I said. That must have sounded childish, basically saying 'I own you'... but we were married. We did 'own' each other.

Adan chuckled. "Don't worry, love," he said. "This 'treasure'-though I certainly don't think he's much of a find-already has a lifetime owner."

I chuckled along with him, and a pang went through my heart as I realized how much I really had missed him. I hated to ever be separated from him.

After awhile, Adan helped me put my left arm in a sling, saying it was probably best to move it as little as possible. As soon as I could be mobile, I forced Adan to sit and rest while I bustled about and prepared some of the left over from the last night's supper for him.

"Aaleyah, sit down! You make me tired watching you!" Adan said.

"I'll be done in a minute," I said. At last his plate was ready, and I took it over to him.

"Aren't you eating?" he asked before he started.

"I'm not very hungry," I replied.

"You may not be hungry, but I'm sure someone else is," Adan said, smiling. "And besides, you need to keep your strength up anyway. You eat this plate of food and I'll fix myself some more."

"But, Adan-" I protested.

"I won't have your protests, Aaleyah El'Hara," Adan said, mock-sternly. His eyes twinkled as he looked at me though. He prepared the second plate of food much quicker than I had done the first, and he came back to our table.

I realized I was actually hungry, and I finished my food before Adan. "Didn't you eat while I was gone?" he laughed.

"As you said, someone else was hungry. Very hungry," I said, grinning.

We spent the rest of the night just catching up. We hadn't seen each other for close to half a year, and a lot had happened in that time period.

The 'voice' did not re-visit me that night.

No.

Something entirely different came the next morning...

It came in the form of the creature that had attacked us in the forest; the one I didn't recognize as one I'd ever seen before...

And we found it hiding in our barn, crunching on the remains of one of our horses.

Chapter Twenty-Nine:
One Day Soon

I sleepily opened my eyes. I looked over my shoulder to see if Adan was still asleep next to me, but he was gone. He must have gone to the barn to see to the horses. I noted this begrudgingly-would that man never rest no matter how sick or injured he was?? He was only human, after all! He was going to kill himself.

I sat up wearily, rubbing my eyes. My left shoulder and arm were stiff  (I had slept without the sling on), and I gritted my teeth as I stretched them. I then proceeded to drag myself out of bed and get dressed. I went over a list of things to do in my head- get a fire going in our kitchen fireplace, get some water boiling, go out to help Adan, and then finish breakfast.

The fire didn't take long-not that it would; I could just aim my hand at the wood and have a stream of fire jet from it and lick the wood up, creating a roaring, deliciously warm fire in seconds-and I hung the full kettle over it.

I then looked around for my sling, knowing I should really start wearing it again. I put it on and then headed outside, loving the warmth of the sun. Spring was almost here...

I had just reached the barn when I noticed something strange. Adan was standing in the doorway, just staring into the quiet barn.

"Adan? What are you-" I began.

"Aaleyah, quietly go back to the house," he said in a quiet, yet commanding voice. He didn't turn around; he just stood there, staring, as if trying to figure something out.

"What?" I said, not understanding what was wrong.

"Just do as I say," Adan said, his voice even more commanding now. "Go."

I didn't want to, but I began to silently back away. I knew Adan would be furious if I did otherwise...but what exactly was in that barn anyway?

Suddenly our cat, Mitsi, was creeping past my legs toward the barn. "Mitsi, no!" I hissed. She, of course, being a cat and loving to do whatever she pleased, ignored me.

I tried to grab her but missed. She ran between Adan's legs and into the barn.

What met my ears next was a combination of a cat shrieking and some creature screaming in rage. "No!" I heard Adan shout.

He turned. "Go, Aaleyah-go!" he shouted over the noise. Then Mitsi raced out of the barn, whatever had just screamed in tow.

My jaw dropped as I saw it. It was exactly the same as the strange beast that had attacked Adan and I in the forest awhile ago.

It was bigger than a wolf, with pointed ears, huge, red, malicious eyes, long and sharp, gleaming fangs, and thick, dark, matted fur. It claws were curved and sharp as well, and I knew that if given the chance, a beast like this could rip open a man's stomach in seconds.

Suddenly it saw Adan and changed course...toward him. "Adan, look out!" I screamed. He didn't hear me, and just as he turned, the beast leapt through the air as if in slow motion...

And then fire was flowing from my right hand toward the beast. It did a somersault in the air to try to avoid my fire, one of its hind paws clipping Adan in the ribs. I didn't even have to think to do it; I just did it out of instinct. It misjudged the distance of the fire, however, and when the fire hit it, it was hurled backwards.

The creature took a long time to die. I had to keep burning it for what seemed like forever before it finally gave up and stopped breathing. When it finally did, I dropped on my knees to the ground, utterly exhausted. My fire had never seemed to drain me this much before.

A sharp pain suddenly went through my shoulder(I had slipped it out of the sling to burn the creature), and I cried out and fell to the ground. I lay there, staring up at the bright sun as Adan scrambled over to me.

"Aaleyah?" he said, his voice full of panic. He must think I was dying.

"I-I'm okay," I said, panting after the pain was finally gone. My shoulder had a steady ache in it now though, and I knew it was probably going to swell to double the size it was the night before.

Adan helped me stand and go into the house. He made me sit and rest since I refused to lie down.

"I have to go...clean up in the barn," he said, hesitating before the last part of what he spoke. "It got one of the horses."

I was suddenly very glad I had not gone into the barn...and only then did I see a bright, red spot spreading on Adan's shirt.

Adan coughed and abruptly doubled over in pain, about to collapse. I sprang from my chair and caught him just before he hit the ground.

"Why didn't you tell me you were hurt?" I demanded worriedly as I helped me lay down on the bed.

"It's not-it's not that bad," Adan tried to protest.

"Be quiet and lie still," I said, grabbing a nearby piece of clothing. I ripped open Adan's shirt and nearly gasped aloud to see bruises spreading over his ribs(over the old bruises he had obtained in Rashban) and three, ugly gashes from the creature's claws. I pressed the piece of clothing to the gashes, which were now bleeding profusely. "You have to apply pressure to this while I go and get some water and bandages. Don't move from this bed!" I said firmly, scurrying from the room.

~

When I came back, Adan was as white as the sheets on our bed. I knew it was because of his pain, and I worked quickly to get his wounds cleaned and bandaged.

I then prepared an herb drink to fight infection, and I forced him to drink every last drop of it. I then sat by him, my heart overflowing with worry, as he dozed off. He was in a very bad condition.

When he was finally in a deep sleep, I quietly left the room and closed the door.

Bracing myself, I headed outside to the barn to see what exactly needed to be 'cleaned up'. Upon entering the barn and seeing blood and other parts of our horse that had been mostly eaten, I ran back outside and vomited behind a bush. I had thought I was ready for the sight, but I really hadn't been.

This is ridiculous! You've seen much worse sights than this, I thought to myself. Get it together and go clean the mess up.
The smell of death and rot became overpowering as I worked, and I had to tie a handkerchief over my nose and mouth. I went back and forth from the stream close to our cabin to get buckets of water.

The whole process of cleaning out the barn took about two hours, by which time I was exhausted and nauseous. I considered trying to drag the awful-now dead-creature into the woods behind the barn and even gave it a few experimental tugs (my shoulder was numb so I had done as much as I could with my left arm before the pain returned) before deciding that it was much too big for me to move. It would have to wait until Shastara, Japheth, and everyone else came. I wearily trudged back to the house, dirty and smelly.

I checked on Adan as soon as I got back in, and thankfully he was still asleep, un-plagued by a fever. I decided I might as well wash up, put on clean (as in, not blood-stained) clothes and then set about cleaning up the blood Adan had trailed in the house.

It was mid-morning by the time this was all done, and I collapsed into a chair by our bed, resting my arms on the bed and putting my head down on them. I hardly noticed myself drift off to sleep...

~

I was awakened by the sound of voices. I brought my head up, wincing at how sore and stiff my neck and shoulder (now in a sling) were. I glanced at Adan, who was still asleep, and then I listened.

"I don't know! This is bad!" I heard someone say. Then I heard footsteps, as if someone was going across the porch and down the porch steps.

I looked around the room to see where I had put my dagger. I saw it, went and got it, and then crept over to the bedroom door.

The voices had stopped, but I could hear someone moving around in the kitchen. I cautiously opened my door and peeked out; the intruder had their back to me.

I could tell it was a man, but that was all I could tell. I was too disoriented and tired to even think a little hard about whether I recognized them or not. They were squatting now, examining some blood on the floor that I must have missed. I tip-toed up behind them, trying not even to breathe. Thankfully the house we lived in was fairly new, and the floor boards didn't creak. I pressed the tip of the dagger to the man's throat as I finally reached him, saying, "If you move I will slit your throat."

The man tried to get up and turn around, but I stopped him. "Who are you and what are you doing here?" I said, my voice low and cold.

"Aaleyah, it's me!" a familiar voice said. I let my arm drop in shock.

"Wes?" I asked in unbelief. I had known he was coming today, so why it such a shock to me? I didn't know-I was just tired and over-worked...I had thought he was an intruder trying to rob us, or...

I was so tired and relieved...I swayed, dizzy, and Wes was the one to catch me before I hit the floor this time. "What happened? Whose blood is on the floor? Are you hurt?" he said frantically, quickly helping me over to a kitchen chair and looking at my left arm, which was still in its sling, obviously assuming that it had been injured and my blood was on the floor.

"Beast...Adan..." I murmured, my speech slurred by exhaustion. My eyes were closing of their own accord...no! I needed to be awake right now. I shook my head to clear it. "There was...a creature...in our barn. It got one of the horses...then it tried to attack Adan...barely missed him...I had to use my fire on it..." I said, trying to think clear thoughts.

"Where is Adan, and how did you hurt your shoulder?" Wes asked.

"Cleaned his wounds...he's sleeping..." I said, still not speaking very clearly. "I...hurt my shoulder when I fell off the horse yesterday...I need you...to help me move the beast...the body is still on the property..."

"No. You are going to go lie down while Garen and I move it. You are not going to move or get up. You are going to lay perfectly still; am I understood?" Wes said firmly in the same no-nonsense tone that Adan used with me sometimes when I was being stubborn.

"Fine," I said, defeated by weariness and shock. I would do whatever I was told, and secretly, I was very glad to have someone else take over finally.

Wes helped me go to my and Adan's bedroom, and after checking on Adan and making sure he was bandaged and taken care of correctly, he helped me lay down beside him. "Remember-do not get up," Wes said. I nodded sleepily, and Wes gave me an encouraging smile before ducking out of the room.

I was careful not to move too much so that I wouldn't shake the bed and cause Adan more pain, but he was awake within five minutes of me lying down anyway. He opened his eyes, blinked a few times, confused, felt my hands resting on his arm, looked over at me, and said, "What happened?"

I was so relieved he had woken up that I couldn't talk at first. His wounds had been bad.

"Remember the beast in the barn?" I asked. "It got one of the horses and then nearly got you-I had to use my fire on it. We came back inside, and then you nearly collapsed. I helped you lie down and then I cleaned your wounds and bandaged them. Do you really not remember any of it?"

"Actually, it's coming back now," Adan said. He winced, and I gathered that a wave of pain had probably just gone through his body. I wished I could take all his pain away. "You didn't go in the barn, did you?"

I said nothing, and Adan prompted me. "Aaleyah? You didn't, did you?"

"Yes. I cleaned everything up. I was fine," I said, knowing I was about to get a lecture. I braced myself for it...and it came.

"Aaleyah, I told you not to-" Adan started to say, moving too abruptly to turn so he could look at me in the face better. A gasp of pain escaped his lips, and I felt terrible. I was always doing something to cause him more pain.

"I'm sorry...but I had to clean it up. You couldn't do it!" I protested.

"Love, when I tell you to do or not to do something, it's because I want to protect you. Remember our vows? I vowed to protect you, so you need to let me. Alright?" Adan said, his voice soft now.

Tears came to my eyes at that. Why was my life so filled with sorrow, fear, and awful things? Would I never have peace; never have pure joy that wasn't threatened? Would I always have to glance over my shoulder, and look more closely at the shadows to make sure nothing was hiding in them, waiting to get me?

Then again, the tears came because I wondered: how on earth had I come to deserve this man? I was amazed at the love Adan had for me. To know I was so loved was overwhelming...I almost felt like I didn't deserve it. He also always wanted to protect me. 
"Alright," I murmured, taking Adan's hand. He raised it to his lips and kissed it. I put my head on his shoulder.

You just wait, I thought as if the Dark One could hear me. One day, I will destroy you. You sit in a chair somewhere, smiling smugly to yourself now, thinking you're winning, but one day soon your face will wear an expression of pure terror.
Chapter Thirty:
Downward Spiral

It had hardly been two weeks since the 'creature' incident, and already Adan was up and about, working harder than he should have been. In fact, he shouldn't have been working at all, and I was getting sick of it. I couldn't take it anymore! No matter how sore my shoulder was, Adan was in far worse condition...and he was doing more things than me!

It was spring now, the last snow finally having melted. Adan, of course, was working too hard once again. He had been out in the barn for the whole morning, and when he walked into the house to get a drink, his face was pale. I knew he was in pain and he was going to try to hide it from me, but it wasn't going to work.

"Adan El'Hara!" I said sternly as he came up behind me, about to quickly kiss me on the head before going back outside to work again.

He looked at me, shocked by the tone of my voice. He had been leaning down to kiss me, and he straightened now, confused. I had even shocked myself...but I wasn't backing down now.

"What did I-" he started to say.

"You are going to go and rest in that bed. Your wounds will never heal if you never rest!" I said, interrupting, exasperated. I shooed him toward our bedroom with my arm that wasn't in a sling.

An amused smile played on his lips as I came over to lead him to our room when he didn't move right away. He was taller than me, and when I looked up to rebuke him again, his eyes were laughing.

Annoyed, yet at the same time humored myself, I took him by the arm and started to pull him toward the bedroom. He let himself be led, otherwise I could have pulled on him all day with all my might and not gotten him to move an inch.

"Aaleyah," Adan said finally, stopping me. He turned me and put his hands on my shoulders. "What's all this about?"

"You know very well what 'all this' is about! You are going to make yourself be in a much worse condition than you are already in if you don't let yourself heal. Adan, please," I said, my voice pinched with weariness. "At least rest for a little while."

"Very well, but this doesn't mean you don't have to rest," Adan said firmly. He wasn't going down without a fight. "I've been trying for days to get you to just sit and be still, but you won't. You've been just as stubborn as me."

He did have a point, but then my condition wasn't even nearly what his was! "Fine. I'll rest-later," I said resignedly. "But please-don't make this harder than it already is."

Adan bent down and kissed me then, of course wiping away all my irritation and the tension between us. I kissed him back, all but melting in his arms, leaning into him but being careful not to lean too hard so that I didn't hurt him.

When we at last drew apart, I dreamily said, "Why do you have to be so wonderful? You know just how to get yourself out of trouble." I smiled wryly.

"Well, if you really want me to, I can act old, grumpy, and grim. Your choice, of course," Adan said in mock-seriousness. He playfully put an angry face. I hit him playfully on the arm.

"And abusing the patient! Tsk tsk," Adan said.

"The 'patient' is behaving more and more like a disobedient child," I said, grinning. Adan grinned back mischievously.

"Can the patient get one more kiss before he takes his nap?" Adan asked playfully.

"The nurse thinks she can arrange that," I said, pulling him to him, putting my free arm around his neck, and kissing him before he could say anything else. I felt like I was flying...

When we at last drew apart again, Adan kissed me on the forehead. "Don't overwork yourself, Nurse," he said, grinning and winking. Then he grew more serious. "For real though, Aaleyah, please don't. I don't want you collapsing of exhaustion somewhere, only to be found by me hours later. Be careful." He stroked my cheek with one of his fingers.

“I’ll be careful,” I promised, taking his hand and kissing it. "Now move along," I said, chuckling. Adan left then, after giving me a quick peck on the mouth, and I continued working on lunch.

I was singing a song softly to myself. It was one my mother had sung to Aaliyah and I when we were much younger, and now I couldn't get it out of my head.

I didn't notice someone creep up behind me until two, large hands went over my eyes. "Guess who," a male voice said.

Unable to help myself, I started laughing. I brought my free hand up and pulled the hands over my eyes away. "I thought I told you to rest-" I started to say. I had turned, smiling, and now I discovered someone other than Adan standing in front of me.

"Wes," I said, nonchalantly clearing my throat and stepping away from him, uncomfortable by our close distance. "What are you doing here?"

"Checking on you," Wes said, smiling. "We're all taking turns checking on you-I, Garen, your sister, and your mother and father-in-law. Today happened to be my turn."

"Well, we're fine. I just have to force Adan to rest-he tries to do too much, and he exhausts himself. But other than that, everything is going well," I said, beginning to feel more than slightly uncomfortable. Every time I was alone with Wes I ached for Adan to be standing next to me, or at least be in the same room.

"That's good," Wes said. I could tell he wasn't really focusing on what I was saying; instead he was staring at my face.

I shifted from one foot to the other, extremely uncomfortable now. "Would you...like some lunch?" I managed to get out.

"No, thank you," Wes said, unfortunately not breaking from his reverie. "Aaleyah, you're so...beautiful. You're like an angel," he finally said boldly.

I wasn't sure whether to say 'Thank you' or 'Please don't say things like that', and Wes must have taken my staring at him, lost in thought and not really noticing that I was staring at his face, and my inability to answer as me...‘wanting him’ back...because he obviously wanted me.  He was next to me in an instant, fingering my hair.

"Wes, please!" I said, backing away from him. I was suddenly back in the city with Wes, and he was about to kiss me. I blinked a few times to break up the image, but it wouldn't go away. "Wes, I'm not yours to claim. Someone else already has claimed me, and I've given my heart to him. Please don't...just don't..." I couldn't think of the right words to say.

He slowly came over to me again and put his hands on my shoulders. "How can I help it? You've bewitched me mind and heart," he said softly, leaning down to kiss me.

"Wes, no!" I shouted, breaking free from his grasp and backing up across the room.

"It's not my fault someone else put a ring on your finger before I got to you. Your husband was as good as dead, and I hardly notice him being alive now," Wes said, advancing toward me again.

"I thought you were his friend! You lied to all of us!" I cried. I was up against a wall now, and Wes was still coming toward me. "Wes, don't do this! Don't destroy the small amount of respect I had gained back for you! Don't destroy our friendship. Don't do this." Wes said nothing and kept coming toward me.

He reached me at last, grabbed me, and tried to kiss me. He was like a mad man-his actions didn't even seem to be his own! Wake up, Adan! Hear me talking! Please! I thought. I cried out as he pressed his hand against my sore shoulder and drew me to himself, though my heart was what hurt more now. Wes was destroying everything.

"No!" I cried, wriggling out of his arms. I stepped away from the wall and turned to run back to our room, but Wes was too quick. He grabbed me again, and covered my mouth when I tried to scream.

"I'm just going to kiss you, silly, not chop your head off!" Wes hissed. "Now be quiet."

"No! Let me go!" I cried, my voice muffled behind his hand. I was sobbing now-why was Wes doing this???
Suddenly the realization of what he was doing hit him, and he let go of me, his face slowly filling with horror. "I-I'm sorry, Aaleyah! I didn't mean to-" he began.

He never got far, because Adan was suddenly grabbing him by the front of the shirt and slamming him into the wall. "What. Do. You. Think. You're. Doing?!," he said, his voice and dangerous. "How dare you touch her!" His eyes were filled with rage, and I knew he was angry enough now to kill Wes with his bare hands.

I held onto the back of a chair, sobbing. I couldn't help it-I was overwhelmed with sorrow, fear, and pain. I just wanted Adan to hold me in his arms and never let me go.

"I-I-" Wes stammered, unable to come up with an excuse. He, too, knew what the look in Adan's eyes meant, and fear filled his own eyes. "It wasn't me! I was overcome by my feelings-I'm sorry!"

"That's all you have to say-that you're sorry?! Look at her!" Adan roared. My sobs were slowly subsiding, but I could not completely stop crying no matter how hard I tried. "How could you do this?! I trusted you!"

Wes trembled in Adan's grasp. "I-I'm-" he stammered again. He looked from Adan to me and then back again.

"Get out of here! You can be glad Aaleyah's standing here, because if she wasn't, I would kill you!" Adan said, his voice full of rage. He pulled Wes away from the wall and shoved him toward the door.

"Forgive me!" Wes murmured, looking at me, his own eyes filling with tears. I knew he was in torment inside, and I was glad. He deserved it.  Then he raced across the porch, down the steps, mounted his horse, and urged it into a hard gallop.

"Adan!" I sobbed. He turned and came quickly to me. He wrapped his strong arms around me, and my crying slowly stopped. "It's okay; he's gone now. I've got you," he said in a soft, soothing voice.

I was so exhausted and shocked by the whole thing that Adan holding me in his arms caused me to go limp with relief. "Steady," Adan said, straining to hold me up. I was much heavier with this huge baby inside of me. I knew it must have hurt him quite a bit to do that. "Come on-you need to lie down." The use of my legs returned, though I still felt weak and drained, and Adan helped me weakly walk back to our room.

He helped me lie down, and I begged him to stay with me. "Please-just stay," I pleaded.

He lay down next to me and stroked my face with his hand. "Ssh. I'm here-I'm not going anywhere," he said softly and soothingly as before.

I clung to him and slowly drifted off to sleep...

~

I awoke to find it night. My shoulder ached, and I could hear voices coming from the little kitchen we had. I stiffened, hoping with all my heart that it wasn't Wes. I breathed a sigh of relief when I realized it was Adan and Japheth. It sounded like Mara, Aaliyah, and Shastara were all there too.

"I'll hunt him down," I heard Adan say. "You should have seen her, Pa! She could hardly stay on her feet once he let go of her. She was completely traumatized. I'll kill him."

"Son, revenge is not the answer," someone said-Japheth.

"Pa, I will not stand by and him just do that to her! He has to be punished!" Adan protested.

"Adan, killing him would be a reward at this point," Mara said. "I'm sure that right now he is cowering in a corner somewhere, petrified that you are coming for him. He probably can also not believe what he actually did. His conscience is most certainly very heavy right now-that can be punishment enough-more than enough-in some circumstances."

"I'm on Adan's side." That was Aaliyah. "His conscience is not going to be punishment enough. He touched my sister with evil intent, scared the life out of her, and caused her more pain and trouble than she needs to bear."

I sleepily got up, my head pounding from all the crying I had done. My shoulder screamed in protest, but I didn't care. I wearily trudged from my bedroom out to the kitchen where I knew everyone must be gathered.

Adan was the first to notice me. "What are you doing up?" he asked, taking me into his arms. I rested my face against his chest.

"I couldn't sleep anymore," I said softly.

Aaliyah, Shastara, Mara, and Japheth were all indeed there. Aaliyah came and hugged me, and tears welled up in his eyes at the sight of my puffy eyes. I had cried so hard before...I shuddered to think of what had happened. I let Mara, Japheth, and Shastara all hug me, and then I eagerly returned to Adan's arms.

"Don't...don't kill him, Adan," I said softly-almost inaudibly.

I felt Adan stiffen.

"What he did to me cannot go unpunished, but he seemed...truly repentant," I said.

"Truly repentant. Ha," Adan scoffed.

"No, Adan-listen. He did seem repentant, but even if he hadn't...don't kill him. I'm not worth having blood on your hands. Don't do it like this," I persisted.

"Aaleyah, I would fight and kill a thousand armed men with my bare hands for you!" Adan said.

"Adan, please," I said. "Just...don't kill him. Please. Punish him some other way...but promise me you won't go hunt him down and kill him."

After a moment or two, Adan reluctantly replied, "I promise.”
Once again, that black fear gripped my heart.

Things were going so wrong...but why? The Dark One was weakening, so why did my life continue to take a downward spiral?
Chapter Thirty-One:
An Icy Messenger

Word reached us later that week that our numbers-the army-had grown by at least five thousand men. My jaw dropped at the news, and hope filled me. We could overthrow the Dark One! While his numbers dwindled with every day, ours grew! We could do this!

Saelis, however, continued to be a great annoyance. She talked to Adan alone every chance she got, and I was beginning to loathe the very sight of her.

Today had been no different. While Saelis had not come with the others on…the day Wes had done what he had...she was now beginning to come every day or at least every other day. No sooner had Adan and I finished breakfast and he gone outside to chop wood than Saelis had come knocking on the door.

"I need to discuss war plans with Adan," she said to me. Adan was outside, chopping wood, and he didn't know she was here yet. Saelis went to the door and looked out. "Hmm. Where is he anyway?" she mused. Then she turned back to me. "This might all overwhelm or scare you-maybe you should go outside and weed your garden or something." Once again she looked out the door.

I nearly snorted disdainfully. Scare me? Had Saelis ever faced the Dark One and tried to kill him, and then nearly died in the process herself? I didn't think so.

"Or you could stop trying to steal my husband from me," I said, glaring at her back.

She turned around, her face a perfect mask of innocence. "Me? Try to steal your husband? Never!" she said, smiling sweetly as if I was stupid. I, however, could hear the sarcasm in her voice.

"I wasn't born yesterday, and furthermore, I'm a woman. I can tell when other women are interested in a man, especially if it's my husband-so stay away from him," I said in a low, cold voice.

"Tsk tsk," she said, smiling teasingly again. "A mite touchy today, are we?"

Suddenly something strange happened. It was as if I felt a cold breath on my neck. I whirled around...but no one was there. I shivered.

"And they say you faced the Dark One. What, did you just see a ghost-in your imagination? Ha. I wouldn't put my life in your hands. You might get scared and run the other direction," Saelis said, trying her best to get under my skin and succeeding.

I then felt a cold hand on my shoulder. Aaleyah...a voice breathed in my ear. It was, in fact, ghostly, and the breath I felt was as cold as the hand.

I jumped, shocked at the coldness of it. Saelis was still blabbing about something, but I couldn't hear her any more.

What I saw standing in front of me was the most terrifying sight I had ever seen. A black...floating...thing hovered over the ground. Its even blacker eyes stared at me, unblinking. A terrible coldness emanated from it, causing my teeth to begin to chatter and goose bumps to rise on my arms.

Aaleyaaaah...it breathed again.

What are you?! I screamed in my mind. I quickly formed a huge, warm fire orb in each hand and aimed it at the thing.

A messenger...the being breathed. A messenger for hiiiiiiiiiiiiim...
Chills went up and down my spine. I thought the Dark One was weakening, and yet this thing floated in front of my eyes!

Well you can tell him that he ought to be the one quaking with fear, I thought defiantly. Soon he will be overthrown.
Wroooooooong...the creature hissed. It was shaped almost like a person, and it had black eyes, a small nose, and a terrible mouth. I could see the tips of fangs on its bottom lip. You ought to be trembling with terrooooor...the Dark One is soon going to destrooooooooooy you...once and for aaaaaaall...he wants you to know he's waaaaaaaaaaaiting eagerly to meeeeeet you... A snake-like, forked tongue flicked out of the creature's mouth.

I stepped closer to it, holding the orbs out in front of me. I'm going to 'destroooooooooy' you, I said.

Ah ah ah, the creature hissed, waving a finger side to side at me as if I was a naughty child. Then it plunged an icy dagger into my chest, and the world around me disappeared.

~

Adan walked into the house carrying wood. He, of course, expected to find Aaleyah bustling about and not resting as she should...

But he didn't see her at all.

Instead he found Saelis huddled in a corner, her eyes staring straight ahead and yet unseeing. She shook with fear.

He dropped the wood on the floor and knelt next to her. "Saelis?" he said. She didn't seem to hear him, and he put his hand under her chin and turned her head toward him. "Where's Aaleyah?" Fear started to squeeze his heart.

"She's g-gone!" Saelis stammered in a hushed voice, reliving her terror. "That black thing touched her, and she d-disappeared!"

Adan's heart came up to his throat. "What black thing?" he said, shaking Saelis slightly as she squeezed her eyes shut as if to purge the image of what she had seen from her mind. "Saelis-answer me!"

"A black thing...it hovered there-right over there," Saelis said, lifting a shaking hand and pointing. "It was so cold...it talked in some other language, and Aaleyah seemed to talk back. Th-then it touched her...and they disappeared..."

Adan released Saelis, his heart pounding so hard in his ribs he was sure it would break out of them.

Aaleyah was gone.

~

Wes rode slowly, not really wanting to get where he was going. He knew death probably waited for him at the end of his journey.

He hadn't meant to try to kiss Aaleyah. It had just...happened. Then he remembered the way Adan had looked at him, as if he wanted to spill every drop of Wes's blood. Wes shivered at the thought...

But he had to go apologize. If Adan did kill him, all the better. He would deserve it for what he had done.

At last he saw the little house they lived in. He urged his horse into a trot, and when they reached the porch, he tied the reins to the railing.

He took one more look at the forest around him, truly wondering if he was about to die at the hands of Adan El’Hara. Then he faced the house, went up the porch steps and across the porch itself, and knocked on the door.

Adan was the one who opened it, and Wes was surprised when he didn't slam it in his face. In fact, something seemed to be very wrong. Adan was as white as a sheet, and he seemed to be only barely holding himself together.

"S-see to her," he stuttered, walking back into the house. Wes stepped inside and saw Saelis huddling in a corner, her face even whiter than Adan's. She was muttering incoherently.

"Adan, what happened?" Wes said, going to Saelis and helping her get up and lean against him. "What's wrong with Saelis?"

"Aaleyah's gone. The Dark One used some messenger...some black magic...and when it left, it took her with it. Wes, what do I do?" Adan ranted, his eyes wild with worry.

"Take my horse-it's tied to the porch railing. Go to your father," Wes said, fear gripping his heart as well. "He'll know what to do."

"Right-my father," Adan said. He raced out of the house, his sword strapped to his middle. He quickly untied Wes's horse and then was riding off toward Mara and Japheth's house.

Saelis clung to Wes like he was the life boat in a stormy sea. "Wes, it was so-so scary!" she stammered, her tears finally coming. "It w-was awful!"

"You're going to be okay," Wes said soothingly. "I have you, and we're going to go to Mara and Japheth's house. Come on."

Once again, darkest fear claimed the day.

Chapter Thirty-Two:

Take a Chance

I awoke to find myself lying on the ground in a forest thick with trees. It was a different forest than the one Adan and I lived in, or at least close to the edge of it and therefore a part I had never been in before.

Panicked, I put my hand to my chest, expecting to feel a gaping, gushing-blood wound. There was nothing there- the 'dagger' I had felt before must have just been a trick. The 'messenger' had probably just touched me and I had mistaken its finger for a dagger. Whatever it had done, when my skin had been touched I had been transported somewhere else.

There was an eerie silence so thick and heavy it seemed to press on me. There was not even so much as one bird calling to another or singing.

Then suddenly a thought came to me. The messenger sent by the Dark One had obviously been sent by the Dark One's black magic...but why hadn't I been transported directly to the Dark One?

Because he was getting weaker and weaker every day. He actually couldn't transport me all the way to himself! Triumph dawned in my heart, and I smiled despite the pain in my shoulder.

Suddenly, crashing through the heavy silence, I heard people stepping on twigs and pushing their way through the underbrush. Someone was coming.

I tried to sit up and run, but my entire body felt paralyzed. I was sure that it was the effects of the 'messenger' and his icy touch, and so I just stopped trying to get up. I couldn't move at all.

"You'd think that the 'High and Mighty Lord of all Darkness' would be able to at least transport her closer to Dedran!" I heard a man grumble under his breath. Straining my eyes-I was unable to even lift my head a little bit-I saw that there were ten men approaching me now. They were tall and had huge muscles, and there was something about them that suggested they were inhumanly strong and inhumanly agile...were they even human at all?

"Yeah," one of his comrades agreed. "And then he sends us trekking out into some unknown, accursed woods to retrieve her. We wait on him hand and foot, and I'm getting sick of it."

"Me too," another of them said. They were standing around me now, looking down at me. "Is the sweet princess awake?" one mocked. "Does her royal highness need her pillows fluffed?"

I tried to speak, but found that my voice was not working either. I settled for a glare, which just set the men laughing.

"I think she's upset with you, Tregan," one of the men said tauntingly. "Maybe you should apologize."

"You're probably right," he said, delivering an extremely hard kick to my ribs. Instantly my limbs started working again, and I curled into a ball, my arms around my stomach trying to protect the baby inside of me. Pain, sharp and swift as an arrow, went through my entire body, and I felt some of my ribs crack with the force of the man's kick. "Well, I apologized." The other men snickered.

"Now now, don't damage the Dark One's new toy," one of the men in the back said, stepping forward. "Much as it'd be fun to break it, I fear we'd be broken worse for doing it if the Dark One found out."

The others considered this, and I was only spat on and roughly dragged after that. "Please-let me walk!" I begged, sick with worry for my baby. The men dragged to my feet, and I was hauled through the trees to where some horses were waiting.

I worriedly noted that there weren’t enough horses for me to ride one. Each of the men had gotten on a horse save one, who was tying my wrists together now. I was going to be made to walk...but I wouldn't make it. I was in so much pain, and my mind was so disoriented I couldn't focus on anything.

Wait...Aaliyah! Communicate with her! I thought (and that was maybe the one clear thought in my mind at that time). Aaliyah? Answer me-please answer me! I called out in my mind. I suddenly realized how much I missed my sister, even though I had probably only been gone less than a day. I wished she was with me right now.

The men tied my wrists together and then tied the end of the rope to one of their saddles-I was indeed to be forced to walk behind them. My arms were thus pulled straight in front of me (pulled hard) and my shoulders (especially my injured one) screamed in protest.

For some reason, I started calculating in my mind how long I had been pregnant. It had been almost exactly seven months now, so in two more months my baby would be born...if I lived that long.

Aaliyah! Please, oh please answer! I cried out in my mind.

But I heard nothing in response. I reached out with my mind and felt an empty void. It wasn't empty as if in death; it was just empty as if Aaliyah couldn't hear me and therefore I couldn't hear her or her thoughts. Tears filled my eyes, and despair filled my heart.

Are you really giving up that easily? my mind screamed at me. You are one of the Twins-you faced the Dark One and nearly killed him. You are stronger than this...you have to be stronger!
I weakly pointed my hands toward the men on the horses. I coaxed all the heat I felt to gather and form into fire. It wasn't easy in my pained state, but I finally felt ready. "Burn," I whispered, as if I could actually speak to my fire and command it.

Then, with one of the most powerful forces my fire had ever born, it slammed into the men(and the whiskey flasks they bore on their persons), and my world exploded in red.

~

When I awoke for the second time that day, all I could feel was the throb-throb-throb of the pain in my body. It kept pace with my heart beat, as if my heart was in each of my wounds, beating there.

I cautiously tried to sit up. I looked around, dizzy. I had been thrown backwards by the explosion, and I had slammed into a tree, virtually knocking myself unconscious. Thankfully my ropes had disintegrated in the heat, and I could now move my arms freely. However, I lifted my right arm only -my left shoulder was never going to heal at this rate- and felt the back of my head with my hand. There was a large bump on it, and I winced upon touching it.

I nervously examined the rest of my body, hoping against hope that my skin hadn't been completely devoured by the heat of the fire and the fire itself.

I put my hands on my stomach first, hoping with all my heart that my baby was alright. Kick...move...do something! I thought. I nearly whooped with joy when I felt a strong kick-my baby was alive! I looked at my left arm next and discovered a huge, oozing burn on my forearm. My right arm was alright, if not for the few scratches and bruises on it-but then, all of me was a bit scratched and bruised. My legs, however, each bore a few burns, ranging from ones so insignificant they would only blister and others that were so bad I knew I would experience a lot of pain walking…or not be able to walk at all.

I saved my face for last, reaching a shaking hand up to it. I expected to feel bumpy, scorched, hideous skin, and then my heart nearly missed a beat when I discovered my face was still perfectly smooth and untouched (if not a bit sore-my fire had been hotter than usual).

Thankfully, my feet also were untouched. At least I wouldn't have to have pain in them as well as my legs.

One thought went through my mind over and over again-find a stream. Once I did I would need to completely submerge myself in it-except, of course, for my face-and let the cool water run over my burns and soothe their sting a bit.

I listened for the sound of running water...and nearly cried with relief when I heard some. Reaching my right arm up once again, I pulled myself up by hanging onto a tree for support.

When I turned around, I nearly threw up. There had been ten horses, and all but one lay dead on the ground, their carcasses mostly burned but unfortunately not completely-the sight was so disgusting I felt lightheaded. Blood oozed from them, and I could see into their bodies; could see their bones and inner organs.

One horse had escaped, however. It appeared his rider had been thrown off of him, and the horse had run to the side, escaping with a slight burn on his back. I knew I would need to catch him, calm him, and then ride him.

The men that had been the horses' riders were much the same as the dead horses. Some lay half-burned-dead-on the ground, gushing blood, and others were just nowhere to be seen. The realization of what this meant hit me like a slap to the face-my fire had been so hot it had burned them to ash.

I painfully picked my way through the maze of human bodies and the remains of horses, begging myself to not vomit all over the ground. I was getting closer to the stream now...

At last I saw it. The horse stood by it, trembling with fear as it drank from it. I quickened my pace.

Reaching the edge of the bank, I stepped down into the icy water. It was so cold it took my breath away, but it was better than the awful biting and stinging of my burns.

It was shallow enough and the current weak enough that I wouldn't be pulled downstream and or start sinking. I lowered myself so that I was floating on my back. The water felt wonderful to my wounds, and I wasn't sure I would ever get out of it.

At last though, the water grew too cold for me. My limbs were so numb I could hardly feel them, so I decided to get up.

I quickly drank some water, only now realizing how very thirsty I was. I drank so much I felt like I would burst, and then I began the monotaneous task of catching the horse and then getting on him.

Surprisingly he came right to me when I called him. He seemed to want to be comforted, and I did just that. I put my arms around his neck, stroked his mane, and nickered soothingly(sometimes making sounds like a horse calmed them more than when you spoke to them). He eventually calmed down, and didn't protest when I got up on him.

Thankfully most of the saddle was still there, and the stirrups as well. It hurt me horribly to climb up onto the horse, but somehow I managed to.

I sat on top of him, so dizzy, and then I leaned down, resting my head on his neck and mane. The reins were gone, so I entangled my fingers with his mane, hanging on. I kicked him gently in the sides, urging him forward. "That's it-good boy," I said softly. My eyelids felt so heavy...the world seemed to be spinning...

No! I couldn't go to sleep. I had heard that people who hit their heads hard and then went to sleep sometimes never woke up. "Stay awake; stay awake," I said to myself over and over. If that didn't work I would have to pinch myself every now and then.

We followed the stream, and I wondered how long it would be until we found civilization. I needed help badly-my wounds could not go un-treated. I had ripped off the hem of my dress and used it as a bandage for the worst ones, but the others were completely uncovered.

Aaliyah? I thought, trying again to communicate with my sister. Please answer. I need...help...
I was getting more and more groggy, and I didn't know what to do. I would fall asleep any second now.

Then suddenly, without warning, the horse strayed from the stream and found its way to a broad dirt road. A road meant people, and people meant help! I perked up at this thought.

It wasn't long before I spotted someone up ahead on the road coming toward me. My heart sang with relief, and I kicked the horse's sides gently again to make it go faster.

But what if they're an enemy? I suddenly thought. What if the person riding toward me had heard tales of the two 'witches' with long, red hair and pale skin? What if they hated Aaliyah and I, and what if...what if...

I couldn't live on 'what if's. Without help and proper attention for my wounds I would surely not survive the night.

I hoped the people would be kind...

But in the end, it all rested on one thing-taking a chance.

I was just going to have to do it.

Chapter Thirty-Three:
Disturbing Dreams

“Please,” I gasped as the wagon stopped alongside me. “I…need…help…” I looked up to see who drove it.
It was a man, in his early thirties but still maybe close to ten or eleven years older than me. He had broad shoulders, and bulging muscles. He was handsome despite the long, ugly scar that ran down diagonally, starting over his left eye and going down to his chin.
He wore a hat pulled low over his eyes, and when he caught a glimpse of me he pulled it up to study me better. I still sat on my horse, and his seat on the wagon was high enough that our faces were level. “Well aren’t you pretty,” he mused, lost in thought. He seemed to not notice the blood and pus oozing from my wounds, or the way I rasped when I breathed.
My heart missed a beat at his words. This man must be an enemy after all…or at least a disgusting man. My guard walls went up.
“Sir, I beg you,” I gasped, a wave of pain going through my body. “Please…help…me…” I knew I was going to pass out soon.
The man blinked and suddenly seemed to realize my condition. “O-of course,” he stammered, looking guilty for not helping me before.
He jumped down from his wagon and stood beside my horse, reaching his arms up. “Here-I’ll help you down,” he said.
Do I trust him? I thought to myself.
Then I realized I simply did not have a choice.
I reached down to him and took hold of his arms, letting him lift me down-no easy feat. I was much more heavy than usual-I knew with a rather sickening feeling that my baby might be bigger than usual.
Grunting, he lifted me into the back of his wagon. He made me as comfortable as he could-I was sitting now- on some empty sacks, and then he tied my horse to the back of the wagon. Then he got back in his seat quickly and hit the horses with a small whip. “Ya!” he said. He knew that I was in a very bad condition, and that I was going to die soon if I didn’t get the right help. Maybe he was a ‘friend’ after all…
Suddenly, he turned around and looked back at me. An evil grin spread on his face, and his teeth suddenly grew into long, sharp fangs. His eyes turned bright red, and fur suddenly covered his skin.
He opened his mouth, leaning close to me, about to take a bite of my neck…I screamed…
~

I woke up from my dream and shallow sleep and jerked my body so suddenly that I fell off of the horse. Once more, I managed to twist to my back so that I wouldn’t fall on my stomach and crush my baby.

The force of my fall brought tears to my eyes. I lay there, clutching the grass and sobbing my heart out, my sobs wracking my body.

Despair and fear filled with me. I was doomed to wander about looking for help…and die…

Aaliyah would continue to gather an army, and then she would fight the Dark One with them. There would be a chance that they would be victorious, but the Dark One would probably just kill her too, even though he was growing weak. He could kill all my loved ones…

No! Stop thinking like this! my mind screamed at me. But I couldn’t help it. All was lost…

Suddenly it was as if I was sitting in a room, on a hard, wooden chair. People came before me, begging me to hang on and keep fighting-Kiria needed me-they needed me.
Then Adan stepped forward, and I choked back a sob. “Love, you can’t give in,” he said softly. “I need you…we all need you. Keep fighting…don’t give in. Don’t. I’m not whole without my other half. If not for anyone else, do if for me,” He reached his arms out to me as if to welcome me into them, but no matter how hard I tried-and I was shaking my chair and trying with all my might-I could not get up. His face fell, and he walked away, his head hanging.
“No! Come back!” I cried. “Waaait…”
Then Aaliyah stepped forward. “I need you, Aaleyah. You’re my sister-my twin-one of my very best friends. We’ve stuck together through all these hard times-don’t give up on me now. Your fight is not over-your time to go has not come. Stay with us. Don’t give up,” she said. “Sisters forever.” She smiled sadly, and then she too walked away. My sobs came harder now.
Then my parents stepped forward. “We’re so proud of you,” my mother said.
“Don’t shame us now. You’re stronger than this,” my father said.
“We love you-be strong,” my mother said. Then they, too, smiled sadly before walking away.
“No! Come back! Don’t leave me alone!” I screamed, hysteric.
My eyes flew open. I wasn’t sure if I had had a dream or just imagined that, but whatever it was, it had been awful. My sobs continued to come until I felt like I had cried every tear in my body.

What was I going to do?

~
Adan saw his mother and father’s house and urged his horse on faster. He didn’t even bother to tie its reins to the porch railing; he just leaped down from it, and in a few long bounds, he was up the stairs, across the porch, and opening the door.

“Ma? Pa?” he shouted, stepping inside.

His mother and father looked up from their lunch, startled. “What’s wrong, son?” Japheth asked, standing up and going over to a now panting Adan.
“Aaleyah…she’s gone!” Adan cried.

“Son, calm down. What happened?” Japheth said, taking his son by the shoulders.

“The Dark One…he sent some thing-Saelis said it touched Aaleyah and then they both disappeared! What do we do? Where is she, Pa? What if the Dark One has her right now? I have to find her!” Adan ranted.

“Adan!” Japheth said, raising his voice above his son’s. “If you panic and act foolishly, you will be of no help to her at all!”

Suddenly Aaliyah and Shastara burst through the door, Ilana in Aaliyah’s arms. “Aaleyah-“ she began. Then she saw Adan and knew that he must have already found out. “We weren’t able to talk, but I could…hear…her thoughts. I could also sense her location with my mind’s eye. She’s hurt badly, and she’s near the very edge of this forest-at least fifty miles out.”

“Direction?” Adan said.

“Directly northeast,” Aaliyah said. Then Adan was rushing back out to his horse.

“Adan, wait!” Japheth called. But his son was already on his horse, riding away. Japheth grabbed three flasks of water, his sword, kissed his wife (and Shastara kissed Aaliyah), and then went outside, Shastara in tow. They quickly got on horses and followed Adan.

~

I was hot and cold at the same time. Chills shook my body, and a great heat caused to feel like I would roast alive. My wounds burned, and my mouth was so dry. I was too weak to even crawl to the stream and get a drink.

A-Aaliyah? I thought, trying once more to communicate with my sister.

Aaleyah? Is that you? came the instant reply.

Yes, I thought. Aaliyah, I’m hurt so bad…I don’t know if I’ll even survive the night.
I thought it calmly, having accepted it. I couldn’t survive-I knew it.

You have to! Adan, Japheth, and Shastara are on the way. You have to hang on! Aaliyah thought.

I can’t, I thought. I’m too…too weak…I always was a weakling…
No you weren’t! Aaliyah thought passionately. You’ve never been a weakling! You’ve been more than the opposite!
Pain shook my body. N-not any more, I thought. I can’t hang on. Adan, Shastara, and Japheth won’t get here in time. I can’t hold on for that long. I just c-can’t.
But you have to! Your fight is not over-your time to go has not yet come, Aaliyah thought. My eyes flew open. Those had been the exact words she had said in my dream. Kiria needs you! You have to stay strong!
I’m useless now-broken and useless, I thought. I’m supposed to be strong and fight the Dark One-I’m never supposed to give up or give in…but I’m human. I can’t help but do that! I’m weak, and I’m ashamed of myself. Kiria deserves better-you all deserve better. I’m glad Mother and Father can’t see me now-they would be ashamed. I thought again of my dream and blinked back tears.

Suddenly a new voice-a dark and cold one that sent shivers down my spine-entered my mind. So you think you’ve escaped me now, it said. But guess what? You’re wrong.
Suddenly my ribs burned as if they were on fire, and I screamed. My scream was loud, and it filled the whole forest.

That’s just a reminder of the things I can do to you-or, to your baby, the Dark One thought.

I clutched at my stomach. No! I thought in terror.

You’d better come back to me, or I’ll kill it. Then I’ll move on to the rest of your loved ones, the Dark One thought. I could almost see him, a wicked smile on his face. Just remember that. Then his voice was gone, and I was left empty and shaken.

Aaleyah? Aaliyah thought frantically. Answer me!
The Dark One…he just threatened to kill my baby and then all of you if I didn’t go back to him, I thought, beginning to cry again.

Stay strong, was all Aaliyah thought. I’ll be here-don’t close our connection. Keep it open. Keep talking to me.
Aaliyah was the only thing that kept me alive that day. She kept me awake and talking, and eventually my strength somehow grew enough to let me crawl over to the stream and get a drink from it. I lay next to it then, my stomach full to bursting of water…and my eyes slowly closed…
Chapter Thirty-Four:
An Inquisitive New Friend

It was late the next morning by the time they found me. The sun was shining brightly, and the forest at least had some sound in it now. I had just woken up, shocked that I had actually slept through the night and survived.

Still, I awoke to feel someone touching my face. My eyes flew open, and I half-expected to see Adan kneeling by me. But, alas, it was not Adan. In fact, it was a little girl.

“You’re waked up,” she said, withdrawing her hand from my face. “Mama, she's waked up!”

A woman scurried over to us, her arms loaded with herbs and bandages. “Move over, Emerald,” she said with a Dedranian accent. I must be close to Dedran-wonderful. “Let me take a look at her.”

As she looked me over, tending to each of my wounds as she went, she tsked at me. “Child, you’ve got more wounds on you than any human being should have in a life time,” she said, her voice full of worry. “Emmy, you are going to have to stay with her while I go get the horse, cart, and your papa.” Emmy, the little girl, nodded solemnly, obviously taking her job very seriously, and the woman hurried off.

Emerald turned back to me. “You’re pr-pr-perty,” she stuttered, unsure of how to say the word. She fingered my hair. She couldn’t be much older than seven or eight, but she was quite tall. “How’d you get here?”

I tried to talk, but it came out as a croak. Even though Emerald's mother had given me a drink, my throat was still so dry...

"Oh-sorry," Emerald said. "I sorta forgots you couldn't do much talkin'. I'll just be quiet now. Mama'll be back soon."

Even though her mother had bandaged my wounds, my pain began to grow to such an intensity that I had to hold back tears from it. I knew if I opened my mouth to try to talk again I would start sobbing (with pain and despair) so I just clamped it shut and forced myself not to cry. Not in front of this little girl.

I started to slip into semi-consciousness. I could see Emerald's mouth moving, but I couldn't hear anything coming from it. My limbs started to go blessedly numb and my eyes started to close...I was so, so tired...

~

When I awoke, I was lying in a bed in a small cabin. My pain came back abruptly, hitting me like a dagger through my heart. It took my breath away.

"I need you to drink this right now," I heard someone say. It was Emmy's mother, and she held a cup to my lips now. "Drink it all up-it'll help the pain." I gulped it down, choking on it as I did so. I was so very thirsty...

I was hot and cold at the same time. I was sweaty and yet chills went up and down my spine. I was wide awake yet not awake. I felt like I was flying and had limbs of lead at the same time.

Was I dying?

~

Over the next five days, I was in and out of consciousness. Every time I was unconscious was a sweet blessing-consciousness only brought me great pain. Sometimes it was so bad I would lying there thrashing or screaming, and I had a high fever.

It was only on the sixth day I had been there that my fever went down enough for me to actually try sitting up and being calm. Em's mother, Zynnia, forced me to drink so much of her special infection-fighting, pain-killing herb drink that I felt like I would burst...but at least it seemed to be working.
The fever, when it had been worst (it had been raging...I didn't think I had ever had such a high fever in my whole life), had weakened my body greatly. Now I could hardly lift up my head on my own. I felt like an infant myself.

Infant...my baby...

Panic suddenly filled me as I tried desperately to remember if my baby had kicked or showed some sign it was alive during the last few days. What if my fever or some time when I had fallen had killed it, or what if it was even now dying? I clutched at my stomach, wishing with all my heart my baby would kick. Please, little one...show me you're alive, I thought, tears coming to my eyes.

Kick...kick...
I felt two little feet kick inside of me as if in response. My heart sang with joy. My baby was still alive!!!

You are alive! I thought, tears streaming down my face now. I can't wait to meet you.
Zynnia came in just then. "Are you crying from your pain? If so, you'll have to drink more of that herb-" she began.

"No-I'm crying because my baby is...a-a-alive!" I cried. Just saying that sentence made me feel exhausted.

"I'm so glad!" Zynnia said, patting my hand. "But calm down; you'll make yourself feel sick."

Crying did end up making me feel sick, but I was so happy my baby was alive. If it had died I would have died. So much had gone wrong already-I didn't need the death of my baby on top of it all.

~

Later that day, as Zynnia, her husband Fagen, and Emerald all sat down to have their little family time (where one of them would start a story, and the others would add things as they went-a story by all three of them), I was awakened (I had drifted off to sleep listening to the funny story they made up) by a knock on the door.

"I'll see who it is," Fagen said. "Act casual-it could be people after her." He jerked his finger in my direction.

My heart started to beat faster, and I knew that there could be a great danger on the other side of the door. Even in my groggy state I knew all of this, and I was completely terrified. What if the Dark One had sent more men after me?! 

Zynnia noticed my discomfort and fear, and she gave me an encouraging smile…but while I appreciated it, at the time it simply didn’t help me. 

Fagen peeked out the window before opening the door. He had his sword strapped to him, and he rested his hand on the hilt. "How can I be of help to you, sirs?" he said politely, though we could all hear the caution and worry in his voice.

"We're looking for a young woman, sir. She's tall and has long, red hair. She's also with child, and she is injured," I heard a man's deep voice say. It sounded familiar. "She would have passed through this area-have you seen her?"

"May I inquire first as to why you're looking for her?" Fagen said.

"She's my wife," I heard another voice say. Its owner was also a man, but he sounded much younger than the first speaker. "Please-we've been traveling for nearly a week. We were held up many times along the way. She is in a bad condition-bad enough that she could die. We have to find her."

"What's her name?" Fagen said. I knew his plan. If these men knew my name, then they must be safe. I had told him and Zynnia that my husband would come looking for me-that I had been kidnapped.

"Aaleyah El'Hara," said the younger man's voice again.

My heart missed a beat. The people I had just heard speaking were Japheth and Adan!

"Alright-you can come in," Fagen said. "But if you've lied to me and try anything, I won't be merciful." He stepped aside. Adan was the first one in, probably suspecting that I was there. When he saw me, he paled.

"Aaleyah," he said softly, rushing over to me. He knelt on the floor beside the bed.

I was too weak to cry, so I just managed the smallest of smiles.

Japheth and Shastara both joined Adan at my bedside. "We found her lying out in the woods," Zynnia said. "If we hadn't gotten to her when we did I suspect she would have died that night."

Adan's eyes filled with tears as he stroked my bruised, scratched face. "Oh, love," he murmured. He was struggling not to start crying hard; I could tell by the way he would blink more than necessary and clench his jaw.

"Adan," I rasped. He leaned down to gently kiss me.

He rested his hand on my stomach, and just then the little one in me kicked again. I smiled, and so did he. "Did you feel that, Aaleyah?" he said quietly, yet excitedly. "Our boy's alive, and he wants to come out." He grinned at me.

I weakly lifted my hand up to touch his face. I love you, I mouthed...and then I drifted off to sleep.
Chapter Thirty-Five:
Once and For All

Adan sat on a chair next to Aaleyah's bed and watched her as she slept. When he had first seen her lying there, he had nearly stopped breathing...thinking she was dead.

Japheth, Shastara, Zynnia, and her husband, Fagen, all sat at their table talking."You're welcome to stay as long as you please," Zynnia said, "because she won't be able to be moved for quite awhile."

Adan didn't doubt that, even though Shastara had done his best healing the wounds she had. She was still so weak and in pain.

"Thank you," Japheth said. "But I doubt we'll all fit here, and besides, you've your own family to feed."

"Oh, it's no trouble at all, as long as you don't mind sleeping on hay in our little barn," Zynnia said."My Fagen just went hunting, and we've plenty of food." Her husband nodded in agreement.

"Our thanks again," Japheth said. "I believe we'll take you up on that, at least until Aaleyah is well enough to travel."

"It’s our pleasure," Zynnia and Fagen answered.

Just then Aaleyah moaned softly in her sleep. Adan stroked her face with his hand, and with his other took one of her hands, and she quieted down. He wanted to cradle her in his arms, but he knew that would probably be quite uncomfortable for her, so he had to settle for sitting next to her and holding her hand.

Please be alright, he thought.

~

'Quite awhile' turned out to be close to a month. Aaleyah contracted another fever, and this was one was worse than the one before. She would shake with chills, or push blankets away when she felt so hot.

Adan held her in his arms now whenever he could. She had asked him to, and he couldn't bear to just sit there and watch her suffering. He would talk soothingly to her or even sometimes sing softly when she couldn't sleep or couldn't stop being so restless.

When she was awake enough and her pain was less, she and Adan would discuss potential names for the baby depending on if it was a boy or a girl. They finally found one they both liked, and the reality of the little person who would be coming into the world soon hit Adan more.

Zynnia, Fagen, and their daughter, Em(the whole Tuckins family), were all so kind and generous. Zynnia and Fagen were in their early thirties, so only about ten or so years older than he and Aaleyah, and their daughter Em was eight. They had extended their home, and also fed Adan, Japheth, Shastara, and Aaleyah. That was like adding four extra children to their family...and these 'children' were really adults (and therefore ate more). They all tried to abstain, however, from using up too much of the Tuckinses' resources.

Adan hoped that there would be a way someday that they could repay them.

~

I awoke to find myself sitting on a bed. Adan was sitting next to me, and his arms were around me.

I was so hot...and then, suddenly, I felt a wonderful wave of coolness wash over me.

I had almost forgotten that Adan had the ability of ice. He hardly ever used it...

"Is that better, love?" he asked, feeling me move around a bit more.

"Yes," I said. "I was so hot."

"I know-your skin was so hot I could feel the heat just holding my hand a few inches above it," Adan said. "How are you feeling now?"

"Like I never want to sleep again," I said, lifting my head up from where it had been resting on Adan's shoulder and rotating it to stretch it. "How long have I been sleeping?"

"Well, this sleep you just had was unbroken; you didn't wake up at all...so...maybe a night and a day?" he replied.

"That long?" I said, incredulous.

"Yes, but you needed it," Adan replied.

"Thank you for sitting with me," I said. Adan put his hand under my chin and lifted my head up so that he could kiss me. I kissed him back, forgetting all my pain.

When we finally drew apart, he said, "Sitting's nothing. I would do an endless handstand for you." He grinned, and I chuckled.

Once again, however, black fear gripped my heart. How was I going to defeat the Dark One if I was lying here, hardly able to get up and walk? Aaliyah was strong enough to fight him, I knew that...but what if something went wrong? All would be lost because I was such a weakling.

You have to stay strong for Kiria, I thought to myself. You can't give up yet. Stop thinking only of yourself-instead, think of all the people the Dark One has hurt and will continue to hurt. Put them before yourself.
~

Aaleyah? Aaliyah thought in her mind.

Aaliyah? came the instant reply.

You're there! Aaliyah thought joyfully. How are you doing? Adan and the others should have reached you by now...
They have. In fact, Adan is sitting with me right now. I'm sore and I have a terrible fever, but I think it's breaking, Aaleyah replied.

Oh, good, Aaliyah thought back. I'm glad you're not alone any more.
Well, I wasn't alone before-a woman and her daughter found me, and they brought me to their home. The woman, Zynnia, her husband, and her daughter have been very geneous, Aaleyah thought.

So, Aaliyah thought, changing the subject. It seemed strange that they were having such a casual discussion in the midst of all this turmoil. She didn't mind it, but there were other pressing issues to discuss. What's the plan?
I think maybe you should come out here, Aaleyah replied. Tell all the men in the town to come-make sure the word gets spread to the army. We should all gather out here and then go straight into Dedran.
And the Dark One probably thinks we're still getting our forces together...in fact, he doesn't even know you are free. He expected to see you right about now...why don't we give him a little surprise? Aaliyah thought. A small smile broke out on her face.

Right, Aaleyah agreed. And our numbers are already maybe double the amount of men he has left. Yes, he is still very powerful...but he's weakening. I can feel it. We can do this, Aaliyah!
We can, and we will! Aaliyah thought back, her hope and bravery renewing themselves.

I'm afraid I must go now, sister, Aaleyah thought. We can finish making the final plans tonight. I'm sorry-I'm just too tired now.  I need to rest. I can't keep my eyes open even if I try.
You should rest, Aaliyah thought. I'll see you soon.
Aye, Aaleyah thought. I love you, Aaliyah. Be safe.
I love you too, Aaliyah replied. And you.
Good bye, Aaleyah thought.

~

"How much longer 'til your wee one comes?" Zynnia asked me. I had been deep in thought, and I was pulled from my thoughts now.

"Oh, about a month," I said, getting up from my chair (and intending to go back to the bed). I had one arm around my broken, aching ribs, and I thought (though not for the first time) that of all the pain I had undergone, the pain in my ribs had by far been the worst.

"I suspected as much," Zynnia said. She seemed to just know these things.

"Do you think it will be big, from the way my stomach is, or is this a normal size for a baby?" I asked, not really knowing what to expect.

"I'd say you look to be a normal size. Not too big, and not too small. With my Em, I was bigger than you are now...so I'd say your baby will be just in between," Zynnia said, smiling."What do you think it will be?"

"I have a strong feeling it's a boy, though I'm not sure why. Adan has always wanted a boy, and I wouldn't mind one myself," I said, smiling as well. "Whenever we talk about it we just say it's a boy. I guess we'll have to see." I chuckled.

Suddenly, all the blood drained from my face. I was paralyzed with fear, and my voice seemed to disappear.

"What is it?" I heard Zynnia say. Her voice seemed to come from far away...

Wordlessly I stared past her. A black figure, emanating such a cold feeling I was surprised Zynnia didn't notice it, was floating just a few feet behind her. The spot where the first 'messenger' had touched me burned with a vengeance.

I'm waiting for you...a deep, chilling voice said. It came from the figure, but I knew whose voice it really was.

Zynnia looked concerned now, and her lips were moving as if she was talking to me...but I could hear nothing but the voice.

Waiting...waiting...waiting...the voice echoed. The black figure smiled the most horrific smile I had ever seen (beside the Dark One's of course)...and then it disappeared.

The sounds of my surroundings slowly came back to my ears. I blinked and suddenly I saw everything around me again, whereas before I had only seemed to see that black thing...

My chest burning, I swayed and fell...barely grabbing onto the back of a chair just in time before I hit the ground. I heard people shouting-though once more it seemed to come from far away-and then I felt two strong arms come around my waist and help me back to the bed.

My ears were ringing, but slowly my hearing came back. "What's that mark on her chest?" I heard Zynnia exclaim. "It's so...red!"

I blinked a few times, my mind foggy. I looked around and realized I was now lying on the bed. Adan was sitting on the edge of it, staring down at me. I was so afraid I wanted to just curl up into a ball and hide.

Waiting...waiting...waiting...
The voice resonated through my memory, sending chills up and down my spine. I was trembling with fear now, and it only got worse. I couldn't stay still.

I felt Adan then lie down next to me and pull me into his arms. I put my head back against his chest and held onto his arms as if he could save me from my black pit of despair.

"Ssh," he said softly. "It's alright now." He stroked my hair gently.

I slowly calmed down, though inwardly I was still very much shaken.

"What happened, love?" Adan asked. Zynnia, her husband, Shastara, and Japheth were all standing by the bed and looking down at me.

"I saw one of those...things again," I said, my voice quivering. "I-it said 'I'm waiting for you'." I covered my face with my hands and shuddered.

"You also have a red spot on your chest, just below your neck," Adan said, looking at it. It still burned quite fiercely.

"That's where the first one touched me," I said, rubbing it and hoping that the burning and stinging would go away soon.

"Oh, love," Adan said, drawing me closer to himself as if he could protect from...well, everything.

But the truth was, no one could save me now.

We needed to settle this, Aaliyah, I, and the Dark One.

We needed to end it once and for all.
Chapter Thirty-Six:
A Small Bundle of Joy

Aaliyah opened her eyes and looked around...but there was no one in the room.

She must have been dreaming, because she had heard a terrible, chilling voice say, I'm waiting for you... Then the word 'waiting' had echoed in her head...waiting...waiting...waiting... It had been such an awful dream!

She looked down at Ilana, who was sleeping in her cradle. Mara was just in the other room, on guard sitting in front of the door in case anything or anyone should try to come in.

Suddenly, unbidden, the image of Shastara's face crossed Aaliyah's mind. She missed him so much, and she ached for his arms to be around her.

Was Aaleyah alright? Had she died from her wounds? If not, then how was she doing? She hadn't communicated with Aaliyah in close to three weeks.

Just how weak was the Dark One? What if he was stronger than they thought, and when they went to defeat him...it was the other way around and he defeated them? What if this whole 'growing weaker' thing was just a clever ruse-a trap set for all of them? How could they be sure?

The truth was they couldn't. They would just have to take the chance. Kiria had received enough damage because of people that had sat around and done absolutely nothing.

But she was still worried, and she didn't sleep for the rest of the night.

~

Ralaas Alair-the Dark One-cursed his weakness.

He hadn't even been able to get the stupid girl all the way to Dedran. He was growing weaker and weaker every day.

Everyone knew it, and he could hear it in the thoughts of his servants. The other day he had killed ten of them for thinking 'He's becoming a weakling' or the like when they had come into his presence. All it took was one (well, two now-he was getting weaker) blink, and their hearts would stop beating.

He had to find some way to get more strength, or the Twins would easily defeat him. It would be so easy they would be able to do it in their sleep.

He couldn't believe it. For once in his life, he was vulnerable. He was in danger.
Was it really possible? Could it really be that he, the most powerful sorcerer alive, could be in danger of dying?

It is true-you know it, he thought.

Something had to be done...but what?

~

My baby was due in just a little over a week.

A week.

I almost couldn't believe it! After all these months of waiting, I had mere days left until I met my little one! It was such an exciting thought, and it seemed to actually help me feel better to be so optimistic. I needed a little joy in my life right now.

Now, though, we were debating whether to just stay at Zynnia's or try to get home before the baby came. I wasn't comfortable with traveling-especially when I knew there was the slightest chance that the baby could come early or that we would be held up during our journey- and Zynnia knew it, but we had also almost been here for a month. She and her family needed a break.

Thankfully, I was almost completely healed now, so that wouldn't be much of a problem. My shoulder was finally shoulder-size again, and it didn't hurt nearly as much to use my left arm, and my burns were all but gone.

Right now Adan and I were both sitting in a chair side by side on Zynnia's porch(Zynnia had said that 'the patient needed some fresh air'), and I was relishing the cool breeze that was washing over us.

"So, what do you think we should do, Adan?" I asked.

"I think, since Zynnia and her husband have both said they don't mind if we stay, that we should. Giving birth while we're traveling home would be no picnic," Adan said, taking my hand and stroking it.

"I just feel terrible about it though," I said, stroking his hand with my thumb. "I feel like we're...robbing them. They have themselves to feed, and now they have four extra people-and I'm not even eating for just myself!"

"I know, love. I felt the same way, which is why I originally told Zynnia we might just try and go home. But she was adamant. They really don't mind having us, and I don't really think that it would be good for you to be riding a horse for days after you've just had a baby. You're going to be exhausted, but we won't be able to stop for long periods of time because we have to get back. I think the best thing for us right now is to just stay here," Adan said, turning his head and looking at me.

He was right. "Very well," I said. "I suppose we shall just stay, then."

No sooner had I said that than we heard Zynnia exclaim behind us, "Good! I'm so glad you are staying." She came to stand in front of us. "We love the company, not to mention that it would be highly foolish to try and travel home when you could have your baby at any time."

I smiled. "Well, we thank you very much for being so hospitable," I said, thinking again of how much Zynnia reminded me of Mara. What Zynnia had just said made me remember the time I had told Mara I was probably going to leave her, Japheth's, and Adan's home, and she convinced me to stay.

"Oh, it's our pleasure," Zynnia said, smiling brightly and squeezing my other hand (the one Adan was not holding). "Now you two just keep relaxing out here while I go prepare supper."

"She's so kind," I said once she had left. "She reminds me of your mother."

"I know-she does," Adan said. Then he stared at me for a moment before saying, "I'm so sorry, love."

Concern rose in my heart. "What are you talking about?"

"I'm just sorry that you’ve had to have such a hard life," Adan said, his face masked with sorrow. "Nearly half of your life has been filled with terrible things. The way you've kept going through all these hard times amazes me."

"But it hasn't all been bad," I said, squeezing his hand. "The best part of my life has been knowing you."

I leaned over and kissed him tenderly.

~

It turned out we didn't have to wait long for the baby to come, because it came that very night-nearly a week early.

Zynnia talked me through it, turning once more into the midwife (she had been the midwife for many babies) while Adan stayed for support(I begged him to stay with me), and after an extremely long and tiring labor, our long-anticipated little one entered the world.

Adan was kneeling on the floor next to the end of the bed that my head was at, and he stroked my head now. "You did a good job, Aaleyah," he said softly.

I just managed a weak smile, and then expectantly turned my gaze to Zynnia, who was now cleaning the baby off a bit and wrapping it in a blanket.

"Meet your son," she said, beaming as she placed him, still crying, in my arms. At the word 'son', Adan's face lit up with pure joy. Our suspicions had been right. "What'll you call him?"

"Janai Corin El'Hara," I said, speaking the name I and Adan had decided on together. Janai had been my father's name, and I had asked Adan if, supposing we had a son, we could name him that. Adan had gladly agreed, knowing how much I had loved my father. It was a way to keep his memory alive.

Adan gently touched one of his son's tiny hands. "He's so little," he said.

"I know," I said, my heart overwhelming with love for the small 'bundle' I now held in my arms. "He's so beautiful..."

His hair was dark brown, like his father's, but it was also curly, like mine. He had my green eyes, but other than that, he very much resembled Adan. I didn't think she had ever seen a more wonderful baby in all my life.

Adan sat on the edge of the bed, his arm around me as I was now sitting up. I leaned against him, unable to take my eyes off of Janai.

"Aye, he is," Adan said. We didn't even notice that Zynnia had ducked out of the room to give us a few moments alone until she came back in.

"I hate to take him away from you, but I need to clean him off," she said, back at last (we never noticed her absence) and smiling kindly.

I reluctantly let her take him from my arms, and, after kissing me, Adan followed her to go watch as she cleaned our son off. Once she was finished, and he was all dried off, Adan held Janai for the first time as Zynnia helped me get cleaned up and change. He practically glowed as he cradled him in his arms and stared down at him.

"He's so tiny...I'm afraid he'll break in my arms!" Adan said, looking at me. He was so happy he reminded me of a child who had just been given the most wonderful present in the world.

I chuckled. "He's not made of glass, Adan," I said. Adan came and sat next to me again, and we stared at Janai together. "But can you believe it? He's ours-he's really ours!" I smiled up at Adan.

He grinned back at me. "I can't believe it," he said. "I love you, Aaleyah El'Hara." He leaned down and kissed me on the lips.

I kissed him back. "I love you too," I said when we had drawn apart. I rested my head on his shoulder and stared down at our little one again.

Janai Corin El'Hara. It was like music to my ears.
Chapter Thirty-Seven:
Troubling Thoughts

Waiting...waiting...waiting...Aaleyah...Aaleyah...
My eyes flew open, and I shrieked when I saw someone standing over me, reaching down as if to touch me on the shoulder...maybe it was a messenger, trying to take me somewhere again!

I could hear Janai crying, and I reached behind me to see if Adan was next to me...but he wasn't! What if the messenger or some assassin sent for me had decided to go after him first?!

I rolled out of bed, dodging my assailant. I raced over to Janai's cradle and then whirled around, my back to it, orbs in my hand. "Stay awa-" I started to say as the tall, dark figure approached me.

"What are you doing?!" Adan exclaimed, leaping back as I nearly burned him with my fire.

I closed my hands (they had been open before, and the orbs hovering over them) and my fire disappeared. I swayed, dizzy and exhausted from using my powers(and just limp with relief). Adan caught me just in time.

He held me in his arms for a moment. "Aaleyah, what's going on? I was just waking you up because Janai's hungry!" he said. Janai was screaming now, and I was amazed that the others hadn't woken up.

"Dream...it was just...a dream," I said, clinging to him and panting. "I thought you were one of those 'messengers'. I'm sorry, my love. I couldn't see your face."

"Well, I almost lost my face-you nearly melted it!" he said, laughing to try and ease the tension and remaining fear in the air.

"I'm sorry," I said softly, chuckling as well. Really, the thought of nearly burning Adan made me feel sick. "I really am sorry." I clung tighter to him.

"Hey, love," he said, swaying me gently in his arms and stroking my hair. "You didn't burn me. I'm fine. It's all over now." He kissed my head.

When I had finally calmed down enough to have my wits about me once more, I fed a screaming-at-the-top-of-his-lungs Janai, who immediately fell asleep after he was done...a fact I was glad of. I was simply too exhausted and still in a state of shock (my heart hadn't quite resumed its normal beating) to stay up with him any longer. Adan laid him back in his cradle, and then came back to the bed, where I soon after fell asleep nestled in his arms, not sure if I'd ever felt safer...and at the same time, never felt more vulnerable.

~

At last, after a week, our little company knew that we could stay with the Tuckinses no longer. We had to get back and organize the army(we had decided not to have everyone come out here-we needed to start back at home; there were still things to be done before we could just organize the army)...which would be made much easier as our old friends Zane, Cozar and the Kirian army would be fighting with us.

The Dark One still had time to get together a large army of his own. We had received word that he had already started one, and we needed to stop the flow of soldiers he was getting before his army grew even bigger than the enormous one we now had. He was getting weak, but not so weak that he could not still somehow defeat us. I had finally communicated all of this to Aaliyah, and said that we would be coming back soon, and that I had not been able to communicate before because of my terrible condition-I had simply been too weak.

Zynnia tearfully hugged me and Janai good-bye, saying that we must come and stay with them again some time. Emerald was also sad to see us go; she'd never seen a 'real, live baby' before. I also gave the invitation that when this was all over, the Tuckinses must come visit us. They promised they would, and we promised likewise about coming back to their home.

"You take care of them now," Zynnia said in a motherly way (in truth she and Fagen weren't that much older than Adan and I), coming up to Adan. She stood at least two heads shorter, and she had to tilt her head back to look into his face.

Adan grinned. "You don't have to tell me twice," he said, slipping his arm around my shoulders.

"Thank you again for all that you've done," Japheth said. We all echoed our thanks as well, and Zynnia and Fagen shrugged it off, saying there really wasn't any need for thanks.

Then, with Janai in a sling that held him in front of me and tied in the back (over my back), Adan helped me get on a horse (the same horse that I had taken after killing my captors). Then he, Shastara, and Japheth all mounted, and after a final farewell to the Tuckinses, we were on our way.

~

In just about a month's time it would be autumn. I could already feel the change in the air; it was getting chilly. I shivered as the wind blew and pulled my cloak tighter around me and Janai.

The woods were strangely eerie. As the wind blew through the tree tops, it seemed to wail mournfully. Another reason we wanted to get home quickly.

Thankfully, Janai was soothed by just being close to me, and amazingly he slept for most of the first day of our journey. I would wake him up so I could feed him, and then he would be asleep again. I was very thankful for this; a screaming baby would not be an easy thing to hear or bear while on a journey.

When Adan, Shastara and Japheth had been on their way to get me before, they had been held up by various things-the typical bandits of the forest, those strange, new creatures that resembled wolves yet were much, much worse (just a few months ago the forest had seemed to become infested with them), and also simply a too-strong flow of people traveling the forest road. They had tried to avoid the road, but the steady stream of people had even spilled off the road. Where was everyone going, I wondered?

Then again, most people could probably sense the impending doom and therefore wanted to get as far away from Kiria as possible. The particular stream of people (that Adan and the others had encountered) had come from a certain large city that was just at the edge of the forest, and also very close to Dedran. It only made sense that they would empty it...but I still almost couldn't believe that the people there would get so scared that their governor would order the city emptied. Of course, 'desperate times called for desperate measures'.

Where would they go, though? If the Dark One was allowed to, he would take over Kiria and then continue with the countries beyond. I knew he wanted to someday rule the whole world...and if he had to do it 'slow and steady-like' then he would.

"What's got that frown on your face?" Adan said, riding closer to me and my horse.

"Just thinking of everything that is happening...and what will happen if we fail," I said quietly. I looked at him. "Adan, we can't fail. We just can't. If we do, then all is lost. There will be no point to living any more...everything will just...fall apart and become abandoned. It will be like a ghost world."

"We won't fail," Adan said, reaching one his hands out to squeeze one of mine. "You won't fail. You and your sister will be victorious-you'll conquer the Dark One, and free our land from his iron fist."

"You have so much faith in me, yet I have none in myself," I said sadly, looking away from him.

"Then I'll just have to have enough for the both of us," he said, squeezing my hand tighter. I looked back at him, and I nearly cried when I saw the love he had for me in his eyes. He was too good-I didn't deserve him...and yet, he was mine.

And so, I was going to hold tightly to him...and lean on him when I couldn't stand on my own. In fact, he was the one that enabled me to ever stand on my own-the one that kept me going.

I squeezed his hand back, and wondered what on earth I would do without him...

I never wanted to find out.

Chapter Thirty-Eight:

A Night of Terror

"Make a sound and I'll slit your throat. Then I'll move on to those men by the fire, and then, assuming my guess is right, your little lady friend in the tent," I heard a voice say.

It was in the middle of the night, and we were still journeying home. Adan had been on watch, and I had woken up not too long ago, unable to sleep because of a feeling that something bad was about to happen...and it appeared I had been right.

As quietly as I could, I crawled on my hands and knees to the tent opening (Janai and I were sleeping in the only tent there was) and looked out. A man was holding a knife to Adan's throat-Adan must have been very tired for someone to actually be able to sneak up on him.

Where was Adan's sword?! Why didn't he run the man through?

Then I saw it laying in the grass just out of Adan's reach. The man must have grabbed it and thrown it after putting a knife to Adan's throat.

My heart pounded in my chest. I had to do something!

I looked back at Janai. He was wrapped up in a blanket, and he was sleeping peacefully. I hoped with all my heart that he wouldn't wake up and start crying.

I cautiously came out of the tent. Adan's captor had his back to me, and so he didn't see me (neither did Adan as his back was against the front of his attacker) coming out. I crept closer to him.

I let the heat surrounding me press on me...and then I formed a fire orb in each hand.

"Let. Him. Go," I said, emphasizing each word. Thankfully I managed to keep my voice strong, but inside I was really panicking for Adan. If that man put so much as a scratch on him...

Still keeping his knife at Adan's throat, the man spun around. When Adan saw me, relief and concern flooded his face at the same time. When I saw blood on Adan's neck from where the knife had bit his skin, my hands all but curled into fists.

When the man saw me, his mouth dropped open. "W-witch!" he shouted, starting to loosen his grip on Adan in his great shock.

Then suddenly Adan's face became completely concerned. "Look out!" he shouted.

Whiiiiiiiiiiz...went an arrow as it zoomed toward me. I leaped forward one step, and it barely missed me.

That quickly, in all the confusion, I felt something sharp at my own neck. "Hello, my sweet," a voice breathed in my ear. The breath was hot, and its owner smelled horribly. "Strange that we would meet again, isn't it? Remember me?"

No! It can't be! my mind screamed.

The man that held me...was Abbas Haddad.

~

Adan struggled to get away from his captor once Abbas grabbed Aaleyah. A few times he nearly wriggled out of his captor's arms, but his movements weren't strong or his thoughts concentrated-he was too worried for Aaleyah to think straight.

The man punched him in the ribs, cracking a few of them. Adan doubled over, gasping. He had to get to Aaleyah!

"Stop that!" his captor hissed, jabbing the knife point at him. Adan could feel it cut deep into his arm.

Aaleyah's face was pale with fear, but she seemed to be saying something with her eyes. Wait.
Adan fell still, trusting her. She must have a plan...and if it didn't work, then he would get over to her somehow and free her even if it got him killed. He was too afraid, however, to call for the others to come. It could either them or he and Aaleyah killed.
"I never thought I would see you again, you rotting piece of filth," Aaleyah said, her voice strangely strong.

"Ha-I hold your life in my hands and yet you are the one giving insults," Abbas said, chuckling. He pressed the knife against Aaleyah's neck-hard. Adan could see it start bleeding, and he saw the look of great pain that passed over Aaleyah's face. He struggled once more to get to her, but it just earned him another punch in the ribs. "Did that remind you who's got the upper hand right now?"

Aaleyah looked Adan right in the eye. She mimed (so hardly noticeably that Adan almost missed it) jabbing your elbow back hard into someone's gut-she wanted him to do that once she carried out her part of the plan. Get ready, she mouthed to him.

"Hey-what's going on-"Abbas started to say. But he never got to finish, because Aaleyah looked at his left hand, which held the dagger, and suddenly the handle glowed orange. Abbas screamed in pain and dropped the knife, and at the same time Aaleyah and Adan elbowed their captors right in the gut.

Adan spun away and took up his sword. He went back to face his gasping ex-captor, and he held it at the man's throat. Aaleyah had done the same, only she was aiming fire orbs at Abbas.

"The tables have turned, scum bag," Adan called out to him.

~

I couldn't help the triumphant smile that came to my face at Adan's words. "Yes, they have," I said, stepping closer to Abbas. The heat of my orbs was beginning to make him sweat.

"Pl-please," he stammered. "Spare me!"

"You mean just like your friend tried to 'spare' me all those years ago by sticking a knife in my back, and the time before that when you left me for dead in the forest? Is that what you mean?!" I was shouting now, and Abbas trembled with fear.

Shastara and Japheth had only woken up long after the fight (the ‘fight’ as in when Adan had first been grabbed and a knife put to his throat) had begun-they had been very exhausted, and therefore able to sleep through a lot. They both held a sword in their hands now.

"I-I-" Abbas stuttered. "Show mercy! Please!"

"Mercy-ha," I scoffed. "You don't know the first thing about mercy, you worthless maggot."

"I b-beg you!" Abbas pleaded.

Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed someone standing next to Shastara-someone other than Japheth.

It was Wes!

How had he gotten here? He must have tracked us, and only just now stumbled upon us. Oh, well, at least our number was greater now-

Then I remembered how mad I was at Wes for what he had done. He had had no right, at all, to try to kiss me. I wasn't sure I would ever forgive him, and if I did, it would only be after he had redeemed himself on a very high level. Winning back my respect would not be easy.

Focus! my mind shouted at me. I was so caught up in my thoughts that Abbas could have grabbed me by now if not for my fire, or at least thrown a dagger at my chest.

Suddenly I heard Janai start crying. My heart missed a beat-what if Abbas had more men hidden in the trees?

"Ah...so there's a babe in the tent," Abbas said, grinning. His confidence was back. "Yours, I presume? What a lovely thing for us to take from you!" He waved one of his hands in the air as a signal, and I heard someone suddenly crash through the bushes and underbrush.

"No!" I screamed.

Shastara, Japheth, and Wes all raced forward at once to stop the man heading for the tent. Get him, get him, get him, GET HIM! I screamed in my mind.

I could hear metal clash against metal-they were fighting now.

Suddenly other men poured out of the trees. Everything had just gone horribly wrong.

I looked at Adan, begging him with my eyes to tell me what to do.

He and Japheth had tied up Adan's captor before, so he wasn't a problem...but now Adan had to go join the fighting. He looked at me, telling me with his eyes that he loved me.

He didn't think he was going to make it.

I looked at our attackers and imagined tiny flames on their chests. I could hear screams of pain as my fire worked, but even though they had an easy chance to beat the flames out, I couldn't do anything else. My mind was too focused on Abbas, and keeping an orb in each hand, aimed at him.

It helped, because Adan and the others were able to kill a good number of Abbas's men in the confusion. One, however, managed to slip past the fighting and run toward the tent.

"DIE!" I heard Abbas scream. I had looked away too long, and he had picked up a dagger. He threw it through the air at me...and that quickly I had burned him. He screamed loud and long as he died...and then he was just a pile of ash.

I stared at what had once been him, and then I turned and raced toward the tent. No one-no one-would harm Janai!

I conjured up more orbs in my hands, hurling them at each attacker that got in my way. Only a few more steps and that man would be at the tent!

I forced my weary legs to go faster...I had to go faster! I had to stop him!

Somehow I managed to outrun him, and I stood in front of the tent, panting as I aimed my orbs at him. "Take one more step and you'll be ash like him," I said, nodding in the direction of Abbas's remains.

Suddenly I heard a battle cry. Another man was leaping through the air at me, sword extended...I wasn't going to make it...

And then someone jumped in front of me. Thinking it was Adan, I nearly stopped breathing...but it was someone else.

The end of a sword was sticking out Wes's back.

"NO!" I screamed. No matter what he had done, I would not let him die for me.

Wes groaned as his attacker cruelly and roughly yanked his sword out of his body, and I saw red before my eyes. Kill, kill, kill, kill...I thought over and over.

I quickly and easily killed the two attackers nearest us, and then I screamed for Shastara to come help me.

Our attackers had mostly been conquered, and Adan, Japheth, and Shastara rushed toward me now. I was kneeling on the ground, Wes's head in my lap.

"Shastara, quickly!" I cried, tears streaming down my face. How had this happened? It couldn't be real!

"I-I'm sorry..." Wes gasped through his pain. "I shouldn't have...done what I did to you...before...forgive me..."

"I forgive you, but you aren't dying! Stay with me!" I cried, taking his hand.

Shastara ran as fast as he could, and, kneeling next to Wes, he put his hand on his bloody chest. Shastara's hand began to glow green, as did Wes's chest.

The wound seemed to close up, but Wes didn't seem to get any better. "Thank...you...I don't deserve you...as a friend..." he gasped.

His eyes closed.

Chapter Thirty-Nine:
Missing

"He's dead, isn't he?" I said softly, my heart pounding harder in my chest. If only he hadn't had to save me, he would still be okay right now.

Shastara put two of his fingers on Wes's neck. Surprise and happiness crossed his face as he exclaimed, "No! He's alive, Aaleyah!"

Relief flooded my heart. I had not been the death of Wes after all.

Suddenly I remembered something as Shastara started to pick Wes up. "Where's Adan?" I said, looking around frantically. I realized now that I had not seen him come and stand near us. In fact, the last time I had seen him was when he had rushed off to join the fighting...

Adan was nowhere to be seen.

~

My voice was hoarse from calling Adan's name.

He was gone.

Japheth had searched around our little camp for hours. He hadn't gone too far, because Shastara was needed by Wes and it would be safer to have another man along with him. But we had all searched for Adan, and our efforts had proved futile.

I sat in my tent now, staring at little Janai who looked so much like his father. I sobbed softly, rocking back and forth. What if a messenger had gotten Adan? What if he had been killed and the body taken somewhere? What if...what if...what if...

"Aaleyah?"

I jumped at the sound of someone saying my name, and I turned around quickly, my heart beating faster at the thought that it was Adan...

But it was not Adan. Instead it was Shastara, and he stood there with a sad, pale face. "Japheth just got back, Aaleyah," he said quietly, looking at Janai.

"And?" I said, searching his face for any sign of hope...any sign that things were going to be alright after all.

"He found..." Shastara began. He stopped, as if he didn't want to go on.

"What did he find?" I demanded, standing up and going over to Shastara.

"He found...nothing." The last word was so quiet it was a whisper.

I nearly fainted. I had thought he was going to say that Japheth found Adan's...remains, and the relief that he had found nothing (though this was still terrible) was so great it overwhelmed me.

"What...what are we going to do?" I said forlornly, covering my face with my hands. I started to cry softly once more.

Shastara took me into his arms in a brotherly embrace. "We'll think of something, Aaleyah," he said.

I sobbed into his shirt, not sure that we would.

Where-oh, where-was Adan?

~

A man, dirty and bloody, awoke to find himself in a room with walls of stone.

A dungeon cell.

How had he gotten here?

Had he always been here?

For that matter, what was his name? Where had he been born? Did he have a family back home-wherever home was-a wife...children? Did he have parents that loved him and were even now worried about him?

Who was this enchantress that kept taking hold of his thoughts with her long, curly red hair, sparkling, green eyes, and angelic features? Had she cast some sort of spell over him?

Suddenly it all came rushing back to him so fast and abruptly it was as if he had been punched in the face. It took his breath away (though he was already having trouble breathing because of the pain in his ribs, neck, and arm).

My name-Adan El'Hara. I do have a wife...Aaleyah…and a son...Janai! Where are they? What happened? How did I get here? Are Aaleyah and Janai alright?
His thoughts were cut off as the dirty door to the cell opened up. A tall man, pale with pulled back black hair-and from what Adan could tell in the light that now spilled in from the torches outside his cell, his lips were almost...purple…he looked dead…walked in. His flowing black robes swirled around him as if alive, and the fear he cast over Adan's heart nearly choked it.

"The one she loves-how quaint," the man said sarcastically. His voice was the most terrible thing Adan had ever heard-cold, evil, and emotionless. Chilling.

Yet, it was not entirely emotionless. In fact, the one emotion in it was hate. It was a pure, deep hate, and when the man spoke the hairs on the back of Adan's neck stood on end.

The man had so much...hatred about him-in his face, his voice...he even seemed to cast a sort of hating, black aura. He seemed to suck the very life of everything around him, just as Adan felt like his own life was being sucked away now in his presence. Who on earth was this man?!

Then it hit him.

This was the Dark One.

This was the one Aaleyah and her sister had gone up against...and lived.

Was that actually possible? This man seemed larger than life, and all-powerful! Adan felt like he was drowning in his own hopelessness. They could never hope to defeat this man! Kiria was powerless against him!

"Do you feel that?" the Dark One said in his menacing voice. He came over to Adan, squatting by him and pulled his head up by his hair. "It's called fear. Its black, cold fingers are wrapping around your heart, about to squeeze...but soon that will the least of your problems. You, my boy, are going to make a lovely bait."

Adan swallowed against his fear, wishing he could push it down-make it simply disappear.

"I might be a bit...nicer...if you cooperate. So let's try and get along, shall we? Because you really don't want to get on my bad side. I wouldn't advise it," the Dark One breathed in Adan's face. Then he let Adan's head drop as he turned to the guards standing at the door. "Bring him," he said.

He turned back to Adan...and grinned.

~

Aaleyah cradled Janai in her arms as she sat by the fire, warming herself...though the chill of fear and worry for Adan would never leave her heart until she found him.

"Something is wrong...I can feel it," she said in an emotionless voice. She stared at the flames, and their shadows leaped and danced on her face.

Japheth, Shastara, and Wes (who was finally doing well enough to sit up a bit and eat something) were also sitting around the fire, and they all turned their attention to her.

"The Dark One...I think...I think he has Adan. I don't know how, but I can just sense it," Aaleyah said, lifting her gaze to their faces.

Japheth's face became paler than Aaleyah had ever seen it.

Chapter Forty:
The Kiss of Life

A man lay on the floor of a dungeon cell, bleeding and broken. He didn't move; he only gasped for breath through his pain. Who had done this to him?
"Aaleyah..." he rasped.
I longed to go to him...to hold in my arms...to make him feel better...but I couldn't move.
I couldn't move!
~

I awoke, panting. That had been the most horrible dream I had ever-

Adan.

The man had been Adan.

Had that been a vision, or simply a dream? My head spun, and my heart pounded in my chest. Tears welled up in my eyes. Was Adan really lying in a dungeon somewhere, bleeding and dirty like that? I didn't want it to be real...it couldn't be real! But yet, deep down, I knew it was.

The Dark One had Adan-I knew it for sure now.

Hang on, Adan! I thought firmly. I'm coming for you!
~

Hang on, Adan! I'm coming for you! Adan heard in his head.

He knew that voice...

And such a pretty voice it was, too...

Something scuttled over Adan's foot and he tried not to cry out in pain and horror. It was a rat. This whole cell was probably filled with them-every crack in the wall probably held one. Wonderful.

Think about that voice, Adan thought to himself. The voice was so wonderful. It took him away from...well, everything. It transported him to a wonderful place...

When he heard that voice-Aaleyah's voice- he seemed to suddenly be lying on something very soft-like a bed of moss-and his head was in her lap. She stared down at him, her hair tickling his face. A refreshing breeze washed over him, and he felt no pain or fear.
Hang on, my love, she said now, looking down at him and smiling sadly. But yet, her lips weren't moving. It was as if he was hearing her thoughts-she was speaking in his head. I'm afraid we both have to leave here soon.
But...I don't want to! Adan thought sleepily. I'm so tired...can't I just take a short nap? Can't you stay with me, here? Please, Aaleyah! He was pleading with her now.
I know you're tired, love, she thought, stroking his face gently. Her touch was so soft and soothing... But I need you to do something for me.
Anything! Adan thought. He would go the ends of the earth for her!
I need you to stay awake, she thought.
I don't know if I can! Adan thought back. Even now his eyelids were closing.
You must, Aaleyah thought. I love you. She leaned down and kissed him...
~

Adan's eyes flew open. A new, strange strength filled him, and he even felt well enough to sit up. Had Aaleyah actually somehow given him some of her strength, or had the mere thought of her strengthened him? It was puzzling, but Adan wasn't complaining. He was going to need all the strength he could get.

The feel of Aaleyah's soft lips on his still lingered, and he wished he could kiss her now. Her kiss had seemed to breathe strength-life-into him. Had it been real?

~

I cautiously opened my eyes, half-expecting to find myself in a meadow like the one I had seen in my mind.

Had I really just given Adan some of my own strength...using my mind?

I had been asleep and dreamed that I was in a meadow…or had it been a vision? Had I really ever fallen asleep again after my first, terrible dream? 
I knew that Chosen Ones could give each other strength when touching, but had I actually done it with my mind?

All the same, my heart ached for Adan. Was he cold right now...in terrible pain...strangled by fear? How I longed to take him in my arms and comfort him-take his pain away!

I will save you, I thought, though I doubted he'd hear me. I'm coming for you.
~

"Well, I suppose he's cute," I awoke to hear someone mumble. My eyes flew open to find Saelis-of all people-squatting there (in my tent-could it be real?!) in front of me, staring down at Janai.

Please-someone tell me this is just another horrible dream, and that when I wake up it will all be gone! I thought. I even squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them again...but Saelis was still there.

"After all, he looks like his father, and anyone who even resembles that man is handsome," Saelis said quietly to herself.

I bristled. Why, why, why was Saelis here?!

I sat up. "What on earth are you doing here?" I demanded of her.

Her eyes widened when she saw me. "So it's true! You are alive!" she breathed.

"That would be my son you're looking at-how else do you think he got here?" I said. Did Saelis even have a small brain?

"Yes, well," Saelis said, trying to just shrug it off. She was obviously still remembering when the messenger had taken me away in front of her eyes. "How on earth could you let Adan be captured?" she demanded, trying to take the attention off of herself and put it on me.

"One moment," I said, about to lose it with her. "How did you even come to be here?!"

"When Wes said he was coming after all of you, I wanted to come too. He said no, of course, but I couldn't very well let him go alone, could I?" she said, looking back at Janai.

"So you followed him," I finished, too exasperated to listen to her ridiculous banter (I couldn't help but think that every word that came out of her mouth seemed to be ridiculous!)

"Yes," Saelis said, looking back at me. "And I got here only to find that Wes nearly died because of you and you let Adan be snatched away!" Her tone was accusatory now, and I would not stand for this.

"First of all, Wes chose to try to save my life-I did not do something stupid to make him have to almost die for me, and even though it wasn't my fault I did feel very guilty, so I'll thank you not to rub that in! Secondly, I was so busy trying to save my son and not let Wes die after he was stabbed that I didn't notice Adan disappear! When I finally found out he was gone I nearly died myself! So you may shut your mouth and LEAVE ME ALONE!" My voice rose until I was shouting...but I couldn't help it. The stress of everything that had happened and the great fear, pain and sadness that was pressing on me was enough for me to bear-I didn't Saelis on top of it all!

Saelis said nothing, only blinking. She was stunned into silence.

Glaring at her, I scooped Janai up in my arms and marched out my tent, completely furious.

"Aaleyah, what is going on?" Japheth said as I stalked past angrily.

"I have enough on my shoulders already with that-that woman-coming and accusing me of things that I haven't even done! Keep her away from me or I will not be able to stop myself from strangling her," I spat.

"I did no such thing!" I heard Saelis say as she left the tent. I turned around and gave her the 'death stare'. She seemed to falter for a moment, but then she put on her overly self-confident, happy-go-lucky countenance and boldly approached.

"Japheth, I know this has been hard on you too, and I hate to burden you-but I cannot stand her. I will go utterly crazy if I have to be around her! We need to save Adan, and we can't afford to be toting around some ridiculous fool!" I said.

"Yes, we do need to save Adan," Saelis said, "and no, we can't afford to be toting you around." She strode past me, a triumphant smile on her face.

I started to go after her, but Japheth laid a fatherly hand on my arm, as if stopping a little girl from getting into a fight. "This isn't doing anything to help Adan or defeat the Dark One," he said quietly. "We need to work together here, Aaleyah."

"I can't 'work' with that woman!" I started to protest.

"Aaleyah," Japheth cut me off. "You are simply going to have to try. You know if the situation was different Adan would do the same for you."

I bristled, but sulkily and stonily replied that I do my best...though I wasn't going to give him any promises.

"That's all I can ask for, then," he said. Then he hugged me. "I know how hard this is for you," he said softly.

"It's hard for you too, and all I can think of is myself," I said, ashamed.

Japheth stood back and put a hand under my chin, pulling my head up so I had to look at him. "It's hard for all of us," he said. "But we will save Adan, and you and your sister will defeat the Dark One."

"How can you have so much hope?" I said.

"Because hope is the only thing that keeps me going," he replied, smiling. He kissed me on the head before walking away to go back to the fire, where the others were seated.

Hope.

It kept all of us going...

But would it be enough to keep me from wrapping my fingers around Saelis's throat and squeezing it until she was dead?

I went over to the fire and sat down. I cast an annoyed glance at Saelis, who gave me a sly, coy one in return.

I sighed. This is for you, Adan, I thought. I'll endure this for you.
Japheth was right. We were going to save him.

I would hold my husband in my arms again.

Chapter Forty-One:
A River of Tears

It had been three days. Aaliyah (and Mara and Ilana as well) and all of the men (and some of the women who would be helping the wounded once the battle had started, for we were sure to have many wounded) from our town had traveled to where I, Japheth, Shastara,  and (yes, unfortunately Saelis too) Wes were at the moment-just outside of Dedran. The rest of our army was coming from all directions, and the hope and sureness that we would win the battle against the Dark One-crush him-grew ever more in my heart.

It won't be long now, Adan! Just hold on for a bit more! I thought.

~

Adan braced himself for the upcoming impact-the guards were going to throw him in his dungeon cell as usual, just after he had been tortured once again...

And it came. They mercilessly threw him inside and slammed the door after him. He could hear them grumble about having much better things to do than take 'babysit a stupid prisoner' as they took up their positions outside his door.

Three or more times a day these same guards would drag him from his cell to where the Dark One was. The Dark One would command him to tell Aaleyah's location, and Adan would refuse. Then he would tortured in the most horrible, most painful ways imaginable. Then, when he was too close to death for the Dark One to go on (the Dark One vowed to get the answer from him yet, and knew that Adan was useless to him if dead), the guards would drag him back to his cell and throw him in.

But he wasn't going to tell them where Aaleyah and the others were. The Dark One was weak enough now that he could not just simply break through the defenses of Adan's mind in a matter of moments and have the answer from him.

Adan had already made up his mind that he would much rather let himself be killed before he would breathe a word of anything that would endanger Aaleyah...that would endanger his family, friends, and all of Kiria.

He was afraid though...afraid that he would be too weak to withstand the pain anymore and then just give in-give up. What if he did? All would be utterly lost, and it would be his fault...

No. He had to stay strong for Kiria.

He had to stay strong for Aaleyah.

And he would.

~

Our plans were all but made but the middle of the day. Tomorrow, when most of our army would be there (the groups that were still on their way and wouldn't arrive until later would just serve as fresh hands and swords once the battle had begun and our other men grew weary), we would march on Dedran, hopefully catching the Dark One's army unawares. They probably still expected us to be rallying men far from here, nowhere near ready to fight...but they would soon find just how wrong they were.

Mara and the other women would see to Ilana and Janai when Aaliyah and I left with the others to go to battle. It broke my heart to think that I might never see my precious son, dear niece, or beloved mother-in-law again, but this must be done.

We had to defeat the Dark One, and I had to try to save Adan.

I could never rest knowing I had done neither, or at least even tried.

~

Aaliyah searched the faces of the men anxiously. When she and Mara had arrived earlier, Shastara had not been there. He and some other men had gone ahead to scout out the area and determine that 'the coast was clear', and now she longed to see him. She hadn't seen him for so long she thought she would go crazy...

But there he was at last. There was the familiar sandy blond hair pushed out of his twinkling, baby blue eyes. There were the handsome features-there was the other half of her heart.

"Shastara!" she shouted, running toward him.

His weary face lit up as he smiled, and he ran toward her as well. They met, breathlessly smothering each other in hugs and kisses.

"I missed you so much!" Aaliyah said, tears welling up in her eyes. She clung to him, wishing she never again had to let go.

"I missed you so much too," he said, his voice cracking with emotion. He hugged her tightly to himself.

They stood there then, not speaking, just wrapped in each other's embrace, for the next few moments. They were so happy to see each other that they could not be pulled apart even if ten men had tried at once.

At last Aaliyah said, "You must come see Ilana! Oh, Shastara, she's getting big so fast!" Smiling joyfully, she reached for his hand and tugged him toward the tent where Mara and the other women were already watching Ilana and Janai, and where they were already preparing bandages and herb drinks and the like. It couldn't hurt to be ready.

"She can't walk yet, can she?" Shastara said, stopping Aaliyah suddenly. His face fell. He hadn't missed that important point in his daughter's life-he couldn't have!

Aaliyah chuckled. "Don't worry-she's still crawling," she said, smiling at him. "But if we don't hurry she might be walking by the time we get there!"

Shastara chuckled as well, hugged his wife quickly, and then let himself be led the rest of the way to the tent.

~

I choked on my bitter, sorrowful tears as I watched the joyous scene unfold between Aaliyah and Shastara. They spotted each other in the growing crowd of men and women, and they ran toward each other and hugged.

I envisioned Adan and I doing the same. With my mind's eye I saw Adan standing just a few feet away, tired and sore, but alive. We ran toward each other and hugged as well, determined never to leave one another's sight again.

But would my vision come true? Would I once more hold my love-my life- in my arms again?

I desperately hoped so.

Stop thinking like that! I chided myself. Of course you're going to see Adan again!
But deep down I wondered if I really would. Was he even alive anymore? What if the Dark One had already killed him?! What if Adan hadn't been able to hold on, as I had begged him to?

Unable to hold back my tears (which were quickly turning into body-wracking sobs) any longer, and I stumbled away from everyone to cry in the solitude the stream-side offered.

~

When I had finally composed myself, I strode back to the camp to find that Cozar and Zane had arrived as well. Embracing my old friends, I followed them to the camp where the generals and war leaders were still meeting. Aaliyah followed, embracing our friends as well.

The time was set now. We would leave tomorrow, a few hours before first light...and we would attack with everything we had.

The weakening Dark One and his unsuspecting army wouldn't know what hit them.
Chapter Forty-Two:
The Determining Door

At last it was time to move out. Aaliyah and I stayed close, knowing we would probably have to begin fighting early on-we would be needed.

It was dark, and we couldn't use many torches for fear of being spotted by the sentries on the wall surrounding the keep where the Dark One now was.

The plan was for our archers to kill as many of the sentries as they could. There were about five small groups of archers, and they would spread out around the huge, circular wall, pick their targets, and then hopefully let their arrows fly into their targets. They were also going to try to kill the men that opened and closed the gates.

After that was done, Zane and his little group of men would immediately scale the wall and open each of the three sets of gates. Then Japheth, using his power of weather, would send fierce, devastating lightning sizzling down on the keep. We would then rush in and start fighting, and hopefully the Dark One's men would be so consumed with putting out the fire and running around that they would be too shocked to act.

Hopefully...

But then, didn't this all rest on hope? Hope that we would get into the keep; hope that Aaliyah and I would kill the Dark One; hope that this would all be alright?
I was pulled from my thoughts as I saw the signal, given by Cozar. The archers would begin now, and then it would be Japheth's turn.

Here goes, I thought.

~

The archers had done their job, and now, unseen by their comrades, the bodies of about twenty to twenty-five of the sentries lay at the base of the wall, lifeless.

It was Japheth's turn now.

He stepped up just past the first line of soldiers. Keeping his eyes on the keep, he put his arms out at his sides, palms up and facing the sky. Then he abruptly starting quickly bringing his arms up, and his hands met with a loud Clap! over his head.

There was suddenly a huge black cloud hovering over the keep. We all saw an evil looking flash of lightning, and then we heard the loudest boom thunder we'd ever heard in our life.

Japheth brought his arms down, and then raised his right again (only this time straight out in front of him) so that he could point at the keep, as if telling the lightning where to hit.

The lightning obeyed, and four long, powerful streaks of it lit up in the sky. They continued traveling down the sky until they were speeding towards the keep...and they met it with a loud sizzling sound.

Instantly a huge, roaring fire began at the base of the wall on the other side-from inside the keep. Even now we could hear shouting and panicking from inside.

Just then, the signal was given to come in. Each set of gates had now been opened, and Kirians poured in from each of them, completely shocking and surprising the Dark One's soldiers within-many of whom died because they were too stunned to reach for their swords quick enough.

I looked at Aaliyah. "Time to end this!" I said, holding out my hand for her to take.

"Aye! For Kiria!" Aaliyah cried. Then we were running, a fiery shield around us, toward the first set of gates...and the Evil one they held.

~

BOOOOOOOOOMM!!!!! Adan jumped as the loudest peal of thunder he had ever heard shook the entire keep, including his cell. What was going on?!

Suddenly another loud noise met his ears...sizzling? Then there was a softer Boom! than before. Why on earth would he hear-

"FIRE!!!!!" someone on a floor above the dungeons screamed. It was going throughout the whole keep-there was fire.

He must have heard lightning. It must have struck the keep or something close to the keep and set it on fire.

Thunder. Lighting. Fire.

His father.

His father had used his powers and made the keep catch on fire!

That meant the army-and Aaleyah!-was here!

~

Cozar and Zane stayed on either side of Aaleyah and Aaliyah to ensure they got safely inside the keep to the Dark One. They were going to seek him out, fight him, and hopefully prevail.

Most of the soldiers had come outside to join the vicious fighting that was now taking place, so getting in wouldn't be hard.

Cozar looked around and grabbed a frightened servant by the front of his shirt. "Where's the Dark One?" he asked.

"Up-up above..." the boy stammered. "T-top floor. Pl-please! D-don't-don't hurt me!"

Cozar roughly released him. "We won't hurt you-just your black master. Now go get in hiding somewhere if you want to live," he said. His gaze softened as he stared at the boy.

"Th-th-thank you!" the boy stammered before scurrying off.

"Top floor-let's go!" Zane said. We took off at a run.

~

Courage surged through Adan...if only he had the strength to do something.

But he didn't.

He had been tortured with black magic too many times-his body would probably take years to properly heal.

He could hardly lift his head, let alone get up and try to get out of here.

Aaleyah...he thought mournfully. Would he ever see her again? Even now she was probably fighting the Dark One.

Don't...don't die, Adan thought, tears coming to his eyes. I need you.
~

The little group of four finally reached the top of the stairs. More Kirians were following them in case there were guards that needed to be...disposed...of.

There were but two doors-one large, black one, and one smaller, plain oak-wood one.

"Which door do we take?" Aaliyah asked.

Zane saw a guard huddling in a corner, and he went up to him. "Which room is your master in?" he said.

When the man didn't answer, Zane drew his sword and rested its tip on the man's throat.

"N-no! Sp-spare me!" the man pleaded, getting to his knees and clasping his hands before him-begging.
"Where. Is. He?" Zane asked once more, emphasizing each word.

The man raised a shaking hand to point at the large, black door. How ironic that the Dark One would be in a room with a big, black door at its entrance.

"Get yourself gone, and if you try to do anything to us or alert anyone, you'll die where you stand," Zane said quietly so that only I, who was standing close by, and the man could hear him. "Go."

The man scrambled to his feet and raced down the stairs, and we all turned to face the door.

Behind it was the one person-the one creature-that would determine our future.

Behind it was life or death.

Aaliyah and I stepped forward together, and I turned the door handle.

The door had barely begun to swing open when we heard a deep voice reverberate throughout the room the door opened to. "Welcome back."

Chapter Forty-Three:
A Fight Like No Other

I squeezed Aaliyah's hand tightly as we went into the room. "Wait here-your weapons are no good against him," I said over my shoulder to Zane and Cozar.

The door slammed shut behind us anyway, and I was sure that it was the Dark One's magic. Even if we had tried to open it, it wouldn't have worked.

The Dark One was looking bad these days. He was more thin than usual, and-could it be?-his lips were even more purple than I remembered them. The purplish-reddish veins in his face were also pronounced, and his eyes were bloodshot. His cheek bones were only covered by what seemed a too-thin layer of skin, and his skin was so pale it was almost translucent. I shuddered at the sight of him.

"So, at long last, we meet again," he said in his deep voice. "How...quaint."

"This 'meeting' isn't going to last long," I said in a low, cold voice.

"I know-because I'm going to kill you and then use your sister as my slave," he said, smiling. "Might as well kill you over her...you've caused more trouble that I'd like to have experienced."

"Looks like it's really been wearing on you," I said casually, as if this was a normal conversation between two people who only slightly disagreed on something.

The Dark One frowned. "I guess we'll see who's more 'worn' by the time this is over...or who is gone. Completely. Like when I defeat you," he said, his confidence obviously growing.

"Let it begin," Aaliyah spat.

And it did.

An orb of black fire soared through the air toward my head. I easily ducked, and it hit the wall behind me, amazingly extinguishing.

Aaliyah and I fought back with our own fire, shocked to find that it was stronger now than it had ever been in our entire lives-even when we had once 'joined forces' to try and defeat the Dark One before.

Screams of dying men below us, on the battlefield, reached my ears, and the urgency pressing on me pressed ever harder. Those were our men dying out there! We had to rid Kiria of this...this sorcerer!

All of three of us at that moment had fire flowing from our hands. Aaliyah's and mine blended together into one long, steady jet, and the Dark One's pushed back against ours.

"There's always a way out of this," the Dark One said, beads of sweat on his brow.

This was tiring him.

Hope rose in my heart.

"Oh, yes? And what...would that be?" I said, gritting my teeth. The Dark One might be getting weaker with every second that went by, but his fire was still strong.

"Join me. Work with me, and together we will rule Kiria and all the other countries surrounding it," he said, hope in his voice.

He couldn't do it alone. He knew he was too weak.

He was so weak he was even offering to keep my sister and me alive- he knew he needed both of us.

"You mean work for you-be your slaves? We'd really rather not!" I said, my voice rising to a shout. With my last word Aaliyah and I burned with all our might. Our fire easily ate up the Dark One's...but just before it hit him, he somehow stopped it. His black fire slowly and steadily pushed our fire back again.

"At long last I'd have what I wanted...control over everything," the Dark One went on, undaunted. In fact, it didn't seem he had even heard my response.

In his voice, I could hear the pent-up fear, loneliness, and sadness he had been hiding. In the end he was like...well, like a frightened little boy, afraid of losing the few toys he had.

And he kept reaching for more.

Suddenly his eyes turned red.

Red.

"You have kept all of that from me! You have prevented me from doing so many things...and now you're going to pay for it," he roared. Then an evil smile broke out on his face. His voice lowered, and then he spoke the most absurd words I'd ever heard him say before. "It's time, my children, for a little show. A puppet show."

However, when I felt his control come over me, I suddenly realized exactly what his words meant.

I tried to fight it...but I couldn't. I felt numb, and I let go of Aaliyah's hand. She was left to fight the Dark One's fire herself.

I didn't notice though. Instead I turned to Ralaas Alair. "What would you have me do, master?" I said, awaiting his command.

He let his fire go out, and horror rose on Aaliyah's face. He looked at her once and then brought his gaze back to my face.

"Kill her," he said.

~

NO!!!!! Aaliyah screamed in her mind.

This could not be happening!

But yet, she knew in her heart that this was all real-all horribly real-even as Aaleyah turned to face her.

Aaleyah's eyes bore no emotion whatsoever-there was only a determination in her face to obey...her...master. Aaliyah swallowed, her heart pounding in her chest.

She had to do something!

Aaleyah, don't do this! Sisters forever, remember? Please, Aaleyah! I'm not the enemy here-he is! Aaliyah thought, looking at the Dark One.

Aaleyah didn't respond.

NO! Aaliyah screamed in her mind.

That scream seemed to break through the walls of Aaleyah's mind-the walls the Dark One had put up...if but for a moment. Soon, however, she was continuing her advance upon Aaliyah, that determination in her face.

"I must obey my master," she said in a cold...dead...voice.

She lifted her arms up straight in front of her and pointed her hands at Aaliyah.

"Please!" Aaliyah begged. "Don't do this, Aaleyah! Pull through!" Come back to the light! she screamed in her mind at her sister. She couldn't bear to fight her beloved sister!

"I must...obey..."Aaleyah started to say. Then suddenly, it was as if she started to come back to life. It was as if Aaliyah could see her drowning, and now struggling to stay above the surface.

"That's it, Aaleyah! Break through the darkness-crush it!" Aaliyah said, ignoring the paling face of the Dark One. Most of his bravery and triumph was gone from his eyes.

"No!" he shouted, his voice booming throughout the room. "You will do as I say!"

Aaleyah, staggering with the effort of resisting his control, turned. Take...my hand, Aaliyah...she thought. "No, I won't. Good bye," Aaleyah said. She felt Aaliyah take her hand.

Then flames surged from both girls' hands at the Dark One, and he, too shocked to react, was consumed by them.

"Nooooooooo!!!!" he screamed chillingly. He fell to his knees, writhing in pain, as he stared at his tormentors. "Not after all...I've...worked for...noooooooooo!!!"

It was not but a few moments later that he was a black pile of ash on the floor.

~
The Dark One was dead.

Dead.

Gone.

We'd defeated him!

Aaliyah and I fell to our knees, utterly exhausted. Could it be true? Could it really be true?!

As I stared at the ashes on the floor, my eyes welled with tears. Soon the sobs were wracking my body, and Aaliyah took me into her embrace. "W-we did it!" I sobbed into her shoulder. "He's-he's gone-f-forever!"

"I know!" Aaliyah said joyfully. She began to cry softly too as she stroked my hair and rocked me back and forth. "Kiria is rid of him, Aaleyah! The light always prevails!"

For some reason her quoting the Scrolls of Truth calmed me, and soon my sobs subsided. "We did it, Aaliyah!" I murmured again.

"Mother and Father would be so proud of you," she said, hugging me tighter.

"And of you," I said. "You're the one after all, who was threatened by me, your own sister, and still had the wits to get yourself together and defeat the Dark One."

"You were under his control, Aaleyah! I don't hold it against you, and you mustn't hold it against yourself. And as for defeating the Dark One, I hardly did it single-handedly. You, after all, were the one who fought his control and were even able to defeat him while still under it!" Aaliyah said.

"Aye, I did fight his control, and it has left me weaker than a newborn babe," I admitted. "But let's stop dwelling on the past. Others need our help down there-this war is not over yet." I smiled encouragingly to her as I took her hand and squeezed it. "Sisters forever."

"Aye, forever and always!" Aaliyah said. A brave smile broke out on her face.

For Kiria! I thought.

Suddenly I remembered a very particular Kirian who instantly needed my help.

The color drained from my face. "Adan!" I said, somehow forcing my weak body up. I shakily got to my feet. "I must find him, Aaliyah!"

"Then let's go now, together," Aaliyah said, standing now as well. She held out her hand to me, and I gratefully took it. Both of us cast one more glance at what was now no more than a smudge on the floor...and what now would never again be more than a smudge...

For the Dark One had been defeated.

The shadow lifted almost completely, and our hearts felt renewed.

We could do this.

We could purge the remaining evil from Kiria.

~

Adan could hardly stand the sound of the fighting going on outside the keep. Even down here, in this dank, pitch-black dungeon he could hear it. He should be out there!

But he was too weak. He couldn't even get up and feel around for the door.

He was just going to lie here and die, never knowing who won the battle-the war.

No! he thought weakly. I...have to...get out of here...I have to... His mind was so groggy...

Just then he heard shouting, and then clanging as someone slammed against a cell door. "Where is he?" he heard a voice roar.

He knew that voice.

That voice had kept him alive.

He heard a man's voice whimper in reply, and then suddenly the door to his cell was being...melted. Then someone was rushing into his cell and cradling him in their arms.

"Adan-oh, Adan!" he heard someone sob. "What have they done to you?"

"A-Aaleyah," he rasped. "You...you came for me..."

"Of course I did, love," Aaleyah said, barely stopping any more sobs from escaping her. She had to be strong for her husband! "Oh, I love you so much!" She hugged him tightly to herself, and suddenly his pain didn't matter anymore.

Indeed, it seemed to have disappeared as his beautiful, angelic wife hugged him and kissed his face. She gently rocked him back and forth.

"W-wait. You're...alive...is the Dark One...is he..." Adan rasped. Could it be?!

"He's dead!" Aaleyah said, a smile breaking out on her radiant face. He had never seen a more beautiful sight.

"Dead?" Adan said, unable to believe his ears.

"Dead! Aaliyah and I-we defeated him, Adan!" Aaleyah said, unable to control her tears of joy. However, her eyes were completely mournful as she let her gaze glide over his body, looking at all his wounds. "You're hardly even...a-alive!" she cried, her lip trembling.

He weakly put his hand behind her head and pulled her to himself. He tenderly kissed her-for real, at long last-and embraced her tightly.

"I'm alive enough," he said softly. Aaleyah was kneeling by him now, and he was in a sitting position, leaning against her as she hugged him.

"Aaliyah, help me! We've got to get him to Shastara!" Aaleyah said. Aaliyah came to one side of him, and Aaleyah stayed on the other.

Try as they might, however, lifting him was no easy task. They were both weak, especially Aaleyah. Fighting the Dark One's control had literally drained her strength.

"Love, just stop," Adan said to a now panting Aaleyah. "Don't...don't waste your strength." He grimaced and suppressed a moan as a wave of pain went through his body.

Just then, like a beacon of light in the darkness, Wes and Gavin appeared in the entrance to the cell. When they saw Aaliyah, Aaleyah, and Adan, they sprang forward to help.

"We've got him, Aaleyah," Wes said softly. Rose and-who else but Saelis, of course-entered the cell then as well, and Aaleyah leaned on Rose for support.

"Oh, my dear, dear Adan!" Saelis cried, flinging herself at Adan.

Aaleyah was weak, but not that weak.

She stepped in front of Adan. " 'Dear, dear Adan' as it were, is mine," she said firmly. "And he's also in a horrible condition, so I'll thank you to kindly leave him alone."

Aaleyah looked back at Adan, and he hoped she could read the enormous Thank you! he was saying with his eyes. Once again he was too weak to do anything about Saelis.

Just then, Aaleyah swayed, too weak to stay on her feet any longer. Adan tried to leap forward to catch her, but Gavin and Wes ended up having to catch him before he fell. Thankfully Rose and Aaliyah, weak as she was, caught Aaleyah in time.

"We need to get you all to Shastara," Wes said grimly. "The Kirians are winning, but it won't be easy going out there. We'll have to be very careful."

We all nodded our agreement, and I nearly started crying when I saw the terrible pain in Adan's eyes. "Let's go now!" I said, leaning heavily on Rose.

We went then, stepping over dead bodies as we went. I tried not get sick-so much death had occurred this day.

But no more. The Dark One was gone, and we would one day rid Kiria of all evil...

Or die trying.

Chapter Forty-Four:
The Shadow Has Lifted

Shastara did his best on Adan, but Adan was still exhausted and so in pain that he ended up passing out. At first I thought he had stopped breathing, and my heart nearly stopped beating, but then I noticed he was still breathing and started to cry. I had nearly lost Adan once-I didn't want to really lose him this time.

I heard more shouting and screaming coming from outside. "Come on, Aaleyah-the war isn't over yet," Aaliyah reminded me as I sat by Adan, holding his hand tightly.

She was right. I might to stay with my loved one, but didn't every person fighting right now wish they could sit with their own loved ones?

I kissed Adan gently on the lips, though of course he didn't kiss me back, before standing, heaving a sigh, and saying, "Alright. Let's do this."

Aaliyah took my hand, and, shielded on all sides by Wes, Gavin, Cozar and Zane, we raced out to do battle.

~

The late Dark One's soldiers suddenly realized something.

Their sense of purpose in this war was gone.

That dark, haunting presence in their minds, commanding them to fight on and saying they and their loved ones would perish horribly if they didn't had simply disappeared.

Fear- black, writhing, choking fear- gripped their hearts.

Their great leader was gone.

They knew it.

They were alone in this now.

~

Once more, the people of Kiria felt enlightened.

The shadow over the land had lifted so much it seemed to nearly disappear...

And this time, it stayed lifted.

It didn't return or start to fall back over the land again.

Soon the cry went up in every house, street, town, city, and country:

"The Dark One is dead!"

~

"Aaliyah-LOOK OUT!" I screamed as an arrow came soaring through the air-no, three arrows-at Aaliyah. I pushed her and took her hard to the ground, feeling two of the arrows bury themselves in my flesh-one in my right shoulder and the other in my right arm.

I gasped as a fiery wave of pain went through my shoulder and arm. There was no time to find Shastara now-we had to keep fighting!

"Take my right hand, and I'll burn with my left!" I shouted above the noises of the battle, helping Aaliyah up with my left hand.

She did so, and we continued to help as many of our soldiers as we could. We both were nearly falling over with exhaustion-we both had sustained wounds, and I honestly didn't know how much longer we could go on before we had to stop fighting and rest.

No! Let's do this! Let's be strong for Kiria! Aaliyah thought. I looked over at her and she smiled encouragingly, though her face was filled with worry. I gave a small smile back.

You're right! Let's do this! I thought.

Just then we noticed a small group of Kirians struggling to shield themselves from the Dark One's archers' arrows. We ran over to help them...

~

Adan woke up, hardly able to breathe. Was he still in the dungeon? Was this furry thing he felt under his head a rat?

He sat up quickly-too quickly-and fell back, gasping. He felt better than he had in the dungeon (he had realized he was not there now) but he was still in a lot of pain.

"Lay him on that table!" Adan heard Shastara shout. He looked up from he was lying (on what he took to be a pile of furs) to see a Kirian carrying another, bleeding (gushing blood was more like it) Kirian inside, and Shastara standing by to direct him where to put the man.

I should...be up helping, Adan thought, gritting his teeth as another wave of pain went through his body. Aaleyah really had meant it when she had said that the Dark One's black magic seemed to cripple your body with pain at times.

Grimacing, grinding his teeth together, and keeping his mouth tightly shut so as not to let a loud gasp of pain, Adan managed to stand up by grabbing onto the pole holding the tent up. He limped over to Shastara, who was even now healing the wounded Kirian.

The man was healed quickly, and Shastara, barely keeping himself together, ordered his friend to lay him down somewhere in tent where he wouldn't be trampled on. The man immediately obeyed, and Shastara rubbed his face with his hand.

It was only when he looked up, his face drawn and pale, that he noticed Adan. "What are you doing up?!" he said, starting toward Adan as he swayed a bit.

"I...I have to go fight," Adan said, shaking Shastara’s hands off-no easy task. He was just as strong as Shastara, and had he not been so weak from pain and loss of blood, he could have easily wrenched himself away from Shastara's grasp.

"You'll do no such thing, Adan El'Hara," Shastara said hotly. "I already have enough things to worry about-I don't need you to be one of them."

"I can't just lie there and do nothing! They need me out there!" Adan protested even as Shastara led him back to where he had been resting before.

"One weak, injured man is not going to change the outcome of this battle!" Shastara said, annoyed.

At Adan's rather hurt look, he said, "I'm sorry, Adan. I'm just so...so stressed right now, and I'm so worried about Aaliyah."

Adan looked back at him. "No. You're right. I'll just get myself killed in a matter of moments if I go out there," he said complacently.

"I really am sorry, Adan. If I was you, I would feel the exact same way-I'd want to get out there and knock the daylight out of those traitors," Shastara said. "But the best thing for you now is to rest-your injuries are not just mere injuries. Some of them are, yes, but most of them are black magic-inflicted, which are far more serious. You can't recover from either kind, though, if you don't rest."

"Alright. I'll try," Adan said, though he knew he could never rest peacefully now knowing that a battle was going on outside and Aaleyah was in the middle of it.

Aaleyah.

Aaleyah was out there!

It only just seemed to come to him-but he had to get out there and find her! What if she was dead?

Shastara had only just turned to go back to check on the other injured men in the tent when Adan was suddenly starting past him. Shastara caught him by the arm. "Adan!" he exclaimed. Had Adan only been pretending to listen to him? Probably. "Lie. Down. Now."

"But Aaleyah-I can't believe I didn't think of this before! She's out there, and she, along with Aaliyah, needs protection! I have to get out there, Shastara! I've...got...aaaah..." Adan started saying, but his words ending with a long, loud gasp.

Then the ground was rushing up to meet him, and he went into blessed oblivion.

~

Adan...I thought, his face rising to the surface of my mind. I ached to be in his arms right now...and to hold him in mine. Another arrow had buried itself in my left calf, and I couldn't get up.

"Just...take...it out, Aaliyah," I said, gritting my teeth as I lay in the grass. Aaliyah had taken the first two arrows out of me-or was it three...I couldn't remember...my mind was so foggy-and I needed her to take this one out as well, otherwise I would never be able to move(she had ripped up her thin jacket and used it as bandages). I also knew that I had to get to Shastara now, or I might die from my wounds. Aaliyah was looking terrible herself, and I knew the only reason she was acting so strong was for my sake. She always had put me above herself...

Her face seemed to get hard as she heard my request, but nevertheless, she gripped the arrow in my calf...and pulled it out, quickly bandaging it as soon as she did so. I barely managed not to scream, instead gasping loudly.

"We've got to get them to Shastara, now!" Wes shouted to the other men (Zane, Cozar, and Gavin had gotten separated from us, and they returned just now)above all the noises. He would have taken Aaliyah and I to Shastara, but he couldn't do it on his own. He had sustained a horrible sword wound on his left arm and couldn't carry me by himself, and Aaliyah was too weak to help him.

I lay in the grass, the battle sounds fading away. I imagined myself in a meadow...my mother and father were there...

No! Stay awake! Hold on! my mind screamed at me. I couldn't give in and die now!

Shaking with the effort, I pushed myself up with my arms so that I was resting on my hands and knees, staring down at the ground. Just before I collapsed again, an arm slipped around my waist, holding me up. Foolishly almost suspecting it to be Adan, I looked up, my heart beating faster in joy and hope...but it was Wes. I was glad to see him nonetheless, and I was grateful when he helped up.

Gavin took me from there, picking me up and going as fast as he could to the healers' tent (there were a few other healers here besides Shastara). Every time one of his feet hit the ground, my body was jarred. A few times I could not stop a moan from escaping my lips. 
"Shastara!" Gavin shouted as he entered the tent. Shastara was bent over another man, and was just proclaiming him fit to go back to battle now. The man eagerly stood, strapped on his sword, and raced from the tent, nearly colliding with Gavin, who was still holding me. "You need to help her right away!" Gavin said as he went forward.

~

Adan woke up again, this time determined to go out and find-

"You need to help her right away!" he heard someone shout. He looked up to see Gavin holding a limp Aaleyah.

Not noticing his own pain at all, Adan grabbed onto the tent pole (Shastara had returned him to his 'bed' by the tent pole) and stood. He weakly but quickly went over to the table where Gavin was now laying Aaleyah, face-down.

~

I gasped as Shastara put his hands on each of my wounds, healing them. I was in so much pain...

"You're awake again?" I heard Shastara say to someone. "Still, I thought I told you to rest." He managed to keep his voice calm, but I could hear the worry he had for me in it.

"Aaleyah?" Adan said, ignoring him. He came over to where my face was. He bent down so he could look into my eyes.

"How...how are you, love?" I said softly, my speech slurred with pain.

"I'm fine-" he began.

Shastara cut him off. "He's not fine, and he's stubborn," he said firmly...but I knew in truth he was glad to see Adan perking up a bit.

Adan stroked my face with one of his hands, and I slowly let myself relax (as much as one can while hearing a battle going on outside).

Then suddenly, the sounds stopped. "Surrender!" I heard someone with a Kirian accent shout.

Then I heard clanking as people-presumably the Dark One's soldiers-dropped their weapons. "We surrender!" they shouted.

A very loud cheer went up. "WE WON! WE WON!" Kirians all over the place shouted.

Then another cheer went up: "FOR KIRIAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!" The wounded soldiers and the rest of us cheered as well (except for me-I was too busy crying with relief and joy to cheer).

Adan smiled at me and kissed me. When we stopped, both breathless, I smiled back. I was just so relieved, exhausted, happy, sad...all my emotions were mixed into one.

"Did you hear that, my heart?" Adan said quietly, his hand stroking my face. It had been so long since I had heard his special nickname for me, and I started to cry softly again. "We won."

~

Shastara finished up with me, healed Aaliyah and the others, and then the other healers left the tent to run around the battlefield, searching for any wounded men who couldn't move to get to the healers' tent on their own-who need immediate attention. Shastara, however, said he would stay and keep an eye on everyone here...but I knew that 'everyone' really mostly only included Aaliyah. He was hugging her to himself now, unable to let her go.

Adan and I were lying down on a pile of furs, both too tired to really do any more standing. I laid on my good side (my left side-my right arm and shoulder still burned with pain from the arrow wounds-even when a healer healed your wound your body didn’t seem to forget the actual pain) and put my head and right arm on Adan's chest. His right arm came around, hugging me to him. I was so glad to be back in his arms...

Suddenly another little face came to my mind. "Janai!" I suddenly said, becoming alert. He was still with Mara, and suddenly I desperately wanted him here in my arms-I wanted my husband and my son close.

"I'm sure he's alright, Aaleyah," Adan said, hugging me tighter, though I could hear the longing to see him and hold him in Adan's voice as well.

I clung to Adan. "Oh, Adan...is this really all over?" I said softly, still in shock.

He turned his head so he could kiss me, and I lifted my face up so that he could. We kissed, and my fears and stress seemed to mostly melt away.

When we had pulled apart, I put my head back on Adan's chest.

"It's really over, Aaleyah," Adan said softly, dropping a kiss on my head.

It was really over.

The Dark One was really dead, and the Kirian army had really defeated his army.

Everything was going to be okay.
Chapter Forty-Five:
The Storm Has Passed Over

Shastara hugged his wife tightly, glad that the other healers had taken over. "I missed you so much," he murmured in her ear.

"And I missed you," she murmured back, raising her face to be kissed. Shastara gladly complied.

When they drew apart, Aaliyah couldn't help a small smile coming to her face. "What's that for?" Shastara asked.

"Oh, a number of things," she said dreamily...but Shastara could see she was hiding something by the way her eyes twinkled and she refused to quite meet his gaze.

"Oh? Name a few," Shastara said, grinning.

"Well, first of all you're a wonderful husband, and I don't deserve you," Aaliyah began. Shastara started to protest, but she went on. "Second of all, you're so kind, giving, and thoughtless that you shame me. Third of all, you're a wonderful father to Ilana...just as I know you'll be to her playmate." This time a bigger smile broke out on Aaliyah's face.

"Are you trying to tell me that-" Shastara began. All Aaliyah could do was smile and then laugh.

"Yes!" she said, gasping for breath in between laughs.

"Really and truly?!" Shastara said, though he already knew the answer.

"Really and truly," Aaliyah said softly, practically glowing with joy under his gaze.

Shastara laughed and hugged her to himself tightly once more. "I can't believe it! I'm going to be a father!" he laughed.

"Again," Aaliyah reminded him, chuckling.

"Well, yes," Shastara said, chuckling as well. Aaliyah took a step back and Shastara gazed first at her small stomach-which would soon become big- and then at her beautiful face, unable to believe she was really his.

Then they were leaning toward each other to kiss once more.

~

The keep was full of Kirians inside and out. They scurried around everywhere, and I could hardly find time alone-undisturbed time, that is-with Adan-something I was desperately craving. I had been separated from him so many times I seemed to cling to him now whenever we were close.

Right now I was just going through the camp just outside the keep walls, congratulating the men for their bravery and for our victory. They cheered me back, saying that I and my sister were the best protectors of Kiria ever to have lived. I blushed every time they said it-it might be true of Aaliyah but I wasn't so sure it was true of me.

I had just exited a tent when I felt someone take me gently by the arms and pull me behind a large oak tree.

I stiffened, hoping with all my heart that Wes hadn't lost his senses again...but I relaxed once I realized it was someone else-the man of my dreams-the owner of my heart…my other half.

"Hello," I said softly and dreamily, putting my arms around his neck and standing on my tip toes to kiss him.

He kissed me back, and when we pulled apart he was smiling at me in that way he did when he seemed to be completely entranced with the sight of me.

"What-do I look that bad?" I asked sarcastically. We both chuckled, and then Adan pulled me into his warm embrace.

"We hardly have any time alone together!" he said into my neck.

"I know," I said rather sadly. I could hardly wait to go back home, where it would just be me, Adan, and Janai...

"Adan!" I heard a voice call. I reluctantly started to let go of him before I realized just who it was that was calling him.

Saelis. Of course she would come looking for Adan now.

It was about a day and a half after the great battle, and Saelis hadn't seen Adan but for a few moments. Now she came toward us, her eyes and face determined. Would she never understand that Adan was mine-that he always would be?

Still, I settled (unhappily) for stepping to Adan's side and putting my good (left) arm around him. He settled his long, right arm around my shoulders, and once more I clung tightly to him, as if afraid that at any given moment he would just up and disappear right before me.

"There you are! Oh, I'm so glad you're alright!" she said, rushing forward to hug him.

He staggered with the force of her slamming into him, and then purposefully took a few steps back so she had to let go. I stepped so that I was almost in front of Adan; that way Miss Try-and-take-what's-not-yours couldn't hug him again.

"I'm not perfectly alright," Adan said. "The Dark One used his black magic on me, and it has weakened my body terribly much."

Saelis cast an indignant glance my way. "I told you not let him out of your sight! I said we should just go rushing in and save him, but 'Noooo'! No one ever listens to little, old Saelis. Think how much pain you could have spared him if you had just gotten there sooner!" she said, her voice low and cold.

I was stunned. She had not just said that.

She had not.
"Saelis!" I cried in exasperation. "Don't you think I was dying to go save him? Don't you?! Because I was! But just rushing in to do so would have gotten me killed and then I couldn't have done anything for him or for Kiria!"

"You could have tried harder," she said, completely undaunted. Was this never going to end? When I would be free of this woman?!

"Saelis!" someone called just then. Wes suddenly appeared beside all of us. "There you are. I was looking for you." Rather against her will, he gently pulled her away from Adan and I, winking at Adan just before he did so. Adan put his face in my hair to hide a small grin when Saelis looked back, beginning to sputter with annoyance.

I sighed with relief once she was gone. Then I hugged a chuckling Adan tightly once more, so glad we were alone again.

"When will she get that she can't just...just take you? You're not up for grabs!" I said, exasperated. I wondered how Adan must feel by now.

His chest vibrated as he chuckled again. "Trust me, my heart, I know exactly what you're talking about," he said.

"It's not funny!" I said mock-angrily. I playfully stepped back and hit him on the arm.

He feigned a gasp. "Oh, my! You cruel, cruel woman! You would stoop so low that you actually hit your injured husband?" he said mock-sternly, a smile playing on his lips. "I don't believe I shall ever forgive you."

I laughed and went to playfully hit him again, but he caught my wrist in the air and then pulled me to himself to kiss me.

Was it possible to melt when you were so in love? I truly wondered.

~

"Mara!" I called, jumping down from my horse and running over to hug my mother-in-law. Adan, Aaliyah, Shastara, Japheth, Wes, Gavin, and all the rest of our friends and the army were finally heading home. We had journeyed back to the little camp in the woods, and now Mara stood, holding a squirming Ilana in her arms, crying tears of joy.

At last we met, hugging so tightly we were both breathless. "Oh, Aaleyah! You should have...well, felt it! When the shadow lifted everything seemed more joyful...more hopeful...and it was as if a tremendous burden was lifted right off our shoulders along with the shadow! And then someone came back with the news that the Dark One, along with his army, had been conquered! It was so wonderful!" Mara said, tears of joy streaming down her face.

"I did feel it," I said, smiling at Mara. "The battle was gruesome, but we prevailed. The Scrolls of Truth...well, they spoke true." That set us both chuckling, and then hugging again. I quickly kissed Ilana on the cheek, and then I had to relinquish her and Mara over to everyone else to be hugged and kissed. Ilana squealed with delight when she saw her parents.

Suddenly it hit me! Where was Janai?

"Where's Janai?" I asked anxiously.

"He's in that tent over there with-" Mara began, but Adan and I were already running off, hand-in-hand, to go see him.

A woman held him (he was crying right then) in her arms, and, smiling, handed him to me. The minute I had him, he settled down and started to drift off to sleep. "He knows his mother," the woman said smiling. I thanked her for watching him, and then she quietly left so that we could be undisturbed in our reunion. I hugged Janai as tightly as I dared, and then my tears came.

Adan hugged me as I held Janai, and I managed to speak through my tears. "Oh, Adan! This is all for real! The Dark One is really dead and we're all together again!" I turned my face to his chest as fresh tears came.

"I know, my heart," he said soothingly. He swayed Janai and I gently, and I at last managed to stop crying.

"I'm sorry...but it's just so hard to believe!" I said, giving Adan a turn to hold his still-tiny son.

"I know," he said, hardly able to take his eyes from Janai's peaceful face. He had fallen asleep, awakened slightly, and then, clutching Adan's shirt in his hand, once more drifted off to sleep. "Ah...I just can't take my mind off what a wonderful son we have." Adan looked at me and smiled, his face becoming even more handsome (if that was possible).

I was standing close to Adan, one arm around his waist and the other lifted so I could gently stroke Janai's soft cheek (as Adan now held him). I leaned my head against Adan's shoulder, saying softly, "He reminds me of his father."

"I should hope not!" Adan joked. "I wouldn't want to look like me-an old, ugly ogre!"

"Adan El'Hara!" I scolded. "If I hear any more of that kind of talk out of your mouth you'll go to bed with no supper."

"Who needs supper when they have the most amazing wife and son in the world?" Adan said, grinning mischievously.

I stood on my tip toes to kiss him.

Once again, an indescribable peace washed over me.

Epilogue
At last, after about three weeks, we were home. We had all gone our separate ways, and now Adan, Janai and I could all enjoy time alone with no one to interrupt.

Amazingly, Saelis had turned her affections to Wes...and Wes didn't seem to mind. I sincerely hoped that they would fall in love-they both needed someone because they both had formerly wanted a person they could never have...and it seemed that they were indeed falling in love with one another.

Aaliyah had told the rest of us only recently that she and Shastara were expecting yet another child, and my heart swelled with joy for her. It was wonderful news after all this fear, pain, and sorrow that we had all experienced. Mara, of course, was simply overflowing with joy and had already started knitting blankets and the like for the new baby. Thankfully this time Shastara was not at all nervous, in fact he said if Aaliyah had twins it wouldn't be any trouble at all. The rest of us just smiled and chuckled over him. He had so quickly gone from nervous father to laid-back father-it was rather comical. But then, Ilana was very active and adventurous-he really rather had to get used to being a father.

Everything else was going wonderfully. Yes, there was still some evil in Kiria, but we all hoped with every ounce of our being that one day we could work together and rid it of that...and we would fight against the evil. It did not have long in this land...

The Dark One was gone, and Kiria was free from his reign.

For right now, any peace that came our way would be greedily snatched up. We all needed some quiet and rest-some time to physically and mentally heal.

Adan and I were both getting stronger every day-we all were. It took Adan longer than the rest of us though, as he had been touched with black magic, but he was healing quickly, something I was glad of. Thankfully for once he wasn't being stubborn and refusing to just be still and rest.

Even now we sat together on the porch on a small bench, our backs resting against the outer wall of the house (the bench was up against the wall). We had our arms around each other, and I leaned my head against Adan as we stared out at a glorious sunset. Janai slept peacefully inside, at last undisturbed by the sounds of shouting or a battle. He would grow up in a better world, one rid of the Dark One.

"I love you, Adan El'Hara," I suddenly murmured.

Taking his gaze away from the sunset, he looked down at me. "I love you too, my sweet wife," he said softly.

Then we were kissing, and had the Dark One himself appeared in front of me I wouldn't have noticed it.

Everything was going to be fine.

Kiria, at last, was free...free from the darkness caused by the Dark One, and free from so much pain and terror...

And free it would remain.

~The light shall one day prevail over the darkness-the darkness shall not last forever.~ The Scrolls of Truth
The End
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