
 

 





 

 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE 

 

 

 

Fire and rain stained the sky on that bitter 

autumn dawn all those years ago. Every raindrop flickered 

as they reflected the blaze, appearing like candles lit by 

mourners, falling down from the heavens. The red sunrise 

reached the young King’s closed eyelids and beckoned him 

to wake, to walk to the castle window, and cast to his eyes 

on the burning day.  

He did not require a firsthand account to know what 

had occurred while he slept soundly in the comfort of 

Hilstrum’s walls. All the King could do was watch the 

angels cry from afar and join in their sorrow, allowing the 

guilt to overcome him.  

This young fool caused this and he knew it. He 

realized the full gravity of his actions as he looked out on 

the smoldering rubble where a quaint home stood hours 
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before. The smell of smoke and rain had reached his nose 

through the glass panes and though he wanted to fall to 

his knees from the sickness, he stood on ¾ memorizing 

this moment.  

Everyone raised in the great Kingdoms heard the 

legend of Alyson Escher; the traitor who triggered a 

violent war nearly half a century ago. Everyone grew up 

hearing about the Guardian of Hilder, who bravely fought 

for justice. The stories everyone heard, however, were lies. 

It was a decision among leaders and Kings to tell the story 

the world required.  

But the young King was an old man now, and his guilt 

and despair had taken their toll on him. Once vibrant and 

proud, time and shame had stripped away his vitality and 

resolve, leaving his body weak and his heart tired. He 

stood at his palace window, not unlike the one he had 

watched from before, but this time the window was open 

and the new day was breaking pale gold.  

He clutched an age-worn manuscript to his chest 

containing the true accounts of the legend of Alyson 

Escher. This was his burden as the last living soul who 

knew the real Alyson ¾ to tell the people the truth. He 

mused that he had survived this long only so he could 

finish this task before he could die in peace.  
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In his hands he held the honest accounts of Alyson 

Escher and he sighed in relief knowing soon he could hand 

the pages off to scribes for copying. Soon those copies 

would go out to his people and the people beyond his 

lands, then everyone would see Alyson as the hero she 

was. The old King hoped that not only would this bring 

him lasting peace, but that Alyson and her Guardian 

would know peace as well.  

This was it. This was the truth behind it all. 

The old King picked up the candle from his table and 

with one last look out at the kingdom before him, he 

turned his back on the open window with a faint smile on 

his face.  
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IN AN INSTANT 

 

 

 

A soft tapping of knuckles against the oak panels 

of her bedroom door awakened Alyson with a start. Still 

groggy from sleep, she reluctantly lifted her wavy-haired 

head from her pillow to squint at the darkness. Harsh light 

from the assailant’s candle slid under the door and burned 

her tired eyes. Despite her longing to roar at the knocker, 

the only word she could form was a subdued, “What?” 

“Time to wake up, Alyson,” the voice called, irritating 

Alyson the moment the familiar tone reached her ears. 

Creaking of hinges followed as the villainous young man 

entered the room and unleashed the full cast of his flame.  

Giving a short hiss, Alyson pulled the warm wool 

blankets over her as a shield and buried her face in the 

fluff of the pillow. Sweet sleep evaded her and the 
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bitterness added a bark to her voice. “Anchal, it’s too 

early.” 

“Come on,” he said, undeterred. “You need to get all 

your chores done before going to town. And you know it’s 

best to get there early to get all the good food.” Anchal 

was only two years older than her but he treated her like 

she was much younger. It drove her mad, especially when 

he used that tone with her.  

“I find it unnatural to rise before the sun does,” she 

retorted angrily. 

“And I find it unnatural to be so lazy.” In an instant, 

he closed the distance between them, whipped the blanket 

from her grip, and stole the pillow from under her head 

wearing a pleased smirk.  

With a smack, her face hit the mattress and she 

attempted to burrow away from him. Hoping to regain her 

pride and her sleep, she flung her hands blindly behind 

her back, occasionally landing blows to his arms. Calmly, 

Anchal grabbed one wrist, pinned it uncomfortably at her 

shoulder blades, and told her to cry, “Mercy.”  

“Ouch! Let go,” she whined, attempting to wriggle her 

limb free. Anchal chuckled, knowing he won this round. 

Alyson hated that he won most times, and despite the fact 

that she tried with all her might to free her arm, he didn’t 
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appear to see this as a challenge.  

“Say it.”  

Aly shut her eyes, hiding from his bitter victory face 

and whimpered, “Mercy.” The word was bitter on her 

tongue and she hated hearing her own defeat. One day she 

would win a fight with her older brother, just not this day.  

“Almost got me today,” Anchal said lightly as he 

released his calloused grip. “Just get up, will you?” She 

could see the smile on his shadowed face as he turned to 

walk out of her bedroom. 

Alyson took her chance and picked up her worn 

leather shoe from beside her bed then pitched it full force 

at his head. Anchal made a slight bend at his waist and the 

shoe collided with the door and fell to the floor with a 

hollow thud.  

Anchal spun around smoothly, scooping up her 

weapon from the floor. “You missed, little sis. Try again 

tomorrow.” He tossed the shoe effortlessly and it landed 

in her lap. With an air of finality, he said, “Now, get up.” 

“No,” she snapped, though the force on the word died 

out with her confidence.   

“Shall I need to drag you out of bed?” His eyes 

narrowed and his voice sharpened, but there was a 

glimmer in his eyes that hinted he was still playing the 
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game.  

After considering her options for a moment, Alyson 

got to her feet and shouted, “You are so stubborn!”  

“I’ve become stubborn to deal with people like you.” 

With his usual response, he left his sister to get ready for 

the day and closed the door behind him.  

She sat heavily at the edge of her bed, grumbling in 

frustration as she lit a candle at her bedside table. Alyson 

rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she turned to stare at 

her reflection in her clouded vanity mirror. She grimaced 

at the tangled and messy auburn hair and wielded her 

hairbrush to try taming it into a presentable look. Hands 

fumbling clumsily, she braided her long hair and let it fall 

to one freckled golden shoulder. 

Dragging her feet, she shuffled to her wardrobe. A 

variety of newly tailored full-length dresses hung neatly 

inside the antique frame and she chose one in the shade of 

moss-green. The color brought out the bright emerald 

green of Alyson’s eyes and the cherry red of her small 

round lips in a delicate beauty. The fabric twisted tightly 

in a fashion meant to accent her feminine features.  

Frankly, she found this selection uncomfortable and 

more revealing than she’d been used to, but her mother 

demanded it. As tedious as Aly found it, she had no 
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choice. Dressing up was a priority for a young lady of 

seventeen in order to best attract a husband.  

A wave of nausea overtook her as the thought crossed 

her mind. She shook the notion from her head and pulled 

on her leather shoes.   

Fully clad, she looked at the stranger in the mirror and 

sighed. Her look complete, she muttered softly, “Good 

enough,” before departing to join her family for breakfast. 

As she walked into the kitchen, the sun rose to the 

peaks of the surrounding Apris Mountains just enough to 

illuminate the land in a golden hue. Aly’s sisters, Amelia 

and Maria, and brothers, Matthew and Anchal, sat at the 

table just finishing breakfast.  

Matthew, the youngest, sat with his feet dangling in 

the chair nearest the window overlooking their mother’s 

herb garden. The breeze picked up spicy scents and carried 

them into their home. Maria and Amelia positioned 

themselves beside him, their chairs pulled close to one 

another. Each pair of feet reached different heights, 

dangling above the floor.  

Anchal, the eldest, nabbed the chair closest to the 

door as his usual trick of making a quick getaway to avoid 

dishes after meals. His feet planted themselves firmly on 

the floor. An array of “good mornings,” welcomed her to 
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the room. 

“Morning,” she muttered just as her mother walked in 

the kitchen. 

“Alyson,” she said brightly, her melodic voice 

comforting. “You’re up. Do you want some oatmeal?” She 

gently pushed a lock of sandy hair behind her ear and 

smiled, her eyes crinkling in aged beauty. Her dark brown 

eyes and small round lips revealed a hardly suppressed 

delight at seeing her daughter dressed up, but she resisted 

the urge to comment. Her mother’s own modest work 

dress of cream-colored cotton was less revealing than 

Aly’s. 

“No thanks,” she said, shifting uncomfortably in the 

dress. She felt dreadfully overdressed in the room. “I’m 

not very hungry.” 

“Are you sure? You’re not sick, are you?” She felt 

Aly’s forehead in concern.  

Aly pried her mother’s nurturing hands from her head 

and forced a small smile. “I’m fine,” she said and kissed 

her mother on the cheek. “Where is Papa?” 

“In the fields. We’ve gotten slightly behind with the 

heat this week and he’s trying to catch up. And speaking 

of catching up, I want you all to get your chores done after 

you return or else there won’t be much left in town. 



Brandy M. Jensen 

 10 

You’re all running late today.” 

Everyone stood up except for Anchal, who sat in his 

loose-fitting white tunic, khaki trousers, and brown 

leather work shoes. He smirked at Aly and a mischievous 

gleam flickered in his green eyes. He leaned back in his 

chair and pushed back his short brown hair in the exact 

image of their father.   

“What do you think you’re doing?” Aly demanded. 

“I have to help father get some work done around 

here,” he said casually, before a reproachful tone suddenly 

took over. “He could use the help since you’re too much of 

a lady to work out there anymore.” 

“That’s right,” their mother said with a bright smile. 

Either she was unaware of the bitterness between her 

oldest children or merely chose to ignore it. “So, Alyson, 

you’re in charge of watching your brother and sisters.” 

She kissed each child on the cheek and handed them their 

bags of herbs, potatoes, and other items for trade.  

A reluctant sigh escaped Aly’s lips as she was rushed 

out. Turning back to her mother, she stopped. Her father 

leaned on the doorframe behind her mother, wiping a 

sheen of perspiration from his forehead with sleeve. He 

stood beside Anchal who matched him almost perfectly, 

save for a few inches in height and deepening wrinkles 
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lacking on her brother’s behalf.  

Their father’s emerald eyes observed Alyson’s 

appearance and he seemed almost sad. Unaware of the 

gloom, their mother leaned toward him, moving to him 

with the sudden magnetism she always possessed around 

him. She gave him a tender kiss hello and looked to Aly for 

a goodbye. 

“Alyson,” their father said with all the resolve in the 

world. “You had best tend to the trading in a hurry.” 

She frowned childishly and gazed at the man whom 

she had worked in the fields beside for most of her life. 

“Can I stay and work the fields today?” Aly asked stupidly. 

“Don’t be thick, Aly,” Anchal scoffed, but when she 

shot him a look, she swore the same sadness their father’s 

eyes held, crossed his. 

“Oh hush, Anchal,” their father scolded halfheartedly. 

He pulled from their mother for a moment and walked to 

Aly. He looked at her in a way she didn’t understand and 

he kissed the top of her head. “Now, run along, my dear. 

We all have our share of the work to do and your mother 

greatly wishes for you to be seen by the local gentlemen,” 

he said gently. 

Aly didn’t bother hiding her disgust and her father did 

not disguise the melancholy in his voice. Uneasy at this 
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goodbye, she threw her arms around him in an embrace 

and whispered, “I love you, Papa.” 

“I love you too,” he replied as he drifted back to his 

wife’s waiting arms. 

Aly met Anchal’s eyes and attempted a smirk but 

could not manage such and it turned into a pathetic smile. 

Their mother’s laugh broke the spell of sadness that 

surrounded them and she smiled. “Hurry up now, you’re 

running late. We’ll see you soon,” she chimed delicately, 

waving.  

Their father gave a nod and Anchal disappeared into 

the house, seemingly upset about something. Aly 

grudgingly turned from home and traveled toward the 

market with her younger siblings happily leading the way. 

As they walked along, the sadness dissipated as Aly 

watched her carefree siblings laughing and running ahead 

along the road. Maria and Amy held either of Matt’s hands 

and swung him between them as they walked. His gay 

young laugh echoed along the worn path, and the breeze 

carried his happiness through the air. Something about 

the intensity of the sun convinced Aly this would be a 

good day. She soon forgot about the weight of the 

constricting dress, a calmness filling her. 

When they arrived nearly an hour later to a bustling 
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and lively market, their positive attitudes did not cease. 

Aly didn’t notice the stares and gawking of some young 

men she’d grown up with as they went. They were of no 

consequence to her at the moment, and so far, none were 

brave enough to approach. The moment she did notice 

them she caught the eye of a group of young men and 

waved, causing arguments over who she waved to. 

Past the bickering boys, Aly and her family stopped at 

the baker’s cart her old schoolmate ran with her family. 

She greeted them joyfully. “Eschers!”  

“Hello, Ritta,” Aly replied, smiling. She retrieved a 

pouch of basil and thyme from her bag and set it on the 

counter. “Same as usual.” 

Ritta nodded and pushed a lock of golden hair behind 

her ear. She was lovely, if not plain, and her positive 

demeanor made her the focus of many lovesick boys. “Of 

course.” She regarded Aly’s gown and raised an eyebrow. 

“You’re looking… lavish today.”  

“I think you mean, ‘overdressed.’ Believe me, it’s all 

my mother’s idea.” Aly laughed to hide her 

embarrassment. 

“No, it’s nice. Just not very you, I suppose.” Ritta 

giggled and handed over a basket of rolls to Alyson.  

Steam rolled over the top of them and Matt’s hands 
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slapped onto the counter, too high over his head for him 

to see. “I want to carry!” Matt whined, stretching on his 

tip-toes to reach. Ritta scooched it closer to the edge and 

Matt nearly had his hands around the base when Maria 

swooped in and grabbed the basket.  

“You’ll drop it like last time,” Maria teased. She 

turned away and shielded the basket from him. 

Amy stepped in and blocked Matt.  

“No fair! Aly?” Matt tugged on Aly’s skirt, pouting his 

lip and gazing up at his sister to come to the rescue.  

“You all have to share, but you did have a turn to carry 

it last time, Matty.” 

“Yeah,” Maria and Amelia shouted together. They 

stuck out their tongues in unison at their little brother 

and took off down the street, continuing their game of 

keep away.  

Aly sighed and let them go, watching them out of the 

corner of her eye and saying to Ritta, “So, how have you 

been? I know I haven’t been to market recently to catch 

up.”  

Ritta leaned down on her forearms and squinted at 

Aly. “I know. You haven’t even heard the latest in the love 

triangle with the Desmond brothers.”  

“Have you stopped teasing them and finally picked 
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one?”  

“I told them I want neither of them but they still 

insist. Caleb asked my father for his blessing the other 

day. Dirk nearly started a fight with him in the street over 

it when he found out. It was mortifying.”  

Aly laughed with her friend, meanwhile thinking how 

she dreaded having to marry any man and start a family as 

her mother wished. “Sounds like it.”  

“They’re nice boys, but boys nonetheless. I need a 

good man.” Ritta pursed her lips and tapped a finger on 

the wood surface. “Is Anchal still on the market?”  

“Ritta!” Aly shouted in her shock.  

“Only joking,” she said with a mischievous smile. 

“Anyway, did you bring any books with you today? I can 

grab the last ones you lent me.”  

The grimace on Aly’s face gave her away and she 

shrugged. “I’m so sorry, I was in such a rush to leave the 

house this morning, I completely forgot.”  

“Drat. Well, no worries. I’ll survive until next week.” 

“I’ll bring you one extra, I promise.” Aly looked over 

at the girls picking on Matthew and she saw him about to 

have a meltdown. “Until then,” she added, waving and 

rushing after her siblings.  

“Stop being so mean,” Matt pouted.  



Brandy M. Jensen 

 16 

Aly intervened at that moment and took the basket, 

announcing lunchtime to the trio and distracting them 

from their game. “How about we each have one of these 

and an apple for a late lunch?”  

They agreed and the tears were averted. Early evening 

cooled down the day and they settled at a large tree 

outside the marketplace, laying in the grass.  

 “Only a few more stops to make before we can head 

home,” Alyson told them with a yawn.  

Market day was nearly over and she was grateful for it. 

Despite the fact that she felt restless at home working the 

fields with her father and brother, she preferred it to 

showing off in an uncomfortable gown and exchanging 

goods and small talk.  

She knew her mother wanted her to find a nice 

husband so she didn’t have to worry about farming or hard 

labor, but she had no desire to settle into a domestic life. 

Anchal was older than her and their mother never 

pressured him to find a bride. Aly chewed the last of her 

roll angrily, considering how lucky Anchal was.  

The sun beat down on them while the kids napped 

beside her, and Aly’s eyes began drifting shut when she 

heard it. Yelling jolted her from her relaxation. She 

jumped to her feet, rousing her siblings, and she leading 
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them behind her to the source of the commotion. In her 

daze, she couldn’t make out any words as they rushed 

toward the market. She only heard the shriek of one 

woman and the gasps of others.  

Panic gripped Alyson as they entered the market 

where the townsfolk stood almost frozen with expressions 

of shock and fear. Frightened by the mass panic, Amy, 

Maria, and Matt clung to Aly’s skirt for protection. She 

held them to her, a gut-wrenching feeling paralyzing her 

and she struggled to speak. The last event that scared 

Seyac this terribly was the murder of an entire family in 

the next town over. Though that event had occurred over 

five years ago, Aly still woke nights thinking of it. 

A hard jerk on her arm nearly toppled her over and she 

was caught in the arms of an old family friend, Arlo. He 

pulled her into an embrace, clinging much too hard to her. 

“Alyson, oh thank God you’re okay.” 

Pushing Arlo off her, she looked at him with 

uncertainty. “Of course, we’re alright. Now, what is it? 

What on earth is going on?” Her voice shook.  

His expression clouded over with pity and despair as 

he choked out the next words. “It’s- It’s- your parents. 

They’ve been killed.”





 

 

 


