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	Book 3 of the Eagle Rider Saga

	“There is much that has been forgotten. Only in remembering can we have hope of victory.”

	The land is at war. Aiden and Iolair are called by the Silver Eagle to learn the ancient ways of the Eagle Riders. They seek the strength to defeat Sorcier, but the old powers are not easily mastered. Elsewhere, Erin must unite the people as Queen before the next battle comes, though not all are eager to join her cause. Tristan and Branwyn journey into enemy territory, where the cunning schemes of the wizard Dageny await them. Meanwhile, Andor searches for his own adventure amongst wizards and Sidhe.

	Scattered, the friends battle twisted magic and their own fears, hoping for victory before Sorcier corrupts every forest, mountain and river.
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Runes

The eighteen magical runes with their twisted counterparts in italic.



Ailm (Elm)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a circle with a vertical line extending from the top towards the centre]
the seer, insight, the changeling, blindness, the deceiver


Beith (Silver Birch)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a C with the ends of the line looped into the centre]
the healer, the poisoner


Coll (Hazel)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a spiral with a horizontal line at the top]
wisdom, folly, the confounder


Dair (Oak)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of horizontal zigzag with a horizontal line through the middle]
strength, weakness


Eadha (Aspen)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of horizontal wavy line with a smaller curved line above left and below right]
the wind, patience, the river stone, the weighty


Fearn (Alder)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of an oval with a gap at the bottom left and an inverted curve at the top right]
the shield, the warrior, secrecy, the revealer


Gort (Ivy)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of an X with the two bottom lines joined in a pointed shape]
the troth, the faithful, the binder, the breaker, the betrayer


Uath (Hawthorn)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of an X with a vertical line through the centre]
dread,  false hope


Iogh (Yew)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a vertical curved line]
longevity, the resilient, the fleeting, the fragile


Luis (Rowan)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a vertical curved line with two smaller lines branching off from it]
the protector, the challenger


Muin (Vine)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of vertical curved line crossed by an elongated C-shaped line]
the listener, the deafener


Nuin (Ash)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a horizontal line crossed by a curved line]
the spear, the hammer


Onn (Gorse)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a horizontal curved zigzag line]
the bond, the joiner, the craftsman, the destroyer


Peith (Mountain Birch)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a horizontal zigzag with a diagonal line below]
the thunderbolt, the swift, the leaden, the sleeper


Ruis (Elder)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a figure of 8]
music, the dancer, the silencer, the paralyser


Suil (Willow)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a curved line with an oval on the right]
the prophet, the woeful, water, the liar, forgetting


Teine (Pine)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of a vertical curved line with a circle at the centre]
fire, ice


Ur (Heather)
[image: a magical rune in the shape of vertical curved line with a loop at the bottom and a semicircle at the top]
the renewer, the decayer
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1. Rider's Call

Aiden clung tightly to Iolair as she soared up into the sky, following the Silver Eagle through the drifting clouds. He grinned as the ground dwindled below, the battlements of Carn Deas shrinking to distant rings on the mountainside. The breeze swept the hair from his face and shivered along his arms. An endless horizon beckoned them, whispering of magic and legends. This is what it was to be an Eagle Rider!


Iolair turned into the wind and Aiden’s breath caught, his mind warring between elation and trepidation. He looked down, half-expecting to see the other Eagle Riders still staring after him, in shock and confusion. But the Silver Eagle’s path had taken them high above the fortress and none had followed them. Had that really just happened? Had he really turned down a place among the Eagle Riders to follow Fir-eun?


Ahead, the Silver Eagle slowed, allowing Iolair to glide in alongside him.


“So you have chosen to follow,” said Fir-eun.


Iolair kii-ed brightly. “How could we not?”


“You should have seen the look on the Riders’ faces when you appeared,” said Aiden. “I don’t think they knew what to make of you.”


Fir-eun looped around to their other side, angling into the wind. “Yes, it has been many years since one of the Riders truly saw me.”


“We saw you,” said Aiden.


Fir-eun’s path led into a cloud and he faded momentarily, his silver feathers blending into the mist. “That is why I called you,” came his voice.


“So what now?” Iolair asked. “We’ve become Rider and Sgiath. We’ve chosen to follow you.”


They emerged from the cloud and Fir-eun’s silver wings were once more visible at their side. “Now, it is time for you to learn the old ways of the Eagle Riders.”


Aiden shivered, but it was more than just the chill of the wind. It was a sense of destiny hovering in the air around them.


“You mean you’ll train us?” Aiden asked. His mind whirled with new possibilities of flight and magic.


“In a way, yes,” said Fir-eun, his voice taking on a mysterious lilt. “But not here. First, you have a journey to make.”


“A journey?” said Iolair. “But what about the war? What about fighting Sorcier?”


At the mention of the dark wizard, an icy dread spread through Aiden’s chest and out to the tips of his fingers. He had only once faced Sorcier, and it was not an experience he was in a hurry to repeat. The encounter had almost killed them. It had killed the King.


“Learning the old ways of the Eagle Riders may be the only way you can defeat Sorcier,” said Fir-eun. “There is much that has been forgotten. Only in remembering can we have hope of victory.”


Aiden’s mind reeled. The task seemed far too big for a very new Eagle Rider. “Shouldn’t you be teaching this to all the Eagle Riders?” 


“The other Riders have their own paths to fly,” said Fir-eun. “They must remain to fight the war while you seek the means to stop Sorcier.”


Aiden swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. He remembered that day in the Eagle Hall when Sorcier had appeared in their path wielding Onn, the destroyer, and the dead weight of twisted Eadha, had dragged them to the ground. He had known they could not win, only hope for escape. Fear crept into his mind. How was he supposed to find a power that could rival that, let alone best it?


“Don’t be afraid,” said Fir-eun, his voice soft as if he could hear Aiden’s thoughts. “The path will be hard, but you don’t fly it alone. Do you think I called you only to abandon you?”


Aiden lifted his head. “No. I don’t.”


Fir-eun tilted into the wind, pointing them back towards Carn Deas. “Good. Then it is time for your journey to begin.”


“But where are we going?” said Iolair. 


“To the past.”


“Yes, but where is that?” said Iolair.


The Silver Eagle faded into the surrounding cloud. “I think you know the place. Ancient stories live in ancient places.”


“Wait,” Aiden cried. “Is that all you’re going to tell us?”


Fir-eun hovered, only a ghostly outline of his wings visible against the sky. “Do you remember what I told you when we first met?”


Aiden frowned, but Iolair spoke up. “You can never know what lies down the path until you fly it.”


“Exactly,” said Fir-eun. The Silver Eagle faded away completely as the last of his words drifted into the wind.


Iolair gave a sharp kii and turned them back towards Carn Deas with a forceful beat of her wings. “Why does he have to be so frustratingly vague all the time.”


Aiden pressed a hand into her feathers. “I’ve got a feeling the journey itself will be half the answer.”


“You’re probably right,” said Iolair, beginning their descent. “But is it too much to ask for a hint?”


Aiden chuckled, the sound releasing some of the tension from Iolair’s wings. “I think he did give us a hint. He said we know the place. And the most ancient place I can think of is the old Eagle Rider Sanctuary we found in the mountains. Remember the tree of feathers there. If we’re going to find the old ways of the Eagle Riders, I can think of no better place.”


At the mention of the feather tree, Aiden touched the silver thread around his neck where Fir-eun’s feather still hung.


“You’re probably right,” said Iolair. “But don’t forget us Eagles have ancient places too. And we remember the old stories far better than you humans.”


Aiden poked her. “What’s wrong with our stories?”


“There’s nothing wrong exactly,” said Iolair. “They just… miss things. Humans think they know everything there is to know about Teraan, but they forget they are the newcomers to this land.”


“Newcomers who came thousands of years ago.”


Iolair gave a dismissive kii.


“Well, do you have any better ideas of where Fir-eun wants us to go?” Aiden asked. 


“Not yet,” said Iolair. “But I will speak to my father. He may know of other places.”


Iolair’s voice became more serious at the mention of her father. 


Aiden glanced down at her, trying to read the expression in her eyes. “What will your father think about our decision?”


Iolair was silent for a moment as they glided over the grassy plateau outside Carn Deas.


“I think he will be proud, but I think he will also be sad. I always wanted to be like him and he wanted it too, but I was too small to ever be considered for Rider training. Now I am a Sgiath, but it does not mean that we will fly together.”


Aiden’s brow creased. “Just because we have chosen differently, doesn’t mean we can’t work with the other Riders.”


“I know,” said Iolair. “But we will always be soaring on a different wind, even if those winds sometimes blow in the same direction.”


Aiden had no response to that. The quiet ache of Iolair’s sadness mingled with her pride and excitement and he wondered if, one day, his own choices would lead him down a different path from someone he loved. 


Iolair flew over the outer battlement and circled around the back of the castle to bring them down into the small, open yard that had become the base for the Riders and Feather Guard after the battle for Carn Deas. It had only been four days since the battle and already it felt like home. The yard formed a curving strip between the castle and the inner ring of battlements, with tents set up along both walls. The wider end of the yard had been left open for the Eagles and this was where Iolair set them down. A few of the other Eagles were there already, but when they saw them, they took off one by one until only Jormandar, Iolair’s father, remained. 


“Do you want me to stay?” Aiden murmured.


Iolair nudged his shoulder with her beak. “I’ll be fine. I’m sure your brother will be eager to hear from you.”


Aiden gave a small laugh. He could already picture Andor’s expression, part incredulous, part excited. He waved to Iolair and walked away, though he only made it to the edge of the tents before he turned back to look. Iolair now stood with her father, her smaller stature suddenly apparent as the larger Eagle bent his head to her eye level. Aiden wished he could hear what they were saying, even if they were probably speaking in the language of the Eagles.


“Aiden, you’re back!” His brother’s excited voice echoed across the yard. Andor rushed to Aiden’s side, grabbing his arm and dragging him over towards their tent. “How’d it go with the Eagle Riders?”


Aiden grinned at his brother. “Where’s Bran? I’d rather not have to repeat myself.”


“I’ll get her,” said Andor. He dashed away around the side of the castle before Aiden had a chance to say anything more.


In Andor’s wake, the Cat-Sidhe, Mharcus, padded out from between the tents, tail held high. “Your cousin is in the kitchens.”


The statement didn’t surprise Aiden. It had taken little persuasion over the last few days for Branwyn to swap battle lines for baking again.


While he waited, Aiden grabbed a stool outside the tent and sat. The momentary stillness finally gave his mind the chance to catch up with everything that had happened that morning. A hint of apprehension mixed with his excitement. What if the Eagle Riders didn’t accept his decision? Would they try to stop him, like they’d tried to stop him flying with Iolair before? The Cat-Sidhe stared at him, and Aiden shifted uncomfortably. Did Mharcus, with his prophetic visions, already know the outcome of that future encounter? Aiden considered asking, but the rapid patter of Andor’s feet across the yard broke the silence.


“She’s coming,” said Andor breathlessly, skidding to a halt in front of Aiden.


Aiden stood and looked over his brother’s head to see his cousin Branwyn approaching at a more sedate pace. Her dark curly hair was tied back from her face and she still wore her apron. Tristan walked at her side with an easy stride, jacket draped over one shoulder and sword on his belt, as if he had just come from the sparring ring. They smiled at him, eyes bright with expectation.


“Well?” said Andor, unable to contain his curiosity any longer.


Aiden let his gaze wander from one face to another. He could sense their excitement waiting to burst through, sparking his own.


“The Eagle Riders asked me to join them—”


Tristan stepped over and clapped Aiden on the arm. “Yes! I knew it!”


Aiden held up a hand. Tristan’s smile faded and he stepped back again, brow creasing.


“The Eagle Riders asked me to join them,” Aiden repeated. “But Iolair and I declined.”


“What!” came the cry, from both Tristan and Andor this time. Branwyn merely wrinkled her brow.


“Why?” said Tristan. “Isn’t that what you’ve been fighting for this whole time?”


“We were fighting to be allowed to fly together,” said Aiden, “to be recognised as an Eagle Rider in our own right.”


“But what for, if you weren’t going to join the Riders?” said Tristan.


“Does that have to be the only way?”


“It’s the only way Eagle Riders have followed for hundreds of years. You know I’ve grown up with the Riders, that I want to become one of them myself. I’d know if there was another way.”


Aiden frowned. He had expected some disapproval from the Riders over his decision, but not from Tristan, his friend.


“Maybe you wouldn’t know,” Aiden replied quietly. “Not if people have forgotten.”


“And how do you know anything’s been forgotten? Don’t you trust my father?” 


Branwyn put a hand on Tristan’s arm. “I don’t think that’s what Aiden’s saying.”


Aiden gave her a grateful glance before replying. “The Silver Eagle called us to follow him instead. And he said we have to learn the old ways if we’re to have a chance of defeating Sorcier.”


“And I suppose that means you’ll be off by yourselves on another quest,” said Tristan. 


Aiden gave an apologetic shrug.


Tristan shook his head in disbelief. All traces of his earlier grin had vanished. “You can’t just leave. You have a duty here. We need you.”


Aiden took a breath, but Tristan continued before he could reply.


“Just because this battle was won, doesn’t mean the war is over. There are still Brathadair out there roaming the hills. And we have an army to prepare for the battle against Sorcier. You and Iolair know better than anyone how to fight their dark magic. Don’t you have a duty to stay?”


Aiden swallowed. “Tristan, Iolair and I aren’t strong enough to face Sorcier. That’s why we need to follow the Silver Eagle’s call. So we can learn how to be.”


Tristan met his gaze and held it for a long minute. “Your mind’s made up, isn’t it?” The anger had drained from his voice, leaving only resignation in its wake. 


Aiden nodded. 


Tristan ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Then I hope you find what you’re looking for.” He murmured something inaudible to Branwyn, then strode away across the yard.


Andor caught Aiden’s arm, pulling his gaze away from Tristan’s retreat. At least his brother’s eyes were still shining with excitement. 


“I want to come with you,” Andor said. 


Aiden’s breath caught. He gave him a rueful smile. “Not this time. We’ll be flying.”


Andor frowned up at him. “You said you flew out of the Palace with Dad and Euan on Iolair. I’m sure you could bring me.”


Aiden’s chest tightened. “Those were extreme circumstances. Eagles don’t usually allow extra passengers.”


“I’m only small.”


“I’m sorry, Andor,” said Aiden. He took his brother by both shoulders. “But Iolair and I have a task to do.”


Andor pushed his hands away. “I won’t stop you from doing that.”


“Andor,” said Branwyn softly. “This is not your journey.”


Andor scowled at her, then at Aiden, then he too marched away after Tristan, the Cat-Sidhe padding silently after him. Aiden gave a long sigh and sank back onto his stool, resting his head in his hands. “I suppose you’re angry at me too,” he said to Branwyn.


She crouched next to him and put an arm around his shoulder. “Not angry. Just sad you can’t stay with us. But if you think learning the Silver Eagle’s ways is going to help, you can’t ignore his call.”


Aiden patted her hand. “You’re right, Bran. I just wish it didn’t have to make everyone so upset.”


Branwyn squeezed his shoulders once more, then stood. “I have to get back to the kitchens.”


He waved her goodbye and turned back to the yard, hoping to see that Iolair had returned. Instead, Captain Arthur strode towards him. Aiden’s chest tightened, bracing himself for the next bout of disapproval.


“I suppose Tristan’s told you I’m going away and you’re here to ask me to reconsider,” said Aiden, standing and folding his arms across his chest as the Captain approached.


“Will you?” said Arthur.


Aiden shook his head firmly. 


“Aiden, I know we’ve had our differences in the past—”


Aiden interrupted him before he could continue. “Look, I know what you’re going to say. You think I should stay here and train properly. Help you in the fight. But we can learn from the Silver Eagle too.”


Arthur tucked his hands behind his back, his expression inscrutable. “I’ll admit I would feel better about overseeing your training myself, but that’s not what I was going to say.”


Aiden remained silent, wishing he hadn’t interrupted the Captain.


“I would have you tell us who this Silver Eagle is. You’ve spoken nothing of him before. I think we have the right to know who you’ve chosen instead of us.”


Aiden had been expecting an argument from the Eagle Rider Captain, but now his respectful curiosity caught him off-guard. He suddenly felt guilty about not telling him of Fir-eun before.


“I’ve dreamt of the Silver Eagle,” said Aiden. “But it wasn’t until recently I realised he was more than just a dream. He helped me at Cairn Ban and in Teraan City when we faced Sorcier.” 


“But who is he?”


“He is Fir-eun, Sgiath to the first Rider.”


Arthur frowned. “Are you sure?”


“Certain.”


Arthur rubbed a hand through his beard. “The Riders have always been taught that Myrdal was the first Sgiath, along with Ragnar, the first Rider.”


Now Aiden frowned. Had Fir-eun lied to them about his true name? No, that couldn’t be right. Fir-eun’s feather still hung on the thread around his neck. He could clearly remember the label that had been attached to it on the tree of feathers: Fir-eun. Eagle to the First Rider.


“I don’t know what the Riders are taught,” said Aiden, choosing his words carefully, “but I think Fir-eun is something older than all of that. He wants us to seek out the old ways of the Riders. He thinks the key to defeating Sorcier lies in the past.”


Arthur appraised him thoughtfully. “Yes, there is much wisdom in the past. But do not be too hasty to discount all the wisdom of the Eagle Riders. Ragnar and Myrdal were heroes of their time and possibly the most powerful Eagle and Rider in memory. If you had trained with me, I would have taught you about their ways. Since I cannot, I urge you instead to visit the Feather Guard station at the Great Eyries. In the archive there you will find copies of Ragnar’s Journals. They too speak of the old ways of the Riders.”


Aiden nodded noncommittally. “I’ll speak to Iolair of what you’ve said.”


Arthur gave a small sigh. “And you’re sure I can’t change your mind about staying to train with us?”


For a second, Aiden found himself genuinely considering Arthur’s question. Maybe it was the arguments with Tristan and Andor making him doubt himself. Or maybe it was the lure of learning more about Ragnar and Myrdal. Then he remembered Fir-eun, the Silver Eagle. He might be frustratingly mysterious at times, but he had never led him astray. If not for Fir-eun, he wouldn’t even be an Eagle Rider. 


“I’m sure,” he said to Arthur.


Arthur gave him a wry smile. “You can’t fault me for trying. But please consider what I said. Now, I must be away. I’ve got a meeting with the Queen. But to quote an old Eagle Rider saying, may the wind be ever at your back.”


“And yours,” said Aiden.
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2. The King's Legacy

Erin sat with Falkor and Arthur, staring at the map that lay between them on the table. It made the distance to Teraan City appear like nothing. If only a few inches of paper was all that stood between her and victory. But the map didn’t show the extent of the Brathadair armies, nor even hint at what it might take to defeat Sorcier. And that was only the beginning of her problems. Her own army was weakened after the recent battle, and Carn Deas, her only stronghold, was in dire need of repair. She had been Queen for less than one day, and already people were looking to her to fix it all.


She raised her eyes, glancing from the wizard to the Eagle Rider. Falkor sat with his feet propped up on the chair next to him, the sleeves of his long brown coat rolled up at the cuffs. In contrast, Arthur sat straight-backed, his elbows resting lightly on the edge of the table while his fingers rubbed his beard thoughtfully. Erin sensed he was about to speak and set off another circuitous discussion in which they addressed all the problems and found no answers. 


Before he could say anything, Erin placed a finger on the map. “How soon could we have a company return to Teraan City?”


Arthur gave no hint of surprise at the sudden directness of her tone but merely sat up straighter as he replied, “I could have a unit ready to leave in a few days. One of my Riders could depart even sooner.”


“And you think we can spare them from everything that needs done here?”


“Carn Deas will be just fine,” said Falkor, folding his arms across his chest. “There may still be bands of Brathadair roaming the hills, but they are scattered and leaderless. It won’t be long before our army sweeps them all up.”


Erin tapped her finger on the map. “Alright. Then that’s where we start. Prepare the company and get the lines of communication with the City established. Once we know what we’re dealing with, we’ll decide our next steps. In the meantime, I want the rest of these Brathadair swept up.”


Arthur gave a nod and stood to leave.


“One last thing, Serineth,” said Falkor, who didn’t even move to take his feet off the chair.


Erin’s chest tightened. 


“It is customary for a new monarch to officially appoint their council of advisors. I trust you will not leave this too late. I suspect there are many who are eager to hear your decision.”


Erin stood, looking down on the wizard. “Are you worried I won’t pick you?”


Falkor flashed her a cunning grin. “Maybe I’m more worried about who you will pick.”


Erin laughed. “You make it sound like I have a choice. Why don’t you just tell me your list of names?”


Falkor, at last, got to his feet. “You’re the Queen now, Serineth. As much as it pains me to say, you can choose whoever you like.”


The thought halted her. She might be Queen now, but deep down, she was still waiting for her father to come and take charge. Every decision she made was in the hope of pleasing him. How long would it be until she understood he was never coming? Yesterday, when she had formed the Queen’s Guard ahead of her coronation, it had felt rebellious. Yet, who was she rebelling against except the memory of a King she would never see again? Now the choice of war council lay before her, and she realised she was no longer bound by her father’s wishes.


“Don’t let Falkor rush you,” said Arthur, giving the wizard a narrow-eyed glance. 


“I won’t,” said Erin, smiling to the wizard in challenge. 


Falkor merely grinned back before following Arthur out of the room. 


Erin was left alone with only her Queen’s Guard—Marsaili, Niamh, Rab and Eirik—standing quietly by the door. She sank back into her seat, the confidence she had felt when teasing Falkor quickly leaving her. The truth was, she had no idea who to bring onto her council other than Falkor and Arthur themselves. She probably ought to include the village Elders, but they would each come with their own agendas. Then there were her military leaders, Odmund the swordmaster, and Allan, whose Torelian army she had essentially taken over. She trusted them, but she couldn’t show them any weakness. 


What she really needed on her council was a friend. Or better, two. 


“Marsaili, Niamh,” she called, beckoning to them. 


The two sisters strode over, both dressed in their leather-plated armour, their long hair braided as if for battle, despite the fact they were all ensconced deep within the castle. Marsaili took the seat opposite Erin, her armour creaking as she leant forward over the table. Niamh didn’t bother with a chair, simply hooking one leg up to perch on the table’s edge. By the door, Eirik stood stoically, but Erin caught Rab frowning at the sisters’ informal behaviour. It only solidified Erin’s decision in her mind. If she wanted friends on her council, there were none better than the two women sat across from her. 


“How do you fancy being on a war council?” Erin asked.


The corner of Marsaili’s mouth pulled into a grin, crinkling the scar on her cheek. “Sounds like fun.” 


“Especially if we get to argue with Falkor,” Niamh added. 


Erin smiled back. “I suppose I better give Falkor a place on the council too.”


“You realise this isn’t a game,” said Rab from across the room.


“Oh, lighten up Rab,” said Niamh. “Just because things are important, doesn’t mean they have to be boring too.”


Erin bit back a laugh. “One more thing.”


“Whatever you ask, my Queen,” said Marsaili in mock sincerity.


Erin gave her a kick under the table. “Will you bring Aiden to see me?”


Marsaili smirked. “Maybe Falkor is right to be worried about who you’re going to invite onto the council.”


Erin rolled her eyes. “Just go and get him.”


The next half hour felt like an eternity as Erin waited for Marsaili to return with Aiden. Her mind was a jumble of emotions, equal parts terrified and excited about what his answer might be. She tested out dozens of ways to pose the question, thinking through all the words she could use to persuade him if he said no.


At last, a quiet knock came at the door, and Niamh opened it to admit Marsaili and Aiden. 


Aiden stood awkwardly, his brown hair a mess as if he had just been flying. His green eyes darted between her and Marsaili.


“You summoned me,” he said.


“Yes, come in.” She gestured him closer, then gave her guards a nod to wait outside. Once the door had closed, Erin felt the sudden urge to fling her arms around Aiden and hug him close, but at the last second her resolve failed, and she dropped her arms self-consciously by her sides.


“So, first day as Queen,” said Aiden. “How’s it been?”


“Tiring.” She smiled. “And yet I’ve been sitting down all day.”


Aiden smiled back. “Can’t say I envy you.” He paused, then said, “Is everything okay? Marsaili wouldn’t tell me why you wanted to see me.”


Erin took a breath. Now that the moment was here, none of her carefully crafted words felt right, so she just forged straight ahead to the question. “I want you to join my war council.”


Aiden’s mouth gaped open. 


Suddenly fearful, Erin filled his silence with words. “It seems the council gets reformed after the crowning of a new monarch, and I want to make sure I’ve got allies by my side. Friends.” 


She added the last word as an afterthought, but it had a visible effect on Aiden. He took a step forward, and his surprised expression changed to something more akin to sadness. A hollow feeling grew in her stomach. He was going to say no.


“Erin,” he began, his words uncertain. “I guess Arthur didn’t tell you I’m leaving.”


Erin frowned. “But I thought the Eagle Riders were going to let you join them.”


“They did,” said Aiden. “But Iolair and I were called by the Silver Eagle. You remember the one we saw in Cairn Ban.”


Erin nodded.


“We couldn’t refuse such a call.”


Even for me? But Erin quickly pushed the thought away. She would not ask that of him. In truth, she feared his answer. Every time she and Aiden drew close, something pulled them apart again. Instead, she conjured a bright smile on her face.


“Who could?” she replied. “And I know from experience that once you have your heart set on something, there’s no stopping you.”


“Thanks… I think,” said Aiden. “But I don’t want you to think I’m abandoning you. I’ll still be fighting for you, even if it’s far away.”


Erin’s insides warmed at his words. “Part of me wishes I could go with you on another quest. I’m sure it would be more fun than forming a war council.”


“More dangerous, though.”


Erin sighed. “You’re probably right. No doubt my father would have had a thing or two to say to me about going on quests.”


At the mention of her father, the sudden weight of Erin’s grief threatened to overwhelm her. It struck her that Aiden was one of the last people to have seen her father alive, and she had never asked him about it. In truth, she had been too scared. Falkor had filled her in on the bare bones of what had happened before he died, and she had wanted nothing more. She couldn’t dwell on it. Not if she was to function as Queen.


Now, she was overcome with the desire to know. As if hearing about her father’s last moments might bring him closer. Might help her make the decisions she would have to make.


“Would you tell me about my father?”


Aiden stilled. “What do you want to know? I thought Falkor told you everything.”


Erin took a seat and gestured towards the other chair. Once Aiden had sat, she continued. “He did. But he could only tell me what happened. He couldn’t tell me what my father was like.”


Aiden held out his hands. “You would know better than me what your father was like.”


“I can’t imagine my father as a captive. When you found him in that dungeon, was he hurt or afraid?”


“Your father was brave,” said Aiden. “He went face to face with Sorcier. He even took my sword to do it.”


Erin gave a small laugh and folded her arms. “You avoided my question. Tell me the truth. Not what you think I want to hear.”


Aiden dropped his gaze to the floor before replying, and even then he spoke slowly, as if carefully choosing his words. “When I found your father in that dungeon, he had lost hope, but it was news of your freedom that gave him the strength to escape.”


A tear slid down Erin’s cheek, and she quickly brushed it away.  “I don’t understand. Why would he lose hope?”


“He thought the Brathadair held you captive.”


Erin frowned. “You mean he didn’t know I was free?”


Tears welled in Erin’s eyes. She wished she could have seen her father one last time and told him she loved him. Why had fate been so cruel? If only he’d known she was free and fighting for him, he wouldn’t have had to face all those days in hopelessness. The thought made her anger rise.


“I think Hakon knew it was the only way he’d ever get your father to give up his secrets,” said Aiden.


Erin’s mouth felt suddenly dry. “Secrets?”


Aiden looked uncomfortable. “Didn’t Falkor tell you?”


“Tell me what?”


Aiden shuffled in his seat. “I don’t know if—”


“Aiden, I thought we agreed secrets were bad for our friendship.”


Aiden sighed. “This won’t be easy to hear.”


She clenched her fists. “Unfortunately, a Queen doesn’t have that luxury.”


Aiden looked away, unable to meet her gaze. “Your father was the one who told the Brathadair where to find Torelia.”


Erin clapped a hand to her mouth. 


Aiden looked at her again, his face pained. “He only did it to save you. To protect you.”


Erin shook her head as if trying to un-hear the words. “But he betrayed his own people.”


“To save you.”


Tears streaked down Erin’s face. “You don’t need to defend him on my behalf.”


“Erin, your father loved you more than the whole Kingdom. This evil was the Brathadair’s doing. Don’t let it spoil your memory of him.”


Erin said nothing. Why was it that every time someone tried to protect her, the kingdom suffered? The Eagle Riders had protected her in Cairn Ban, and Sorcier had been released. Now, her father had protected her by giving up his own people. This whole war might as well be her own fault.


“Erin, I’m sorry,” Aiden whispered.


She looked over at him, and when she spoke, her voice came out very small. “Thank you for telling me. I… I may not like it, but it’s better this way. I don’t want to start my rule on a lie.”


“What lie?” said Aiden.


“The lie that my family is a victim in this war.”


“Erin, none of this is your fault.”


She bit her lip. “Sorcier would still be locked in Cairn Ban, and Torelia would be hidden and safe, if it wasn’t for me.”


“That’s not true,” said Aiden fiercely.


Erin sighed. “If my father wasn’t strong enough to stand against the Brathadair, how can I ever be?”


“The Brathadair deceived your father a long time ago,” said Aiden. “It’s different for you. You’ve got people you can trust. Arthur. And Falkor. They won’t let you down.”


Another flood of tears ran down Erin’s face.


“Are those tears of frustration over the trouble Falkor’s going to cause you?” said Aiden, attempting a joke. But his voice was soft, and he stood, moving to her side and pulling her into a hug. This time she did not resist. She held onto him as if he were a solid rock in the middle of a storm. 


“I don’t know what I’m going to do without you,” she whispered.


“You’re going to show everyone what it means to be a true Queen,” said Aiden. “Then I’ll come back having discovered the means to defeat Sorcier. We’ll battle him together, and we will win. And the things your father said and did won’t matter anymore.”


Erin gave a tearful laugh and pulled back from him, wiping her face. “If only it was that easy.”


Aiden smiled. For a moment they stood in silence. Erin didn’t want him to leave, but neither did she know what else to say. 


Eventually, Aiden broke the silence. “I know I can’t be on your war council, but I’m not leaving for a few days yet. If you want any help choosing—”


“Yes,” said Erin, not even letting him finish the sentence. “You’re not busy now, are you?”


Aiden grinned.
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3. A Change of Orders

Tristan bit back a smile as he marched into the fortress of Carn Deas at the head of his patrol. He passed through the postern gate in time to see the Eagle, Tahke, swoop by overhead. He saluted the magnificent, dark-feathered Eagle, who responded with a triumphant kii. Behind them, the rest of the patrol filed into the cobbled yard of the fortress’ outer circle. They were all disheveled from the day’s sortie, but their faces were bright as they bundled along their handful of Brathadair prisoners with a celebratory air.


Rook, Tristan’s fellow Feather Guard, gave Tristan a slap on the shoulder as he walked past. “You two make a good team,” he said, nodding up towards Tahke’s circling flight above.


Tristan shrugged, feeling both awkward and secretly pleased by the praise. “The Feather Guard makes a good team.”


Rook laughed. “No need to be so humble. It was you and Tahke who found those Brathadair. The rest of us only tied the ropes.”


Tristan waved him away. “I was just in the right place at the right time.”


“If you say so.” Rook grabbed a pair of apples from a nearby basket and tossed one to Tristan. “Come on. Let’s get some food. I’m famished. The soldiers will deal with the prisoners.”


Tristan glanced back to see the sergeant from their patrol already taking charge, pointing his soldiers further along the outer circle to where a makeshift prison camp had been established. He left them to it, taking a bite of his apple as he followed Rook up the steep steps to the larger courtyard of the fortress’ inner circle. Soldiers and refugees crowded the place, leaving barely a scrap of open ground between the numerous tents and cook-fires. Tristan was sure it was getting busier every day since the battle. 


He and Rook pushed through the throng to the quieter area behind the keep where the Eagle Riders and Feather Guard had set up their own camp. At their arrival, Signy popped her tousled blonde head out from one of the open-sided tents pitched against the castle’s wall. She held a cleaning rag in one hand and had what looked like arrow fletchings in her hair.


“You’re just in time,” she said with a bright smile.


“Unless I’m just in time for stew, give the job to Tristan,” said Rook.


Signy put her hands on her hips. “Unfortunately, Tristan’s been summoned by his father. So…” 


Rook gave a huge sigh and threw his hands up in mock despair. “If I didn’t know better, Sig, I’d say you’ve forgotten who holds the higher rank here.”


“I also kept you some stew,” said Signy, smiling innocently at him.


Rook’s face brightened. “Why didn’t you say that first?”


Tristan rolled his eyes at the pair and ducked into the next tent, which held their sleeping quarters. He quickly unbuckled his armour and sword, splashed his face and neck with water and then changed into a clean shirt. When he reemerged, Rook and Signy had fallen into their familiar routine of friendly bickering, sharing bowls of stew over a pile of Rider armour and Eagle harnesses that needed cleaning and mending.


“Saved you a bowl too,” said Signy.


Tristan smiled. “I’d better see my father first.”


“Suit yourself,” said Rook. “I make no promises the stew will be here when you return.”


Tristan shrugged. “I know someone who works in the kitchens.” 


Tristan left them to their work and made his way around to the castle’s main entrance. The guards gave him directions to his father’s whereabouts, and a few minutes later, he stood knocking on the door of a small meeting hall on the first floor.


“Enter,” came the muffled sound of his father’s voice.


Tristan opened the door and stopped in surprise. The faces of his father, Falkor, and Queen Serineth stared up at him. Marsaili smirked at him over the Queen’s shoulder. 


“Ah, sorry,” Tristan stuttered. “I didn’t realise you were having a meeting. I can speak with you later, Captain.”


“It’s alright, Tristan,” said Serineth, leaning back in her chair with a weary expression. “We’re finished here anyway.”


“For now,” said Falkor.


She frowned ever so slightly. “For today.”


Arthur bowed and rose from his seat. “Until tomorrow, Serineth.” 


He joined Tristan at the door and ushered him outside. Together, they walked in silence until they reached the small chamber Arthur had been assigned for quarters. Inside were a few scant possessions, a neatly made bed, and a small table bearing little resemblance to the cosy office that had been his father’s in the Eagle Rider Building of Teraan City. Tristan suspected his father did little more than sleep in this room. 


“Any luck on your patrol this morning?” Arthur asked.


“We caught a few strays,” Tristan replied.


Arthur nodded, pleased. “And it’s been helping, having an extra Eagle with you?”


Tristan smiled. “Definitely. That’s two days in a row Tahke and I have found a Brathadair camp. His aerial view is invaluable.”


“Good.” Arthur took a seat on a stool beside the small table and gestured to Tristan to take the other. He was quiet for a moment, and Tristan recognised his expression. It was the serious, thoughtful look his father wore when trying to find the right words to broach a tricky subject. Tristan tensed as he sat, wishing he knew why he’d been summoned.


“You already know about Aiden and Iolair’s decision to follow the Silver Eagle instead of joining our ranks,” said Arthur. 


Tristan nodded, the memory of yesterday’s argument with his friend souring his good mood. He still couldn’t comprehend how Aiden could turn down an invitation to join the Eagle Riders. Didn’t he realise what he was throwing away? It irked him that Aiden thought he could just fly away on a quest of his own while there were people here who needed his skills.


“Their decision has posed some important questions for the Eagle Riders.”


“Do you think they shouldn’t go?” Tristan asked, keeping his voice carefully even.


Arthur held up his hands. “What I think doesn’t matter anymore. Aiden’s belief in the Silver Eagle is too strong for anything I say to sway him. I can’t deny I’m intrigued, but I fear this is not the time to be putting our hope in mysterious ancient powers. But I digress. This isn’t what I called you here to talk about.”


Part of Tristan wanted to press his father on the point of Aiden’s departure, but he sensed, like Aiden, the Captain had already made up his mind.


“The real question raised by Aiden and Iolair, is about the nature of the Eagle Rider regiment itself,” said Arthur.


Tristan sat forward, surprised by the direction of the conversation. “In what way?”


Arthur smiled as if Tristan ought to already know the answer. “For years, the regiment has had ten members. No more. No less. But with Torca’s return and Aiden becoming a Rider, we have, for the first time in centuries, eleven active Eagle Riders. It has made me wonder whether we are limiting ourselves too strictly. We need the Riders more than ever. Maybe it’s time we were more than ten.”


As Tristan listened to his father’s words, time slowed, his heartbeat thudding loudly in his ears. He didn’t dare hope for what his father might say next.


“Tristan, we want you to start Rider training.”


Tristan’s breath caught, and he stared across the table at his father. His head felt suddenly light, as if lost in a dream. 


The corners of his father’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Well?”


“Dad… do you really mean it?”


Arthur smiled at him and nodded, reaching over to clasp Tristan’s hand. The physical touch grounded him, sending a thrill of joy rushing through him. 


“You know I accept,” said Tristan.


Arthur patted his hand. “It’s good to hear you say it, nevertheless.”


Tristan leant back, his thoughts whirling. He had been waiting for this day his whole life, and somehow it had snuck up on him. At last, he was going to be an Eagle Rider.


“There will be some practicalities to figure out,” said Arthur. “Kael has spoken to Tahke, and he is keen to continue working with you, but before you get too carried away, remember this is Rider training. You won’t be flying together immediately, even if that’s what Aiden did. It’s good for a potential Rider and Sgiath to get to know one another before they take to the air.”


The news dampened Tristan’s spirits. He had been ready to race outside and take to the skies with Tahke. For a second, he considered arguing, then stopped himself. If he was going to be an Eagle Rider, he would do it right. He wouldn’t begin by quarrelling with his father.


“I understand.”


Arthur sat back and sighed, his expression growing serious. 


“There is one more thing. Mathias and Korak left this morning to make contact with Cuinn and the other soldiers in Teraan City. A small company will follow after them in a few days to aid in the establishment of a formal resistance. It will be a different type of warfare. More raids and spying than outright battle. Well suited to the skills of a Feather Guard… or a Rider in training.”


Tristan stilled. “You mean for me to go with them.”


“You would rejoin the Feather Guard in Teraan City, under Cuinn’s command. Mathias would oversee your Rider training.”


Tristan’s brow creased. “So I won’t get to train with you.”


“I’m sorry, son.” The tone of his voice changed from that of a captain to that of a father. “I wish I could train you, but my place is here with the Queen.”


Tristan ran his fingers along the grain of the wooden table. A torrent of thoughts raced through his mind as he considered the implications of leaving. He wouldn’t get to train under his father.  He’d have to go back under Cuinn’s command. He’d have to leave Branwyn behind. The last thought struck him with a strength of feeling that surprised him. 


He lifted his gaze to his father. “Are you asking me if I want to go or are you telling me I’m going?”


Arthur’s expression broke into a sad smile. “Son, I wish I had the luxury of asking. But these are orders. I know you and Cuinn have had your differences in the past, but you’re a Rider in training now. You’re going to have challenges to face and sacrifices to make.”


“It’s not that. It’s…” 


“What?”


Tristan hesitated, feeling suddenly foolish. This was war. People had to leave loved ones behind all the time. Both he and his father knew that firsthand. Tristan’s own mother, sister, and brother were miles away in the village of Colle. It had been months since either he or his father had seen them. 


“Tristan, what is it?” said Arthur, leaning over the table towards him. “I know this probably isn’t how you expected it to happen, but regardless, I thought you’d be more excited.”


“I am,” said Tristan quickly, afraid his father might suddenly take it away from him. “Can I ask you a question? About you and Mum.”


Arthur gave a slow nod, his brow furrowed.


“How did you manage, in the early days, when you were a Rider and she was a Feather Guard? You must have barely seen each other.”


“Ah,” said Arthur, leaning back, his puzzlement softening to a knowing smile. “This is about Branwyn. You’re serious about this girl.”


“Yes,” said Tristan simply. 


“It wasn’t easy for us in the beginning,” said Arthur. “Your mother was stationed at the eyries and I was in the City. There were many days when I questioned whether it would work between us, but we stayed true to each other. We held onto the moments we had, and eventually, she was able to transfer to the City, and we saw each other more often. It wasn’t an easy journey, but I don’t regret it.”


Tristan didn’t know what he had been hoping to hear. That somehow if they loved each other enough, it would be easy. 


“I’m sorry, son,” said Arthur. “I can’t change your orders for the sake of a girl.”


Tristan sighed. Of course, he couldn’t. But maybe he didn’t have to. “What if Branwyn wanted to come with me? Would you stop her?”


Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “There’s no room for civilians on this mission, Tristan.”


“Not even for one with Forest Sight?”


Arthur shook his head. “The soldiers I send can’t be distracted by looking after the faint-hearted. You included.”


Tristan’s temper rose at those last words. “Have you seen anything to make you think Branwyn is faint-hearted?”


“No—”


“She might not be a soldier, but she’s got twice the courage of any soldier I know.”


Arthur appraised him. “Twice the courage of any soldier?”


Tristan gave a firm nod.


Arthur rubbed a hand thoughtfully through his beard. The lengthening silence made Tristan want to squirm in his seat. 


“Let me ask you this,” said Arthur. “Do you think Branwyn wants to go with you?”


Tristan swallowed. In truth, he had no idea, and the thought terrified him. He wondered suddenly if he should be arguing for her to come. No matter Branwyn’s capabilities, it would be dangerous. And maybe her presence would distract him from his duty. 


“I’d have to ask her,” Tristan admitted.


Arthur sighed. “This is where my opinion as your Captain and my opinion as your father don’t quite match up. As your father, I want to say yes, but as your Captain, I can’t allow a civilian on this mission. However…”


Tristan’s breath caught.


“…I am aware of Branwyn’s skill with Forest Sight. If she is willing to enter the service of the Eagle Riders as an official scout with orders of her own, then I will consent to her joining the mission.”


Tristan let out his breath. “Thank you. I’ll go and ask her.”


Arthur stopped him before he could rise from the table. “No, Tristan. I’ll ask her.”


Tristan frowned. “It might be better…” 


“You won’t change my mind on this point,” said Arthur, standing. “If she’s coming on the mission as a scout under the command of the Eagle Riders, then she will be recruited in the proper way.”


Tristan stood too, a slight tremor of doubt in his limbs. Branwyn might say yes to him, but would she say yes to the Captain of the Eagle Riders?


Arthur gestured to the door. “Lead on.”


With a tight breath, Tristan stepped out into the corridor and set off towards the kitchens.
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4. Far From Home

Branwyn hummed to herself as she worked the dough between her fingers, hoping that the soft melody and repetitive motion would banish the turmoil of feelings knotted in her chest. The familiar heat of the ovens warmed her cheeks while the salty scents of hot soup and crusty bread filled her nose. Other cooks and bakers bustled around her, mixing, and chopping, and feeding trays to the ovens. In all her days spent wandering the wilds, navigating the realms of the Fae and the River Folk, this kitchen was the place most like home. It should have comforted her. And yet today, the heat brought a sting to her eyes. No matter how much she wished it, this wasn’t her home.


An image came to her of her father’s bakery in Teraan City. It wasn’t quite a memory, rather a sense of the place. The warmth there came not only from the ovens but from the companionship of her parents, the certainty of belonging. She would have had flour in her hair and laughter on her lips. Aiden or Andor would have come across to sneak an extra pie. 


Branwyn blinked, her vision blurring. That home was far, far away. Many miles of danger and hardship lay between her and her parents, and though Aiden and Andor were close by, Aiden was leaving soon, with no promise of when he would return. Branwyn’s home was lost, as much to distance as to time. Even if she somehow made it back, there was no guarantee it would ever be the same.


She took a deep breath and stretched out the dough again, trying to pull her focus back to her work. Wallowing in homesickness was not going to help her. This was her life now. She could waste it away in sadness or she could live it in hope. Giving the dough one last stretch and fold, Branwyn moved it to the warm slab beside the oven to rise. 


Back at the table, Branwyn took up a large bowl and began mixing the next batch, turning her thoughts instead to that future day, once the war was over, when she would find herself in her father’s bakery again, surrounded by her family. Except the picture kept eluding her, only tightening the growing knot in her chest. She frowned. Why was hope so hard to hold on to?


Before Branwyn could find her answer, the kitchen doors creaked open behind her, ushering a wave of silence across the usually bustling room. Branwyn turned slowly to see the Captain of the Eagle Riders striding through. He bypassed the surprised cooks and bakers, making a line straight for her. The mixing spoon dropped from her fingers with an overly-loud clunk. 


Tristan hastened in the Captain’s wake, shooting her an apologetic glance. He tried to communicate something to her with his eyes alone, but she couldn’t work out his meaning. Then Arthur was standing in front of her, and she could think of nothing else.


Branwyn had had few interactions with the Captain of the Eagle Riders, but even if he hadn’t been Tristan’s father, she would have been intimidated by him. He stood before her now, dressed in full uniform, the golden feather embroidered on his sleeve dazzling her. He met her startled gaze with an unreadable expression.


“May I speak with you outside?” said Arthur.


Branwyn nodded without fully registering the question. As the Captain turned and led the way back out of the kitchen, Branwyn fell into step with Tristan. 


“What’s going on?” she whispered, feeling heat rise in her cheeks at the stares that followed them.


Tristan squeezed her hand. “I’ve got so much to tell you. But listen first to what my father has to say. Whatever he asks, promise me you’ll follow your heart.”


Branwyn nodded, her stomach twisting. She still couldn’t read the expression in Tristan’s eyes. 


Outside the kitchens, the coolness of the stone corridor felt stark against her flushed cheeks. A few steps from the kitchen door, the Captain turned to wait for her. He nodded once to Tristan, and his hand reluctantly slipped from hers. She stifled a shiver as his warm presence left her side.


Arthur smiled as she approached. “No need to look so worried. I come only with an opportunity.”


Branwyn swallowed and tried to relax, but every muscle in her body was wound tight.
“The Eagle Riders are forming a company to return to Teraan City and aid the Resistance. I know of your skill with Forest Sight, and your name has been mentioned to me more than once as someone who may be an asset to that company.”


“Me?” said Branwyn, her voice coming out in a squeak. She glanced to where Tristan stood waiting, his expression carefully guarded. Had he mentioned her to his father or had he been trying to warn her that someone else had?


“You sound surprised,” said Arthur. “You played a key role in the battle at Carn Deas. You can’t expect that to go unnoticed.”


Branwyn twisted the corner of her apron between her fingers. “I was only doing my part, sir. But if you mean to send me on this mission to Teraan City, you should know, I’m not a soldier.”


“I am aware of that fact,” said Arthur. “But I have been told you have twice the courage of any soldier here.”


Branwyn blushed, carefully refraining from looking at Tristan. Those were certainly his words.


Arthur continued. “And to be clear, I am not sending you anywhere. Not yet anyway. I am here to offer you the chance to enter the service of the Eagle Riders. If you accept, you will become a scout in the Queen’s army with orders to return to Teraan City. You will not be released from those orders until the end of the war, and I can make no guarantees of your safety.”


Tristan’s earlier words about following her heart suddenly made sense. He must have known his father would put this question to her and was urging her not to bow to his demands. Yet, Arthur’s offer didn’t feel like a demand. In fact, it sounded like he was warning her against it. He would be right to do so. Regardless of her courage, Branwyn was not a soldier. A few weeks of Forest Sight didn’t compensate for years of experience, nor had it taken away her fear of battle. 


And yet, the thought of joining the mission, of going home to Teraan City, made her heart leap. She realised suddenly why she had struggled to picture herself back in her father’s bakery. She had been trying to imagine everything returning to the way it had been before. But that would mean giving up this new, courageous part of herself—the part of her that was brave enough to face battle despite her fear.


“What exactly would I be doing on this mission?” Branwyn asked, stalling for time as she tried to decide. 


“You would be on the team of scouts responsible for finding safe passage through the forest. Once you reach the Resistance, those duties will continue, probably in the role of lookout, guide, messenger or spy. There will be Brathadair patrols to track. Food and supplies to be gathered. Sidhe to avoid. Refugees to evacuate from the City. In all honesty, I don’t know what you will be facing. The only thing I can promise is hard work.”


As he spoke, Arthur gave her a look of warning, but every word sparked something deep inside her. Maybe her earlier feelings hadn’t been homesickness at all. Longing, yes, but a longing for her own part in the story. A longing to discover the person she might become, if only she gave that part of her a chance to awaken. Was this that chance?


Branwyn wanted to glance over her shoulder to Tristan, to assure herself that she was about to make the right decision, but he had already given her his advice. Follow her heart. So she lifted her face to Arthur and said, “I accept.”


Arthur studied her for a second, then nodded, as if her answer had confirmed something to him. “Very well. I’ll arrange for your oath-giving tomorrow, but consider yourself a scout in the Queen’s army.”


Branwyn stood taller at his words.


Arthur gave a smile and leant in closer to whisper to her. “Tristan will be pleased. I’ve never seen anything test his sense of duty more than the idea of leaving you behind.”


Branwyn blushed again. Why did she have to keep doing that?


“I take it Tristan is also going on this mission?”


Arthur nodded. “I’ll let him fill you in on the rest. I suspect he’s dying to tell you his other news.”


Branwyn’s brow creased, but Arthur only gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder and gestured to Tristan. “We’ll keep you updated on the details of the mission, but expect to be leaving in a few days time.”


Arthur had barely left before Tristan was at her side. He gathered her hands in his. “I’m so sorry he ambushed you like that. I said I’d speak to you first, but he wouldn’t give me the chance. I hope that’s ok—”


Branwyn squeezed his hands to stop him. “It’s okay, Tristan.”


Tristan let out a shallow breath. “Well?”


Branwyn smiled up at him, looking deep into his brown eyes, reading the hesitant mingle of hope and worry there. To think it was her that had caused such emotion in him made her stomach tingle. 


“I’m officially a scout in the Queen’s army.”


A grin broke across Tristan’s face. He grabbed her into a hug and lifted her off the ground. 


After a moment, he placed her gently down, his face turning more serious. “Are you sure it’s what you want? It’ll be dangerous. It’s a war zone, after all.”


“Are you trying to talk me out of it?” Branwyn asked.


“No. But I don’t want to force you into something you don’t want to do.”


Branwyn patted his arm. “Nobody’s forcing me. No, I think this is something I need to do. I need to find out if I really can be that person who has Forest Sight and sneaks into fortresses through hidden entrances. I think if I don’t go, I’ll regret it forever.”


Tristan put an arm around her shoulders. “I think you can be that person.”


Branwyn poked him in the side. “You’ll be the one who said I had twice as much courage as any soldier here.”


Tristan laughed. “I might have said that. It’s also true.”


Branwyn shook her head at him. “What’s your news? Arthur hinted you had something to tell me.”


Tristan’s face brightened, and he took a step away from her to spread his arms out wide. “You are now looking at a Rider in training.”


Branwyn’s mouth fell open, then she flung herself at him, wrapping him in a tight hug. In her mind, she saw the future opening up for both of them, all possibility and opportunity. Suddenly, life didn’t seem so bleak anymore.
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5. Learning to Fly

	A large crowd had gathered on the open sward of grass outside Carn Deas. Aiden stood next to Iolair, checking the straps of her harness and ensuring his small pack was fastened safely to her chest. He glanced back at the milling throng of people, some shouting farewells and hugging loved ones. Others were just there for the spectacle. Most ignored Aiden and Iolair, more interested in the company of Riders, soldiers and scouts gathering ahead of the return to Teraan City. Branwyn and Tristan stood among them, dressed for travel with their own packs on their backs. Though Aiden and Iolair wouldn’t be travelling with them, they had thought it best to time their own departure to match. Few knew they were splitting off on their own mission. Those who did know still weren’t entirely happy about it.


Aiden finished his checks on Iolair’s harness and patted her wing. “Are you ready for a long flight?”


Iolair flexed her wings. “If it wasn’t for all this fuss, we’d have left hours ago.”


Aiden gave her a nudge. “We’ll be going soon enough. I’ve just got one last thing to do.” He bobbed his head towards the edge of the crowd to where his brother stood, looking terribly small and forlorn. Aiden felt a stab of guilt at leaving him, but what choice did he have?


He strode over to Andor, who looked up at him, wide-eyed with a fragile hope. “Have you come to say you’ve changed your mind?”


Aiden shook his head slowly. “Andor, we’ve been through this. I can’t bring you with me.”


Andor’s face broke into a scowl. “You’re abandoning me. You and Branwyn both.”


Aiden tried not to flinch at the words, but they hurt. He took a breath before replying. This might be the last time he saw his brother for a long time. He didn’t want to part in anger or resentment.


“Andor, you don’t need Branwyn or me to look after you anymore. Just think of all the fun you can get up to without us keeping watch all the time.”


Andor’s scowl faltered. “But I want to go with you.”


“And miss your own adventure?” 


Andor huffed. “Promise you’ll take me on your next adventure.”


“Someday.” Aiden reached out to ruffle his brother’s hair, then pulled him into a rough embrace. Andor resisted, holding himself rigid, but Aiden only held him tighter until he relented and returned the hug.


Eventually, Andor pulled back. “I’m going to hold you to that promise.”


Aiden grinned. “I hope you do.”


Branwyn joined them, embracing them both quickly and tightly before the final call came for the company to assemble. A hush fell over the crowd as Erin appeared, looking every inch a Queen in her shining armour, flanked by her full contingent of Guards. She worked her way along the line of soldiers and scouts, starting with the Riders Astrith and Anca, who would lead the mission. Erin shook each person’s hand and spoke words too quiet for the crowd to hear.


Aiden gave both Andor and Branwyn one last smile, then slipped back to Iolair’s side. He mounted up, ready to take to the skies as soon as the ceremony was over. He watched Erin reach the end of the line and expected her to stand back and wave regally to them all. Instead, she walked the short distance to where Iolair perched.


“Don’t think I’ve forgotten your mission,” said Erin, looking up at him. 


He wondered if he ought to jump back to the ground, but it was too late. She reached a hand up to him, and he took it reverently, feeling the subtle strength of her grip. 


“Good luck,” she said with a smile, though her eyes betrayed her sadness.


“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


Time froze them hand in hand, neither one wanting to let go, then Erin slipped away and returned to the company of soldiers. She raised one arm into the air, setting them off on their march. At the signal, Iolair spread her wings and lifted them into the sky, her tension falling away with the rapidly dwindling ground. Aiden wished he could brush off his own fears so easily. Instead, he found himself watching Erin’s face until he could no longer discern her features, his heart heavy with goodbyes.


For a while, Aiden and Iolair flew above the soldiers, but once Carn Deas was a distant speck behind them, they veered away on their own path. This should have left them alone in the sky, but when Aiden looked behind a short time later, he saw another Eagle Rider following them. He patted Iolair’s neck, signalling her to slow. A few minutes later, Kiligrahr and his Rider, Torca, soared in alongside them.


“Torca, Kiligrahr! What are you doing here?”


The blind Rider lifted his head, runelight flashing at his fingertips, helping him to see the things his eyes could not. “I thought we’d give you some company on your journey.”


“What he means to say,” Kiligrahr added, “is that we are on our way to Torca’s home and thought we’d accompany you until we reach Esund.”


“You’re going to see your family?” Aiden asked.


Torca gave a curt nod. 


“I finally persuaded him,” said Kiligrahr.


“We’ll come with you to the Sanctuary first,” said Torca. “I assume that’s where you’re going.”


Kiligrahr rocked his wings, jostling Torca. “We’ll go to your family first. They don’t even know you’re alive.”


Torca only frowned and righted his position.


Aiden laughed. “You’re welcome to come with us as far as you want. But how did you know we’re going to the Sanctuary?”


“Where else would that Silver Eagle send you?” said Torca.


Aiden gave a half-smile. Fir-eun hadn’t exactly spelled out where they needed to go. Were they sure the Sanctuary was the right place? He thought back to his conversation with Arthur and the mention of Ragnar’s Journal waiting for them at the Great Eyries. He had told Iolair about it, but at the time, they had both thought the Sanctuary the more likely place to find the old ways of the Riders. Now doubt niggled in Aiden’s mind.


As they flew onwards, Aiden pushed his doubts to the back of his mind. It was a fine day for flying, and Iolair coasted along, barely needing to move her wings as the wind carried them. They flew in silence, soaking in the rush of air and the warmth of the sun. The miles passed quickly below them, leading them over the moors, until they could see the endless expanse of green forest.


After a while, Aiden looked across at Torca. “How did you become a Rider?”
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