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 He pondered the icy wind that he had been battling for days as he stomped through the snow, his black cloak swirling around him. The spell to warm the air around him was tiring him out and he knew he would not be able to sustain it much longer.
 He had left home about a Moon ago, on horseback, but had to abandon the mare at the edge of the Icelands. He had commenced his journey on foot, always maintaining the magic to keep him warm. Now, so close to his destination, he was running low on food and energy.
 His eyes snapped open in fright as he stumbled over yet another snowdrift and his black hood slipped off his head. He would have to be more careful now; he was so close.
 In the evening, he set up his tent; there was no shelter to be found on the vast, white expanse and the icy wind battled with him as he unfolded the leather flaps of his tent and for a moment, it seemed it would snatch it out of his hands. Finally, he managed to drive the last peg into the frozen ground and he climbed through the opening, savouring the stillness within. His ears prickled as they started to warm up.
 Shrugging off his thick cloak, he settled into the tent, put down his sleeping bag and then set up his little cooking pot. He filled it with snow from outside and, once it was hot, added some dried, powdered meat and vegetables to make a broth. It took a lot of his energy to sustain the flame to heat the soup; there was no wood out here, or anything else to burn; but he knew he had to nourish his body, or else the magic would fail him completely.
 He felt more rested in the morning and when he climbed out of his tent he was pleasantly surprised to find that the wind had dropped somewhat. The sky was grey and overcast, but it was marginally warmer than yesterday. Once he had packed his tent, he shouldered his pack and set out once more, eating some travel bread as he walked. He was getting close now and he kept a wary eye out for the signs he knew he would find.
 By noon, the clouds had dispersed, leaving a bright, blue sky and the sun’s rays reflected harshly off the ice, blinding him. He squinted into the sky, cursing the bright light, and drew his black hood deeper over his eyes. 
 Suddenly he felt a chill travel down his spine that had nothing to do with the cold and then he heard a most terrible sound. He cringed as the harsh screeching vibrated through his body. Quickly he dropped his pack to the icy ground and scanned the vast, white wilderness around him.
 He readied himself as best he could; he knew his energy was low, but he had skill. He would have to draw on every bit of knowledge he had to survive this encounter; but the rewards would be more than he could ever have hoped for.
 His body flinched as yet another screech ripped through the still air, then, as if out of thin air, the great bulk of the Ice Dragon rose from behind a snow dune, his body almost as white as the snow. His scales, which looked like crystal shards, sparkled blindingly in the sunlight. He was an awesome, fear-inspiring sight.
 The dragon screamed again, exposing his red maw and a profusion of dagger-like teeth and then eyed the lone figure on the ice before him with disgust. Overcome by a feral rage, the dragon folded his wings and dived for the creature that had dared to invade his territory.
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 Maia stared out the open window of her room. It was cold, but the day was bright; the sun hanging in a cloudless sky. The trees were still bare, but the hint of spring was unmistakably in the air. The Spring Feast celebrations were only a few days away. Maia sighed; she did not feel like celebrating.
 The winter Moons had been tough for her. Not only had they been bitterly cold, but she had also been terribly lonely. The last time she had seen Blaid was during Frost Moon, the fifteenth Moon of their calendar year. This was about a Moon after the war of Greystone. 
 Blaid; with his dark hair and intense, violet eyes; was all she had thought about during the harsh Moons of winter. He had not returned after that one time and she was now convinced that whatever it had been between them was only because of the magic they had wrought together during the war. Silas knew what had happened, he had been there for her afterwards, but he had not been pleased and she had not told him of the second time. What had happened between her and Blaid was not only frowned upon in their culture, but also forbidden by their laws. Intimacy before marriage was strictly forbidden. And then there was the fact that they were Primes; Elves with the most powerful Elemental magic. Opposite Prime Elementals; she was Life and he was Death; were not supposed to be together. Ever. The fact that they had been intimate with each other was an unspeakable act of defiance.
 She sighed again; she had no motivation to get up and get dressed; there was nothing in particular she cared to do. Two birds flew by, already initiating their spring mating ritual, and Maia watched them enviously for a while. Eventually she rose from her bed and put on some clothes. She briefly looked at herself in the mirror, but the sad woman dressed all in black leather was a stranger to her. Her long, dark hair hung limply over her shoulders and her emerald green eyes had lost their sparkle.
 Maia made her way into the common room of their large, royal tree house, but found it empty. She had always loved her home. As the house of their Lord Regent, it was one of the most well designed houses in the city, yet it was cosy and comfortable. Now, in her loneliness and everyone having already gone to their daily tasks, she could not wait to get out of it. She walked briskly past the kitchen; she did not feel like eating; and made straight for the door. Habit made her grab her bow and quiver, which always hung from a hook in the hall. Maybe she would go for a ride with Fire; she had not paid the red stallion much attention during the winter Moons and she felt a little guilty. She thought of Midnight and felt his presence at the edge of her mind. He was distant and she knew the dragon was upset with her; she would find no solace with him.
 As she descended the Regal Steps, she made up her mind to spend the day on the Grazing Grounds among the horse herds; there she would not have to deal with anyone who was constantly trying to cheer her up or make her feel guilty. She knew she had been rebuffing the efforts of her family to engage her in the day-to-day activities of the city, but it held no interest for her.
 Maia turned away from the Gathering Grounds and walked along The Axis before ascending the various steps and bridges to get to the path that led across the ridge to the stables. On this side of the city, the terrain was steeper and she looked ahead at the winding staircases, most of them covered with ivy and other creepers. It was a pretty sight.
 “Good morning, Maia.”
 She flinched at the voice behind her and scolded herself for not paying attention to her surroundings. She had effectively shut down her Elemental senses, shying away from the happy glow of the Life Forces, the Eläm, around her. Even so, she should at least have heard him coming.
 “I was just on my way to the cave. Would you like to join me today?” Silas asked, arching his bushy, grey eyebrows enquiringly.
 “Good morning, Silas.” She tilted her head respectfully towards the old Elf who had been her mentor all her life. “I was hoping to spend some time with Fire today; I have been neglecting him lately.”
“That is not the only thing you have been neglecting, but I am sure you are aware of that.”
 Maia blushed. Silas’ steel grey eyes narrowed for just a moment and he then continued mercilessly.
 “I think your time would be better spent with me today. Fire can wait another day for your attentions. Come, join me for today, please.”
 Reluctantly she followed the old Elf down towards his cave, back down the steps she had just climbed. She watched his grey pony tail sway ahead of her as she followed with heavy steps. He had been her teacher ever since she was born and she would not dare to oppose him, but she was dreading what was to come.
 His cave was tunnelled deep into the cliff face that their city rested on. Like their storage caves, it was always cold within, but Silas had filled the space with his desks, counters, and shelves, sleeping couches and all sorts of equipment and paraphernalia. All the benches and stools were bedecked with pillows and blankets and the stone floor was covered in rugs and furs. A central fire heated the space, which was about thirty paces wide and forty paces long, and it always felt cosy enough. Flickering crystal lanterns lit the passage that led to the cavern. They walked the hundred or so paces in silence, making Maia feel strangely uncomfortably in the old man’s presence.
 “The fire is ready. Will you make us some tea, please?”
 When Maia nodded her assent, Silas walked over to one of his many desks and started looking through the paperwork that had piled up there. Maia briefly wondered about the many papers that looked like messenger notes. Silas always had order and never left a thing undone; for this many notes to have accumulated, the workload must be great.
 She went to the fire and hung the kettle from the hook over the flames. While the water heated, she took out two crystal mugs with carved, bone handles and put together an assortment of herbs for the tea. Silas always kept a variety of herbs in his tea box; some simply for their taste, others for their medicinal properties. She used only mint for herself; it was her favourite; but used chamomile, fennel, and honey for Silas, all for their calming properties. Maia cast him a quick glance, but he was not watching her. She did not want him to notice that she was trying to influence his mood. She was worried that the request to come to his cave could only mean another scolding for her lack of interest in anything since the war.
 Once the water was boiling, she took the kettle off the hook with the special mitten she had made for Silas when she was still a child and then poured the steaming water over the leaves in the cups. She smiled a little at the thought that Silas had kept the mitten all these years. He now came over to sit by the fire and she handed him his cup, before he took his seat.
 “Mmm, it is nice,” Silas said as he took a careful sip of the hot liquid. “Thank you, my child.”
 Silas had not called her my child since she had turned one hundred; which was now twenty-three years ago. Maia barely remembered her birthday this year. It had been a very low-key affair during the Moon of Storms. Had not been for her twin brother Jaik, who she obviously shared a birthday with, she would not even have attended the celebrations, which had been held in their home.
 Narrowing her eyes, she carefully took a sip of the hot tea; she was dreading the lecture that she knew was to come. Silas did not disappoint; he came straight to the point.
 “I have been meaning to talk to you for a while now, but have delayed it in the hope that you would find your own way back. However, it seems that this is not the case and things within the city are moving apace. I think it is time for you to stop your childish behaviour and act like the Prime that you are. We all understand what happened last year has taken its toll on you, but that is now many Moons past and you need to move on. In addition, you should repent for what you have allowed to happen. You know my feelings about this. There are duties that await you now that the weather is warmer and you should see them as your opportunity to put the world back in order. Jagaer wishes that you take a journey to the cities that have lost warriors during the war. The people need you to inspire hope within them. You are their Prime. Reports about Vampyre sightings are becoming more frequent and we have not reached the end of the fight with the Vampyres just yet. The people are scared.”
Silas took a few small sips from his tea before he continued.
 “There will be a meeting in the Elder Hall at sun down. All the Commanders of the Warrior Houses, as well as the Elders and some of the Nobility, will attend. It is expected of you to be there. Can I count on you to attend?”
 “Yes, Silas,” Maia replied quietly.
 She was, of course, aware of most of the things that had happened in the last six Moons. After the war of Greystone, the warriors from the cities of Grildor had returned to their homes to mourn and bury their dead. Shadow Hall had mourned their dead as well; in an elaborate ceremony that should have been led by her; and it had taken many Moons for life in the city to normalise. The threat of the Vampyres had remained; many had escaped during the war and had scattered over the land. Hunting parties had been sent out, but the hunt had to be stopped during the cold Moons of winter due to heavy snowfalls and blizzards. Now, with the spring melts almost over and warmer weather on the horizon, the hunt was most likely to continue. Greystone, their Gate to the other Life Planets, was now under guard night and day. They were sure no more Vampyres had come through since the war, but the ones already in Grildor were being handled as a serious threat; they all knew too well by now what they were capable of. The fact that her father wanted her to go on an ambassador mission did not surprise her; she was her peoples’ Life Elemental and the people drew strength and hope from her. She only wished that there was someone she could draw strength and hope from. Blaid had abandoned her; the thought broke her heart anew every time. She told herself that she did not care that they had broken the law by being together; all she wanted was to be with him. Yet she did care and her conflicting emotions were making things so much more difficult. Blaid was the one person she was not allowed to be with, yet he was the very one she needed the most.
 Aaron; ever hopeful that she might still change her mind and be with him; had lavished his attentions on her right through the winter. He was her Human husband that she had brought with her after her trial on Earth, but here on Elveron, their marriage was null and void.
 She vaguely remembered all the evenings during the winter they had sat around the fire, often joined by their children Luke and Jasmin, or even Jaik and Archer, but for her it had just been something to do to pass the time. Nothing over the past few Moons had captured her interest and she knew that she had become reclusive and unresponsive. The Life Elemental in her had been aware of the vibrant city around her, but in her own misery, she had shut it out and had become numb to all the life around her. Maybe Silas was right and it was time for her to look at who she had become. Maybe going away was not such a bad idea after all.
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 “I am glad you decided to join us, Princess,” Jaik whispered next to her.
 She gave him a scathing glance; her twin knew how she hated it when he called her that. He smiled at her disarmingly and kissed her on the cheek. She could not stay angry with him; she loved her brother. Jaik looked very much like her, but his hair was a little lighter and there was a grey tinge to his green eyes. Like her, he had almond shaped eyes and a sensual mouth; but, on him, it looked manly; where on her it looked very feminine. Today he looked so handsome in his Commander’s uniform; brass buttons, black leather, the elemental medallion engraved on the blue breastplate and his weapons strapped to his back; but she also noticed how he had aged. No, she thought, he has matured. Elves did not age like some other people did; hair seldom went grey and lines and wrinkles would usually only appear after one’s three-thousandth birthday. Therefore, it was not age, but maturity she now saw in her brother’s eyes and she had to remind herself that it was not just she that had a hard time of it after the war. As twins, they were very close, and she now realised how her state of mind must have made his winter Moons a misery for him. She felt instant regret and reached over to take his hand in hers. He smiled at her.
 Someone kicked a bench close behind her and it brought her back to the present. They were sitting on the lowest tier of the Elder Hall, closest to the speaker’s platform. The grand, eleven-sided hall was starting to fill up. The eleven Elders were seated to their left, also on the lowest tier. The Guard was sitting to their right, next to their Commander. The Commanders of the other Warrior Houses were finding their seats even as Maia glanced around the room and many of the Nobility were still filing in, finding their seats on the upper tiers of the hall. Her father, Lord Regent of Grildor, was standing beside Silas on the speaker’s platform, quietly discussing something. Her father would look up from time to time to scan the crowd that was gathering in the hall. Inadvertently his look would always find her and every time her heart broke a little more with the amount of worry she saw in his eyes. Jagaer was a stately man; tall, as most Elves were, but also well muscled. His hair was the same colour as Jaik’s, but his eyes were more grey; than green. He was handsome, with a strong jaw and straight nose, but the worry in his eyes made him look tired. She wished she could take some of the worry away from him, but she also knew that she was part of the problem. She fought the lump that was starting to form in her throat; somehow, she seemed to be the cause of everyone’s worry. Angrily, she sat up a little straighter; she would do whatever it was her father wished her to do, even if that meant spending Moons away from home to travel to the cities throughout Grildor. She had much to atone for.
 Soon everyone had arrived and the meeting began. Silas, as her father’s advisor, read the agenda for today before her father started the meeting. Maia was surprised by all the items that needed to be discussed; she had been so involved with her own problems and feelings, that she had neglected to pay attention to the internal mechanisms that made their beautiful city work.
 The Workers Lanes needed to be re-cobbled; they were some of the few paths in the city that were built on the ground and not in the air. An additional thirty-five foaling stables were to be built, as foaling season was upon them soon. The Smithy needed a new bellows; the Armoury was looking for workers; four bridges needed to be reinforced within their tree city and final arrangements for the Spring Feast Celebration needed approval.
 Maia paid close attention during the discussions of these fairly trivial matters; the affairs of her people should concern her and she felt guilty now that she was made aware of her lapse of interest.
 Then the discussions turned to the more serious matters that troubled their clans – Vampyres. Again, Silas read out the agenda of the items that needed attention.
 “The hunt for the Vampyres has already resumed, but we are still looking for more volunteers.”
Silas briefly looked up from his paper and glanced over the people assembled before him. Maia heard the shuffle of feet and murmured conversations. Many had died during the war and their ranks needed to be replenished; it was an unpleasant task to replace those who had died. Silas continued.
 “Royander Dragonthorn has taken the place of Lenero Woods in the Guard, so no-one is needed there. There are still seven openings within the Regiment and we will take anyone who is willing to join the Legion. The Scouts and the Night Watch have also lost men. The Commanders of these Warrior Houses are to start enlisting with immediate effect and are to report to me with any developments.”
 “My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell, Commander General of the Regiment, spoke up,” I have a list of candidates ready if you would like to review it.”
 Commander Ridgewell was one of their most respected Commanders, commanding not only the first division of the Regiment, but overseeing all eleven regiments. He was older; probably in his eighteenth century; and had a wealth of experience. Maia enjoyed his company, as he was intelligent and shrewd, yet kind and respectful. His dark brown eyes contrasted starkly with his fair hair and it gave him an almost brooding look; if one did not know him, he could come across as somewhat intimidating.
 “Yes, Rowlean, please come and see me at the House of the Guardians after the meeting,” Silas replied to the Commander.
 Silas made a note on the current paper he was reading and then put it aside. Picking up a new sheet, he continued with the agenda.
 “Rathaés has reported two attacks during the last Moon. Both were within the forest surrounding their mountain, not close to the city, but five people died in the attacks. The incidents have sparked renewed fear that the Vampyres are spreading further. They have been quiet during the winter Moons, but now that the weather is getting warmer attacks are becoming more frequent. The attacks on Rathaés are not the only ones and it is because of this that we need to concentrate on renewing our stocks of weapons. The manufacturing of spearheads and arrowheads is behind schedule due to a shortage of steel. Caravans from the Crystal Mountains have been raided and Stoneloft is now wary of sending their goods across the lake. We are also training replacement horses for the ones that were killed during the war. There are plenty of young horses to replenish the ranks, but they are not ready for war. The Horse Guard is looking for anyone who will be able to assist in the training.”
 Silas shuffled his paper and then continued.
 “Communications with the Gates outside of Grildor are still active, but all Sirens have now been covered up again.”
 Maia was glad that the Sirens were not active anymore; she was the one who had seen to the Keepers after the war, as many of them had displayed signs of exposure; bleeding from the nose and ears, dizziness, fatigue, nausea, and headaches. Activating the Sirens in the first place was what had most likely stopped the Vampyres coming through the other Gates; only Greystone was attacked, even though the information gathered back then by Somas was that the attacks were to happen at all Gates around the globe simultaneously. There were five Gates on Elveron; spread over the globe; and one could only communicate with the Keepers of the other Gates by the Sirens; large crystals mined from deep beneath the earth that emitted a certain frequency that could be interpreted by the Keepers. However, the frequency could be damaging to the body and long exposure was not advisable. During inactivity, the Sirens were housed in specially constructed structures that prevented the frequency from being heard.
 “And lastly, we need to address the matter of Good Will.” Silas finished and then handed the papers to her father.
 Lord Longshadow cleared his throat and looked at the congregation around him; worry distorted his handsome features. He then launched the discussion of the first item of the agenda. Maia again paid close attention and the more she listened, the more miserable she felt. The worries of the city and her people in general suddenly seemed so much bigger than her own problems. How had she been so self-absorbed right through the winter and not seen how much her people had needed her? She could have already helped in so many ways. When her father finally began the discussion of Good Will, she sat up and leant forward, listening closely to what was expected of her. Even if she had a lapse of sense over the past few Moons, she now had a chance to redeem herself.
“Many warriors lost their lives during the war and many families lost their loved ones,” her father began. “The winter Moons have so far prevented us from sending delegations to the cities, but now that the warmer weather has finally arrived, it is time that we show the people our Good Will.”
 A murmur of agreement went through the hall. Shadow Hall was the capitol city of Grildor as the seat of their Lord Regent and the other cities looked toward Shadow Hall for not only trade, but also assistance, reinforcements and every aspect concerning the state.
 “My daughter, Maia, will be sent as ambassador to the following cities: Thala Yll, Alea Yll, Braérn and Crook Harbour. My son, Jaik, will be sent to Tarron Heights and Rathaés.”
 Again, people voiced their approval, but Maia’s heart sank; she had hoped she would be able to travel with Jaik. She had not spent much time with him over the last few Moons either. She exchanged a brief look with her brother, but he did not seem surprised; as Commander of the Guard, he had been aware of the arrangements already.
 “The delegations will leave within a fortnight, shortly after the Spring Feast celebrations and if anyone wishes to accompany either one, they are to please put the request in with Silas so that arrangements can be made. Notices will be put up in the morning; in the meantime, the Commanders can please spread the news to their respective commands. Each delegation will have members of the Guard, Scouts and Regiment travelling with them, so they will be well protected. A list of the warriors accompanying the delegations has already been set up and is available on request.”
 As her father droned on about the finer details of the ambassador missions, Jaik took her hand in his and gave it a light squeeze.
 “It will be all right,” he whispered. “I have overseen the detail for your guard myself and you will be pleased with your companions.” He kissed her on the forehead. “We will not be apart for long.”
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 “Oh, you have to take the white dress, it is so beautiful,” Jasmin chirped and danced back towards Maia’s wardrobe to fetch the said dress. It was still a few days before her departure; only after Spring Feast; but Jasmin had insisted on helping Maia pack.
 Wolf lay on the sheepskin rug in front of the bed, watching the two girls and excitedly wagged his tail every time Jasmin had another idea.
 Maia smiled at her Human daughter; she was always so cheerful. Blue eyes, blond hair and a mouth that looked like she was permanently smiling made her look as if she was always happy. Although bringing Jasmin, and her brother, as well as their father here, had been an accident, she was now glad it had happened. Jasmin was a joy to be around, her brother Luke was intelligent and funny and she had even learned to accept Aaron, even if it was only as a friend. They had been husband and wife back on Earth, but the love they had shared there had not come back with them to Elveron – at least not for Maia.
 It had taken the Humans some time to get used to their new surroundings and all the strange people and creatures they had only known from their myths and legends, but in the end, they had come to feel at home here and Maia knew they were happy now.
 “Do you know for how long you will be gone?” Jasmin asked.
 “I am not sure. It all depends on our travelling conditions and on the people. Some might want us to stay longer. But if all goes well, we should be back before the end of Watchers Moon.”
 Jasmin stuck the tip of her right index finger between her lips while she thought.
 “So, you will be gone for almost two Moons then?”
 “That’s right. I am glad you have finally learned your Moons.” Maia smiled at her.
 “Do you know that we have been here for fourteen Moons already and in another four Moons we will have been here for a year? That means we will have been away from Earth for ten years. It is incredible how time moves differently here on Elveron. I sometimes wonder what the people there think happened to us.” She smiled mischievously.
 Maia smiled back at her, but when her Human family spoke of Earth, she still felt a twinge of guilt every now and then. Time moved differently between the planets and for every one year here on Elveron, ten Earth years passed. Also, what she had done; bringing them here; was called Soul Reaping and was said to have some terrible side effects. They had been monitoring the Humans for any signs of these side effects, but none of them had displayed any in the entire time they had been here. Maia was hopeful, but Silas cautioned that it might yet happen. However, he also said that when Maia had brought them here, she had wrought some changes within the Humans that should not have been possible. They immediately spoke the elven language, were healed of all their ailments, and were slowly adopting the physical traits of the Elves. Even Aaron’s dark grey hair was slowly turning back to its original dark brown colour. Silas reasoned that this was because of Maia’s extraordinary power, which came with being a Life Elemental, and, whether she had meant to or not, she had instinctively done the Crossing correctly. Maia heeded Silas’ advice and always kept an eye out for any changes in the Humans’ behaviour, but deep down she felt that everything was all right.
 “Do you still miss it?” Maia asked.
 “You know I don’t, Maia. I love it here and so do Papa and Luke. I would not go back, even if it was possible.” Jasmin folded another item of clothing that she thought Maia had to take on her journey and added it to her bag. “But I must say that your winters are far worse than anything we have ever experienced on Earth. I have never seen snow like that; it truly is beautiful. The blizzards and the hail were frightening sometimes, but I love the thunder echoing off the mountains during a storm. Besides, your long summers make up for the cold winters. Your world is truly beautiful.”
 Maia gave her a rueful smile. Winter had been tough for her with her self-imposed isolation, so she had not given much thought as to how her human family was faring with the harsh Grildor winter. She was glad that Jasmin could accept everything so easily.
“And I could never leave you; you are my mother, no matter what.” Jasmin smiled. “Or Wolf,” she added as an afterthought and scratched the large, shaggy Forest Wolf behind his ear, making his hind leg twitch.
 Maia blushed. Technically, it was true; she had given birth to Luke and Jasmin during her stay on Earth. Spending twenty Earth years there had been her final test before becoming an Elemental; but here they were of an almost equal age and it seemed strange that they should still think of her as their mother.
 Maia took the few steps that separated her from her daughter and took her into her arms. The feelings she had for Jasmin were hard to describe; there was an almost maternal love there, but also the love of true friendship and that of siblings. She could not imagine her life without Jasmin. Wolf; whom Maia had rescued as a pup and who had grown up in the city; seemed to feel the same and he gave a short howl as the girls embraced.
 “Come, let us finish packing. It is a beautiful day and we should spend it outside.”
 Wolf wagged his tail in agreement.
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 Later that evening, Maia and Jaik were summoned to the Hall of the Guardians, the command centre for everything relating to their armed forces. Wolf trotted ahead of them as Jaik and Maia made their way to see their father. It felt good to be walking with her brother, holding his hand, and she wondered how she could have gone so long without it. Sure, they had spent time together over the past few Moons, but although she had been present in body, her mind had been elsewhere. She realised now that her brother had attempted to bring her out of her depression, but he knew his sister too well and had not pushed the matter. He knew the damage she could cause when she was angry.
 She felt guilty now that she had neglected him so. Then she realised that guilt was probably her most prominent emotion at the moment. She seemed to feel guilty about everything and wondered how a Life Elemental could do so much wrong. She bit her lip as they entered her father’s large chamber. Her brother felt her tension and gently squeezed her hand before guiding her to one of the chairs in front of the large, oaken table her father used as his desk. A large map of Grildor was spread upon it, weighed down on the corners with miniature horses made of stone.
 “Thank you for coming,” Jagaer said to the twins and brushed his right hand through his thick, dark hair. “You are scheduled to leave just after the Spring Feast celebrations. I assume you are ready?”
 Maia looked at her brother and Jaik nodded. They had done their preparations and were ready to leave at any time. Maia still smarted at the fact that she would not be able to travel with Jaik, but she had been given the manifest of her caravan and was pleased by the people that would accompany her. In addition, she now saw the necessary separation from her brother as one of the many punishments she decided to inflict upon herself; she felt she had a lot to make up for.
 Travelling arrangements had already been confirmed. For obvious reasons, she would not be able to take her dragon, Midnight, but would ride on her stallion, Fire. Midnight; a Soul Dragon; was one of the largest species of dragons on their planet and although she thought he was beautiful, he was a truly fearsome looking creature. He was pitch black, with spikes all over his body, large, leathery wings, and a long tail with a razor-sharp caudal blade at its tip. The people of the other cities would feel uneasy with him around.
 The rest of her caravan would also be mounted, with two teams of horses pulling their supply wagons, which were suspended by materium; a crystal that reversed the effects of gravity and was such able to elevate heavy objects off the ground.
 One Elder and four Nobles were assigned as her aides to attend the meetings with her. Seven other people had requested to come along, so that they could visit family in other cities. Riker Moonswain of the Guard had been assigned as her personal escort. Commander Rowlean Ridgewell and ten of his warriors of the first Regiment and two Scouts of Commander Mellowood’s command were to accompany them as their security detail. Four Horse Masters from Commander Kastenbrink’s command were assigned to look after their animals’ wellbeing during their travels. It was a good group; she had met most of them at one time or another and as far as she knew, they were all good men and women. It also pleased her that Riker would be her escort. He was one of her brother’s finest Guard and good company. He would make it his personal mission to ensure that nothing happened to the sister of his Commander.
 “Yes, Father, all arrangements have been made,” Jaik answered.
 Jagaer nodded; he had expected nothing less. Then he turned towards Maia.
 “I expect you to be away longer than your brother, as you are visiting more cities,” Jagaer continued, addressing her. “We have assigned you two materium floats to carry your provisions and gifts for the cities, plus the horses to pull them. Food will be replenished in every city you visit and food for the animals will also be provided.”
 Jagaer paused for a moment and shuffled some papers on his desk. Maia and Jaik watched; they knew all of this already. The simple fact that their father had reiterated something that they were fully aware of meant that there was something else he actually wanted to say, but had difficulty expressing. Maia saw mixed emotions play across his face. She sensed turmoil from his Eläm, his Life Force, and she wondered what it could mean.
“You both know what is expected of you and I don’t need to lecture you about what needs to be done and what I hope to accomplish with these Good Will missions.” He cleared his throat. “Just be safe out there. More reports of Vampyre sightings have come in and I could not bear it should anything happen to you while you are away.”
 He dropped the papers he still held in his hands and then, in three long strides, he walked around the table and took Maia into his arms. Over her shoulder, Jagaer gave Jaik a meaningful glance. Jaik nodded.
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 Spring Feast; it was one of the most anticipated celebrations of the year. It celebrated the end of winter and the beginning of new life. Normally it was one of Maia’s favourite celebrations, but this year she could not find it within herself to be happy; too much had happened in the last few Moons. Nonetheless, she was expected to participate and she was determined to be there for her people. It was important to give the people hope and Spring Feast would give them something other to concentrate on besides the threats they faced.
 A whole host of sporting and cultural events were held each year at Spring Feast and it was her duty, as princess of her people, to present the winners’ trophies as well as a kiss for the victors. Celebrations would last three days during which more than fifty events would be held. People had been preparing and practicing for this during the long Moons of winter. Now it was time.
 Maia rose on the morning of the first day and selected one of the dresses her mother had commissioned to be made for her for this occasion. It was still cool during the day and nights were sometimes still cold enough for a light frost to form on the ground. The garment was made from a thick, yet soft and light material woven from fibres of the downy coat of the Angora rabbit. It had not been dyed and its natural ivory colour contrasted nicely with Maia’s dark mahogany hair. She watched herself in the mirror; the dress fitted her perfectly, its body-hugging top accented her shapely bust and narrow waist, while the flowing arms and skirt made it look like she was dancing with every movement she made. Although it was a plain dress, only adorned along the hems with tiny embroidered leaves, it made her look more like the princess she was, than those dark clothes she had been wearing all winter.
 Saddened, she turned away from the mirror. He was not here to see her like this; what was the point of her looking this beautiful? She wiped the tear from her eye and tried to erase the thought of Blaid from her mind. He was the Death Elemental; clad in superstition and feared by her people; and they would never be allowed to be together.
 The celebrations were for her people and she would have to pull herself together. It did no good to dwell on what she could not have.
 First up were the events for the children, followed later that day with some horse trials and musical events. Shadow Hall had a total of thirty-two children, which was a high number given the nature of Elves. In general, an Elven couple would only ever have one child during their entire lifetime. Twins, like Maia and Jaik, were extremely rare.
 Maia loved the children and she put on a brave face as she sat down on the throne that had been built for the games. The children paraded on the grounds in front of her, each doing their very best in their chosen event and each trying to win her approval. The younger ones fought with staves, swords and knives made from wood. They wrestled, shot arrows and navigated obstacle courses. They performed songs, recited poems and created artful masterpieces out of flowers, clay, or wood. The older ones demonstrated their skills with bow and arrow, knife-throwing, fencing and sword fighting and some even showed off their barely developed elemental powers. Most common was the magic of Earth, but three of the children had abilities with Water and Fire.
 By the end of day one, Maia felt her spirits rising. She had kissed so many children and seen their hope and admiration in their eyes, which had awoken something within her that had been dormant for many Moons. She was smiling when she laid her head on her pillow and fell into a peaceful sleep; Wolf curled on the bed by her feet.
 When she woke the next morning, she was looking forward to the day; excitement coursed through her veins for the first time in many Moons. She selected the second gown her mother had ordered for her. This one was made from the wool of a strange animal that lived far to the south; a llama. Maia had never seen one, but it was often described as a pony-sized animal with a long neck and fluffy coat like that of a sheep. She had been told that they spat when they feel threatened. Their wool could come in a range of different colours and was thick and warm, yet soft and comfortable. Her dress for today was of a light tan colour. It was adorned with small, dark brown wooden beads; carved to look like acorns; that were sown onto her bodice in the shape of a tree; the branches curling seductively around her bodice; and a straight line on the hem of her skirt. Although Maia could not quite explain why, this dress made her feel more woman than the dress from yesterday. She stepped out of her house with her head held high and a smile on her face.
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 He caught his breath as he saw her ascend the steps to her throne. She was even more beautiful today than she had been yesterday. Every day he marvelled at her beauty and it took his breath away every time.
 He stood on the Parade Ground with a group of other young men and women who were registered for the novice sword fighting class. He had been training right through the winter and although he was far from accomplished with the weapon, he wanted to prove himself against the others and to show Maia that he was capable of learning and, most important, that he was able to protect her. He felt a little silly all dressed up as if going to war, but if he had to be honest with himself, it did make him look good. He was tall and lanky and the sparring uniform made him look like he had more muscle than he actually did. It gave him confidence.
 The class he had signed up for was for beginners only and the others were as inexperienced as he was. They had the advantage of their natural elven speed and strength, but he reckoned it would come down to determination who would be the winner in the end and therein lay his strength. Besides, the changes within his body were becoming more noticeable with every Moon that passed and he was now stronger, faster, and fitter than he had ever been on Earth.
 Maia had taken her seat now and a speaker announced the class. She nodded to each contestant in turn and he noticed her hesitate as her eyes met his. He held her gaze for just a moment and his heart beat frantically within his chest.
 “Aaron Nightingale, short sword,” the speaker announced.
 Aaron smiled at her and she blushed, making him smile even more. He had not told her about his training or about his desire to compete in the games. The fact that he had been able to surprise her pleased him greatly.
 Now it was time. The competitors were divided into four pairs. The winner of each would go on to the next round and so on until there were only two left to compete in the final. Aaron concentrated on his first opponent and, feeling Maia’s eyes on him, went to it with determination. The fight was over surprisingly quickly. He had incapacitated his opponent with a heavy blow to his shield, which had jarred his opponent’s arm to such an extent that he was unable to continue. At the end of round one, the four victors stood in front of the throne and they bowed to their princess. Maia graced them all with a smile, but Aaron fancied that she smiled brighter when she looked at him.
 After a short break of drinks and songs, the fighters assembled for round two. This time Aaron was paired against a girl. She was maybe the same age as his daughter, was of slender built and looked too fragile to hold a sword. However, his eyes had deceived him. Once the gong sounded, she surprised him with a fast technique and flighty movements. More than once did her sword connect with the padding on his arms and legs and although the training swords were blunted, he knew he would go home with a few bruises tonight. He had to think quickly to keep up with her, panting with the effort it cost him, but in the end, it was sheer luck that he came out of the round victorious. She stumbled slightly during her attack and he ducked just in time to avoid the sword aimed at his chest. As he ran under her outstretched arm, he swung his sword to keep his balance and accidentally connected with her Achilles tendon, sending her sprawling on the ground. He was standing over her, sword to her throat, when the gong sounded.
 Again, the victors bowed to Maia and this time he was sure he saw admiration in her eyes as she nodded to him. It bolstered his confidence.
 The final round began. He stood opposite a tall Elf, who looked very sure of himself and held the sword with what seemed like practiced ease. Aaron worried for a moment, but after the initial bout, he realised that, although his opponent could strike with much force, he was slow in the turn due to his inexperience. Aaron took advantage of this and danced around the Elf until an opening presented itself and then dealt a hard blow to the thick padding that protected the kidneys. Almost immediately, the gong sounded. Had they been fighting with sharpened swords and without the sporting padding, the blow would have been fatal.
The crowd erupted into cheers. Aaron’s ears glowed red. The tall Elf bowed to Aaron in congratulation and walked off the grounds. Aaron was then led to the front of the stage, where he was presented with a small scroll that pronounced him winner of the novice class. He held his breath as Maia rose from her throne. Gracefully she walked up to him and presented him with a tiny silver statue of a warrior holding a sword. He took it with shaking hands. Then Maia leaned in and kissed him on both cheeks; he could smell her breath, of mint and honey; and he shivered as she whispered in his ear.
 “May the victorious be blessed with the joy of life.”
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 The soothing rhythm of Fire’s smooth stride was lulling her into a semi-sleep. They had been riding all morning, travelling north along the Trade Route that followed along the edge of Grildor-Bron Forest. The weather was mild today; the sun rising in the east in a milky-blue sky and a hint of warmth on the breeze that promised warmer weather. It was easy to forget the reason for this mission – the brutal attack by the Vampyres and the senseless killing of over one thousand Elves – and she kept her eyes half closed, trying to hold the peaceful mood that had sprouted tentative roots in her mind.
 “An acorn for your thoughts, My Lady.” Riker interrupted her trance-like state with the old adage.
 Reluctantly she opened her eyes and fought the disappointment of being brought back to reality. She knew Riker was not trying to be rude, but was simply making polite conversation; it was, after all, his responsibility to make sure she had everything she needed on this trip.
 “I was just thinking of the reason we are doing this. It saddens me that so many had to die and no matter how hard I try, I cannot shake the feeling that I could have prevented it.”
 She suppressed the urge to clap her hand over her mouth after she had said it. He had caught her unawares and she had told him more than she would have liked. Not even Silas knew her true feelings, her shortcomings.
 “I don’t understand, My Lady,” Riker said politely, but with worry in his eyes.
 Fire snorted and suddenly pranced beneath her as he felt her mood change. She laid a hand on his neck to calm him, but her hand was shaking. How could she explain to Riker that, had she heeded the visions and dreams of Death before the war, the war might have been prevented? What would he think of his princess and Life Elemental if she were not even capable of interpreting the signs the Mother had given her and thus had let so many people die? She knew, in her heart, that, had she listened to the warnings, she could have saved her people.
 The Spring Feast celebrations had temporarily brought her out of her depressed mood and she had actually enjoyed herself. Aaron had surprised her by participating, and winning, in the games and the general mood of the people had lifted her own. On the third, and last, day of the celebrations, Fire had won stallion of the year and four of his foals had been nominated as best young horses of the year. Now the depression hit her again with full force. Would she ever be able to forgive herself? She took a deep, steadying breath. Her hands were still shaking and Fire snorted, shaking his head.
 “I am sorry, Riker, I did not mean to burden you with my worries. As a Life Elemental, I seem to feel the loss of the people more deeply and it still troubles me. I will be all right now.”
 She smiled at him to put him at ease. His ears turned pink and he turned away from her to hide his embarrassment, putting his handsome features into sharp relief against the bright sky. She wondered about his embarrassment, but did not feel anything obvious from his Eläm. He was Guard; one of the best warriors Shadow Hall had to offer; and talking to his princess should not put him ill at ease. Maybe it was the topic of discussion.
 “How far have we come? Do you know where we will be making camp?” she asked him to change the subject.
 His face brightened almost immediately and he explained in detail their route and campsites for their trip, no doubt relieved that the subject concerning the worries of a Life Elemental was closed.
 “We left at sunrise this morning and have been travelling along the Trade Route at a steady pace for almost four hours now, covering close to sixteen miles. Because the materium platforms can only move over this rough terrain at the speed of a walking horse, it will take a little longer. Once we reach the plains closer to Thala Yll, our travelling speed should pick up. We will make camp at sundown at the Featherstone Inn.” He smiled crookedly at her, which was surprisingly charming. “We sent a pigeon ahead and My Lady’s dinner tonight will be mushroom ragout.”
Riker positively beamed with the good news he brought her. Maia rewarded him with her brightest smile and she watched in amusement as his ears turned pink again. Mushroom ragout was her favourite and she wondered where Riker had acquired this information.
 “That is very thoughtful of you, Riker Moonswain. Thank you.”
 They rode in silence for a moment. The new topic of discussion had eased not only Riker, but Maia as well, and Fire was now walking calmly again, striding out smoothly with his strong legs.
 “The journey to Thala Yll will take us five days at this pace. It is possible, of course, to cover the two hundred and twenty-five miles in a time shorter than that, but we are heavily burdened with the gifts for the people, as well as our own accommodations. I believe they have provided every luxury and convenience for you for this trip.”
 He smiled at his princess, happy to be the bearer of good news again. Maia graced him with another smile, but on the inside, she was fuming. She did not like to be treated differently. She was sure her travelling companions would all have the standard travelling tents and provisions. This would have sufficed for her as well. She was sure that it was her father who had insisted on the extra luxuries and conveniences Riker was talking about. She would see tomorrow night what these entailed, as tonight they would stay at the Featherstone Inn, but she was sure she would not like them.
  
 The Trade Route followed the shape of the forest that clung to the Grildor-Bron mountain range like a blanket. During the morning and mid-day, the road was bathed in sunlight and the day was pleasantly warm. However, as the sun moved further west, the road was plunged into the shadow of the mountains and the temperature dropped considerably. Although summer was on its way, it would still be a few Moons before the days would be so warm that, even within the mountains one could walk without a coat.
 Maia shrugged into her black leather jacket and immediately felt warmer. The inside was lined with mink fur and was wonderfully soft and warm. They stopped at a small stream to let the horses drink and to allow the travellers a chance to relieve themselves and stretch their legs. Maia marvelled at how busy such a small group of people could be and how much they disturbed the perfect peace of their surroundings.
 Overall, they were a group of thirty-four people and, within moments of their arrival at this spot, the wildlife in this area had retreated far into the forest and Maia was only faintly aware of their Eläm. She knew that the animals would return once they had carried on with their travels, but it displeased her that she did not have the time to speak to the animals beforehand, so that they would know they meant them no harm.
 In the city, the animals of the forest lived in harmony with the Elves. So many generations had charmed the city, that it was often seen as a safe haven for animals. It was strictly forbidden to hunt within a ten-mile radius of the city. It was not uncommon for a family of deer to graze on the Gathering Grounds and some polecats, squirrels and hares had permanent homes within the city. In the beginning, her Human family had marvelled at the multitude of animals within the city, but had also been worried about rodents and insects within their home. Maia had laid their fears to rest; although the animals were allowed within the city, the Elves’ combined elemental magic had evolved over time, so that no animals, whether mammal or insect, intruded into any home unless invited in.
 A noise brought her back to the present. She looked around and found that the people were remounting their horses. She stepped up to Fire, patted his neck and then put her foot into the stirrup to mount. Normally she would ride him bareback, but this was a long trip and not only was the saddle more comfortable for such a long journey, but it also held some of her provisions, as well as her weapons. She had brought them all; the Vampyre threat was far from over and none of them wanted to be caught unawares. Her favourite weapon was her compound bow. It was small enough for her to carry comfortably, but, because of its design, it could propel an arrow with enough strength and speed to kill a bear. She shuddered at the thought; not long ago she had to kill a bear to protect Wolf.
Then she also had her Twin Blades. It was a set of blades; each about the length of her forearm, with carved black walnut handles that fitted into her hands perfectly. She had become very good with them and they had saved her life on more than one occasion. She also carried her sword. This was not her favourite and although she could wield it with proficiency, she would only use it if she had no other choice.
 “Are you ready, My Lady?”
 She turned in the saddle and looked at Riker. He was a handsome Elf; tall and well-built, with strong and masculine, yet refined features, dark brown eyes and long, dark hair held together at the back with a leather thong. She had known him all her life and she knew he was not only one of the best Guard and fighters of their clan, but was also a talented musician, as well as of noble birth. His father, Ramaer Moonswain, was one of their Elders. She wondered why it had never occurred to her that he would have been a fine match for her. Her father would surely have approved. She suppressed a sigh; nothing and nobody could ever compare to Blaid and he was the one person she was not allowed to have. She forced a small smile for the handsome Elf that was her companion and protector for this journey; it was not his fault she was so miserable.
 “I am ready,” she said.
  
 Their journey led them ever further north. The terrain was very mountainous this close to Shadow Hall and the constant difficulties of the road were tiring. Nevertheless, it was beautiful. They travelled mostly within the very outer edges of the forest and all the deciduous trees were starting to sprout their new greenery. Maia felt the new life of spring with an intensity that was new to her. She seemed to be getting more sensitive with her elemental powers with each passing year. Sometimes it frightened her how much more she was aware of than any other person.
 It was dusk by the time they reached the tavern. It nestled right on the edge of the forest and its lantern lights bathed it in a friendly, yellow light. As they approached, Maia could make out the carved wooden sign that proclaimed the building to be the Featherstone Inn. Moments later, the large, oaken front doors opened. Warm light spilled out into the dusk of evening, soon followed by an Elf carrying a lantern. He was swathed in a thick robe to ward off the chill of evening.
 “Welcome,” he called to them in a sonorous voice.
 Three more Elves came through the doors and soon they were helping them to stable their horses, store their luggage for the evening and bring in the things they needed for the night. Maia saw to Fire herself, as he was not used to anyone else handling him, but he snorted nonetheless at being put into a stable; he preferred to sleep under the stars.
 “I know, Fire,” she said in a calming voice. “This journey will be as difficult for you as it will be for me, but it has to be done.”
 She brushed him down, doubled checked his hay net and then locked the stable door behind her. He would be fine and she knew, mushroom ragout awaited her inside. The thought cheered her up. She crossed the few steps to the barn door and noticed that she was the only one who was still within; the others must have all finished before her. She stepped out into the yard. It was fully dark by now, but the lanterns lit the way to the inn. She closed the barn door behind her and stepped out along the path, which wound between some fruit trees before turning a corner around the barn. Just before she took the turn, however, her senses were assaulted by someone’s equally worried and angry Eläm. She stopped in her tracks just as Riker came running around the corner of the barn and almost collided with her. For a moment, they stood so close that she could feel the heat of his skin, feel his breath on her face, take in his masculine smell and sense his absolute devotion. Taken off guard, she swayed, unsure of how to deal with the assault on her elemental senses.
 “Lady Maia!” Riker said breathlessly and reached out to steady her.
Even through her leather jacket, his touch felt hot on her skin. Her vision swam and then her heart pounded wildly in her chest as she looked up into Blaid’s face.
 “Lady Maia!” Riker said again, this time louder.
 Maia blinked. The vision of Blaid was gone and she saw only Riker in front of her. She took a deep, steadying breath through her nose, then mentally cursed herself as she became aware of Riker’s smell. There was something there that reminded her of the way Blaid had smelled the last time she had seen him. She forced herself to be calm; he had taken her off guard and her senses had been completely unprotected. She was startled to learn the depth of Riker’s feelings, yet more frightened at her reaction to them.
 For what seemed like a long time, but was only moments, they stood like that; Riker’s hands on her arms and she staring up into his face. Even in the darkness with only the lanterns casting their golden light did she notice his ears turning pink again. She giggled nervously. The corner of Riker’s mouth twitched. Then he dropped his hands from her arms as if he had burned them. He cleared his throat.
 “My Lady, you should not be out here by yourself. Commander Ridgewell thought you had gone to the rooms with the Servers, but then someone mentioned that you were seeing to your own horse and then….”
 “Riker, I am all right,” she assured him. “Lead the way, I am famished.”
 Together they covered the short distance to the inn. She felt him relax as they walked, but her own feelings were more difficult to control. They reached the inn and he pushed the doors open for her. For a moment, she stared into the warm interior; a fire burning in a big hearth in the centre; lanterns hung from thick, oaken beams all around the tall ceiling; people sitting at tables throughout the room, conversing comfortably. It looked inviting.
 Then someone noticed them standing in the doorway and the mood changed. There were calls of My Princess and My Lady as one by one the people stood and bowed to her. Maia had hoped that the inn would be fairly empty and would cater almost exclusively for her party tonight, but it seemed that there were many travellers on the road tonight that sought the shelter of the tavern. It was one of the largest and most prestigious on the Trade Route and it should not have come as a surprise to her. As it was, she was glad for the distraction. She smiled bravely as they made their way through the throng of people to the long table that had been reserved for them. Most of their party had already taken their seats and were enjoying some hot broth from steaming mugs. As she had suspected, she was given the seat at the head of the table and immediately two Servers were by her side, proclaiming that they were hers to command for the evening. She resisted the urge to tell them that she did not need anything besides some food; she knew that, although she did not like the attention, it was a great honour for them to be serving their princess. Riker helped her to her chair and then took his seat to her right; the place that should have been reserved for the most senior member of their party, which was Elder Owen; but he had taken his seat further down the table, along with the Nobles. Maia was acutely aware of Riker’s presence beside her.
 “I am sorry, My Lady, I know you would have preferred a quieter evening, but the Innkeeper insisted on making the evening special for you. I believe there will be singers and poets.”
 Riker gave her a crooked grin and gently laid his hand on hers. “I will be right here if you need me, even if it is to lie for you; you might just be overcome by sudden fatigue or nausea.”
 Maia almost laughed aloud; how did he know her so well? 
 “Thank you, Riker, I appreciate your valour.” She gently extricated her hand from his without making it obvious that she wanted to break the contact. His hand was disconcertingly warm on hers. “But I think I will manage for one night. Besides, there is mushroom ragout. I would not miss it for anything.”
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 He felt the burning steam rise to his flaring nostrils. She had briefly made mind contact with him and what he had seen in her mind was making him angry. Bright-Shining-Silver-Star was the centre of his life, yet at this moment he wanted to take her by the scruff of her neck and shake her like a misbehaving hatchling. Could she not see that she was destroying the light inside of her? He worried for her. Ever since she had mated with Dark-Silver-Moon, she had been different. To him it felt as if a piece of her had gone missing, but every time he had tried to engage her about it, she had shut him out. All through the long, cold nights of winter he had sat watch on The Crags, waiting for her to surface from her isolation. After a while, he had stopped initiating contact. The hurt within her was starting to affect him too; such was their bond. He was starting to doubt his own assessment of Dark-Silver-Moon and some part of him was starting to miss him too. Acrid smoke curled from his nostrils then and he let out a deep, throaty roar that scared away the birds in all directions. Why did this affect him so? This should be a problem for people, not for a dragon. He should be stronger than the worries of Elves!
 He shuffled his wings and walked to the edge of The Crags. His long talons gripped the edge of the granite top and when he pushed himself off the rim, he left deep furrows in the rock. He dropped for a moment, then spread his black, leathery wings and soared off over the forest.
 He had not intended to go with her on this journey. He had not been invited. Clearly, she did not need him. Yet, as hard as he had tried, he could not shake the feeling that something might happen to her. She was his partner of the soul; they were Soul-Forged; and he could not, would not, let anything happen to her.
 Then He-Of-Unshakable-Courage, brother to Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, had come to him and pleaded for her safety. It had been unnecessary; he had already made up his mind. He would follow at a distance; far away enough so that they would not notice, but close enough for him to be with her, should she need him. No matter the state of her mind; he loved her and that would never change!
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 Maia struggled to calm Fire, who danced nervously on the spot. She managed to saddle him, but was unable to mount. She had a terrible night; dreams of war, Vampyres and the ever-nagging guilt that it was her fault it had all happened in the first place. When Neth, her personal Server for this journey, had come to wake her, Maia had sprung out of bed and put a knife to her throat. The young girl had run screaming from the room.
 Riker had suggested to Commander Ridgewell that he send one of his female Regiment, Rothea Goodheart, into her room to see what the problem was. Rothea; a tall, fiery-haired Elf; had been very tactful and kind, yet firm, and had managed to calm and dress Maia within a short time. Maia had felt embarrassed that she could have lost control like that and, when she walked into the stable to get Fire, he had immediately picked up on her mood.
 “Here, let me.” Riker’s voice was deep and soft and his hand was warm when he laid it on top of hers.
 Maia flinched, but then felt Riker’s Eläm, which was calm and strong, and she closed her eyes for a moment, absorbing it. Within moments, she felt her own heartbeat slow and her tremors stopped. Fire stopped prancing and finally stood still. Maia opened her eyes and turned her head to look at Riker. He was so close; she could smell him again. His dark brown eyes were soft and kind and he smiled at her. For a moment longer she stood with her back to him, his hand on hers, feeling his calm and warmth. Then she put her left foot into the stirrup, pushed off and then swung her right leg over the saddle.
 “There, that’s better,” Riker said, putting his hand on her thigh for just a moment. 
 Maia watched him as he turned and went to mount his own horse. His calm confidence impressed her, but she knew that he was trying very hard to hide the other feelings within him. And he was succeeding; with her senses shielded as they were now, she was hardly able to feel what she had felt from him last night. Except for his touch, the hand on her thigh, even for such a short moment, had told her more about his inner feelings than she had wanted to know.
 The thought gave her a strange tingling sensation and Fire snorted beneath her. Riker turned his horse and looked at her. He held her gaze for just a moment, then nodded to Maia and then to Rothea, who had now been assigned to ride beside her, and then gave the order to move out.
 There were shouts of farewell from the small group of people who had assembled in front of the inn. Maia waved to them as she rode by. Then they were past and turned onto the Trade Route to follow its way north, keeping the towering mountains to their left. They rode mostly in silence; Riker beside her and Rothea close behind. At noon, they stopped at a stream to water the horses. The Servers set out a small luncheon of fruit and bread and everyone gathered to eat. Maia sat a little away from the group, sharing a blanket with Riker. Rothea ate her lunch while she stood guard and Arahael was attending to Maia and Riker’s needs. Arahael; an older Server with more experience; had taken over from Neth as her Server and Maia still felt bad about how she had frightened the girl. However, it looked like the incident had not been mentioned, as no one else seemed to be aware of it. Maia was glad for it.
 “Would you like some more water, Lady Maia?” Arahael asked.
 “No, thank you, just an apple, please,” Maia answered.
 When Arahael brought her the apple, she rose and went to stand by Fire. She held the apple out for him and let him bite it in half. She stood with him like that for a while, waiting for him to finish the apple. She felt bad about how her moods affected him, but her bond with him was almost as strong as the bond she had with Midnight.
 She gasped and then blinked a few times as if she could erase what she had just seen in her mind. The thought about Midnight must have opened her mind to his and she was suddenly intensely aware that Midnight was watching her. She turned, scanning the flat country to the east and then the tall mountains to the west. But not even with her sharp eyes was she able to see him. Dragons had incredible eyesight and for all she knew he could be at least ten miles away or more and he would still be able to see her. She smiled at the thought that he must have been following them at a distance the whole time. Somehow, she suddenly felt a lot calmer. Fire nudged her, hoping for another apple, and she noticed that the Servers had already packed away the blankets and the food and people were starting to remount their horses. This time, she had no trouble to mount her own horse and was in position to move off before Riker had the opportunity to ask if she needed assistance. He nodded to her, trying to hide the smile that played around his lips and then mounted his own grey gelding. Without a word, he fell in beside her and together they led their party northward toward Thala Yll.
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 That night and the following night, they made camp at the edge of the forest. As Maia had feared, her sleeping arrangements consisted of many unnecessary items; a commode with a small mirror, a light room divider for her to change behind, carpets to cover the floor and her own dishes for dining in her tent.
 They had also provided blankets woven out of various materials, as well as furs for her cot. The nights were still chilly and, although Maia was glad for the furs provided, she was cold in her tent every night. She thought of Midnight and his warmth and for the first time in a long time did she mind-link with him and they shared their thoughts and feelings. She learned from Midnight how she had behaved over the last six Moons and how it hurt the people around her. Midnight learned from her the depth of the feelings she had for Blaid and what he meant to her. Maia apologised for her behaviour and accepted Midnight’s scolding. Midnight on the other hand conceded that Blaid might, indeed, be the darkness to her light and that maybe, just maybe, there was something within Blaid that he had overlooked. Yet he still warned her to be careful of him and pointed out to her that there were other, safer, options open to her. He did not go into detail, trying to hide most of what he thought, but besides the rusty-red glow that she knew to be Aaron, she also sensed someone who Midnight thought of as a calm, blue sea. She did not pry now; she was just too happy that they were at peace again; but she would try to find out later who this mystery man might be.
  
 By the time they reached the Horseman’s Inn on the fourth day, she felt much more herself. As they were leading the horses into the stables, she approached Neth to make amends for the scare she had given her.
 “Neth, I am sorry if I frightened you, it was never my intent. Please will you forgive me?”
 Neth cast down her eyes and hid a shy smile.
 “My Lady, it is not my place to know what troubles a Prime. What you had to do to save all those warriors must have been terrible for you. I would surely have nightmares as well.”
 Neth curtsied and returned to her task of unloading the luggage off the floating materium platforms.
 Maia stood for a moment, reflecting on what Neth had said. What you had to do! It was no secret that what had saved them in the end was the fact that she, a Life Elemental, had teamed up with a Death Elemental and together they had defeated the army of Vampyres at Greystone. To her, at that moment, it had been the most natural thing to do and it had saved all their lives. However, in their culture, Life and Death did not usually come together. A meeting between the two most powerful Elementals in existence usually caused more damage than it did good. Their histories often spoke of terrible destruction should Life and Death ever come together. Although necessary, the Death Elemental was often seen as a pariah and they usually lived a solitary life, wandering through the world, doing what they did best. Most people did not even realise what that meant; they simply assumed he walked the land to take lives here and there, as he felt like. Sightings of black ravens, black wolves, or Razorback boars, were often seen as omens that someone would die. It was a superstition so ingrained within their culture that Maia could almost understand the fear the people had of Death. If she had to be honest about it, what did she really know about him? He had saved her life, on more than one occasion, during that war. He had told her that he could never, never lose her and then he had made love to her. After that, she had only seen him once, in Silas’ cave. She would never be able to forget that night, it had been magical, but they had not talked or made any plans. After that, he had left and had not returned. Was his love for her just in her imagination? Was that last night they had shared together just the last vestiges of the magic they had wrought on the battlefield? Or was what she was feeling simply the hormones of a young Elf, who had experienced physical attraction for the first time?
She sighed. It was no use; she felt more confused the longer she thought about it. She glanced up to find that the horses had been led away and most of their possessions had been brought into the lodge. Rothea stood quietly off to the side, waiting for Maia to finish with Fire. Riker, who had not let her out of his sight since the incident at the Featherstone Inn, was also still in the barn. She felt guilty for having been caught daydreaming, so she hurried to take the saddle off Fire and checked his hay net.
 “I am ready.” She finally said quietly to Rothea, who nodded. 
 Riker offered Maia his arm and, followed by Rothea at a respectful distance, they made their way towards the inn.
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 “I promise I will be safe,” she pleaded with him.
 Riker looked at her sternly, then looked towards Rothea, who was standing holding their horses.
 The inn had been crowded and noisy. Everyone had wanted to meet her and speak with her and by the time she had finally managed to eat her dinner, she was exhausted. Rothea had accompanied her to her room, but once inside, Maia could find no rest. She had paced in front of the window, looking at the dark mountains beyond. Eventually she had made a decision and she had gone to Rothea’s room to wake her. Maia had been surprised to find that Rothea was easy to talk to and more understanding of her needs than she had hoped. The woman had startling eyes; a mixture of green and grey, with an almost orange ring around the pupils. Even in the dull light of the night lantern, her hair shone bright red. Maia thought she was very pretty.
 Silently they had crept downstairs, out the door and to the stables. Riker had caught them just as they were leading the horses out.
 “I am coming with you,” he said firmly, then turned to Rothea. “Stay here while I get my horse ready.”
 Moments later, they were all in the saddle and trotting through the forest towards the mountains. It was cold tonight and even their thick coats could not prevent the icy wind from finding its way to their bodies. Maia shivered, but she knew she would be warm soon. Riker and Rothea, however, would have to spend the night huddled around a fire in the middle of the frosty forest. She had, of course, explained to Rothea what she intended to do and all she wanted was for Rothea to give Riker the message. However, Rothea had insisted she come along, and then Riker had caught them and now it was both of them that would not get to sleep in a warm bed tonight. They had both insisted that they would not return to the lodge, but stay within easy distance of her throughout the night.
 She was now feeling guilty and was going to suggest that they turn around, when she suddenly felt his touch on her mind. At the same time, the horses became aware of his smell and they whinnied in fear. Quickly Maia reached out to their minds and calmed them. She jumped off Fire, threw the reins to Riker and darted off into the darkness. She felt Riker’s eyes on her until she eventually rounded a corner.
 She did not have far to go. After about two hundred paces, the forest opened into a large, rocky clearing. Midnight’s massive black body was perched on top of the tallest outcropping, waiting for her to emerge from the trees. Barely breathing harder, she ran through the clearing, jumping from rock to rock until she reached him. His unique smell, a mix of reptile and mammal, smoke, and fire, enveloped her as she ran to him, pressed herself against his large chest and he protectively lifted his right wing to shield her from the cold wind.
 They stood like that for what seemed like eternity, both content with the nearness of the other. Eventually, Midnight released her from his embrace and they walked together to more even footing where Midnight settled on the ground so Maia could lie down on his leg. Nestled close to his shoulder, with his wing raised above her, she was as warm as she could be, even though the grass around them was grey with frost.
 Finally feeling safe and, for the first time in many Moons, happy, she fell into an easy sleep with her Soul Dragon watching over her.
  
 [image: image]

 
 It was just past noon the next day when they reached the outskirts of Thala Yll. Unlike Braérn, which was a compact city with narrow, cobblestone streets, trading squares and timber-frame houses built two or three storeys high, Thala Yll was a sprawling development, with wide streets, single-storey houses with large gardens and animals wherever one looked. The wealth of the city was based on their livestock, and the city was surrounded in every direction by grazing land, interspersed by little woodlands and freestanding trees. They had reached the grazing lands early that morning and had ridden through herds of grazing cattle, sheep, and pigs to get to the town. The people of Thala Yll bred a variety of different cattle, from Low-Land Longhorns and Albersand Greys to the smaller midland breeds. Maia even noticed at least three different breeds of sheep and goats, plus some breeds of pigs she had never seen before. Some even looked like the fearsome Razorback boars, but on closer inspection it was clear that these animals were smaller and lacking the distinctive razor-like spikes along their spine.
 Maia loved how content these animals were, which spoke well of how they were treated. She had been to Thala Yll before, when she was younger, but then her senses had not been as finely developed and she had not noticed it as much back then.
 They rode for another two hours before they reached the city centre of Thala Yll and there a congregation of people already awaited their arrival. Children danced in front of their horses, chanting songs of welcome. People waved flags out of windows and women dressed all in white, strew petals before them.
 They were led to a grand plaza where a band of musicians played Life Conquers All as they dismounted their horses and Horse Masters came to lead them away. Fire threw his head in the air and danced in a circle around the stressed Horse Master who was trying to settle him. Maia laid a hand on her horse’s neck and spoke a few words. The stallion snorted and shook his head, but then allowed the man to lead him away.
 “He will be all right,” Riker spoke softly into her right ear before he took her arm and led her up the steps of Thala Yll’s Grand Hall.
 She could not help but to smile at her companion; he was brave, being this forward with her. She was also amazed that he knew her so well, but at the same time afraid of his feelings for her and how she was reacting to them. She wondered how she had never noticed it before. Was it only a recent development, or had Riker always felt like this about her? Could it be that because she had isolated herself from the feelings of others right through the winter that she was more sensitive to them now? Or was it maybe the fact that she had experienced love and now knew how to recognise it?
 The thought stabbed through her heart; was it really love she had felt with Blaid? Was it love she was sensing in Riker now, or simple infatuation? The questions were making her head reel.
 Determined not to think about this any further, she looked up just as the massive doors of the Grand Hall opened and Lord Hazelwatch stepped through them. The black-haired lord of the city bowed before his princess, kissed her hand, and formally welcomed her to Thala Yll. He was followed by an entourage of flower-bearing children, who then swarmed around her, effectively separating her from Riker. He gave her a crooked grin and shrugged his shoulders as Maia was ushered into the hall amidst the horde of children. Maia loved children; they were beautiful, wide-eyed, and innocent and their Eläm was still so pure. Their exuberance was infectious and by the time she had taken her seat, she was laughing with them. She did not even mind that they had set up a throne for her to sit on, or that they had decorated the entire hall with candles and flowers in her honour. For the next half hour, while Servers brought cool fruit juices and iced water as refreshments, the children sang and danced for her.
 “How was your trip, My Lady?” Skylor Hazelwatch asked, now seated on one of the chairs arranged to her right.
“It was pleasant, thank you, although the nights still get rather cold,” Maia answered him and he nodded his agreement.
 “You shall not suffer from the cold tonight, Lady Maia. Your accommodations are within Thala House, our very finest guest house, I can assure you.”
 “You honour me, Lord Hazelwatch.” She smiled at him.
 “This here,” he indicated the hall, her travelling companions, the children and some of the Nobles that had joined them, “is just to welcome you. You are probably tired from your journey and we do not want to take up too much of your time this evening, so we will accompany you and your delegations to Thala House as soon as you are ready. We will have an official welcome feast planned for two days hence, to give you some time to settle in. Commander Hollowdale suggested that you might want to see the dragons. If it is all right with you, you can see the roosts tomorrow.”
 “I would like that very much,” she replied.
 She did, indeed, want to see the dragons. But not just because they were dragons, but because she had fought side by side with Evandeor Hollowdale, Commander of the first Regiment of Thala Yll, during the war of Greystone. They had lost good men and dragons that day and she had never really had the chance to thank him, nor the warriors under his command. She also wanted to see the families of those who had lost their lives during the battle in the forest in person, as she felt that they had died protecting her.
 “We will then commemorate our fallen from the war on the fourth day, for which we have planned to travel to the edge of the forest, where they were laid to rest in the Burial Grounds. It will be there that you will be able to address the people of the city. It has been hard for those who have lost their loved ones. We thank you that you honour us with your presence; it will bring closure for many.”
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 They were sitting in a quiet corner of the dining hall of Thala House. The guesthouse was closed to all other business for the duration of their stay, so there were no other guests. Most of Maia’s retinue had either retired to their rooms or were visiting friends and family within the city. The Servers had been given the evening off and Commander Ridgewell and his men and women had been stationed around the guesthouse; out of sight, but within calling distance.
 She stared at the little flame of the candle on the table. It danced; yellow and orange; in the soft wind of her breath. The Servers of Thala House had already cleared the table of their supper, but left them with two glasses and a decanter of wine. She had only one glass, during dinner, but she could feel the alcohol working its way to her head. She was sleepy and uncommonly relaxed.
 Riker lifted the decanter and looked at her enquiringly.
 “I really should not,” she said, but then did not protest when Riker poured her half a glass.
 “There is only a little left,” he said. “Enough for half a glass each. Then, if you still want to, we can take a walk to the stables and you can check on Fire.”
 “Yes,” she said, taking a sip of her wine, “I’d like that.”
 Riker smiled at her and she noticed again how handsome he was. His brown eyes were liquid in the sparse light of the candle and the way he looked at her awoke something within her that had been dormant for the last six Moons. Her heart beat faster. For a moment, she saw Blaid sitting opposite her.
 Embarrassed by her own feelings she quickly looked away and finished the rest of her wine. She heard Riker chuckle quietly.
 “Let us go, My Princess, the stables are a distance away and the moons have already risen,” Riker said, finishing his own wine.
 He stood and came around the table to move the chair for her. She was a little unsteady on her feet for a moment and he reached for her, taking her arm to steady her. Again, the contact was brief, but Maia was acutely aware of it.
 Riker briefly spoke with Commander Ridgewell to let him know where they were going. Rothea Goodheart was assigned to shadow them at a distance; a safety precaution Riker had put into place after they had left Featherstone Inn.
 They walked down the wide streets of Thala Yll side by side. Crystal lanterns lit their way, as well as the lights from the houses they passed. Thala Yll’s houses were built in a style similar to the houses in Braérn; exposed timber frame with whitewashed brick. However, unlike Braérn, Thala Yll’s streets were lined with tall trees and every house seemed to have its own garden, most with fruit trees, berry bushes and other greenery. This time of the year, however, the trees were only now beginning to sprout their new leaves. Tiny glass baubles with glittering crystals of different colours were hung from some of the trees they passed. Maia also noticed Lumina in almost every window and the flowers glowed a bright blue this time of evening.
 They reached the stables and Riker spoke to the Horse Master on duty. He quickly opened the barn doors to admit them and then shut them behind them so they could have their privacy. Maia’s pulse quickened when she realised that Rothea had been left outside and she was now completely alone with Riker. Under any other circumstances, this would have been deemed inappropriate.
 Fire whinnied, then snorted, as he got her scent and she hurried to him, glad for the distraction. She threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his red mane. He snorted again, aware of her fluttering heart, but stood still until Maia was ready to let him go. Then she entered the stable, checked his water and hay net, before finding her bag with the brushes. She spent some time brushing him, picking out his hooves, wiping his face, but it was not enough to distract her from the figure of Riker casually leaning against the doorpost of the stable, watching her. Eventually she decided that the best course of action would be to retreat to the safety of her own room.
“Thank you, Riker, I am done now. I am sorry you had to accompany me. I am sure you are as tired as I am and looking forward to your bed.”
 “Not at all, My Lady, it is always a pleasure to be in your company. Come,” he said, offering her his arm. “Let me escort you to your quarters.”
 Hesitantly she hooked herself into his arm and he led the way out of the stable. She tried to make sense of her feelings. Riker was polite, tactful, and always acted with decorum when it came to dealing with her, although he could be a little forward on occasion. He did not confirm his feelings for her, nor did he make any obvious suggestions or advances. Yet he had awoken something within her and she did not know how to deal with it. She looked up at him and she could see a smile play around his lips. It made her wonder if it would be such a bad thing. Maybe it would be better to forget about Blaid, which was clearly what he had done, and get on with her own life. Riker would be a good match for her and if he could make her feel this way, then maybe she did have feelings for him too. No other man, besides Blaid, had ever made her feel anything. However, the thought of forgetting about Blaid hurt in ways she could not describe. The thought of never seeing him again was enough to bring tears to her eyes. Could she ever be happy without him?
 The Horse Master opened the door for them and Rothea was beside them immediately.
 “Lady Maia, let us make haste, it seems there are wolves around this evening.”
 Riker took the lead, but never let go of Maia’s hand. Rothea brought up the rear and they quickly walked back to the guesthouse. They reached it without incident; it seemed the wolves were only on the outskirts of the city. Maia had tried to sense their Eläm, but had not been able to find them.
 By the door to her room, Riker bowed to her and kissed her hand.
 “Good night, My Lady. Rothea will be in the room opposite; she will be at your service should you need anything.”
 He then turned and walked down the passage to his own room. Feeling sad and lonely, she retired to her own bed, but she was plagued by dreams of wolves in the city and she did not sleep well.
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 He stalked through the thick underbrush close to the stream he had been following. The scent was strong here, but already two days old. He briefly paused to drink from the stream, then turned into the direction his prey had gone and picked up the pace. He was worried; they were getting closer and closer to the city and he feared for the safety of the people. The urge to kill was strong within him and he was looking forward to sinking his fangs into their rancid flesh.
 Blaid shook his head. He had been in wolf form too long; it was starting to affect his thinking. Tracking was easier with the black wolf’s sharp senses and he could not afford to lose the trail. He had been tracking these three for over a Moon. They were cunning and fast and they knew he was following them. Since he had first spotted them, they had killed only animals; always drinking their blood first, then cutting up the meat and eating it either raw, or dried the following day when they could not hunt. Their habits disgusted him, although he would himself eat meat raw if in wolf form.
 So far, they had stayed away from any settlements. This was the first time that they had gotten so close to a city. Thala Yll was large, spread over a wide area with outlying homesteads all around the city. To hunt there would be easy for the Vampyres. He growled and picked up the pace. He wished he could use his shadow travel, but he was afraid he would lose their scent, or they would change direction.
 As it started to get dark, he emerged from the forest into the more open plain to the west of Grildor-Bron Forest. The area was still home to small woodlands and freestanding trees, but most of it was prime grazing land for the animals the people of Thala Yll bred. This made it easier for him to follow the trail of the three Vampyres that had so far managed to outrun him. He increased his speed, savouring the freedom to run unchecked and only paused once, briefly, to sniff at a dead heifer. Its blood had been drained in a hurry, but no meat had been taken. They were hungry; he knew they had not fed for five days. The blood would keep them going until they found something more substantial to eat. He followed their trail all night. They were weaving across the grazing land, killing as they ran, always just drinking the blood. They were closing in on Thala Yll carefully, not taking any chances, but Blaid assumed that their ultimate goal was to attack there.
 He had spent the last six Moons tracking Vampyres. No-one knew for sure how many of them had escaped the war, but from what he had learned, at least a thousand had left the battle before it had finished and had joined up with smaller forces stationed all over Grildor. He had so far exterminated three of such groups; a total number of fifty-seven Vampyres. They were clever and hard to kill and he had hardly had any rest since the war. These three he was following now, were his biggest challenge yet; they were of the other kind of Vampyre. If he remembered correctly, Lord Longshadow had called them Generals. The common Vampyres were about as tall as an Elf, were thin and wiry, with skin stretched tight over their angular bones. Their mouths seemed to protrude somewhat, making their fangs more noticeable. The Generals on the other hand were taller, more muscular, and less grotesque. He assumed that on Naylera, these would probably be described as handsome. They were also a lot more intelligent.
 He faltered in his stride for just a moment at the thought of Maia’s father. Anger surged through his veins and he then lengthened his stride even more. The Vampyres needed to be killed; that was his job, which is what he needed to concentrate on. They were the threat and it needed to be eliminated.
 By morning, the city came into view. During the night, he had lost the spoor for a while; they had gone into a river and it had taken him over an hour of running up and down the banks before he picked up their spoor again. By the time he had caught up with them, they had entered the waters of a lake on the outskirts of the city. He now sat at the place where they had entered the water. Vampyres could breathe, but they did not need to very often. The air on their volcanic planet was such, that it could be toxic in large quantities. Their bodies were designed to live without breathing for a very long time. He believed this to be at least two or three days, before they actually had to take a breath. Here on Elveron, with the air quality such as it was, he had learned that they could go five or six days without breathing, if they had to.
The lake was not very large; he could see the opposite shore; but it was wedged between some hills and was surrounded by trees. It was possible that the Vampyres could exit the lake unseen. He sat watching the lake for another short while, then decided that it might be wiser to circle the lake and wait on the opposite shore, closer to the city.
 By noon, he had found himself a shady oak to lie beneath. The cattle that grazed on the fields here had gotten used to him by now and were contently grazing on the new spring grass. He was using the cattle, as much as his own senses, to look out for the Vampyres. Should he miss them, then the cattle would sound the alarm when the Vampyres got too near. Moreover, he desperately needed the rest; they had been on the run for days, never sleeping. Sleeping seemed to be another thing Vampyres very seldom did. He loathed them more and more each day.
 Suddenly he looked up, his heart pounding wildly in his chest. The herd carried on grazing; nothing had disturbed them. Nevertheless, something had alerted him and he scanned the surrounding countryside. After a while, he rose and started pacing along the water’s edge. The feeling that something was wrong was getting stronger, but he could find no physical evidence of the Vampyres having left the lake.
 He was getting agitated, anger building within his chest, when he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks; something was making him tense with anticipation. He smelled the air, but could barely pick up the scent. He looked towards the city, but could not see anything. His body started to tremble. She was here! He could sense it deep within his being. Excitement and panic warred within him. He so desperately wanted to see her, feel her, smell her. But if he let those Vampyres slip through his clutches, then that could endanger not just the people of Thala Yll, but Maia as well.
 He growled his indecision at the lake. The thick, black fur around his neck bristled and the cattle around him startled, running away from him. Frustrated, he let out a short howl and then turned towards the city. He stayed in his wolf form, staying away from the roads and the Herd Keepers, and always scanning the ground and surroundings for any signs of the Vampyres.
 It was dusk when he reached the city. Now that he was so close, he could pick up her scent along the road. It was faint, but it made his blood turn to lava in his veins. He slunk around the houses, keeping to the shadows; he could not afford to be seen.
 He had traced her scent first down the main road of the city to their Grand Hall. From there she had been taken to a guesthouse. There had been some comings and goings during the early evening, but Blaid did not know any of them. At one point, a man of the Guard he recognised from the battlefield emerged from the house and had a brief word with a man dressed in the colours of the Regiment. For reasons he could not fathom, the Guard made him feel like he wanted to rip his throat out. He shook his head again in frustration; the wolf was taking over, he would really have to spend more time in his own body.
 As the evening progressed, the lights within Thala House were dimmed and the streets emptied. He noticed a small light through one of the windows on the ground floor of the guesthouse and, making sure that no-one was in sight, made the change to his own body. He stood there for a moment, shivering in his nakedness, until he got used to standing on two legs. Then he went over to the window to peer inside.
 His heart nearly stopped. She was sitting at a small table, the light from the candle playing with the colours of her hair. She was dressed all in black; travelling clothes, he presumed; the leather hugging her figure to perfection, showing off her perfect form. She was beautiful.
 He gritted his teeth as he watched the Guard he had seen earlier pour her another glass of wine. Maia! He thought, trying to push the mental call to her. He watched her blush at the Guard’s words.
Suddenly his senses picked up a strange sound. He narrowed his eyes and listened. Then his Elemental senses took over and within moments, he was back in wolf form, tracking the scent of the Vampyres as they stalked through the city. The information he gathered from their scent was that they had only just arrived and had not killed yet. 
 He hurried to catch up with them, but they had now realised he was after them. He was darting between houses when they split up; two went left and one went right. He hesitated only for a moment and followed the two that had gone left, down a narrow passage between two inter-connected houses. Their scent was strong in his nose and his blood was boiling. Snarling, saliva drooling from his canines, he eventually cornered them in an enclosed yard. The Vampyres turned on him, hissing, exposing their fangs, and drawing their weapons. The blades glinted dully in the light of the moons, but Blaid knew they were sharp and the Generals wielded them with deadly proficiency.
 He stood before them, blocking their way out, his fur bristling along his back and neck. For a moment, they stood like that, facing each other, then they attacked. Blades whistled past his ears as he ducked the initial onslaught; then it was his turn. With violent savagery, he bit into the neck of the Vampyre closest to him. He tore his entire throat out before he had the chance to scream. Another bite and the head flew off, spraying blood in all directions. He felt the air move close to his back as the sword of the other Vampyre passed close to his fur. Furiously he turned, took one leap, and then severed the Vampyres head with one bite. He was Death.
 Panting, he stood for a moment, the rancid taste of their blood in his mouth. Seeing Maia with the Guard had upset him. The Vampyres had paid the price for it. He would have to get rid of these bodies before they were found, but he still had one more to kill. He left the courtyard and retraced his steps. Soon he came upon the place where they had separated. He followed the other trail. It wound between some houses, over fences and finally through a small fountain; probably to diffuse the trail. He was careful now, expecting an ambush. Padding softly over the cobblestones he moved off into a section of the city that did not have as many houses. There were some shops, warehouses, and barns. The smell of wares, such as tea, fruit, vegetables, cured meat, as well as some small livestock and horses was strong here. The Vampyre probably hoped to throw him off his scent. He narrowed his eyes and blocked out all other smells, concentrating on his prey. He was so close now; he could feel it.
 “Princess Maia likes to see to her own horse. Did you see him? He is a magnificent animal.”
 Blaid turned at the woman’s voice. She was standing in front of the doors of what looked like stables. She had startling red hair and was speaking to an Elf dressed in Horse Master uniform.
 “Yes, he sure is,” the man answered. “How long do you think her Ladyship will be?”
 Blaid did not wait for the answer. If Maia was indeed inside the stables, then the Vampyre had to die now. He could not risk her leaving the stable with the Vampyre still left alive. He put his nose to the ground and resumed the hunt. He was not treading softly anymore or trying not to be seen. It did not matter any more. Maia! He thought frantically and raced past yet another barn. With a screech that set his nerves on edge the Vampyre jumped off the roof and landed on his back. He let out a howl and then snarled and growled while trying to dislodge the vile being from his back. The creature hung on; one hand holding on to the hairs on his left shoulder, its fangs sunk deep into the thick fur by his neck, but unable to penetrate to the skin and its right hand reaching for its blade. Blaid turned wildly, rolling, slamming into the walls of the buildings, but all to no avail; the Vampyre hung on. Then he heard the rasp of the blade coming out of its sheath. He felt the Vampyre raise his arm to deal the blow. Out of options, Blaid quickly transformed, effectively dislodging the Vampyre from his back. He turned and in one swift motion reached for the Vampyre’s sword and used it to slice his throat. He was Death.
Changing back into his wolf form, he traced his steps back to the stables. As he trotted around the last corner, he saw the woman and the Horse Master walking towards him, no doubt having heard the commotion. Quickly he turned, but it was too late.
 “There! Did you see? I told you I heard a wolf. Do they often come into the city?”
 “We do get them sometimes. They raid the chicken coops.”
 Blaid heard no more. He was out of sight within moments and left to finish his night’s work.
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 “That one is Jaggertooth,” Evan said, his sky-blue eyes sparkling with pride. “He was born ten summers ago and will start his training this year. He is one of Silverwing’s hatchlings.”
 Silverwing, Maia knew, was Evandeor’s personal dragon, the one he had ridden during the war. Silverwing had received an injury when he was a hatchling, severely damaging his left wing. Evan had nursed him back to health, even though most had given up on the little dragon. However, none of the flight muscles had been injured so, with love and patience, Evan had made him whole again. The wound had healed and had left a silver scar that contrasted starkly with the mud-brown colour of the dragon’s hide.
 The dragons of Thala Yll were Plains Dragons or Dragono Captivaris in the old language. They were stocky and hardy creatures, built for strength and stamina, rather than speed. They were intelligent, brave, and loyal to the death. Even though they were hardly anything to look at compared to the beauty of Midnight, she thought they were beautiful. There was just something about dragons that excited her and she could spend hours in their company.
 The roosts were kept a few miles from the city, on a section of mountain that poked out of the edge of Grildor-Bron Forest. It was a strange rock formation; tall, spiky turrets, gullies, ledges, and holes. Evan said that once a river must have run through there to create the formation, but it was so long ago that it was not even mentioned in their histories. The dragons perched all over these formations; sleeping, preening, eating. They were not tethered and were free to come and go as they pleased, but they were fed every day, as they were forbidden to hunt in the fields.
 Maia had been introduced to some of the Dragon Handlers when they arrived that morning and had then been taken to see the roosts. The dragons had clamoured to get closer; hopping from one perch to another, shoving each other, biting; sensing her nearness and knowing who she was. The cacophony of clacking and screeching was almost overwhelming. The Handlers had tried very hard to restore order, but it was Maia who had to step in at the end.
 Knowing that Midnight was close, she had sent him a mental plea and almost immediately, the dragons settled down. She was unsure exactly how Midnight communicated with the other dragons, but they were calmer and quiet. They still shoved each other from time to time, clamouring for her attention and she made sure that she went to touch every one of them.
 “You really do have a touch for dragons,” Evan had said, brushing his light brown hair back from his face.
 After they had seen the roosts, Evan had taken her to where they were now; the hatchling paddocks. They were further into the forest, away from the adults. Strange structures had been erected between trees and rocks and hatchlings were climbing all over them, honing their skills and strength and testing their wing muscles.
 “We still fly patrols every night, watching over the herds,” Evan said to them.
 Riker stood close to Maia, leaning on a railing, watching the hatchlings. Rothea, two other members of the Regiment and a Scout had also accompanied them, but it was only Rothea and Lagoras, the Scout, who were with them at the hatchling paddocks, as the others were about half a mile down the road, holding the horses.
 “Vampyre activity in the area has been minimal until fairly recently. Two Moons ago one of the Herders was found dead. The ravens had been at him, so it was difficult to tell how he died. Since then we had three other attacks, all with casualties.”
 Evan was silent for a moment. Maia sensed his grief and she laid a hand on his.
 “Last night, and the night before, some of our livestock were killed. They were classic Vampyre kills, bite marks and no blood. They did not take the meat. No-one knows where the Vampyres went. They might still be in the vicinity. Also, the Herders say that a wolf came to investigate the kills, but did not touch the meat. He probably ran off when he saw the Vampyres.”
“We saw a wolf in the city last night,” Rothea added to the conversation.
 “In the city?” Evan asked.
 “Yes. Lady Maia wanted to see to her stallion, so we went to the stables. While her Ladyship was inside, we heard a howl, growling and what sounded like a scuffle. When we went to investigate, we almost ran into the beast. When he saw us, he fled. We looked around for him, but he was gone. Elgar, the Horse Master on duty last night, reported it to the Guard this morning.”
 “These are strange happenings indeed. Night Watch has been doubled since you arrived, Lady Maia, and yet these things occur right under our noses. Some of my best men were flying patrols these past few nights and they reported no sightings. These are dangerous times we live in.”
 Maia bit her lip. She had to hold on to the railing in front of her to stop her hands from shaking. Just when she thought things might be going better, the guilt hit her with renewed force. Why had she not been able to read her dreams, teamed up with Blaid sooner, stopped the war before it began? She just could not shake the feeling that it could have been prevented, but for her ineptitude. And now she also felt that her presence here had brought more danger to these people. 
 “My Lady,” Riker whispered in her ear and laid his arm across her shoulder.
 She briefly looked up at him, his dark eyes full of concern, and then, without thinking, she turned within his arms and clung to his chest, seeking the safety of his embrace.
 Evan and Rothea stopped talking and after a short moment turned away from them, slowly walking away.
 Somewhere deep in the forest Midnight felt her emotions and reached out with his mind. Quickly he assessed the situation and then sent her images of calm, blue waters, as well as his strong approval. Maia wondered at first why Midnight would have chosen such images to calm her, or why he would approve. But as she relaxed into Riker’s strong embrace, calm settled over her and she realised that the images meant. Calm-Blue-Waters is Riker, she sent the thought to Midnight. She felt his mental nod.
 She stood with Riker for a moment longer, unwilling to let go of the feeling of safety. What Midnight had shown her was all too possible and too easy to accomplish. The thought frightened her. Could she just walk away from her experiences with Blaid and into the arms of another? Was she even sure she would never see him again? She trusted her dragon and if Midnight thought that highly of Riker, then maybe it was time Maia took a closer look at him. She took one last, deep breath, savouring his smell, before she let go of him. He let her go only reluctantly and held onto her hand for a moment longer. The depth of feeling she saw in his eyes startled her. She did not have to open herself to his Eläm to know what he was feeling.
 “We should get back to the city, it will be safer there,” he said gently.
 Riker took off his coat and hung it over her shoulders. She had not realised she was shivering. He laid his arm across her shoulder again and led her down the path towards the horses. Evan and Rothea followed quietly. They mounted their horses and rode back to the city.
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 The day of the feast dawned bright and warm. Lord Skylor Hazelwatch had warned her that the festivities would begin during the morning hours; the whole city would partake and various acts of entertainment had been planned for her. She selected the white dress, the one Jasmin had told her to take, and was surprised to find that she was excited as she stepped out of her room to start the day. Arahael had done up her hair for her. It looked pretty. 
 Rothea greeted her by the door and then accompanied her down to the dining room. All but the ones that were on duty were already gathered there for their morning tea. She looked around the room, nodded to Baltor Owen, the Elder whom she would be sitting with today, greeted the nobles and Commander Ridgewell and then her eyes fell on Riker. He was looking at her from across the room, standing tall and straight next to the table laid out for them. He looked resplendent in his full Guard uniform; his buckles polished to a shine, the bits of overlapping metal on his body armour glinting in the light coming through the window and his full array of weapons hung about him.
 Rothea quietly cleared her throat behind her and Maia realised she had been staring. She blushed and hoped no-one but Rothea had noticed. Quickly she crossed the floor and let Riker pull the chair out for her. Rothea settled at the next table, seated so that she could see any request from Maia without turning.
 “You look beautiful this morning,” Riker said softly as he took his own chair.
 Maia smiled shyly at the compliment, then nodded to the Server who brought them their tea.
 Once the Server had left she looked at Riker with a mischievous smile on her face. He looked back at her questioningly.
 “You are also very handsome this morning, My Lord,” she said, putting special emphasis on the word Lord.
 Riker blinked a few times, trying to understand what she was saying. Maia smiled. She had never liked it when she was singled out as better than other people, and she was quite happy for everyone to call her by her name. Strangely, she had become accustomed to Riker calling her , and now that he had omitted it, she realised that she liked him calling her .
 “My Lady,” he said hastily. “I am sorry, please forgive me my negligence.”
 He reached across the table and took her hand in his. She considered pulling her hand away, but then let him hold it. She looked up into his eyes and although his words were spoken as an earnest plea, she could see the playfulness in his eyes. He had picked up on her mood perfectly and was playing along with her humour.
 “I have begged Lord Hazelwatch for a seat by your side for the festivities today,” he said without letting go of her hand. “Elder Owen will be seated to your right, as befits his rank. I am given the seat to your left, if it pleases My Lady.”
 He was now absentmindedly stroking his thumb across the back of her hand. His touch felt good, but she cast some inconspicuous glances around the room. No-one seemed to be paying them any attention. Tradition demanded that if a man wanted to court a young woman, he would have to ask permission first of the parents. This was especially true for those noble born, or in her case, of royalty.
 She decided not to let it bother her today; they had not done anything to break decorum and today was a day for the people of Thala Yll. She would be their princess and she would enjoy the day with them.
 After their morning tea, the delegation was led to the large plaza in front of the Grand Hall. Grandstands had been set up surrounding the square and a special stand had been erected on the steps of the Grand Hall. The upper tier of this stand was strictly reserved for Maia and her two attendants. The second tier from the top was for Lord Hazelwatch and his family and the bottom three tiers were allocated to the few Nobles of Shadow Hall, as well as the Nobility of Thala Yll.
And so, the festivities began. They were served small portions of a variety of foods and drinks right through the day. Only during the evening hours did they bring out the wine; this time Maia abstained, afraid it might leave her unable to think clearly.
 The people of Thala Yll had chosen a vast variety of performances; stage plays, songs, poems and dances, various forms of art, from painting to weaving, games of chance and games of skill, jousting, archery, pigeon racing, horse racing and one event even featured a dragon.
 On numerous occasions did Maia rise to wave to a winner, and sometimes she even descended the steps to present a kiss or a kind word or to pat the winning animal. The people loved her engagement in the festivities and every time she rose from her chair or simply waved, the crowed erupted into cheers. She was having so much fun, enjoying the glowing Life-Forces of happiness around her that she hardly noticed that, more often than not, Riker was holding her hand.
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 He could not stay, he knew that. Yet he could not leave without seeing her before he left. He had entered the city during the very early hours of the morning. Some people were already up, making final arrangements for the feast to be held. Sneaking into someone’s home unseen, he had borrowed some clothes. He had left his clothes in a small cave close to the border of Bron, where he had changed into his wolf form to begin the pursuit of the three Vampyres he had killed here in this city.
 He now mingled with the crowd, being pushed along with the flow towards the grandstands. He kept the hood of his jacket pulled deep over his head; he could not afford to be recognised. When the crowd eventually settled and everyone found their seats, he settled himself on a tier slightly higher than Maia’s and about a hundred strides away. He had a clear view of her and spent most of the day simply watching her. The festivities around him were of no interest to him. Maia, on the other hand, was commanding all his attention. She wore a plain white dress, adorned with tiny blue gems that sparkled in the sunlight. It must have been of an extraordinarily soft fabric, because he noticed it slide over her skin with every movement she made. Her hair, which usually hung loose down her back, was piled in a mess of soft curls on her head, fastened with silver clips fashioned in the shape of flowers and adorned with the same tiny blue gems as those of her dress. Watching her took his breath away. He wished he could let her know he was there, but revealing his Eläm so she would feel him, would alert the people around him to who he was. It would frighten them and might even cause a panic. He was who he was and there was no changing that. He had accepted his fate a long time ago and made peace with it.
 As the day wore on and he watched, he began to notice her behaviour towards the Guard who seemed to be her companion for the journey. There was an easy laughter between them now and the Guard initiated physical contact with her right throughout the day; small touches on the arm, helping her to her feet or guiding her down the stairs, holding her hand during tense moments of a game or race. The more he watched, the harder it was for him. Had she given up on him? They belonged together, surely she could see that. He knew, of course, what the histories said and what the law dictated, but he felt incomplete without her. Had she maybe been told to find a more suitable life partner? Was this journey they were on supposed to bring them together?
 He felt his mind cloud over with anger and disappointment. He struggled to control his Eläm and more than once did the people around him look about, searching for the one casting such dark thoughts.
 He struggled through the crowd; pushing his way down the tiers and onto the plaza. Running through the empty streets, he ripped off his clothes and dropped them carelessly to the floor. Once he had struggled out of his borrowed boots and pants, he changed and ran over the fields as fast as his four legs could carry him. He did not know where he was going; all he knew was that he had to get away. 
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 She sat at a desk in front of the window of her room. She had been staring at the blank piece of paper for the better part of the day, but the words were eluding her. The memorial service for the fallen warriors was tomorrow and she still had not written, nor memorized, her speech. She loved the people, she felt their loss as her own, and she had no problem consoling someone if she was with them and in physical contact with them. To speak to and console an entire city seemed like a daunting task to her. She had never done this before. Back in Shadow Hall, she had asked Silas to accompany her, but he had said that she was old enough now for these responsibilities and that, as princess of Grildor, it was her duty to serve her people.
 She understood this, but it did not make it any easier. She had called Rothea to sit with her in her room. They had talked for a while, discussing the matter, but in the end her page remained blank.
 As the sun set that evening, Riker knocked on her door and Rothea got up to admit him. She poured him some tea, then tactfully retreated to her own quarters.
 “Will you not join me for supper, My Lady?” he asked as he settled on the bench beside her, sipping his tea.
 “I have no appetite for food, Riker. And obviously, no talent for words,” she sighed.
 Riker put his cup on the desk and took the paper she had been staring at all day and crumpled it up.
 “What are you doing?” she gasped.
 “You do not need this, Maia,” he said seriously, using her name. “What you have to say to these people does not come from your head, it comes from your heart, and such cannot be committed to parchment.
  
 The march to the Burial Grounds in the forest took them almost four hours to complete. One hundred and ninety-eight families lost loved ones during the war, but it was the entire city of Thala Yll that took part in the march and the sight of thousands of people, walking with their colourful lanterns of mourning, was breath-taking.
 Their voices, combined in their sorrow, made music of their mourning hymns, such as Maia had never heard before. It squeezed her heart and brought tears to her eyes long before they had reached the forest. She had her arm hooked through Riker’s, for which she was glad, as she could not see for the tears clouding her vision. Her Elemental senses tingled intensely, picking up on the sadness of the people and something changed within her that would define her for the rest of her life. She suddenly realised that, the attacks had not been her fault, but had been the malicious plans of evil folk. She could not have prevented it, even if she had heeded her initial dreams. Her part in this was simple; defeat the enemy when the time came and console and comfort her people when they needed her. By the time they reached the grave markers, she felt calm and strong, knowing wherein lay her strengths and what she needed to do.
 “People of Thala Yll.”
 She stood on a raised dais, overlooking the crowd. Lord Hazelwatch had led the people in a prayer to the Mother and now it was Maia’s turn to speak. She looked down at the expectant faces of the men, women, and children before her; saw their hope and admiration in their eyes; and she knew what she needed to say.
 “A challenge of unimaginable proportions has been set before us; a blight on our wonderful world that seeks to destroy us. Each one of us will be faced with difficulties that at times may seem too much to bear, but I say no, we will not be cowed and we will not be defeated. We will avenge our fallen so we can forever remember them with pride in our hearts. We will stand together; because together we are strong; and as I stand before you today, so will I stand beside you when we go into battle with the enemy. They shall tremble in fear as they behold the power of the Mother and remember forever the devastation Life can bestow on them. Today, we sing songs of farewell to our fallen, but tomorrow we will sing songs of victory!”
Her voice had risen to an almost fever pitch at the end, and when she had spoken the last word there was a moment of absolute stillness and then the crowd erupted in cheers. Some yelled “, may thee be blessed” and one by one, the people repeated the phrase until almost three thousand voices were chanting it over and over.
 Maia stood on the dais; tears running down her cheeks, her body tense with emotion; and a sense of fulfillment overcame her that overshadowed all the Moons of self-doubt. She suddenly knew what her purpose was and she was determined to fulfill her destiny.
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 They made camp on the slopes of Mt. Argon, the very last peak that made up the ridge that divided the Grildor-Bron Mountains from the plains beyond. They had left Tarron Heights five days ago, and by riding from sunup to sundown every day, they had made good time through the mountainous terrain. The weather had been fair; ideal travelling conditions; and once past the last peak, travelling conditions would improve. Yet this afternoon a wind swept down from the peak, sweeping icy temperatures off the snowfields. His men did not complain, but Jaik ordered them to make camp two hours before sundown. They hobbled their horses in the lee of a large boulder and covered them in blankets. Then the men gathered firewood and built two fires; one close to the horses to ward off predators, the other within the circle of their tents to keep them warm and to cook their food.
 Jaik’s party was made up of two Elders; Livarion Summerlot and Lamar Oakencrest; three of his own Guard, Commander Tylar Lavendar with five warriors of his Regiment, plus three Servers and four others, one of them a noble, who wanted to visit family in Rathaés. Two more had decided to stay behind in Tarron Heights.
 Their group was all male; something that had not been planned; but Jaik noticed that it seemed to make the men more relaxed around the fire in the evenings. This evening, however, no-one seemed to be able to relax. The wind gusted about them in icy blasts. A few stray snowflakes twirled around them and Jaik worried the dark clouds above would bring snowfall during the night. It was too late in the year for snowfall, but they were high up in the mountains and it was all too possible for a freak snowstorm to occur. Tomorrow they would begin their descent to the plains and he knew that the lower and further south they went, the warmer the weather would get. But first, they would have to survive the night.
  
 The anxious nickering of the horses woke him around midnight. He was sitting, fully dressed, and wrapped in a blanket, against a small boulder close to the fire. It was not his watch, but he had refused to seek his own tent, knowing that things could turn for the worse at any time. He looked up and Munnar, whose watch it was, looked back at him with worried eyes. Another horse neighed. They both rose, drawing their coats tightly about their bodies to shield them from the cold. The wind had gotten colder and fiercer; it was blasting down the mountain, bringing with it tiny shards of ice that stung the men on their faces.
 Jaik and Munnar stomped through the wind to the horses. One mare had lost a blanket and they quickly re-fastened it around her body. Jaik laid a hand on her neck, feeling her warmth and rapid heartbeat. He wished he knew exactly what the mare was feeling, but he was not blessed with his sister’s talents. So, he relied instead on his vast knowledge of horses and their body language and what he read in them frightened him.
 “The storm will be upon us soon,” he said to Munnar.
 The Guard nodded. “We should wake the others.”
 Quickly they hurried over to the tents and roused their companions. Jaik hurriedly issued his orders.
 “Pack your bags and tie them to the trees.” He indicated the sturdy pines along the slope. “There is one tent for every three of us. Sort yourselves into groups of three, get your horses to lie down and then lie down with them. Cover yourselves with your tent; tie the strings to you if you have to. Your horses are trained for this, but you must ensure that your tent is not blown away by the wind. If you are exposed, the storm will not just kill you, but also your horses. Hurry now, the storm will be upon us shortly.”
 His orders were executed with alacrity and not a moment too soon. The storm came crashing down on them like a tidal wave; gale-force winds ripped at their tent coverings, the temperature dropped to below freezing and the sound the sleet made as it hit their tents was like hail on an iron roof. They huddled, holding on fiercely to their ropes, waiting for the worst to pass. As the night turned towards the morning, the storm increased in intensity and it took all of their will power to hold on to their coverings and convince their horses to remain on the ground. They were cold, weak, and tired. Jaik worried that fatigue would get to his companions, but there was no way to check on them. Jaik, Munnar and Aari, weary beyond compare, had tied the ropes of the tent around their bodies; their hands already chafed raw; and as the storm wore on, one after the other slipped away into darkness.
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 “Fare thee well, Lady Maia,” Skylor said and bent over her hand to kiss it.
 Maia felt Riker shift beside her.
 “And you, My Lord. May the Mother smile on you,” Maia replied.
 They had spent seven days in Thala Yll and, although pleasant, it had not been what Maia had expected. If she was honest with herself, she did not really know what she had expected. She had been worried that the people might have come to the conclusion that, as their Life Elemental, she should have done more to prevent the war or prevent more people from dying. Yet the people of Thala Yll had welcomed her, idolised her and showered her in blessings. She did not think she deserved their admiration, but she was now determined to do everything in her power to earn this admiration. Her people needed her and this time she would be there for them from the start.
 Many things had been discussed while they had been in Thala Yll. As her delegation followed the Trade Route east during the course of that day, she discussed the various points with Riker. He was still an excellent Guard and, she discovered, a reliable advisor.
 “Lord Hazelwatch said they will investigate the bloody marks they found near the stables. I still cannot believe we were right there and I did not feel anything. Surely if someone was hurt, I would have known about it,” she sighed. “What do you think it could have been?”
 “My Lady, I would have to speculate, but…” he paused, a small frown on his handsome features. “…but if you did not feel the pain of the one the blood is from, then I am sure none of the citizens of Thala Yll were hurt that night.”
 “I hope you are right, Riker.”
 “And Lord Skylor did say that no-one had been reported missing. It might simply have been a wolf, raiding a chicken coop.”
 “Yes, that seems plausible.” She nodded, but the mention of a wolf caused strange stirrings within her.
 She shook her head; thinking about him did not help her. She should just forget about Blaid. He had obviously abandoned her and did not care about the time they had spent together. She should concentrate on what she could have and on what she needed to do. It was time to grow up, just as Silas had said.
 Determined, she looked ahead at the path they were following. The two Scouts were out in front, leading the way. Maia and Riker rode behind them, closely followed by Rothea and their Elder. The nobles and fellow travellers were riding in the middle and behind them were the Servers and Horse Masters with the supply wagons. The men from the Regiment brought up the rear. These people, and the ones in all of Grildor, were her responsibility now. They needed to stand united against the enemy they faced and she was an elemental part of bringing their nation together.
 “My Lady?” Riker reached over and touched her hand.
 She startled and Fire pranced, shaking his head.
 “Are you all right, My Lady?” Riker asked again.
 “Yes, I am sorry, my mind wondered. What were you saying?”
 Riker smiled and then slowly shook his head.
 “I think we should concentrate on the more pleasant aspects of our journey for a while. There will be more talk of politics and such, once we reach Alea Yll. My Lady could use a rest from such discussions.”
 Maia looked towards him, thinking he might be patronizing her, but his face was serious and she saw only concern in his eyes and felt only warmth from his Eläm.
 “The Honeybadger lies only another two hours ahead of us. We will reach it just before sun down. I am told that Lord Hazelwatch dispatched a Messenger yesterday to forewarn them of our arrival this evening. I believe pecan nut pie to be on the menu tonight.”
  
 Riker was right. After a light evening meal, Alvenar Eaglestone, owner of The Honeybadger, served them all pecan nut pie. It was delicious and lifted Maia’s spirits. There was a bit of a chill in the air this evening, so after their meal they all sat around the central fireplace of the lodge and listened to stories the locals had to tell. Maia was feeling sleepy, but she was enjoying the company and the relaxed mood of the people. She leant against one of the thick wooden beams that were part of the support structure of the lodge and simply listened. Riker was next to her, not so close that they touched, but close enough that she felt his body heat against her arm.
“And I tell you, it was a Werewolf we saw. The beast was far too large to have been a normal wolf. Not even the Mountain Wolves get that big.”
 “Aye, what Sarand says is true. The black beast was large, and it was clever. We had set traps around the farm, for just such a case, but it managed to get through all of them. Strangely though, the beast never took any of our livestock. We think it might have only been passing through, maybe in search for his master. I have heard that there have been more Vampyre sightings recently.”
 “Haedirn, if you say it was a Werewolf, then we believe you,” yet another man said. “But now is not the time to be discussing this. I am sure her Ladyship does not want to hear such stories. Why don’t you rather play us one of your merry tunes on your flute?”
 Many of the others around the fire took up the call for Haedirn to play a tune on his flute, but Maia had suddenly gone cold. Somehow, she knew for certain that the beast in question was not a Werewolf. She could only assume where he had been spotted, or when, but if he was free to roam the countryside, then surely, he was free to come to her. To have her suspicions confirmed that Blaid did not, in fact, love her, was more than she could deal with this evening. Feeling cold and dead inside, she excused herself. Both Riker and Rothea rose to walk her to her room, but she refused them both. She needed to be alone with this. She needed to deal with it. By the time she got to her room, the tears were running freely and her breath was coming in ragged gasps. Her heart felt like it would break and she lay on her bed, curled up around herself as if to hold onto her heart, for else it would surely desert her.
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 It was the silence that woke him. And the darkness. He strained his ears to pick up a sound, but all he heard was the soft breathing of his men and the heartbeat of the horses. He was hot and the oxygen levels were getting dangerously low. His pulse quickened. He knew it was claustrophobia setting in, so he forced himself to remain calm.
 “Aari,” he croaked, his voice still gruff from the shouting of the night before.
 “Hmm?” Came the confused answer.
 “The storm has passed. Help me push these covers off. I think we might be covered in snow.”
 They woke Munnar and together they got the horses up. The snow-covered tent had proved too heavy for them to lift, but the horses made quick work of it, surely happy to finally be standing again.
 Jaik squinted in the brilliant light of morning. The entire mountain was covered in snow and the snow crystal glittered brightly in the sun. Before him, he saw another five mounds, which were his companions. One by one, the three Guard roused them. The horses snorted and stomped their feet. The men shook off the night and laughed at having escaped sure death.
 Jaik checked if anyone was injured. Everyone was well enough, so he asked them to pack their horses.
 “Let us move off this mountain. By noon we should reach the lower slopes, we can camp there to break our fast. I think I have had enough snow for a while.”
 The men agreed and soon they were on their way.
  
 By midmorning, they halted beside a small creek on the lower slopes of Mt. Argon to water their horses. There was still a bit of a chill in the wind as they ate their breakfast, but the tempest of the night before had moved off and the sky above them was clear. Jaik wondered about the unseasonably late storm and thanked the Mother that all had survived; he had lost five good men a few years back in a similar storm.
 “We should reach The Forester by this evening if we make haste,” Jaik said to Aari, who nodded his agreement. “Tell the men that we will not stop for lunch today. They must eat their fill now, so we can push on to the lodge. I think the men would all appreciate a night in a warm lodge and the horses could do with a proper rest as well before we attempt the crossing of The Divide. It is one hundred and forty miles to the next lodge, most of it through near-desert terrain. We can ill afford to lose one of our horses to exhaustion.”
 “Aye, Commander,” Aari replied and moved off to let the men know.
 “Maybe we should stay an extra night at The Forester before crossing The Divide? The Elders look tired and even Lord Riversong looks weary.”
 Jaik turned to look at Munnar. Although the decision of how fast they should travel and when and where they should stop fell solely on him, he liked to get the opinions of his men. He had served with Munnar in the Legion before they had become Guard and he valued his advice.
 “Yes, My Lord, I think that would be prudent. One of the Servers complained of an ill stomach, and if we keep pushing so hard, Silver Star will become lame. She is a good horse, but she is not as fit as she should be.”
 Jaik nodded. He was aware of Cúben’s complaint, as well as the state of the silver mare. It pleased him that his Guard had noticed these things too.
 Jaik gave the order to march as soon as everyone had eaten and the horses had been watered. They pushed on through the forested terrain, navigating down the gentler, lower slopes of Mt. Argon until they finally reached level ground. Here the area was still heavily wooded with small streams running off the mountains. But Jaik knew that within a day’s ride from here, the trees would end to give way to a vast plain. Hemmed in by tall mountains to the north and south, it was an area that very seldom received rain and was the only place in Grildor that was classified as desert; over one hundred miles of arid and rocky terrain, with no watering holes along the way. The horses would have to carry their water, which would impede the speed at which they would be able to travel across this accursed wasteland. He wished there was another way.
By the time the sun dipped behind the horizon in the east, they were still about an hour’s ride from The Forester and the warm meal they were all anticipating. Jaik did not like to travel in the dark, especially not with such a large group, but he decided to push through. Finally, they reached the inn, stabled their weary horses, and then joined Thanben Wallnut, owner of the lodge, and his other guests around the fire.
  
 By the end of the next day, Jaik was restless. He knew his men and his horses needed the break and he did not regret the decision to stay the extra night before crossing The Divide, but he felt out of sorts and could not find a peaceful thought in his mind. He retired early that night, leaving his men to their conversations, and instead seeking the solitude of his own quarters.
 When the moons touched the mountains to set before the dawn, he was woken by a scream. He sat up in his bed, sweating, his heart pounding and realised that it was he that had screamed. Shakily he got out of his bed, threw his coat over his shoulders and stepped up to the window to look out at the dark forest.
 “Where are you my sister? What is wrong?” He whispered, steaming up the glass in front of him.
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 The ear-shattering roar split the night and lights came on in the windows of The Oxbow Lodge. Horses whinnied in fright within their stables, The Guard Wolves of Alea Yll howled angrily and men shouted, while hastily grabbing their weapons.
 Maia woke up just moments before Midnight’s roar disturbed the slumbers of the lodge’s guests. Even in her sleep, she felt the disturbance; not so much of an Eläm, but of something else and it had frightened her. As she opened her eyes, she saw the Vampyre lean over her; a knife in his hand and his fangs exposed. Her eyes widened in shock and he would have been able to kill her right there and then had it not been for Midnight’s warning. The Vampyre flinched and hesitated just long enough for Maia to get her wits about her. Quickly she reached for her Twin Blades beneath her pillow and then rolled off the other side of the bed. She felt terribly exposed in her light nightgown and the floor beneath her bare feet was cold. She crouched, backing up slowly. She turned her head slightly, looking for the position of the door. It was on the opposite side and the Vampyre had now recovered from his shock and was walking towards her, snarling, and muttering something incomprehensible. His eyes were black in the gloom of the room, but they shone with a ferocity that frightened her. He was tall and looked strong; with the more refined face of a General. She felt for his Eläm, trying to read him, but it was so faint and so different from what she knew that she was not able to reach him with her own thoughts.
 The Vampyre lunged. Maia jumped back, slashing as she went. The Vampyre hissed and then attacked again. She stumbled over her boots as she retreated and she felt the wind of his blade as it passed so close to her face. She recovered her footing, hastily thought about everything Jaik had taught her about hand-to-hand combat and then made another pass at him with her Twin Blades. However, the Vampyre was swift and eluded her easily. He was pushing her deeper and deeper into the corner of the room, the door now further away than it was before. She felt her heart racing and heard the blood rushing through her veins. Almost as if the Vampyre had read her thoughts, he licked his thin lips, a small line of saliva hanging from his bottom lip. His grey skin looked ashy in the dark room and she thought that he must not have any blood of his own within his body. She shuddered. The Vampyre lunged again, this time grazing the outer edge of Maia’s right arm as she lifted it to shield her face. A thin stream of blood ran down her arm, clung to her elbow for a fraction of a moment and then the first drop fell to the floor. Maia saw the Vampyres eyes widen as he smelled her and in the moment that he followed the droplet’s descent to the floor with his eyes, she took her chance. With a wild shriek escaping her lips, she used the edge of a small stool to launch herself into the air, turned as she jumped and as she came down, she slashed both blades across the Vampyre’s surprised face, slicing down to his neck. She landed lightly just behind him and for a moment they stood, him turned looking back at her, she staring at the two diagonal wounds on his cheek and neck that were slowly starting to seep some foul smelling yellow liquid.
 The door banged open behind her and within moments Riker and Rothea were by her side, with the rest of her retinue and the lodge owner crowding in the doorway. For just a moment longer, the Vampyre stood, staring at them in disbelief, then he crumpled to the floor and did not move again.
  
 “Are you all right, My Lady?” Riker asked as he took her arm to guide her to a chair.
 Rothea took a blanket from the bed and draped it over Maia’s shoulders, then proceeded to clear the room of anyone who did not need to be there.
 Commander Ridgewell and his men came in to remove the body of the Vampyre. Maia knew they would burn it; it was how they had disposed of the Vampyre bodies after the war.
“A little shaken,” she admitted, but smiled bravely for his benefit.
 “From now on I want Rothea to share a room with you at night,” Riker said firmly.
 Maia noticed Rothea nod behind him, obviously agreeing that it was necessary.
 “I don’t understand how he managed to get in here or why he singled you out. Do you think they know what you are to us? Could it be possible that he was sent to assassinate you?”
 Maia watched Riker’s face. She did not think he was actually asking her, but more posing the questions to himself. It was his duty to make sure she was safe during the duration of their journey and he surely felt that he had failed in his duty tonight. The questions did worry her. Why had the Vampyre chosen to attack her? Was he aware of what she meant to her people? Did the rest of the Vampyres know? How many of them were still on Elveron? What was it they were after? She shook her head. She did not know the answers to any of these questions.
 During the long Moons winter, the threat of the Vampyres had not seemed as urgent. With very little news filtering through to Shadow Hall during that time, they had been unaware of the exact number of attacks within their country. Now, during their fifteen days of travel, they had met many people not just from the cities, but also those that preferred to live by themselves or those that formed small communities or villages outside of the cities. They had heard stories of Vampyre sightings, Vampyre attacks, Werewolves slinking about the night, livestock missing or slaughtered, people either killed or seriously wounded. Everywhere they went, someone had a tale to tell. It worried Maia that the threat seemed to be so widespread.
 “Rothea, please pass me my paper and ink. Riker, ask Laeg to bring one of his pigeons. I want to write to my father. He needs to be made aware of the severity of the situation.”
 Both nodded and hastened to do her bidding. Rothea was back within moments, putting the paper down in front of her. Maia dipped the pen into the small inkwell, and then paused as she thought about what to write. She did not want her father so worried that he would call off her Good-Will tour, but she wanted to make it clear to him that more needed to be done to protect her people. If a single Vampyre had managed to sneak into her room and almost kill her, even with all the protection she had, then how vulnerable was everyone else?
 A short while later she put down her pen, satisfied that she had penned the right words. She had kept it as brief as possible, writing in tiny letters on the small scarp of paper that would fit into the small delivery tube the pigeon would carry. Laeg took the paper from her once she had sealed it and inserted it in the tube, before fastening it to the bird. He went to the window, pushed the panes open and then threw the bird into the air. For a moment, they listened to the flapping of its wings, before it was too far away to hear anymore.
 Satisfied, Maia rose from her chair. As she stood, the blanket Rothea had given her slipped to the floor and Maia noticed Riker avert his eyes. For the first time since the fight with the Vampyre did she remember that she was clad only in her light nightgown. She blushed and hastened to pick up her blanket.
 “Let me, My Lady,” Rothea said, taking the blanket from her and covering her with it. “Maybe My Lord has some other matters to attend to?” Rothea said, looking pointedly at Riker.
 “Yes, of course,” he replied, clearing his throat before hastening out the door.
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 “Your safety means a lot to me and if keeping you safe means making a few compromises, then I will gladly make them.”
 Riker had already finished his morning meal, but Maia had barely touched hers. She was not hungry and only sipped her tea; her third cup. Riker had suggested that she allow Midnight to travel with them. It was no secret now that the great dragon was at least within earshot of the lodge, even if no-one had seen him yet. His roar had awoken every man and woman when Maia was attacked and questions had been asked.
 “We have passed the herds of Thala Yll. The people of Alea Yll are mainly farmers and hold very little livestock. Once we explain the situation to them, they will understand the need for your dragon to be by your side.”
 Maia looked at him. His dark brown eyes swam with concern and she felt the depth of his feelings for her in his Eläm. It was disconcerting to know how he felt about her and it made her wonder again why she was so aware of it now, where before, with Aaron, she had been almost completely ignorant of it.
 “I know you wish to keep me safe, but I do not want to frighten the people with my dragon, nor do I want to give them the impression that our own Guard and Regiment are not capable of protecting their…” She hesitated; she hated to say it aloud. “…princess.”
 Maia noticed Riker flinch at her words and felt instantly guilty for having spoken them. She knew he felt that it was his negligence that had allowed the Vampyre to slip into the guest house undetected.
 “Riker,” she reached across the table and laid her hand on his. “I will be perfectly safe with you and Rothea by my side. Midnight can follow at a distance, unseen, as he has done since we left Shadow Hall. And Rothea will be sharing my chamber from now on, so I will not be alone at night. Let us be strong for our people. We are here to bring hope, not fear.”
 Riker looked down at their hands for a moment, then lifted his head and looked straight into her eyes. Her heart skipped a beat and she held her breath for only a moment. He did not try to hide his feelings any longer, his Eläm glowing brightly with his love for her.
 “As you wish, My Lady,” he said, his deep voice full of emotion, and, she thought, respect.
  
 They rode mostly in silence that day. Commander Ridgewell had ordered the Scouts and most of his Regiment to ride ahead, or behind, to prevent any attacks from those directions. The rest of them were riding in such a formation that Maia was always riding in the middle. Fire snorted his displeasure at being hemmed in and it took a lot of Maia’s concentration to keep him walking at a normal pace.
 She was tired by the time they rode into Alea Yll; she had been up since when the Moons had set. She had not gone back to bed after the attack; she had been too wrought up; but had decided to get dressed and get the day going early. So she was glad when Lord Plainspar greeted them with just a small retinue of nobles and Elders and then led them straight to their accommodations. The Wheaten Fields was the grandest of the guest houses in Alea Yll and, to Maia’s surprise, the most luxurious so far. Alea Yll was a farming community, taking advantage of the fertile soil of the Yllitar Delta. The area that made up Alea Yll was just as widespread as that of Thala Yll, with some of their fields as far as a three-day ride from their city. Alea Yll lay on one of the busiest Trade Routes in Grildor. People travelling from Bron and Galaban travelled there for their grain as well as all the traffic that came through Braérn from the eastern and southern regions. Although not as populous, Alea Yll was just as influential within the trading community as Braérn.
 Maia had been here only once before and that was now almost forty years ago; she just never had the opportunity to go back before. So it came as no surprise to her when Lord Plainspar gave her the itinerary of their stay. It seemed that every segment of the city wanted to hold an event with her and that every noble wanted to invite her for tea. Besides these more private functions, there was also the Elder meeting, the memorial, the war council and finally the feast for the city.
“I am sorry, Lady Maia,” Durinn Plainspar said as he walked Maia into the grand hall of the guesthouse. “I know you must be tired from your journey and the news about what happened during the night arrived with a bird this morning. We have cancelled the function for tonight so that you might rest. Yet it would honour me greatly if you would sup with me and my family tonight. I promise not to make it too late.”
 “I would be delighted, My Lord,” Maia replied, duty-bound to entertain the Lord of this beautiful city.
 She was relieved when they were taken to their rooms to freshen up first. Then she was even more relieved to find that instead of individual dining tables, one single banquet table had been set up for her and her retinue and she was able to sit with Lord Plainspar and his family to her right and Elder Owen and Riker to her left. The food was excellent and the different juices on offer were more pleasing to Maia than all the wine that had been offered at Thala Yll.
 As promised, Lord Plainspar let them retire to their rooms shortly after their meal. Tomorrow they would meet with the war council first, in light of the attack the night before, and then the Elder meeting shortly thereafter. In a way, Maia was glad that the official meetings would be held first; she wanted to gather more information, as well as discuss ways of ensuring the safety of her people. Right now, all she wanted was a hot bath and her bed.
 She had already seen to Fire and found that he had been spoilt with good quality Lucerne and a variety of grains; she had seldom seen him this happy in a stable. Now she was sitting on her bed, untying the laces of her riding boots. Although she was wearing the various dresses she had brought along for the different festivities and meetings she was expected to attend, she was still wearing her black leather gear while they were travelling. It was more comfortable and it reminded her of…. She paused. Did she really want to be reminded? Had he not made it clear that he was not interested? She sighed and pulled her boot off. She should just forget about him altogether; she had enough problems to deal with already and the pain she felt when she thought about Blaid was unhealthy.
 “Your bath is ready, My Lady,” Rothea said as she came back into the room.
 Maia smelled lavender and citrus in the air that Rothea stirred up with her passage.
 “Thank you, Rothea, you are too kind to me.”
 Rothea helped her into the steaming bath. The hot water felt good on her tired limbs and she sank down into the water with a long sigh.
 “Rothea, I want you to know how much I appreciate what you are doing for me. I know that you are a Warrior and not a Server, yet you go out of your way to do everything and more a Server would do for me.”
 “My Lady’s words are too kind,” Rothea answered shyly, but then carried on in a stronger voice. “Serving and protecting you is not only a privilege, but I see it as my duty to our people. Sinister plots are underway and I will do everything in my power to assist those who fight against them.”
 Maia studied Rothea for a moment. She was tall, with broad shoulders and strong legs. Beautifully arched eyebrows accentuated her narrow face and highlighted her startling eyes. She kept her red hair shorter than most women did, but it suited her well. She emitted an aura of quiet strength and Maia felt strangely safe in her presence.
 “What do you think it is that the Vampyres are after?” Maia finally asked her, eager to hear her opinion.
 “Our planet,” Rothea replied simply.
 Splashing water over herself, Maia contemplated the simple answer for a while. From the beginning, they had assumed that the Vampyres had been forced to come to Elveron due to a shortage of food on their planet. They had defeated the Vampyre army at Greystone and their main worry now was tracking down the few Vampyres that remained within their borders. But what if Rothea was right? What if the situation on Naylera was indeed so bad that the Vampyres were not just looking for another food source, but another planet to colonise? The thought made her shiver.
“Do you think that last night’s attack was not just an opportunity seized by a lone Vampyre, but rather that it was a planned attack with a deeper agenda?” she finally asked.
 “I do, My Lady. Vampyre activity has been reported all over Grildor over the last few Moons, but ever since we left Shadow Hall, the number of attacks has increased in the areas that we have travelled through and visited. I believe our presence is directly related to the number of attacks and that we are not only being followed, but directly targeted. Lord Moonswain is right to increase the security around you, as I also believe that you are one of the main targets. I believe that they understand your standing within our society and they have seen the power you wield. They know that eliminating you will make it easier for them to reach their goals. A second war is sure to happen. Maybe not now, but the time will come.”
 “You seem to have rare insight. May I ask the reasons for your thinking?”
 “I have fought them at Greystone and their determination was unmistakable. If you had not done what you did at the end, we would all have died. I have also spent the winter Moons studying all the reports, even those that came in before the war. Commander Ridgewell and the entire first Regiment have been in discussions with the Guard and your father for a while, trying to guess at the ultimate intent of the Vampyres. I do not agree with everything they have concluded so far, but it is not always my place to speak up.”
 “I think that what you are saying makes sense. I will see to it that your assumptions are heard when we are back at Shadow Hall. It is unsettling to think that we may not have seen the worst of them yet. I will bring it up at the war council and Elder meeting tomorrow. Can I call on you to speak at both meetings?”
 “As you wish, My Lady.”
 Rothea looked down, her cheeks colouring, but Maia knew the pride Rothea felt at having been taken seriously as an advisor and at being asked to speak before the lords and Elders.
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 Although the early morning had been chilly, the day was now uncomfortably warm; not even the slight breeze coming off the great fresh-water lake on which shore Alea Yll was built brought any relief. Maia pulled at the collar of her dress, longing for her loose cotton shirts she usually wore. They had been sitting in meetings all day and Rothea’s ideas had sparked some intense discussions.
 “But these are just assumptions,” Kayverii Thornbird, Commander of Alea Yll’s Regiment, had said with outrage. “To make this public would just spark panic amongst the people.”
 “I agree,” Lord Plainspar had cut in. “Until we have some kind of confirmation as to what the Vampyres are actually planning, we should keep these thoughts to ourselves. There may yet be truth in it, but until such time that it is proven, there is no need to spread fear. And, if the Vampyres are indeed planning another war, then we do not want them to find out that we are aware of their intentions.”
  
 Maia was relieved when Riker escorted her back to the guesthouse. The discussions today had given her much to think about. If it were to come to another war, would she be ready? She was physically fit and as accomplished with her weapons as the best of them. Would it be enough? The only reason they managed to overcome such overwhelming odds the last time was because of the magic that had taken hold when she had fought alongside Blaid. Then he had abandoned her and she did not know if he would ever come back to her. She did not think she was strong enough to weave that same magic by herself; death was not in her nature; she would surely fail.
 She went to bed that night feeling lonely and inadequate. Strange dreams plagued her of Vampyres sneaking through forests and lurking around dark corners. Sometimes the creatures that slunk about in the dark were not always Vampyres; she saw Elves, as well as wolves, hunting, hurting, killing. She woke up screaming with every death she witnessed in her dreams and every time Rothea was by her side. Only when the moons finally began their descent did she finally fall into a dreamless sleep.
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 Wearily he adjusted his black travelling cloak around his shoulders. He had swapped the heavy winter coat for this lighter one, once he had reached the milder climate. Now he was tired. Tired of the travelling, tired of sneaking around in the dark, tired of waiting and simply tired of it all. He wished things would move quicker. He had gone out of his way to ensure safe passage for them, yet they still complained. He had acquired the beast, mapped the routes, given descriptions, and provided safe-houses all over the country. Yet they still complained some more. As far as he was concerned, it was they that were not performing as promised. He would have to be more firm with them if he wanted to see results any time soon. It was frustrating to watch them be foiled at every attempt. They promised so much and yet failed to deliver so far.
 Wearily he climbed onto Shard, adjusted his travelling bag across his broad back and then headed east. The dragon had made travelling so much easier; he was glad he had risked going to the Icelands for him.
 Now, he would have to take matters into his own hands. He knew their plans and if he got there in time, he might get the chance to sort the problem out himself. Smiling at the thought about the recognition this would earn him, he urged Shard into flight. His time was coming. He would make sure of it.
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 The memorial held in Alea Yll was not as elaborate as the one that had been held in Thala Yll, yet it was so full of emotion that Maia found it difficult to speak to the people. After the attack on her and the discussions during the war council and Elder meeting, she found it difficult to concentrate. Memories of her vivid dreams kept resurfacing and it took all her will power not to let the people see how scared she was.
 She was now constantly surrounded by Riker and Rothea, as well as Commander Ridgewell and at least one other member of his Regiment. But she was glad for the company; even though she did not have much privacy; as it kept her from moping about the situation and feeling sorry for herself. At night, however, all the things she did not want to think about kept crowding her mind. Was she strong enough to save her people? Was there anything she could do this time around to prevent a war? Should she try to find Blaid and make him help her? Would he help her if she asked him, or would he reject her? She was sure by now that he did not want to be with her; during their stay in Alea Yll, more news of the alleged Werewolf surfaced and from the descriptions, she was sure it was Blaid. And he was pointedly avoiding her.
 Riker on the other hand was lavishing his attention on her and she was beginning to worry that people might notice. She was sure that her father would approve of such a suitor, but permission would always have to be asked first. Elven marriages usually lasted millennia and it was necessary for all involved parties to be agreeable to the union in order to avoid friction between the families at a later date. The more time she spent with Riker, the more relaxed she became in his company and she often caught herself being a trifle too familiar with him. She would have to be stronger; Blaid’s rejection and Riker’s advances were messing with her emotions almost as much as the threat to her people. This entire trip was turning into a nightmare for her and she now wished she were already back at home.
 “Maia,” Riker said gently.
 She opened her eyes and lifted her head off his shoulder. Before her, people were dancing and celebrating in the plaza. Musicians were playing an upbeat tune; one Maia did not recognise. She knuckled her eyes, trying to focus on what was going on.
 “I am sorry to wake you,” Riker said with a crooked smile on his face, “but they are almost ready for the final speech.”
 Maia thought he was altogether a bit too smug about the situation. She had not intended to fall asleep during the celebrations, but because she slept so badly at night, the days seemed awfully long to her now.
 Riker seemed to read her mind.
 “Do not be troubled, no-one noticed. And it is our last night in Alea Yll. Tomorrow morning, we will be travelling again. It will do you good to get away from the city for a while. And I dare say Fire could do with the exercise too, he has been enjoying the hospitality of Alea Yll to the fullest.”
 He laughed. He had a beautiful laugh, full of rich notes and abandon. Maia liked it and she laughed with him.
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 Today there was a steady wind from the east, blowing across the lake to their left. The morning had been chilly, but as they travelled, it started to warm up and Maia was almost glad for the wind. They had left Alea Yll just after sunrise, with most of the citizens streaming out of their houses to wave them farewell. Fire had pranced and snorted, eager to be on the way. Maia had felt the same.
 Now they were almost at the lodge they would stay at for the night, Traveller’s Rest. It was one of the oldest guest houses in Grildor, situated well along the Trade Route and she suspected that it would be full of people tonight. Although she loved her people, she was starting to long for some quiet time. She had been surrounded by people, all seeking her attention, ever since they had left Shadow Hall.
 “Riker,” she said to the handsome Elf riding alongside her, “would it be possible for me to be with Midnight tonight? The lodge is sure to be full of people and I could do with a rest.”
 After the Vampyre attack at Oxbow Lodge, Riker had not let her out of his sight. Security had been so tight, that she had not even been able to do her ablutions without Rothea by her side. She understood his need to keep her safe, but she also felt that she was quite capable of looking after herself. With Midnight, she knew, she could not be safer, so she hoped Riker would agree to her request. She studied his thoughtful face, waiting while he considered the options. She allowed a smile to brighten her face, hoping it would soften him towards her.
 “Lady Maia, you know how I feel about leaving you unprotected, but…” He hesitated and rubbed a hand over his worried face. “…I think you deserve some time with your dragon and it might take your mind off the troubles of the past few days. May I make a request though?”
 “Anything,” she agreed readily. “If it is within my power, it is yours.”
 “May I accompany you? Midnight knows me from the times we helped you train with him. And I promise not to disturb your time together; I just do not want you to be…” He cleared his throat, almost as if he was embarrassed. “…away from me. So I can make sure you are safe.”
 Maia considered his request. Although she did not doubt his desire to keep her safe, she believed that his main desire was to be with her. She smiled ruefully. This was becoming complicated indeed. Although she was not in love with Riker; at least not yet as far as she could tell; there was a certain attraction there that she could not deny. Yet the pain about Blaid’s rejection became more difficult to bear every day. Maybe she should let this strong, capable, and undeniably handsome Elf get a little closer; who knew what might develop, if she gave it a chance. The prospect frightened her, but not as much as thinking about her life without Blaid. Maybe she could learn to forget. Maybe she could learn to love Riker, wed him, make a life with him. She sighed; it might not be fair on Riker, choosing him as a second option, but, besides Silas, no-one knew about her indiscretion with Blaid. Silas was convinced that what had happened was only because of their magic; it was over now and would not happen again.
 She reached out with her mind. She had no trouble finding Midnight; he seemed to be about twenty miles to their west, well within their communication range. She conferred with him for only a moment; the speed of thought so much quicker than the speed of words.
 “Midnight has given his consent and I would be delighted to have you by my side.”
  
 The delegation arrived at Traveller’s Rest shortly after the sun set behind the mountains. It was not yet fully dark, but Riker was eager to go to the place where they were to meet Midnight, before the light weakened further. Commander Ridgewell had been given orders and everyone was to pretend that Maia was not feeling well and would prefer to dine in her room and not attend the common room this evening.
Feeling excited at the cloak and dagger ruse, they stole away from the guesthouse as soon as the opportunity presented itself. By the time they were out of earshot of the surrounding buildings, they were running and laughing. Strangely, Maia felt Midnight’s delight at their antics in her mind. He was strangely enthusiastic about meeting with Riker.
 They came to a narrow brook that gurgled through a small, wooded area five miles east of the lodge. The ruins of a tiny, stone house still stood along its bank and that is where they found Midnight, kneeling by the stream, drinking.
 “I did not know dragons drank like that,” Riker whispered.
 Maia giggled. “Yes, they drink like horses, with their lips pursed and not like dogs, which lap up the water with their tongue. And there is no need to whisper; even if you were a mile away, Midnight would still be able to hear you. It is not your words he understands, it is your thoughts and feelings. So be wary.” She smiled mischievously. 
 As if on cue, Midnight raised his enormous head, water dripping down his dagger-like teeth, and growled deeply. Riker staggered and reached out for the nearest tree to steady himself.
 His eyes were wide when he turned to Maia. “He spoke to me,” he said in awe.
 “He likes you,” Maia laughed. “And yes, that is how we communicate. It takes a bit of practice to understand the thoughts of a dragon, but Midnight has been communicating with me for so long that he has learned not to be too cryptic with his statements.”
 She reached over and took Riker’s hand.
 “Come, let us make a fire within the ruins. The walls will shelter the fire’s light and you will have a warm place to sleep tonight.”
 They cleared the centre of the ruins of fallen leaves and dirt and then Maia went to gather firewood, while Riker went to fetch some stones from the river. Midnight, tucking his wings in tightly, squeezed between the widely-spread trees to find a good place to lie down from where he could look in to the ruins.
 Riker then arranged the river stones in a circle within the space they had cleared and Maia deposited her load of wood.
 “I think I saw some fairly dry moss down by the river,” Riker said. “Let me fetch it so we can start the fire.”
 “There is no need,” Maia said with a smile. “I’ll light the fire tonight.”
 Deftly she set up the pieces of wood to form somewhat of a pyramid, before kneeling before it. Almost inaudibly, she mumbled a few words and then moved her hand in a circular motion over the wood twice. After the second pass, a green glow briefly emanated from the wood, before it burst into flame. Soon all the pieces were engulfed in bright yellow flames.
 Midnight made a small sound deep in his throat and Riker laughed aloud.
 “Yes, yes,” Maia said to Midnight. “I know you could have made a fire quicker than that.” She smiled fondly at her dragon, then turned to Riker. “And you should mind your manners, or have you forgotten that I am your princess?”
 “Forgive me, My Lady,” Riker said, desperately trying to suppress the smile that would simply not leave his face. He did not feel contrite in the least and he knew she was playing with him. Listening to the dragon though, was the strangest thing he had ever done. The complicated manner of his thoughts was so strange, yet made so much sense at the same time. He was enjoying communicating with Midnight; never before had the dragon deemed it necessary to address him directly. Riker knew that Jaik had spoken to the dragon before, but he had always assumed that it took a special kind of person to understand a dragon. Now he realised that it was the dragon that chose who it would allow to hear its thoughts.
 Together, they gathered some more wood to last the night. Then Riker opened his travelling pack and removed his blanket for them to sit on. They had also brought some provisions; bread, cheese, fruit, and a small flagon of wine.
 “So, let me see if I understand him correctly. His name is actually he who has skin darker than the blackest of night?”
“Yes, almost,” she smiled. “His full name is He-Who-Has-Skin-So-Dark-As-To-Rival-The-Blackest-Night-Of-All-Nights. That is why I call him Midnight. It is easier and he likes it.”
 “It certainly is, Bright-Shining-Silver-Star,” Riker said, using Midnight’s name for her.
 Maia blushed; she had never heard that name spoken aloud before and besides Jaik, Midnight had never told anyone else. It made her feel just a little uncomfortable that Midnight had shared this information, but on the other hand, she was also glad; Midnight obviously approved of Riker.
 “But I am not sure where he gets Calm-Blue-Waters from. I can see the connection between dark nights and Midnight and bright stars and you. But what do I have to do with blue waters?”
 “It is a compliment. You should feel proud Midnight has named you such. Soul Dragons attach a lot of meaning to every word they speak. For our benefit, Midnight keeps our names short, but the meaning behind each word is deeper than you can imagine. But it is not my place to explain your name to you. Either you will come to understand it yourself one day, or Midnight will enlighten you. In the meantime, rest easily in the knowledge that I am impressed by the name he has chosen for you. It speaks very highly of you.”
 They sat by the fire, Midnight watching over them, until the moons were high in the sky. Their conversation was easy, with Midnight often adding his point of view, and Maia was astounded by how comfortable she felt in Riker’s presence. Strictly speaking, she should not be alone with him like this. Commander Ridgewell had only allowed it on account of Midnight, assuming Maia would be with her dragon and Riker would be by himself somewhere close by. She felt a little guilty now, sitting so close to Riker on his sleeping furs. It was a mild night; the fire was crackling merrily within its stone circle and the stars were clearly visible above them. Midnight was in a very charitable mood and did not interfere with, nor reprimand Riker, if he made a comment, or move, most chaperons would have thought too daring. He called her Maia more often than not, often leant forward to touch her hand or arm to emphasize something he had said, or he would reach out to wipe a crumb from her cheek, his fingers warm against her face.
 As the evening progressed, Maia felt they were getting into dangerous territory. She was altogether too comfortable in Riker’s company and she did not want to get herself into a compromising position. She rose from her seat beside him.
 “The evening has turned into night and we should retire, else we will not be able to rise in the morning.”
 Riker also stood and took her hands in his.
 “Thank you, Lady Maia, I have enjoyed myself tonight. And you, Midnight, I thank you for the privilege of your company.”
 Midnight thrummed contentedly.
 “I wish you a good night, My Lady, may the Mother smile on your dreams.”
 Riker looked deep into her eyes and she felt herself drawn to him. He leant forward and she was sure he was going to kiss her. She felt herself stiffen, but unable to pull away. Then something caught her attention; a movement she caught out of the corner of her eye.
 “Look,” she gasped. “Aqualian Butterflies.”
 Glad for the distraction she turned from him and took a few steps towards the swarm that was starting to surround the little ruin. In the stillness of the night, the sound of their four wings flapping in alternate rhythm made an eerie sound. Soon hundreds had settled on top of the broken walls and the night was lit in blue light by their brightly glowing wings. Maia could clearly see the silver veins running through the thin membranes of their wings and in her mind their combined Eläm glowed as brightly as the swarm itself.
 “They are beautiful,” Riker whispered as he came up behind her.
 He was standing so close that she could feel his body heat. The sight and the moment was so beautiful, she feared that should he make a move on her now, she would not be able to deny him. Desperate, she reached out to Midnight. He was at first reluctant, which annoyed her, but then he uttered a deep rumble.
Instantly Riker took a step back. “My Lord,” he said and bowed to her dragon. Turning to her, he said, “My Lady is right, the night is getting long and we should sleep. Is there anything else you require of me?”
 Maia had not been included in the words Midnight had spoken to Riker and she hoped he had not been too stern with him.
 “Thank you, Riker, I had a wonderful evening. Are you sure you will be all right out here?”
 “I will be fine, My Lady.”
  
 Riker watched her as she walked over to her dragon. The beast was impressive by anyone’s standards. His back, even though he was lying down, reached almost to the top of the sparse trees surrounding them. His head alone was bigger than the small ruin they had made their fire in. But as he watched the slim form of his princess climb onto the dragon’s right foreleg, walk along it to his shoulder to then hug his neck, he realised for the first time just how big the animal was. He was worried for a moment that in his sleep the dragon might crush her tiny body, but then he watched as the dragon adjusted his position in such a fashion that his leg formed a cosy bed for her and he then gently covered her with his big, leathery wing, always ensuring that none of his many spikes pointed at the small person he called Bright-Shining-Silver-Star.
 Riker sat by the fire for a while longer, watching the black mound of dragon before him. After a while of no movement from the dragon, the swarm of butterflies rose from the surrounding walls and, one by one, settled on the sleeping dragon. In awe, Riker watched as the beast slowly opened one eye, glowing bright red in the firelight, and then closed it again. Soon all the butterflies had settled, covering the entire dragon, enjoying the heat from his body, and as the night wore on, so their light slowly faded to a dull blue.
 Riker fell asleep with the vision of a bright blue dragon behind his eyelids.
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 They arrived in Braérn on the eve of the Dancing Lanterns Celebrations held on the seventeenth day of the Moon of Songs. It was one of Maia’s favourite days. The Dancing Lanterns Celebrations were held in commemoration of the time of darkness in the year 21356, almost seven thousand years ago, when Smoketop Mountain erupted, covering the land in a cloud of ash so large that they did not see the sun for eight Moons. It was a dark time for the people of Grildor, Bron and Eiken, who had all been affected by the eruption and the importance of light and sun was made clear by the destruction the darkness had brought with it. Thousands of people and animals had lost their lives and they were not able to grow any food during that time. Then the sky finally cleared. Winter came and covered the ashen landscape in a drape of white. By spring, the rivers were a sickly grey colour with the amount of ash that they washed down the mountain. But as the weather got warmer, the positive effect of the eruption was apparent everywhere; the ash had fertilized the land, bringing forth a profusion of life. The deposits that had washed down from the rivers had enriched the deltas and there was such an abundance of food that all the animals were fat and healthy. All in all, the eight Moons of darkness could not outweigh the positive effects the volcano’s eruption had had on the land. Light and life won out in the end.
 So Maia was excited as they were first led to the stables and then to The Deep, the same guest lodge she had stayed in during her last visit to Braérn. Burindor Falconfall, owner of The Deep, greeted her with reverence and proudly showed off his now almost one-year-old baby daughter Selena, who Maia had helped bring into the world. She also met Selest, Burindor’s wife for the first time, because when she had delivered the baby, Selest had been close to death. 
 “My Lady, the march will start within the hour. We have prepared a light meal for your company in the courtyard. My Servers have spent two days making lanterns for each of you. Yours, however, was made by my wife. We hope you like it.”
 The lantern was beautiful. The Servers had placed all the lanterns against the walls of the courtyard, where they had their dinner. Maia’s lantern was carved out of a single piece of balsa wood; it was a six-sided cylinder, the inside hollow only containing a bracket containing a single candle. The six sides were each carved with a different design and then covered, from the inside, with a thin sheet of stained glass. The top was carved in such a way that one could easily reach in and light the candle. In the dark, with the candle burning inside, each beautifully carved design was clearly visible. Maia wondered at the fine workmanship of the dragon on the one side, the tree of life on another, followed by a herd of galloping horses, a shoal of leaping dolphins, a sailing ship with three masts riding the waves and finally the design of the Elemental Medallion. She touched the small medallion around her neck that she had been given during the ceremony that had officially made her the Life Elemental of her people. She always wore it underneath her clothes and most people had never seen it. Although the design for the Elemental Medallion was standard, hers was special. It was not made from wood, as were most of them, but out of a selection of the finest metals found on Elveron, decorated with Emeralds, and carved with the symbols of Life and Death and the four other elements. It was very special to her and the fact that Selest had chosen to add it to the design of her lantern touched her.
 “It is beautiful indeed, Selest. It must have taken you a long time to carve this.”
 “It was an honour to make it for you, My Lady.”
 “Thank you, Selest,” Maia said, taking the woman’s hands to convey her gratitude. But as their hands touched, Maia felt shooting pains run through her hands and she almost pulled away from the woman that had made the exquisite lantern for her.
 “Selest,” she said, turning the woman’s hands over to take a closer look, “you are in pain.”
“It is nothing, My Lady.”
 “The joints of your fingers are inflamed,” Maia mused. “And I see that you have this problem not only in your hands. How long have you had this problem?”
 “Not long after the birth of Selena. Our Healer says that the pregnancy took too much from my body. He has given me special herbs to drink every day. They help.”
 Maia knew the woman was speaking the truth, but she could feel that although the herbs helped, they could not relieve Selest of all her pain. How this woman had managed to carve such an intricate lantern with her hands in such pain, was beyond Maia. It must have taken incredible strength of mind. Maia thought that Selest probably felt in her debt because she had saved not only her life, but that of her daughter too. But as a Life Elemental, Maia required no payment, nor gratitude, from the people she helped; it was what she did and who she was.
 Still holding Selest’s hands, she closed her eyes and concentrated. It was as the Healer had said, Selest’s body was weak from having carried the baby and had not recovered since then. Her immune system, usually so strong in all Elves, was weak, allowing the inflammation to spread to all her joints. Letting her energy flow into the hands she held and willing it to flow through the rest of the body, Maia slowly stilled the inflammation, built up the deteriorated joints and then worked on restoring the right levels of vitamins and minerals within Selest. She heard her gasp as Maia’s magic took effect, but she stood still, now strongly returning Maia’s firm grip on her hands. They stood like this, Maia knew not for how long, until Maia felt that Selest’s body was strong enough to ward off any further inflammation.
 Maia opened her eyes and swayed. Riker, standing close behind her, placed his hands on her upper arms to steady her and she leant back into him. Burindor took his own wife in his arms, looking at Maia with wonder in his eyes.
  
 As the sun set behind the mountains to the east and darkness crept over the bustling city of Braérn, the long procession of people lit their lanterns and then, led by Lord Swiftfisher, moved off along the narrow streets of the city. Besides Lord Swiftfisher at the head of the procession, there was no formal order to the march; the darkness of those days had affected all people equally, and so it was that Maia found herself walking among Servers, Seamstresses, Fishermen, Traders, and all other manner of folks. Proper rank and order were not observed that day and Maia felt wonderfully free. Not even Riker or Rothea dared call her My Lady this evening.
 Amid songs that praised the sun, light that made things grow and life that prevails against all odds, the coloured lanterns painted a wondrous sight across the city, casting multi-coloured patterns on the whitewashed walls of the houses and reflecting in sparkling lights off the windows.
 They marched and sang, sometimes stopping at a plaza for refreshments, until the first rays of the morning sun rose in the east. Exhausted, but feeling that everything was right with the world for a change, Maia extinguished her lantern and, followed by Riker and Rothea, made her way back to The Deep.
  
 It was almost mid-day when she descended the steps into the dining hall of the lodge, followed closely by a yawning Rothea. A few members of her delegation were already present, but most were still in their rooms, including Riker.
 “Your breakfast, My Lady,” a Server said as he stepped up to their table and set down two plates with fruit, bread, and cheese. “And this letter from Lord Swiftfisher for your attention.”
 The Server gave a short bow before he left them to their breakfast.
 “What does it say, My Lady?” Rothea asked as Maia opened the seal.
 “There is to be a meeting at the Elder Hall. It says By Invitation Only. It does not bode well. I fear there is bad news we will hear today,” Maia replied with a frown on her face.
 Closed meetings were only held for news so disturbing, that the general population had to be shielded from it; at least for a while. She wished Jaik was with her now; she did not have much experience in politics and she did not know what she could possibly contribute to the meeting. As their Elder, Baltor Owen would most likely be invited as well. She looked around the dining hall, but he was not present. She wished Riker was here now, so she could ask his advice.
“They will not permit you inside,” she said to Rothea. “But you will be allowed to stand guard outside the doors. I hope it will not take too long.”
 Maia poked at her fruit, but she had no appetite; she had a terrible feeling about this meeting.
 “Good morning, Lady Maia. And to you, Rothea.”
 Maia turned at the sound of Riker’s deep voice. She had been so absorbed in her thoughts about the meeting, that she had not noticed him approach. He was freshly bathed; his wet hair bound at the back with a leather thong; and smelled of soap and manliness. It distracted her for a moment from the troubles of the letter, but as he pulled up a chair to join them at their table, she noticed that, he too, held a paper in his hand.
 “I am not so sure the morning is all that good,” Maia replied. “I see you have received an invitation as well.”
 “Yes, it was brought to my room this morning. It can only mean ill tidings.” He studied Maia’s face for a moment, then amended his comment. “But we should not jump to conclusions. Let us hear what they have to say before we label it bad news.”
 Maia appreciated his efforts to make her feel better, but she knew that feeling deep inside of her and she knew she could trust it. Something had gone wrong and whatever it was, she was not going to like it.
  
 They took some time after their meal to check on the horses. Fire had settled nicely into the routine of being stabled and he was nibbling contentedly at his hay net. Maia was glad that he had become used to sleeping within the confines of a stable; their journey was not yet at an end and he would have to spend a few more nights indoors.
 After the stables, they briefly visited the main market plaza, but not even the sheer amount of smells and colours and sounds of the trading stalls could lighten Maia’s mood.
 Eventually it was time and they made their way to the Elder Hall. Besides Maia, only Elder Owen, Riker, and Commander Ridgewell had received invitations; none of the Nobles had been invited to the meeting.
 “Keep your eyes and ears open,” Riker quietly instructed Rothea. “I see there are other guards waiting outside; maybe you will be able to pick up some information that might be useful later.”
 Rothea nodded before taking her position outside the doors. Maia and her companions entered Braérn’s large Elder Hall, which seemed to echo dully with their footsteps. Only nine other people were present so far, all seated on the lowest rung of benches. Lord Kyreon Swiftfisher was already waiting for them on the speaker’s platform. Quickly they also found their seats, but it took little while longer before the last people arrived. Maia noticed that only four Elders of Braérn were present, including Dorien, who ran the library of Braérn and whom she had met on her last visit. He was the one who had told her about Soul Reaping and had warned her that her actions of bringing the Humans to Elveron might have terrible repercussions.
 Besides the Elders, there were also three members of the Guard of Braérn and the Commanders of the Regiment and Legion, as well as a number of Scouts. Maia wondered why Scouts would attend such a meeting, but she did not have to wonder long. Once everyone had been seated, Lord Swiftfisher immediately opened the meeting.
 “I am sorry to bring you all here on such short notice. We have been keeping an eye on occurrences within the region for a while and they have recently escalated alarmingly. We are all aware of the threat the remaining Vampyres pose to our people, but what most people are unaware of is that the number of Vampyres within Grildor seems to be increasing.”
 A murmur went through the small group seated in the hall. Every city had been actively searching and hunting Vampyres ever since the war and their numbers should be decreasing. Although Maia had taken Rothea’s assumptions seriously, she had always harboured the hope that Rothea might be wrong. But with the number of Vampyres increasing, it could indeed be possible that the Vampyres were gathering for another war. She shivered, suddenly feeling cold.
“Our Scouts have travelled the country ever since the war and the reports they bring back are alarming. Attacks are on the increase, as are sightings of not only Vampyres, but Werewolves too. Attacks have plagued even Crook Island, begging the question as to how the Vampyres are crossing the sea. Vampyres have been spotted in the strangest of places, often very close to populated areas and some reports speculate that they may be receiving assistance from within our own community.”
 Now there were shouts of outrage from the assembled crowd, but Kyreon quickly restored order.
 “Other reports tell of a Death Wolf stalking the land, often seen together with the Vampyres. At first, we thought that it might be a Werewolf, but as the numbers of sightings increased, any doubt was erased. We believe that Death is, indeed, working with the Vampyres and that he is aiding them to achieve their ultimate goal. How else could they have managed to infiltrate our country to the extent that they have? The gates are guarded night and day; only a Prime Elemental would have the ability to cloak the arrival of groups of Vampyres and we believe that is how they have managed to come through.”
 Maia stopped shivering; feeling cold no longer. She had gone numb; her head swimming with what she had just heard. Could it be true? Was that why he had been avoiding her? He had fought on their side during the war and had it not been for him, they would have surely lost. But he was Death and what did Maia truly know about death? Did he hunger for death as she hungered for life? A single tear rolled down her cheek as Lord Kyreon continued.
 “Rumours are already spreading and the people are restless. They fear to travel and we have noticed a decline in trade. Certain commodities are already in short supply, including steel for our weapons, which come from the Crystal Mountains over the sea. Messenger birds have been sent to your father,” Lord Kyreon said, looking towards Maia, “as well as the Lords of all the other cities in Grildor. So far, we have kept this information from the smaller settlements and the folk that dwell in the countryside, but soon they will have to be warned of this too. It is imperative for now, that we retain calm and order among our people, which is why the presence of Princess Maia is so important to us right now.”
 There was a murmur of agreement, but Maia did not acknowledge it.
 “The people need to know that they are being protected and we, as the Lords, are doing everything in our power to prevent more harm coming to them. My Lady,” he said, turning towards her yet again, “I know that Braérn was to be your final stop of your journey, but in light of these dark tidings, I was hoping that you would consent to travelling to Crook Harbour and Arrow as well. They had wanted to be present during your visit to Braérn, but are too fearful to make the trip. There is a clipper leaving for Crook Harbour in the morning. If you consent, then we would postpone the memorial we had planned here until your return. What say you, My Lady?”
 Every pair of eyes turned towards her. A trip to Crook Harbour and then Arrow would add at least ten to twelve days to their journey. The time meant little to her, but she knew Riker and Rowlean would worry about the security arrangements of an unplanned trip. She would go, if it would help her people, but she could not make the decision without her companions’ approval.
 “Lord Kyreon, of course I would be willing to do as you suggest, but I must confer with Commander Ridgewell and Guard Riker. They are my security detail and the decision will ultimately rest with them.”
 “That is wise, My Lady,” Lord Kyreon said. “Commander, what are your thoughts on the matter?”
 “If Lady Maia wishes to visit the cities, then I am confident in our ability to get her there safely.” He briefly looked towards Riker, who nodded. “However, we are travelling with some other citizens from Shadow Hall and I recommend that they stay within your city until our return. There is no need for them to accompany us there. That will cut our number to about twenty and will make travelling easier. Will we be able to take our horses aboard the ship?”
“There will be space enough, but if your horses have never been aboard a ship, then they might find it disturbing.”
 “The horses will not be a problem, My Lord,” Maia cut in. She was confident in her ability to keep them calm during their sea voyage. “For how long will we be on the water?”
 “Depending on the wind, it usually takes the clipper about three hours to reach Crook Harbour. It is a fast vessel and we have favourable winds and calm waters.”
 “Then it is decided,” Maia said, nodding to Lord Swiftfisher, “you can make the arrangements for our passage upon the ship in the morning.”
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 The morning dawned bright on the day they readied the horses to head for home. The visit to Rathaés had been short, only three days and four nights, but it had been a success. It was a wondrous city, built on the slopes of Smoketop Mountain and Jaik marvelled at the resilience of the people. The volcano did not erupt often, but during the long history of Grildor, Rathaés had been rebuilt four times. They had arrived in Rathaés just before the Dancing Lanterns Celebration. The crossing of The Divide had taken them five days, plus one extra day to reach the next lodge, Pilgrim’s Rest. It had been hard on them and he was relieved that on their way home they would take the Trade Route that passed the southeastern tip of Nithril Deep, which was lush with vegetation due to the proximity of the lake. It was an easy road to travel and he estimated that they would reach home within ten to eleven days.
 He was eager to get home; he missed his sister and although he could feel that she was safe now, he knew that her trip had been perilous at some point. He hoped she would arrive home not long after him. The other thing that worried him was the information he had gathered while in Rathaés. The people there had told tales of increasing Vampyre sightings and almost half the population of Renden, a small village to the south of Rathaés, had been killed in an attack. Then a bird arrived the day after the celebrations, sent from Braérn with dire tidings. He knew a great many of the Scouts of Braérn and knew that they were some of the finest Elves Grildor had to offer. Their information would be correct and could be trusted. The assumption that Death could indeed be involved with the Vampyres sent shivers down his back. His sister had been so close to him, Blaid he called himself, during the war and he now wondered if Blaid had ulterior motives then already. His sister could have been killed.
 Eager to be on his way he mounted his horse. It was a sturdy gelding from their general stock of riding horses. He was strong and willing, but he missed the spirit of Stormborn; he had been a magnificent Stallion.
 Turning to his men, he gave the order to move out. The people of Rathaés were lining the streets, waving small flags of farewell, and shouting well wishes as they rode past.
 Once they reached the outskirts of the city, Jaik urged the gelding to a trot. At this speed, their horses could go for hours and he knew that they would have covered at least sixty miles by nightfall. Getting home was now his most important mission.
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 “Steady there,” She whispered softly into the horse’s ear.
 Most of the horses had settled easily within the simple box stalls upon the deck of the clipper, but their Bird Master’s young mare was terrified of the constant dipping and rising of the ship. Maia stood by her, her hand firmly pressed against the mare’s neck, letting her energy flow into the frightened horse. Fire stood in the stall next to her, calm in the knowledge that Maia was close.
 “I wish I could do that.” Rothea spoke behind her, gently stroking her own black gelding, which was contentedly nibbling on the hay net that had been provided.
 “By the look of Black Rain,” Maia said, tilting her head towards Rothea’s gelding, “I would say you already can.”
 “He is always this calm, it takes no great talent. But I am glad to have him. He has been with me for over twenty years and has never failed me.”
 Maia smiled at Rothea. They had become great friends in the time they had spent together, even if their initial encounter had been a little strange. Maia still felt embarrassed about the incident. But Rothea had proven to be strong, loyal and level headed, as well as good company and intelligent in conversation. Maia was not surprised that she served in the First Regiment, which only took the finest soldiers.
 “Lady Maia, may I ask you a personal question?”
 “Of course,” Maia said without hesitation.
 “I was wondering about the request for you to travel to Crook Island. If the people deem it to be too dangerous to travel to Braérn, what would make them think that it would be safe enough for you to come to them? To be honest, I think it rude and thoughtless of them to put you in danger like this and I am amazed that Sir Riker and Commander Ridgewell agreed to it. Do you not fear for your safety?”
 “It is a good question, Rothea, and one that we discussed in length, I assure you. The Commander is confident in his ability to protect me should we be attacked, beside the fact that Midnight will be with us the entire time. The people do not know this, of course, so the question as to why they would put me in danger like this remains. But there is a simple answer and one that you might not approve of. Only the people that know me personally see me as a real person; to everyone else I am something more, something other and they believe that because of what I am, I am untouchable. By now, everyone has heard the stories about the war and what I did. No-one believes that anything could happen to me.” Maia paused for a moment, stroking the mare’s soft nose. “It is sometimes difficult to live with; I do not like to be treated differently. But they are my people and I love them and I hope that one day, they will all get to know the real me. Until then, all I can do is be there for them and protect them if I can.”
 Rothea was silent for a long while after that and when she finally looked up, Maia saw a tear running down her cheek.
 “I am sorry, My Lady. I have never considered how hard this must be for you. Everyone expects so much of you. How do you do it?”
 “It is in my nature to care for my people, I cannot help it. Healing, whether it be wound, or nation, is what I was born to do. There is no need to feel sorry for me, Rothea. I have friends like you that keep me strong in times of my own need and that is what always gets me through. But let us not dwell on this subject. I think we might be close to Crook Harbour by now and even this little lady,” Maia said, patting the horse on the neck, “has settled down. Let us join the others by the prow to see if the harbour is in sight yet.”
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 Blaid had run all night, not caring where he went. His paws were sore. Now the sun was rising, casting light over the little hollow where he had finally lain down to rest. As he sat up and looked around, he noticed that he was in a small stand of trees not far from the twin peaks that were some of the most northern outreaches of the Grildor-Bron Mountains. The Trade Route skirted them on their southern side, but he was further north, so in little danger of encountering many people.
 He was thirsty. And still so tired. It all seemed so useless now; his hunting the Vampyres and trying to assist the people of Grildor; all in the vain hope that the people might accept him. The thought that he might reunite with Maia after all the danger had passed was what had kept him going all these Moons. Now though, with her attentions on another man, he had nothing further to hope for. He might as well give up, return to his wandering, maybe even travel south, cross the equator. He had never been there. It would be warm there, all year round, and the thought was tempting. He might even run into some more Vampyres while he was on his way; he would be able to let his frustrations out on them, rip them to shreds and kill as many as he could before leaving Grildor for ever.
 But then another thought struck him. Maybe that was not his only option. Quickly he changed into his own body; being the wolf sometimes interfered with his thinking. It was still early and the morning cold. He shivered. If he were to be himself, then he would have to find some clothes. For now, though, he stepped out onto the plain naked, grateful for the weak morning rays that warmed his body.
 He was a Prime and he had the power to change the world. Maybe he had been going about this all wrong. Maybe his role in this was not to hunt the Vampyres; there could be other ways. Of one thing, though, he was certain; Maia belonged with him. He would not give up on her that easily. Yet he would have to hurry; if he waited too long, he might lose her forever. Determined, he strode out across the plain, heading towards the river that would ultimately lead him to Nithril Deep.
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 Bringing the clipper into the harbour had been exciting. Although fairly sheltered from the larger swells of the lake, the waters within the harbour were choppy and there was a cross wind, playing havoc with their navigation. But their skipper was competent and it was not long before they moored the ship against the pier. The gangplank was lowered and it was Maia that led the frightened horses across the unsteady contraption. Once offloaded, though, the horses settled down quickly. Much to Maia’s, and Fire’s, delight, Crook Harbour’s chief Horse Master, Evert Bluecrow, greeted them in person and took them to a large, grassy paddock, where the horses were free to graze. No stable for them tonight.
 Lord Silverman and some Elders then greeted them formally and their possessions were taken to their accommodations. Maia had never been to Crook Harbour before and she looked around with interest. She had expected the houses to be built in a similar style as those of Braérn, but to her surprise, the houses of Crook Harbour were built out of wood. Although not quite as elaborate as the tree houses of Shadow Hall, the log homes looked nonetheless inviting. Most of them had steeply angled roofs, sprouting some kind of carved design along the front fascias. The area around the harbour and the city itself was fairly flat, but behind the city, the terrain rose to a small mountain range that shone a deep orange in the mid-day sun. Maia was told that it was a certain type of heather that grew on those slopes that gave it that colour.
 During the afternoon, they were shown around the quaint little city and the evening they spent in the company of Lord Silverman and his family, as well the Elders that had greeted them when they arrived. The meeting in the Elder Hall had been scheduled for tomorrow, the feast, and the memorial on the following days. Maia was by now comfortable with the attention she received from everyone during the feast and she did not mind speaking to the people at the memorial; she knew now that her role in this was to strengthen her people, for the strength of the nation rested with them. But it was the meetings that concerned her; it seemed that the more meetings she attended, the more terrible the news became. She had not wanted to frighten Rothea during their conversation on the sailing vessel, but she was afraid. They had won the war of Greystone and their main worry had been the remaining Vampyres within Grildor. Although they had never been certain of their exact number, they had always assumed there to be a few hundred at most. But more and more reports of attacks were coming in and it seemed that their number was not only larger, and getting larger if Lord Swiftfisher was right, but they were also more widespread than they had assumed. It did, indeed, seem to Maia that all of this was not just random attacks by stranded Vampyres that needed to eat, but rather a planned strategy, working towards a goal Maia did not like to contemplate. She thought about what Rothea had said about the Vampyre’s wanting their planet. It was plausible and with everything that had developed over the past few Quarters, a distinct possibility. Maia did not know the situation on Naylera; she had never been there as trade with that planet had stopped almost a millennium ago. If it were indeed so bad that the Vampyres could not live there anymore, then the Elven race of Elveron would soon be fighting for their lives. She now longed to go home; she wanted to discuss these matters with her father and Jaik, as well as with Silas. Her father, although no longer part of the Regiment or Guard, was, nonetheless the best Commander Grildor had ever seen. Before he had taken over as Lord Regent from his father, Jagaer had been first Commander of the first Regiment and then, later, Commander of the Guard. Her father had seen two wars already; one in Grildor, centuries ago, and one in another country far to the south. She knew that, once her father had all the information, he would know what to do. Lord Swiftfisher had said that he had already sent a bird to Shadow Hall, so the information Braérn had gathered was already with her father. The letter she had written to him after the attack on her should also be with him and she hoped he had acted on it.
Feeling like she should do more, she rose from her chair by the fire and retrieved the box that contained her writing material. She needed to tell her father about what Rothea thought the Vampyres were planning. She also wanted to let her father know exactly how she felt about the situation; to let him know that the more she was involved, the stronger her feeling of unease became. She knew, deep down, something terrible was going to happen.
 It was already late and Rothea was asleep on the other bed in the room. But she knew one of the Regiment was posted outside her door, so once she had finished writing the letter to her father, she asked the man to make sure it was delivered. Feeling somewhat calmer now that she had penned her thoughts to her father, she finally crawled beneath her own blankets. But sleep eluded her for a long time and it was Midnight’s gentle thoughts that eventually lulled her into sleep.
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 “It is the same wherever we go,” Maia complained as they rode across the gently rolling hills on the eastern side of the twin peaks that sheltered Crook Harbour. “Every meeting tells of more attacks, Vampyre sightings and,” she hesitated, “the black wolf. More people die every day and there is nothing I can do about it. I feel like I should be doing something else besides travelling the countryside to attend memorials.”
 She was frustrated. The past few days, and nights, had been tiring. The people looked up to her as their saviour, but at the same time trembled in fear of what might become of them. She was supposed to reassure them but, as time went by, she found it increasingly difficult. The Lords of the cities had only bad news for her and, to make matters worse, she was now having dreams again. Dreams of him. Always lonely, always hunting, always angry and always in danger. She did not know how to interpret these dreams either and agonised over it all through the nights. The last time she had ignored her dreams of Death, over a thousand had died in a war she was still convinced she could have prevented.
 “The people need you, Maia,” Riker said, then corrected himself. “My Lady.”
 Rothea, riding beside them, briefly looked at Riker before averting her eyes again.
 “They draw their strength from you and it is what keeps them going. It might not seem like you are doing anything to help them, but you are. Your mere presence among them is healing their hurt and losses from the war and at the same time giving them the strength to carry on fighting.”
 Maia knew he was right; she felt it in the people’s Eläm every time she stood in front of a crowd; but it did not make her feel better. This passive assistance was not what she was meant to do; she just did not know what the alternative was.
 Feeling desperate, she reached out to Midnight. Do you know where he is? She thought to him. But when Midnight’s answer came back negative, she was not surprised. She knew that Blaid had been close on numerous occasions during their trip, yet she had been completely unaware of him. It was almost as if he was hiding from her, but she had never met anybody who could hide his or her Eläm as well as Blaid seemed to be able to do. Maybe he does not have one. She thought. He is Death, after all.
 “We will be reaching the swamp lands before nightfall.” Riker broke into her thoughts. “Commander Ridgewell has sent the Scouts to secure a location for us to camp. We will spend the night on this side of the swamps and only cross them during daylight.”
 “That seems wise,” Maia replied, not really interested in where they would sleep tonight. She did not really sleep at night anyway, so it did not matter. She knew there was a guesthouse on the other side of the swamps, Midway Lodge, and that they would stop there tomorrow eve, before arriving at Arrow on the third day.
 “Do not fret, Maia,” Riker said softly. “Everything is being done to keep the people safe. The best we can do now is to gather as much information as we can. Soon we will be home again. Maybe talking with your father and brother will bring some peace to your heart.”
 Maia turned slightly in her saddle so she could look at him. How did he know her so well? They had been travelling together for a Moon and a half, but it seemed to her much longer than that. He had been her escort right from the beginning and as things developed and became more dangerous for her, he had not left her side. Only at night did he let Rothea take over the watch.
 “…like to speak with your father as well. There are matters that need to be attended to before things can progress.”
 Maia blinked; she had been in thought, and had only caught the end of what he was saying. The sentence could mean a hundred things, but somehow, she knew that it had to do with her. He was going to ask for the right to court her. Her heart fluttered briefly. Did she want him to speak to her father? Did she feel the same about him? Unbidden, the memory of her night with Blaid was suddenly vividly clear in her mind. Fire snorted and pranced beneath her as he felt her shiver.
Riker noticed the change in Fire’s behaviour and, surely thinking that it was his statement that had made Maia lose her calm, smiled at her and then reached over to lay his hand on hers. She tried to control her feelings, but the thought of Blaid and the touch of Riker’s hand were stirring strange feelings deep within her. She had already broken their laws on intimacy, courtship, and the relationship between Primes when she had been with Blaid; she should be ashamed of what she had done. If Riker knew, he would surely despise her. The only reason Silas had not told her father about Blaid, was that he thought it had been an after effect of their magic. But she could not help the feelings within her. She wanted him so badly. She missed him so much. But she had responsibilities. Maybe it was time for her to put aside her own wants and needs and submit to their custom. Riker was a good match and she genuinely liked him. Maybe, with time, she could be happy with him and she would forget about Blaid. Reluctantly she made the decision to try. Vaguely she felt Midnight’s approval in her head. Heartbroken, she bravely looked over into Riker’s face and smiled at him encouragingly.
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 They crossed the swamps without incident the next day. One could, of course, travel around them, but that journey would take an extra two to three days. The route through the swamps was well mapped and, in places, reinforced with gravel. The beauty of their surroundings was lost on Maia; she was too unmotivated to care. Riker tried many times during the day to draw her out of her sullen mood, but eventually contented himself with silently riding by her side.
 Midway Lodge was a small, unassuming inn, and although the owner welcomed them personally, they were left alone for most of the evening. Maia retired early; hiding beneath her blankets even before Rothea had changed for the night.
 They reached Arrow on the evening of the third day and, as Maia had expected, the people of the small city all lined the streets as they rode through to the stables. There were some shouts of My Lady and My Princess, but overall the crowd was eerily quiet. Then they were greeted by Arrow’s Commander of the Guard and then taken to their Grand Hall; which was the smallest Maia had ever seen; to be met by Lord Leatherman and a whole host of Elders, Nobles and other folk. First, there were the formalities and some general discussions. Maia endured them, but struggled to contain her yawns; somehow, the people of Arrow had managed to host the most boring meeting yet.
 Then it was Lord Leatherman’s turn to speak and the tone of his voice brought Maia back to full alertness.
 “Yes, Lord Leatherman, we have been made aware of the situation,” Commander Ridgewell replied. “I am sorry to hear about your losses. It is frightening that the Vampyres have managed to spread this far across our land.”
 “The people are concerned as to what is being done to protect them. Crook Island does not have a fighting force such as the bigger cities. We would already feel a lot safer if Lord Longshadow were to send some of his forces to protect us. I believe the Legions of Shadow Hall and Braérn to be the largest in Grildor. Surely they would be able to spare some warriors.”
 Lord Leatherman was not in a good mood and Maia did not like the tone of his voice. She felt animosity from his Eläm; something which she had not felt with any of the other leaders. She wondered why the people of Arrow were so ill disposed towards her father. Maia almost flinched, as Lord Leatherman turned towards her.
 “My Princess,” he said, a sneer in his voice, “can I count on you to bring our urgent need to the attention of your father? Although we are pleased with your visit,” Maia doubted that very much, “it does not help our immediate need. We would appreciate it if you would attend the planned memorial with the people tomorrow, and then be on your way the next day. We do not want to delay you here, as the people of Crook Island need more than just your spiritual assistance. Please forgive me for being so direct, but we have suffered hardship of which My Lady surely knows very little about.”
 Maia noticed both Rowlean and Riker shift beside her; not ever had any Lord spoken to her in such a fashion and she felt their temper rising at the man’s rudeness. She made a small sign with her hand, forestalling her escorts’ need to protect her.
 “My Lord Leatherman, I understand your situation better than you may think. I am aware of your own, personal loss,” she saw him flinch, “and I am sorry for the loss of your son. And I am not offended by your directness; it is something we could all do more of; but I am, however, offended by your tone of voice. I suggest that you moderate your temper, treat us with the courtesy and hospitality that is due to us and then I will see what I can do for you and the safety of your city.”
 She rose, gave a short bow towards the centre of the Elder Hall and then, without another word, walked out of the meeting before it had even finished. Commander Ridgewell and Riker hurried after her, both with smug smiles on their faces.
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 He had hoped that he would make it to Braérn in time; he was, after all, travelling with Shard. Yet when he arrived in Braérn, they were already gone. After changing out of his black travelling cloak and into more common clothes, he went to make some inquiries and learned that she had gone to Crook Islands to visit the cities there. But it did not matter; he could wait. They would be back in Braérn in a few days; he could use a few days’ rest. Making arrangements for his stay in Braérn, however, proved to be a little more difficult. Although he had a place to stay within the city, his companion did not. He was also expecting some of the others and he agonized for a while as to where to accommodate them while he was in Braérn. He eventually managed to find them a small homestead located about thirty miles from the city. The owners had been reluctant to let them use it, but he had dealt with that; they would not complain ever again.
 Being in Braérn was difficult for him; he had to pretend to be something he was not and the delegation was taking longer on their trip to Crook Harbour and Arrow than expected, which was making him impatient. He prowled the streets at night, unable to sleep, and often stared across the sea, hoping that in the morning he would see the sails that brought them to him. His entire body thrummed with the excitement of seeing her. He had such plans. Everything he had done over the past few Quarters and Moons had led to this point. Now that his mind was made up, he knew exactly what he wanted to do. He knew it was not going to be easy, but he knew he had the power; the magic was strong within him. Now she just needed to return to him.
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 “I am glad we are leaving this place,” Rothea said as they rode out of the city. “Not even our children are as insolent as the lord of this city.”
 “The people of Arrow did not deal with their losses well; it is not their fault. But I agree that Lord Leatherman could do with a lesson in manners.”
 “I would be more than happy to teach him,” Riker grumbled next to her.
 Maia smiled at him; he had taken more offence at Lord Leatherman’s treatment of her, than she had herself. His Eläm, which he no longer shielded from her, had glowed with the anger at the man who had dared to insult his princess. She found it irresistibly charming and it was distracting her a little from her decision to forget about Blaid.
  
 That night they spent at Midway Lodge, but left very early the next day to cross the swamps. Maia noticed that the days were getting ever warmer and by the time they reached the wetlands, swarms of insects plagued them and their horses. It took a lot of Maia’s concentration to connect with that many living organisms, trying to keep them at bay. Much to her surprise, she felt herself suddenly joined by another mind, assisting her in her effort. When she reached out to the mind, she was even more surprised to find that it was Riker who was assisting her; she had never known he had an affinity with animals like that, it was relatively rare.
 “You are an Earth Elemental?” she asked him, although she already knew the answer; only Earth Elementals sometimes had this additional power. These usually became Horse Masters, Bee Keepers, and such.
 “I am,” he confirmed, “but I am not very good at it. Plants have never really responded to me. Animals, however, I seem to have a connection with. And I am glad for it now, these insects are a pest.”
 It suddenly dawned on Maia how Riker had always been such a calming influence on her and how just a simple touch from him could put her at ease. Now, sharing this magic with him connected them in a way that made Maia a little uncomfortable. Their mind-touch was almost of an intimate nature and Maia made sure that she shielded all her other thoughts from him. After a little while though, she almost seemed to forget all else around her. The people she was travelling with, the horses, the swamp around her, all disappeared into the distance and all she was aware of was Riker within her mind. Together their magic was strong enough to ward off the insects and without their annoyance to plague them, they were both lost in the intimacy of each other’s thoughts. Maia was starting to feel strange, her body responding to Riker’s mind in ways she had only known once before. The thought made their connection teeter for a moment and she noticed a frown flicker over Riker’s face. She quickly shielded all her senses, hoping he had not been able to see her deepest feelings.
 Suddenly, there was a scream behind them that startled them both out of their trance. Maia was immediately aware of someone in distress and, flinging Fire around, galloped back down the line to where the screams were coming from. Within moments, everyone was milling around in confusion. More people started shouting. Maia saw horses go down, flailing their legs, and screaming in fear. It took her only a moment longer to discover what was causing the mayhem: bogferns! They were large, carnivorous plants; usually more active at night, devouring any small creature that dared come within reach of the plant’s long tendrils. Although stationary, they were very mobile; their tendrils sometimes up to ten paces long. The tendrils were covered in sharp hooks that could hold on to prey. These hooks were also coated in a liquid that could temporarily paralyse small prey.
 Unconcerned about her own safety, she jumped off Fire and quickly told him to run away. She heard him squeal as a tendril touched his legs, but then he was running and she knew he would be safe. She flung herself at the nearest bogfern, which by now had Bronwe, one of the Horse Masters, firmly in its grip. Bronwe screamed as she struggled against the tendrils that held her, the hooks sinking deeper into her flesh, bringing forth a rush of bright red blood. Out of the corner of her eye, Maia noticed Riker slash at another plant, which had gotten hold of one of the horses pulling the materium platform. But then her attention was focused on Bronwe and at the grotesque plant that held her. Taking her Twin Blades, she hacked at the tendrils, chopping them off one by one. Much to her horror, the plant emitted a terrible hissing noise and Maia felt its pain as a dull ache within her own arms. With tears streaming down her face, she proceeded to mutilate the plant until she was eventually able to free Bronwe from her bounds.
Around her was mayhem; the other Horse Masters had taken as many horses as they could and had taken them out of reach of the bogferns. Anyone who was not ensnared by the tendrils was actively trying to free their companions from them. Servers and Nobles alike assisted the injured to safety.
 After ensuring that Bronwe was able to stand and walk away, Maia went to free a horse that was frantically kicking and biting at the things wrapped around its midriff. Then she moved over to another man, trapped, and struggling, already bleeding from his arms and face. The agony around her was making her weak; not only did she feel the pain of every injured Elf and animal, but the plants also felt a surprising amount of pain. Crying and shouting she continued attacking until eventually Riker took her in his arms and led her away.
 “They can handle the rest,” he said to her gently and sat her down on a low rock about fifty paces away from the carnage.
 There she sat, shaking, tears running down her face. She only blamed herself. Had she been aware of her surroundings, she would have been able to pick up on the danger. But she had indulged herself in the feelings the mind-link had elicited within her and now her people had to pay for her lack of control.
 With Riker’s hands around her shoulder, she was starting to calm down. She took a few deep breaths.
 “How many are injured?” She asked, looking around at the people sitting or standing around her. Most of them looked terrified and some of them were cradling bleeding limbs. She saw a horse stumble, then go down to the ground. A Horse master was by its side immediately. She stood up; she would have to see to the people first.
 “Maia, take a moment. I don’t think anyone is critically injured.” Riker said, but she brushed him off.
 As it turned out, some of the people were in worse shape than originally expected. Although the poison of the plants was not strong enough to completely paralyse a person, it nevertheless weakened the affected limb to such an extent that it could not be used for some time. Each hook was about the length of Maia’s little finger and the wounds they had inflicted were quite severe, especially the facial wounds.
 They made camp well away from the carnivorous plants and it took Maia all night to see to the seven people and four horses that had sustained serious injuries. She cleaned the wounds, then sutured them. Both Rothea and Riker lent her their strength; a thing she had only ever done with her brother when she had to use her magic on the wounds that were too severe to just stitch up. Also, drawing the poison out proved to be difficult. There was simply too much for her to cope with; just the amount of poison the horses had absorbed would have killed her had she tried to neutralise it by herself. So she resorted to her medicine bag, which she always carried with her. She made poultices and creams, as well as teas, and spent the entire next day administering her medicine.
 Sometime during the night Riker pointed out the injuries Maia herself had sustained, but she paid little attention to them. Only by the evening of the next day, once she had ensured that everyone else was seen to, did she look at herself. She had sustained mostly shallow scratches on her arms, which had not been deep enough to cause any kind of paralyses to her arms, but which were now inflamed, swollen and itchy. She applied some of the ointment she had made to her own wounds and then used what little energy she had left to heal the scratches from the inside.
 Exhausted, she eventually sank down beside the fire. Midnight circled high above them; high enough not to spook the horses. She really wanted to be with him now, but neither Riker, nor Commander Ridgewell would allow her out of their sight.
 “You need to rest, My Lady,” Riker said to her, handing her a mug of steaming tea. “Why don’t you lie down for a while? Everyone is taken care of for now. There has not been any time to set up your tent, but you and Rothea can share mine. I will keep watch.”
She looked at him, his eyes were soft, but the expression on his face was firm. She wanted to protest, but she did not have the energy for it. She looked towards Rothea, who was sitting on the opposite side of the fire, dozing with her head on her chest. Maybe taking him up on his offer was not such a bad idea after all.
 Riker quickly set up his simple tent and laid out his sleeping furs. Wearily the two women got in and then tied the entrance flaps behind them. Taking off their soiled clothing, they climbed beneath the blankets. The last thing Maia noticed before she fell asleep was the smell of Riker upon her pillow.
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 “When last have you heard from her?” Jaik asked his father as they sat down together at the hearth in their common room.
 “I received a messenger pigeon few days ago. Although what she had to say was not good, she seemed well enough. Why are you worried like this?”
 “The night she got attacked by the Vampyre, I was acutely aware of her distress. Since then there have been several days where I have felt a similar sensation. I just know that she is either in constant danger, or that she is mentally struggling with something. Today, however, the feeling is stronger. I know she is hurt and there is nothing I can do to help her.”
 “You are sure of this?” Jagaer asked. He knew he could trust his son’s instincts, especially if it concerned his twin, but he had to ask.
 “Yes, Father. Please allow me to take some men and make for Braérn. I can leave first thing in the morning. I cannot shake the feeling that she will need my help.”
 “You can go, of course. It would give me some peace of mind as well. But I should think that she is well cared for, Commander Ridgewell’s warriors are all competent men and women and I know Riker will protect her with his life. And she has Midnight to protect her.” Jagaer paused for a moment, thinking. “Take as many men as you think you need. Send me a message as soon as you have made contact with her.”
  
 He walked across the Gathering Grounds before the sun was up. The equipment had been brought over to the stables the night before, but he was meeting his men at the Hall of the Guardians for a briefing before they moved out. Glark and Somas were to stay behind, but all other Guard he had asked to accompany him, as well as two Scouts. A group of ten was small enough to travel with haste, but large enough to make a difference in a fight. He was in a hurry to get going; with every passing moment, his worry became greater.
 “Jaik,” Aaron called from across the way.
 Jaik stopped and turned towards the Human. He had noticed a change within the man over the past few Moons; he had become stronger, in body and mind; but there was still something he did not like about the man. Maybe it was just the simple fact that the man still thought that he should be with Maia.
 “Yes, Aaron, what can I do for you?” Jaik said, a little impatiently.
 “I am sorry to detain you, but I heard about where you are going. Is everything all right with Maia?”
 “I don’t know, Aaron, which is why I am going. It could be nothing, but I will feel better once I see for myself that she is all right.”
 “For how long will you be gone?”
 “I do not know. Pray that everything is all right and I will return swiftly with my sister. Now, I must bid you farewell. My men are expecting me and we want to be on the road by sunrise.”
 The Human gave a short nod and Jaik moved passed him without another word. His sister needed him and he could not afford any more delays.
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 They left camp the next morning. They had decided to stay the extra night for the people to rest; at least that is what Riker had told her. She knew that it was for her benefit that they had stayed; she was still tired from the effort it had taken to heal everyone. But she was glad they were on their way now; she did not want to stay on this island any longer.
 They rode well into the evening before they reached Crook Harbour. Maia had hoped to get there in time to still catch one of the clippers across to Braérn, but they did not sail at night. Reluctantly they stayed the night, but were on the first ship out of the harbour the next day.
 A few hours later they reached Braérn. Once their horses were stable they went straight to The Deep. Lord Swiftfisher was notified that they had returned, but that they were not to be disturbed for the day. Lord Swiftfisher replied, saying that he wanted one more meeting with them and that he would like to plan the memorial for the day after tomorrow. Reluctantly Maia agreed. She knew she had to do the memorial, but she would have liked to do it tomorrow, and then be on their way home the day after.
 Maia slept for most of that day, only waking when her dreams were too disturbing. By the evening, she was convinced that something was not right in Braérn. It was not something she could quite explain; more of a sense that something was amiss. She told Riker about it during the evening meal and he said he would send out the Scouts to see if they could gather any information.
 “Maybe it is time this journey came to an end,” he said, sitting opposite her at the table. “You have been through a lot and maybe this is why you are having these dreams.”
 “Sir Riker is right, My Lady,” Rothea agreed, sharing their table with them. “I think we will all be happy to be home again. There has been too much bad news and far too many incidents.”
 “Maybe you are right.” Maia said, but she knew there was something else.
 During that night, she tossed and turned; mostly plagued by dreams of Vampyres, beasts in the dark, a strange grey shadow that stalked her and finally a hooded figure intent on stabbing her in the back. But the dreams that bothered her the most were the dreams of Blaid. She always saw him alone, looking worn out and often injured. She saw him cry, she saw him scream, but most often he was fighting. She never saw his opponents, but she saw enough to know that whoever he was fighting was skilled enough to match him in speed and stamina. Once, she saw a blade being plunged deep into his heart and she woke up screaming, knowing for sure that he was dead.
  
 The meeting the next day was the same as all the others; more news of attacks, sightings and increasing numbers of Elves dead. Kanarel was in attendance too and, as always, spent much of his time trying to talk to her. She exchanged a few pleasantries with him, but because Riker never left her side, Kanarel eventually backed off. There was just something about Kanarel that annoyed Maia. She was glad her father had never made an official arrangement with Lord Swiftfisher for Kanarel to court her.
 The memorial, although larger than any of the others, was nothing special. Maia gave her speech, but her heart was not in it. She felt exposed and in danger on the dais that overlooked the grounds where the memorial was held and she was glad when she was finished.
 It was early afternoon by the time they returned to The Deep. It was too late to leave for home now, but knowing they were leaving at first light was a relief to Maia. She bathed and changed before she went downstairs with Rothea to meet the others for dinner.
 “Maia!”
 Her heart beat wildly in her chest as she stepped into the dining hall and heard her brother’s voice call her name. Fighting her tears, she ran to him and he held her for a long time before they spoke.
“Jaik, what are you doing here?” she finally managed to say, tears still running down her face, but she was smiling now.
 “Maia, you have been calling to me ever since the attack on you at Oxbow Lodge. I have been worried sick and from what Riker tells me, I have had good reason to be. Are you all right, My Princess?” Jaik kissed her on her forehead.
 She leant against him for a moment longer, drawing strength from the one person that knew her best of all.
 “I am all right now, Jaik. Thank you for coming. Come, let us sit and I will tell you everything that has happened.”
 Maia led her twin to the table that had been set for them. Rothea offered to sit with her Regiment for the evening, but Maia would not hear of it.
 “Rothea has been by my side every step of the way,” she explained to her brother, “and she has earned the right to sit at my table.”
 “It was not just me, My Lord,” Rothea cut in. “Lord Riker is the one that should get the credit. He never let Princess Maia out of his sight for even a moment.”
 Maia blushed. Riker scraped his chair against the floor as he pulled it out to sit. Jaik looked from one to the other and then a knowing smile started to play around his lips.
 “Well then,” he said, still smiling, “as we cannot leave until the morning, why not tell me all about your adventures?”
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 Cursing under his breath, he folded his black cloak and stashed it within his haversack. He had been so close. Everything had been set up and ready, but then everything had gone wrong. First young Lord Longshadow had arrived in Braérn and then the beast had turned up to foil his plans. He was frustrated, but he knew how to wait. He would get another chance. For the moment, the most important thing was to get away. He could ill afford to be discovered and he was not quite ready yet to meet such a formidable foe. He was not scared, he told himself, only cautious. There was no point in putting himself into harm’s way now; there was still too much he wanted to accomplish.
 He turned the ring on his right hand, twirling it between his fingers while he thought. So far, no-one had discovered who he really was or what his intentions were, but with that black beast roaming the city, the risk of exposure was too great. But he also could not simply run away; people would notice and then the beast would discover him. He also had to think of the ones that were still at the homestead. They were unaware of how the situation had changed.
 Eventually he came up with a solution that was so genius that he could hardly believe himself. He immediately set to making the necessary arrangements. He had one ally within the city that he trusted, and it was him he now sent to the homestead to let the others know. Feeling pretty smug about his own cleverness, he sat down in front of his fire and allowed himself a glass of wine. He could almost taste the victory with every sip he took. It would not be long now.
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 The materium platforms had been loaded and the horses were saddled, ready to go. Maia was excited; not only was she going home, but her brother would be with her. During last night’s dinner, he had been shocked to hear about her treatment in Arrow and then the attack in the swamp. But, much to Maia’s chagrin, Jaik had been too astute not to notice how the relationship between her and Riker had developed. And with Rothea adding some very strategic comments, Jaik was eventually fully aware of what was happening between them. She sensed his approval, which should have made her happy, but it also made it more difficult for her.
 They were ready to go and were mounting their horses when Lord Kyreon, Kanarel and some Elders met them by the stables. They had said their farewells the night before and, in light of the difficulties of their journey, had declined a large farewell parade. So Maia was surprised to see them.
 “Lord Kyreon,” Jaik said. “Is there something we forgot?”
 “No, My Lord,” Kyreon replied, “but under the current circumstances and the danger we all face, we have decided that it might be in the best interest of us all if we sent an ambassador with you to Shadow Hall. He can then attend your meetings and negotiate on behalf of the people of Braérn. I have already dispatched a letter to inform your father.”
 Jaik narrowed his eyes, but his voice was calm when he replied. “And who did you have in mind for this? Is it going to be one of your Elders?”
 “We have decided that Kanarel will accompany you, if it pleases My Lord. There is no-one I trust more and he has been schooled in etiquette and war. A fine combination, even if I do say so myself.”
 “Kanarel,” Jaik said, inclining his head towards the son of Lord Swiftfisher, “we would be honoured to have you accompany us. Is your horse ready? We are eager to be on our way.”
 “It is indeed, Sir,” Kanarel replied, before turning to say his farewell to his father.
 Maia and Jaik exchanged a brief glance and Riker guided his horse closer to Maia. He knew she had no great fondness for the man.
 A short moment later a Horse Master led Kanarel’s bay mare, as well as another horse packed with his belongings, out of their stables. Although Maia was not completely happy with these new developments, she realised that it did not really matter. He was nothing more than an annoyance and with Riker and her brother around, she need not fear Kanarel’s attentions. She was looking forward to going home and eager to get going.
  
 It was a beautiful day to travel; the sky was clear and the sun warmed Maia’s face as she looked up, trying to spot Midnight flying high above them. Every now and then she thought she saw a black spec, but then she lost sight of it again. She knew he was there, but he was flying so high, that not even she was able to see him. She had briefly told him about Kanarel, but because it had been of so little interest to her, Midnight had not even deemed to comment on it. He was, however, delighted that He-Of-Unshakable-Courage was now by her side and he ranged further than he had since they had left on the journey and for the first time in two Moons went on the hunt. Maia was happy that he could take this time for himself, but knowing what he was about to do, she broke contact with him; she could not be in his mind when he hunted, it terrified her.
 In the evening, they made camp. With Jaik’s men they now numbered forty-four and it was a busy evening of setting up tents, cooking dinner, sitting around the fire. With such a large group, and with Midnight now back from hunting and nearby, she felt completely safe. Nevertheless, when they retired, Jaik joined her in her tent. Maia briefly noticed Riker’s envious looks as they said good night and for the first time in her life she felt a little embarrassed that she would still lie with her brother at night like they used to when they were children. No-one had ever commented on it; in fact, it was completely acceptable. Twins were so rare that the relationship between twins was treated as something magical and allowances were made that under normal circumstances might have been frowned upon.
That night, comfortable in the arms of her brother, she finally slept a dreamless sleep.
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 Blaid sat on his haunches and looked at the bloody mess before him. He had not intended to kill this man; he only wanted to question him; but the man had attacked, ferociously, and in the end Blaid had been forced to end it. He now looked at the grotesquely broken body and wondered who he was.
 Almost two Moons had passed since he had left Thala Yll. He had roamed far during that time, but his aim had been the same. His new mission was all he could think about and he tackled it with the single-mindedness typical of a Prime. The spoor had eventually led him to Braérn, but he had lost the scent within the vast city. He had prowled the countryside around it, following some other scent, when he had become aware of her. Racing back to the city he realised that Maia was indeed in Braérn, and so was the other one. He snarled now at the thought of how close Maia had come to death without her realising it. It was in his nature to feel when someone was close to death and the intensity with which he felt Maia’s frightened him more than anything else in his life. But as suddenly as the threat had come, so it had disappeared. He could not explain it; it was as if his quarry had simply vanished.
 The day before he had crept back into Braérn, to reassure himself that Maia was, indeed, all right and when he found that her brother was now by her side, he decided to continue to pursue the other scent that had led him into the countryside in the first place. He tracked all night, following the spoor of a horse, moving at speed.
 At first, he was uncertain. The trail he was following belonged to an Elf on his horse; but after a while the spoor of the horse overlapped some older spoor of Vampyres. To his surprise, the Elf on his horse was heading in the same direction the Vampyres had travelled and as the night turned into morning, he came to a place where he knew they had met. It was a small homestead, uninhabited from the look of it, and the signs that Vampyres had been here recently were evident everywhere. He searched the place and not only did he find the horse dead and half eaten behind the barn, but he also found the man hiding within the empty house. The situation was so strange that he changed and, for the man’s benefit, found some clothes to don, and then sat down with the man to talk.
 Although scared at first, the man stubbornly refused to tell him anything. Blaid was nice to him, then threatened him when he did not get the desired result, but in the end the man shouted at him that they would kill him anyway, dived behind a table to retrieve his sword and then attacked. Although the man was not very skilled, he fought with a ferocity that astounded Blaid. He tried to simply evade the man’s advances, but as the man’s rage took over in his mind, Blaid felt from his Eläm everything he needed to know. He was in league with the Vampyres, aiding them. He felt like they had been waiting for something and the man had come to tell them that the time had come. Images of Maia flashed through his mind as he beheld the man’s Eläm and then Death took over. He changed, tearing the clothes, and scattering them around him. Within moments Blaid not only killed, but completely mutilated the man; the taste of his Elven blood sickeningly sweet in his mouth. He felt sorry now that it had come to that; he had never killed another Elf before. Sure, he had assisted in many deaths, but his Prime powers worked differently. This; he looked down at the bloody remains one more time; was murder.
 Feeling revolted with himself, he moved away from the homestead. His main target was still out there somewhere and he would find him. But as he moved across the fields away from the house, he picked up yet another scent. This one was completely foreign to him; yet strangely familiar. It was a big beast, dangerous, and even here the smell of Vampyre and Elf lingered. Something more sinister than he had originally imagined was afoot and it was now more urgent than ever that he find what he was looking for.
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 “Why did we not stay at this inn when we came to Braérn last year?” Maia asked as she got dressed.
 They had reached Juniper Inn during the late afternoon on their second day of travel. They had stabled the horses and then sat around the hearth of the inn until late in the evening, telling stories. She had enjoyed herself, but she had been all too aware of how Jaik had watched her interact with Riker. They had become so familiar with each other, that she had never really noticed how often Riker touched her. They were little gestures, completely innocent, but under the watchful eyes of her brother, they now seemed incredibly intimate and inappropriate. She sensed no disapproval from her brother, but his eyes spoke the warning that his mouth would not. Decorum dictated that Riker ask permission first and even then, they would have to be discrete until the time came that it would be officially announced.
 “The people were away at the time,” Jaik replied, pulling on his mail hauberk over his shirt. “Come, my little sister,” he finally said, “let me take you for breakfast.”
 Rothea and Riker joined them in the common room where they took their breakfast, but they did not linger long. The day promised to be hot and they wanted to be on their way as soon as possible.
 With Commander Ridgewell and his Regiment in the lead and Jaik’s Guard bringing up the rear, they moved out. The landscape past the lodge was dominated by gently rolling hills that were criss-crossed by streams and small forests of deciduous trees that were starting to come into bloom. It was easy travelling and they made good time. By noon they stopped to water the horses by a stream that dissected a stand of maples and oaks. They had just taken out their own lunch, when Maia noticed that the horses were getting restless. She stepped up to Fire and laid a hand on his neck. He shook his head and she felt his body tremble.
 “Something is not right,” she said to Jaik. “The horses are agitated.”
 Quickly Jaik and Commander Ridgewell got their men to spread out to search the area around them. Riker stood protectively next to Maia.
 “I do not sense anyone,” she said to him, “only the animals.”
 “I can feel their agitation as well. I don’t think the threat is coming from the outside. There is something about this place…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but started scanning the surrounding trees.
 Maia closed her eyes and opened her senses further, trying to pick up the individual Eläm of the people and animals around her. The horses were frightened, most of the people were weary and nervous, but the other animals; tree squirrels, birds, bugs, and ants; were in a neutral state. Then she noticed something else. She first felt it, an annoyance creeping over her that slowly built to a defensive rage; and then she heard it. She opened her eyes in alarm.
 “Syphons,” she screamed, just as the swarm descended on them.
 Horses whinnied and then, bucking and kicking ran off into the distance. The warriors that had spread out to look for the danger turned around and raced back towards them, but there was nothing they could do.
 It was spring and mating season for the syphons; wasp-like insects, each the length of a man’s palm. They had large stingers on their rear, with which they would stab and immobilise their prey. Then they had long, tube-like mouths, with which they would then suck out the insides of their prey through the hole they had made with their stingers. The venom in the stingers acted in such a way as to soften the tissue of their prey, so it could easily be siphoned up the drinking tubes. As an Elf, being stung by a syphon was not only painful, but could be fatal.
 The syphons must have been building their nests in the trees around them and being disturbed by the Elves’ presence, had become defensive. The swarm, at least a hundred strong, buzzed around them, stinging everything they came into contact with. People screamed as they were stung, desperately trying to get the insects off them. Maia, still open to the Eläm around her, felt not only the stings inflicted on her, but also those of the others. She could not focus her energy to calm the creatures as the pain was simply too much to bear. She struggled, now crawling, trying to get to the shallow stream. As she crawled, she was being stung on her bare arms, her neck, her face, and hands and soon her vision dimmed and she collapsed, finally lying still.
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 Aaron was on the archery field with Jasmin. She had been taking him there for a few Quarters now and he was getting better. The Day of the Hunt celebration was only another fortnight hence and he was determined to impress Maia again. He had done well during the Spring Feast celebrations and he would prove himself to her again.
 “No, Papa, keep your elbow straight,” his daughter said to him and adjusted the angle of his arm minutely. “Now focus; I know you can do this.”
 At twenty paces, he had proven himself to be a pretty good shot. At thirty paces, he had struggled for a while, but eventually his aim had become true. Now Jasmin had put the target at fifty paces and he had as yet to hit the large straw dummy. He was getting a little frustrated with himself, but he persisted; it would all be worth it in the end.
 Although the initial Moons on Elveron had been difficult for him, over time he had come to realise what a wondrous place it was. His body was slowly changing; becoming more Elf-like; and his senses were now able to perceive things that he would never before have been able to notice. His eye-sight was keener, his sense of smell stronger and his hearing was incredible.
 He had never noticed that a forest did not simply smell like forest, but rather of the millions of living organisms that inhabited it. Hundreds of different species of trees made up the forest. He was slowly learning all their names and properties. Plants, flowers, mushrooms, and other green matter; the earth and the insects living within it; the mammals and birds that dwelt within the forest; everything had its own distinct smell and together it smelled like forest. He often sat on his veranda, looking out into the trees and tried to first identify a smell and then search for the plant or animal emitting it. Luke and Jasmin sometimes joined him and they had made it a game of who could identify the most. But what impressed him about the forest the most was the sheer size of the trees. He had learned about forests during history class on Earth and there the trees had grown to a maximum of about a hundred feet. Here, some of the trees stood at least four hundred feet high and their base could be as thick as an entire house. They were magical and he could not imagine why the Humans on Earth had cut all their forests down. Now, having lived here and seen what nature is like, he could not imagine ever going back there. Earth was a dismal place compared to the paradise that was Elveron.
 He was also stronger and faster and working with the Elves on a daily basis gave him that extra push to try even harder. Working with the Builders, and from time to time the Carpenters, was the most satisfying job he had ever had. Their ingenuity had no limits and he was amazed every day at what they managed to accomplish without technology or electricity. Most of it was simple mechanics, but incredible in its simplicity.
 But then there were also the crystals and the materium; he had struggled with their concept in the beginning, but he was learning. There were different types of crystals, exhibiting different properties. The simple ones, available in a range of colours, were used for illumination. Other ones, the dark blue ones were the strongest, were surrounded by some kind of force field and when they were arranged in a certain order within a structure, they could be made to be used like electricity. These crystals were rare and expensive and therefore not often used.
 Materium, however, was a material that seemed to be readily available. Also mined in the mountains like the crystals, it looked somewhat like a mix between granite and crystal. It only exuded a very faint glow and during the day it was almost imperceptible. The Elves had explained that the materium worked with the magnetic core of the planet; pushing away from it, like reverse gravity; and so could be used to lift things. He had been skeptical at first as to how such a small piece of rock could carry such heavy weights and, although he still had no real scientific explanation for it, he had seen it work many times. The day they had arrived on Elveron, the Elves that found them by Greystone had put Maia on a floating stretcher. He had been too overwhelmed by everything that was happening at the time to have paid much attention to it, but as time went by he became increasingly aware of how frequently it was used. Wagons, used to haul vegetables from the fields, were pulled by horses, but floated behind them on just two cylinders of materium. The cylinders, used to channel the power of the materium in the right direction, were made from glass. The size of the materium depended on the power required. One only had to fasten the cylinder underneath whatever one wished to lift, centre the load so it would not shift and the materium would do the rest. Silas had explained that there were very precise calculations one had to apply in order to get the ratio right. If one were to attach a large piece of materium to a small item, it would float too high; too small a piece and it would not be strong enough to lift a heavy item. Working on repairing a neighbour’s veranda for a Quarter, he had finally been able to acquire a piece of materium for himself. He had experimented with it for long evenings and although it had been exceedingly interesting, he still had no idea how it worked.
And then there was thryll. It was a compound found in a whole range of plants, as well as a vast variety of wild life. It was what made them glow at night. Bio-luminescence was the word that came to his mind, but he would not have been able to put it into the Elven language. There were still a lot of words that he could not translate from English and the longer they were here, the less it mattered to them. Thryll fascinated him; it was all around them and he had begun cataloging everything that contained thryll. Luke said that Silas had a large volume about these animals and plants within his cave, but Aaron enjoyed discovering and learning by himself. Besides the Lumina flowers; of which they now had at least ten in their house; there were tiny red tree frogs, green mushrooms with yellow stripes, caterpillars in either blue or orange with long white hairs, ivy-like climbing plants of a vivid shade of red and purple-crested lizards. All of them were spectacular to watch at night and the more he learned, the more he wanted to know.
 Luke and Jasmin were thrilled with his progress and how well he had adjusted. For them it had been easy from the beginning; their minds still young enough to adjust quickly. Luke’s training as a Healer with Silas was going very well and he was now capable enough that he did minor house calls without his teacher.
 Jasmin; working as a Hunter; brought in most of their food. She always got a share of meat from the day’s hunt, as well as vegetables for her effort. It still amazed him how efficiently the trading system worked; there was no greed and nobody ever went without.
 One of the things he struggled with in the beginning was Archer. From the moment they had arrived, the young Elf had an eye for his daughter. Being of Earth, he had been wary of the man, assuming the worst. But as he came to understand the traditions of the Elves he had learned that his daughter was quite safe. Once Aaron had settled down enough, Archer had approached him; as was their custom; and had asked him to court his daughter. Aaron had made inquires as to what this courting entailed and had been pleasantly surprised that Elves did not have sex before marriage. He had given his blessing to them, but had retained the right to determine the appropriate time for them to marry. For the moment, this seemed to be enough for Jasmin and Archer and he had never seen his daughter this happy.
 It made him a little envious that she had found such happiness; he still missed Lisa, even though he now knew for certain that Maia had been Lisa while she was on Earth. Once he had realised that, he had promised himself that he would win her back. But this had proven to be more difficult than anything else he had attempted before. Not only was she the princess of these people, but she was also this magical being with powers he still not fully understood. The burdens she had to bear, he now knew, weighed heavily on her, and saving her people during the war had taken its toll on her. He had been by her side right through the tough winter Moons, often just sitting with her in silence. She had seemed so lonely and it had broken his heart to see her that way. But the more time he spent with her, the more responsive she became to him. He knew it would still take a long while before she could see him as someone she could spend her life with, but he was working on it. It was the driving force behind his eagerness to learn everything he could and to become that someone she would eventually chose to be her mate.
 Relaxing into his stance, he narrowed his eyes and zeroed in on the target; like Jasmin had said, he could do this. He took a breath and then, as he let it out, released the bolt from his crossbow. The whoop of joy from Jasmin told him that his aim had been true, but he had known already; nothing and no-one would be able to stand in his way to achieving his goal. Maia would be his.
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 “Kanarel, to your left.” Jaik pointed to a bag lying next to a maple tree. “Thank you,” he said when Kanarel finally brought it.
 The swarm of syphons had caused absolute chaos; half the people were down with injuries, the horses had all fled, all their possessions were strewn about and worst of all, Maia was unconscious. Those who had not been stung or were still able to move about had begun to assist the injured. They were moving them all to the edge of the stream, so they would have easy access to water. Everyone was doing what they could, but Kanarel acted as if it all did not matter much to him. Jaik was not only worried about his people, but also in a panic about Maia and he could ill afford someone so indifferent and incompetent when they really needed every able hand to help.
 “No, I don’t need you here.” He dismissed Kanarel, trying to control the agitation in his voice. “See if you can bring the horses back. Take Medlin the Horse Master with you; he is well enough to walk.”
 Kneeling beside Maia, he opened her medicine bag. He had spent many Moons in Silas’ cavern while the old man had taught his sister. Also, the basics of healing were taught to all warriors so that they might help each other if one should get injured. He knew nothing about syphon venom or how to treat it, but he scratched through her bag, looking for anything that would revive her, relieve her pain or work against the venom. He hoped to be able to revive her first. If he could lend her his strength, she would be able to heal herself.
 “Let me help,” Riker croaked; barely able to sit up, but refusing to leave Maia’s side. “There is a small, green bag with grey crystals. Open it and hold it under her nose.”
 Jaik did not stop to think why Riker had this information. Quickly he found the bag and then fumbled to undo the fine string that bound the top. The moment it was undone, an unpleasantly sharp odour filled the air and he quickly held it under Maia’s nose. For a couple of heartbeats nothing happened, then she coughed. Gently he put his hand behind her head and lifted her to assist her breathing. Her breath rasped out of her lungs and he could feel her heart race, fighting the venom within her body. Her face was terribly distorted; the right side swollen from two stings, effectively closing her right eye. She had lumps with puncture marks all down her neck and arms and they were turning an angry red.
 “Maia, can you hear me,” he said gently, but firmly.
 She groaned.
 “Maia, I don’t know how to help you. Can you tell me what to do?”
 She made some more incomprehensible noises.
 “I am here,” he said soothingly, positioning himself so that she was now lying on his lap. “Shh, it will be all right.”
 Desperately he looked at Riker, but he was in a state barely better than Maia and Jaik was sure only his love for her kept him conscious. The Guard had almost as many stings as she did; Riker had followed Maia as she fled to the river and tried to shield her with his own body. It was his Guard uniform that had saved him from worse injuries. If it had not been for Riker, Maia might be dead. He shuddered at the thought.
 Suddenly he felt cold. He felt himself get heavy and terribly tired. A moan escaped his lips, but he was smiling.
 “That’s it,” Jaik whispered to her as she sapped his strength to renew her own.
 He was strong and fit and he had not been stung, but even so, by the time she was strong enough to let go of him he felt a thousand years older. He was breathing hard, but still cradled his sister in his arms.
 “Jaik.” She spoke quietly, still weak.
 “I’m here.”
 “How many are injured?”
 “No, you need to see to yourself first. Take more energy from me if you need it.”
 She struggled into a sitting position.
 “I will be fine now. Midnight is on his way; I will need his strength. How many are injured?” She asked again, her voice already stronger.
“More than twenty, but th…”
 She did not let him finish as at that moment she noticed Riker, who had collapsed to the ground beside them.
 “Where is my bag?” she asked and Jaik quickly handed it to her.
 With practiced familiarity, she reached in and immediately retrieved a small jar containing white ointment. She unscrewed the lid and then proceeded to dab the ointment onto Riker’s stings. His eyes fluttered at her touch, but he did not wake up.
 Once she had applied the ointment to Riker, she did the same for herself.
 “It helps with the pain,” she explained to Jaik, “but it does not stop the decay of the flesh.” She handed him the jar. “Apply it to everyone who needs it. It will keep their agony at bay until I can neutralise the venom. Let everyone know that Midnight will be here shortly. I don’t want them to be frightened.”
 Jaik rose to do her bidding; he knew his sister; the Healer in her had taken over and she expected her orders to be followed. Her peoples’ lives depended on it.
 “Riker, can you hear me?” She laid her hand on his cheek.
 He nodded, then moaned at the pain it caused him.
 “I am not strong enough yet,” she said, wiping the hair from his brow, “but I will make you better soon.” She kissed him on his swollen forehead.
 Moments later she felt the downdraft of Midnight’s wings as he landed. Awkwardly he picked his way towards her, trying not to step on any of the debris strewn about. He settled onto the ground as close to her as he could and she crawled to him, still too weak to stand.
 “Midnight,” she sighed and leant her weary head against his chest.
 Immediately Midnight’s great strength flooded through her and, closing her eyes, she concentrated on her injuries. One by one she neutralised the venom in each sting, before repairing the damaged tissue around the puncture wound. She was shocked to find how quickly her flesh had been decaying and she now worried about the state of the others. She would have to work quickly.
 Once she had seen to herself, she went over to Riker and dragged him the few paces over to Midnight. In order for her to use Midnight’s strength, she would have to be in physical contact with him. She laid Riker against Midnight’s massive foreleg and then began the same process as she had used on herself. She worked as quickly as she could, trying not to overlook anything in her haste. Midnight remained calm, sensing her need of him and for once not minding being in contact with others.
 “Maia,” Riker said as his eyes finally fluttered open.
 She briefly hugged him. “Are you strong enough to stand?” she asked.
 “Yes, I think so.”
 “Go to Jaik. Tell him to bring the people one by one. We must work quickly as the venom is destroying the tissue extremely fast. If we delay, the injuries might become permanent.”
 Riker nodded and immediately moved off. His body was still weak and she saw him struggle. She felt sorry that she had to ask this of him; she knew how terribly weak and tired he felt. If it were not for Midnight, she would barely have the energy to stay conscious.
 Rowlean, Caeben and Fela, all from the Regiment, started to carry the people to her. Her brother and the others that were not injured set up camp around them. Maia noticed Rothea, although stung at least twice, making a fire, and putting a pot of water to the boil.
 One by one, she healed the stings, never breaking contact with Midnight, and as she finished with one and he or she was taken to a tent, another one was brought to her. Soon, even with Midnight’s energy flowing through her, she felt weary beyond anything she had ever felt before. Midnight rumbled deep in his chest and a small plume of smoke escaped his nostrils. Some of the people moved away in fright, but Jaik and Riker brought them back in line, helping the injured.
 Maia knew that Midnight’s frustration was not with having to help the others, but with having to watch Maia suffer. 
Just a few more, she told him and leant over Neth, the Server, who she had frightened so at the beginning of their journey.
 Gently she peeled back the girl’s clothes. She was wearing a skirt and the syphons had stung her multiple times on her legs. The stings were terribly swollen and the skin was starting to turn a purple-black. Her arms did not look much better, but what worried Maia the most was Neth’s face; it was completely unrecognizable. Both her eyes were swollen shut, her nose was almost invisible amid the swollen flesh of her cheeks and her lips had ballooned to three times their size. Maia knew that if she did not manage to get the swelling down, Neth would suffocate.
 Maia adjusted her position; moving closer to Midnight so more of her body touched his; and pulled Neth along with her. She took a few steadying breaths and then set to work. They should have brought Neth to her earlier; she was by far the worst she had seen so far; but she was with her now and Maia worked relentlessly for over an hour before Neth was finally breathing easier and her skin, which had turned almost completely black, had faded to a dull red. The venom was neutralised; the main danger gone; but Neth was weak and Maia knew she would still be in terrible pain when she woke up.
 Caeben and Fela took Neth from her when she indicated that she was finished, then they brought the next one to her. Bronwe, one of the Horse Masters, also had extensive injuries, but she was able to breathe unassisted. Next were Ingesin and Nemiron, who had come along on this trip to visit family. Ingesin was healed quickly; although she had a large number of stings, her skin did not seem to be affected as badly as the others. Nemiron on the other hand, was almost completely black; his skin and flesh beneath at a level of decay that Maia worried she could not reverse. He was unconscious; for which Maia was grateful; and she set to work, fighting to prevent the flesh from dying. Sometime during the process, she felt Midnight sigh; the amount of energy required to heal such injuries was even testing his great strength. She silently thanked him for his help and understanding, but never let up the stream of energy she was channelling to Nemiron. Eventually she felt that she could do no more. Had she been able to see to him earlier, he might have stood a better chance. But he seemed to be extremely susceptible to the venom and his injuries had progressed quicker than in the others. Now his skin was not black anymore, having faded to a light purple, but a lot of the flesh beneath had died before she could heal it. He would forever have a pock-marked appearance to him, his skin dimpled and uneven. She felt sorry for him, but there was nothing further she could do right now.
 Tiredly she waved for Caeben and Fela to take him away.
 “Maia, you need to rest. Everyone has been given some of the tea you asked Rothea to make. Most of them are sleeping now.”
 She nodded. She had briefly explained to Rothea how to make the linden bark tea, hoping that she would get the strength right, but then Rothea had told her that she used to make if for her ill grandmother and was aware of its properties and how to prepare it. For now, those people who had been given the tea would be able to sleep fairly pain free. She would see what she could do about their pain tomorrow when they woke up.
 Jaik took a seat by her side, sparing a quick glance at Midnight to see if it was all right. Midnight rumbled his consent.
 “Just a few more,” Maia whispered. “Rothea has a couple of stings, as does Elder Owen. And I believe Talath, Medlin and Karagan were also stung. Let me see to them and then I will lie down.”
 Jaik looked at his sister for a long time, saw the tiredness behind her eyes and knew that she would not rest until everyone was seen to.
 “As you wish, Princess,” he said and rose to fetch those that only had minor injuries and were helping the uninjured set up camp and look after the patients.
Jaik brought Baltor Owen first. He just had a sting on his arm and was healed quickly. By the time Rothea came to her, the two stings on her forearm had turned black. Although Rothea said not a word, Maia knew that she must have been in great pain. Most of the others only had one to three stings at the most and, although the flesh was starting to rot, she managed to heal them quickly enough.
 Kanarel came to her last; she didn’t even know he had been stung and, to be honest, had totally forgotten about him. He had one sting behind his right ear, which was swollen, but not discoloured.
 “I don’t know Maia,” he said to her when she asked him why this was so, “I felt the pain and sent some energy to the spot to numb it. Maybe that is what has stopped the decay.”
 It was not the answer Maia had expected. She thought maybe he had some kind of resistance, like Ingesin seemed to have, but his answer suggested that he had some kind of healing power, even if it was elementary. She quickly healed his sting and, while in contact with his skin, tried to read his Eläm. To her surprise, it was so well hidden it was impossible for her to pick up with such brief contact. Few Elves were able to hide themselves this completely; it was an incredible talent.
 But she was utterly exhausted and dismissed him as soon as she was done. She had no energy to ponder the mystery of Kanarel’s powers. There had been twenty-eight with severe injuries and six with minor injuries. Only the ones that had accompanied Jaik on his perimeter search had escaped the attack. Wearily she rose, struggling to her feet, but as soon as she broke contact with Midnight, she collapsed. Midnight immediately stretched down and touched her back with his great muzzle. Maia was faintly aware of Midnight speaking to her brother, then running feet and people milling about her and then all went still.
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 “Yes, Father, only the Guard and the Regiment that were uninjured or sustained only minor injuries are still here. The others have been sent home. They left yesterday; I am surprised you did not encounter them on the road.”
 “We came in haste and cut through Eldenar Forest. We left as soon as the pigeon arrived with the message that you sent us.”
 Maia heard them talk, but it made little sense to her. Why was her father here? Her eyes fluttered open; she was so incredibly tired and wished she could keep them closed for a while longer. But the conversation between her brother and father worried her. A hoarse moan escaped her as she tried to sit up.
 “Easy there, my child,” Silas said and put his arm around her shoulders to help her into a sitting position. Almost immediately Jagaer, Jaik and Riker surrounded her cot and she could see Rothea’s worried face by the opening of the tent.
 “What…” she croaked and then cleared her throat. “What is going on?” she finally managed to ask.
 “You have been asleep for a while. Everything is all right; there is no need to worry,” Silas replied gently. “The people are on their way home, thanks to you.” He smiled at her.
 Groggily she wiped her eyes. She realised that she smelled of soap and wondered who had washed her.
 “For how long did I sleep?”
 “Three days,” Jaik answered her question. “Once you had seen to everyone, you simply collapsed. We immediately sent a message to Father to bring Silas. We did not know what else to do. They arrived here last night.”
 “How are you feeling?” her father asked gruffly. She could see him struggle with his emotion; he always had trouble when it concerned her.
 “Tired, Father, but I will be fine. And famished. Is there any food?”
 “Yes, of course, My Lady.” Rothea immediately left the tent and returned moments later with a steaming mug of hot broth and a spoon.
 Riker took the mug and spoon from her and then sat on the small stool next to her cot that Silas had now vacated.
 “Here, let me help you with this,” he said, his deep voice gentle and then proceeded to spoon the nutritious soup into her mouth.
 She felt a little embarrassed being fed by Riker, but when she tried to hold the spoon herself, her shaking hands messed the soup on her blanket. Her father and Jaik both turned and went to sit by the small table that was part of the luxuries of her tent. Silas took a seat by her feet, but did not watch her as she ate. Rothea had busied herself with Maia’s wardrobe and was diligently looking through her garments on the pretext of finding her something to wear. Realizing that she was now alone with Riker helped her relax and she let him feed her the broth without interfering. Soon she felt some strength return to her and she looked at him with thankful eyes. His Eläm, and his feelings for her, were dimmed; she assumed because of the company present in the tent; but the love she saw in his eyes was unmistakable. She was still unsure how she felt about him; Blaid crossed her mind still too often and no matter how hard she tried, she could not forget him. But Riker was a good man and she would be blessed to have someone like him in her life. It was obvious that everyone present in the tent agreed with that assessment. Maia wondered how much Jaik had told her father or what else had been discussed.
 “Thank you, Riker,” she said quietly as he set the cup down on the floor. “Father, would you all mind if I have a moment alone with Rothea?” She spoke a little louder, voicing her request.
 The men mumbled their agreement and were soon gone. Rothea was by her side momentarily.
 “Is everything all right, Lady Maia?” she asked, worried.
 “Yes, I would like to relieve myself.” She gave Rothea a crooked grin. “And then you can show me what you have chosen for me to wear.”
  
 When Maia eventually exited the tent, her legs still weak and shaky, she realised that it was already night. She tried to think back; they had left Braérn on the morning of the fifteenth day of Watcher’s Moon, then they had been attacked by the syphons on the third day of their travels and she had slept for three days. So today should be the evening of the twentieth day of Watcher’s Moon.
As she stepped up to the camp fire where everyone had gathered, the people all rose and bowed to her.
 “My Princess,” Rowlean Ridgewell said as he took her hand to help her over a log, “I am so pleased you are feeling better.”
 “So am I, Commander. How are your people?” she asked and then looked around the circle at the men and women of his Regiment.
 “Everyone is well, thanks to you, My Lady,” he replied and several voices added their agreement.
 She looked around at them all and although she noticed a small scar here and there, they all seemed to be in good health. The small scars she could try to tend to at a later time, but it made her think of Nemiron and wondered how he was. She took her seat by the fire and slowly conversation resumed.
 “He has markings, all over his body, but he is happy to be alive.” Jaik finally answered her question about Nemiron. “He is thankful for what you have done for him. Without you he would not have survived.”
 “I just wish I could have prevented the permanent damage,” she said, agonising about her failure, “but once the tissue is dead, there is nothing I can do to revive it.”
 Jaik took her hand and held it. His comfort eased her worry for Nemiron, but the thought that she was unable to heal the dead tissue occupied her for a while. She was Life, so why was she not able to overcome death? Everything she did and everywhere she went, it all came back to him. Death, Blaid; even though he was not physically present here; was always with her. No matter how hard she tried, she would never be able to conquer him and what he stood for. This trip had started out so well, but what she had learned and what she had experienced in the Moons that she had been away had opened her eyes to a world she no longer recognised.
 She suddenly felt her tiredness return with full force. She excused herself from the company of the warriors around her and let Rothea take her to her tent. All she wanted now was to get home. There was a war coming, whether that be from the Vampyres or some other enemy, she might have to fight alone, and she would have to be ready. She realised at that moment that her life would change; the sheltered Regent’s daughter was gone and all she was now was a Prime. This was her fight, whether she liked it or not.
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 The next morning, they finally headed home. Their company was whittled down to twenty-two, plus Jagaer and Silas. Fire seemed to understand Maia’s weakness and walked with care, picking his footing carefully so as not to jostle her on his back. Midnight stayed close, flying just ahead and above them.
 In the evening, they stopped at the Peak View Inn and Maia was grateful for the luxury of a bath. During careful inspection of her own body, she noticed that she also still had some small scars where the syphons had stung her. Her body was already healing them, but once she was stronger, she would put some extra energy into it to make them fade completely. She decided then that, once home and somewhat rested, she would do some house calls to all the others and see what she could do for them as well.
 Finally, she sunk into the downy blankets of her bed and she was asleep as soon as Rothea turned out the lights. But her sleep during the night was far from restful. She kept dreaming about Blaid, but they were not the kind of dreams she used to have. In these dreams, he was always lonely, always sad, and often angry beyond words. She watched him hunt; what, she could not tell; and she watched him kill. He was always running; running to something, running from something; and in her dreams, she felt his urgency to achieve an unknown goal. She could not tell what drove him, but she felt his obsession. Although so different from hers, she felt that he was doing the same as her; being a Prime and doing what he was supposed to do. Some of the things she witnessed in her dreams sickened her; other times she felt he had done well and she was impressed. By morning she was more confused about him than she had been before and she was in a dark mood when they left for home.
 It was another two days’ travel to Shadow Hall and that night they set up the tents again. She slowly felt her energy growing again; feeling better with every hour that passed; but still she retired early that night. She saw the concern in everyone’s faces, but she knew that they accredited her current state of mind to her ordeal over the past few days and her secret dreams of Blaid would never be known.
  
 “We are so happy that you are finally home,” Luke said as he hugged Maia to welcome her back. “We were so worried when the others came home without you.”
 “Jasmin has been frantic,” Aaron agreed. “She was ready to ride off and save you.”
 “You have not been any better, Papa,” Jasmin defended herself, but smiled at her father.
 “That is true,” Maia’s mother added to the conversation. “He almost got on a horse himself to go looking for you.”
 Maia smiled at her mother; it was good to see her; she had not realised how much she had missed her. Malyn had hugged her and smiled when they had arrived, but Maia knew that she had struggled not to cry. The news must have been especially hard for her mother and having to remain at home, waiting, must have been terrible.
 “How are you feeling, Maia?” Aaron now said earnestly, taking her hand gently in his.
 She resisted the urge to pull her hand away. He had been a good friend to her; she knew that now and did not want to hurt his feelings. Also, with her sudden increase in sensitivity, she was now acutely aware of the depth of his feelings for her. She wondered again how this ability had developed so suddenly and so strongly. Sometimes she wished she could turn it off, but even if she closed herself off from the Eläm around her, she could still feel a glimmer of it within her.
 “I am much better, Aaron, thank you. But it has been a tiring journey. I am glad to be home.”
 “We are so glad that you are safe now, so we will not delay you any longer. I am sure you are looking forward to your own bed.” Aaron bowed and lightly kissed her hand before he let it go. “Good night, Maia, may the Mother bless your dreams.”
Maia’s lips twitched at Aaron’s comment, but then she managed to smile and wished them a good night. She was glad that Aaron was becoming familiar with their customs, but that he had chosen this time to refer to the Mother and her dreams seemed to be more than a coincidence. She felt like the Mother was trying to tell her something and, just like before, she was unable to interpret it. She knew her dreams had meaning, but she was unable to understand them.
 Feeling weary and frustrated she let her brother escort her home. Riker had stood by patiently while her family had greeted her, but now he resumed his place by her side and only at her door wished her a good night.
 “Rothea, you may go home now. Get some rest,” Jaik said. “You may return at sunrise tomorrow.”
 “Yes, My Lord.” Rothea bowed to them both. “Good night, My Lady. I hope your sleep is untroubled tonight.”
 Maia smiled after her as Rothea descended the steps to make her way home. Rothea was a warrior at heart, but she had a certain sensitivity that made her unusually suitable as a personal guard for Maia. She was glad that they had become so close; she did not think she would have survived this journey without her.
 “Come, My Princess, it is time that you get some rest.”
 “I agree,” Malyn said and led the way into their home.
 The fire was burning in the central hearth, candles were lit on the window sills and potted plants lent a pleasant aroma to the air. Maia briefly closed her eyes as she stepped into the common room and absorbed the atmosphere of her home. It was so good to be back.
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 The path that led over the ridge to the stables was so familiar; she hardly looked where she was going. The simple fact that she was alone still stunned her. During her trip to the cities, security had been such an issue, that she had never been able to go anywhere without either Rothea or Riker. She enjoyed their company, of course, but she had not realised how much she missed some time to herself. Once back home, Jaik had declared that her safety was of utmost concern to him, especially in her weakened state, and her father had agreed. Rothea had been ordered to be her personal guard from now on; although she would not lose her placement in the Regiment. Riker had resumed his normal duties as Guard, but made it his personal mission to look in on her whenever he could. Maia knew it was not just his concern for her safety that kept him coming back. Her own feelings for him were still confusing her, but she could not find it within her to commit; something was still holding her back.
 Today, however, Maia had given Rothea the day off. She was feeling so much stronger already and Rothea had been working for two full Moons without a day’s break. And tomorrow would be the Day of the Hunt celebration and Maia knew that her brother would not allow Rothea to leave her side during the festivities.
 Her brother had protested, but then relented under the condition that someone else takes over Rothea’s duties for the day. Maia had reluctantly agreed, but then, suddenly feeling a little rebellious, decided to take a walk to the stables before Rothea’s replacement arrived at their home.
 She walked slowly, savouring the mild morning, listening to the birds and the rustling of the small creatures within the forest. It was so peaceful within the safety of the trees; the path smooth from millennia of traffic and the sunlight dappling through the leafy canopy. After all that had happened over the past few Moons she was enjoying the quiet and not doing anything in particular. Her body was healed; even the little scars that she had noticed only a few nights back were completely gone; and she almost felt her normal self again. She was happy, in this moment, and a smile played across her lips. She wished life could always be this uncomplicated.
 But as she crested the top of the ridge before it dropped down to the other side, she suddenly felt a chill in the air. The hairs on her arms stood erect and her skin crawled. She immediately opened her mind to find out where the threat was coming from, but all she picked up were the Eläm of the animals around her. She reached for her Twin Blade, now a permanent fixture on her back, and scanned the surrounding forest. Although the Vampyres’ Eläm was different and weaker than that of Elves, she could usually pick it up when she concentrated; not being able to feel anyone, but knowing someone was there, terrified her. She could almost feel the unseen eyes upon her.
 Then she stopped; standing completely still; her arms held rigidly against her body with the blades pointing towards the ground. Adrenaline surged through her, making her body thrum with excitement and her heart pounded in her chest. Every one of her senses were now directed at the still figure standing about fifty paces in front of her, his face hidden within the shadow of the trees. But there was no doubt as to who the person was, even though she could still not feel his Eläm; he was very good at hiding it from her.
 Different emotions warred within her; excitement, happiness, confusion, anger and hurt. Where had he been? Could all the allegations against him be true? What was he doing here now? Had he really done any of those things she had seen him do in her dreams? Tears started to roll down her cheeks; her hurt and anger overtaking all other emotions and she felt a rage building within her that she struggled to control.
 “You,” she whispered.
 And then he moved. A simple step forward; bringing his face into the light. Maia stood frozen for a moment longer, momentarily stunned; he was so beautiful, just as she remembered him. But then the moment passed and she let go of her control and let her anger take over. She covered the distance between them so fast that he hardly had time to react before her Twin Blades came down on his head. He blocked her blow with his own blades, but the force of her attack brought him to his knees. Their blades locked, they stared at each other for a moment and Maia was acutely aware of his smell, making it difficult for her to concentrate. His deep blue eyes looked at her pleadingly, but it only made her angrier.
“I trusted you,” she hissed at him accusingly.
 She took a step back, allowing him to rise to defend himself. He was barely back on his feet when she attacked again. Viciously she stabbed and slashed, twirling around him with fury. She matched him in speed; if not in strength; yet he managed to block every one of her blows. The sound of their weapons colliding echoed eerily through the woods. On and on she attacked, relentless in her frustration and hurt.
 “Maia, stop,” he shouted as he blocked another one of her vicious attacks.
 She feinted to the left, then swung out to the right. He had to jump back to avoid the tip of her blade slicing his ribs.
 “No. You have betrayed us all. You are helping them!”
 She twirled, going low and swiped the legs out from under him with her right foot. As he went down, he turned, rolling, and came up fighting.
 “What are you talking about?” he shouted back at her.
 “Everyone knows. You have been seen,” she yelled and her sharp blade chopped off a lock of hair as it narrowly missed his ear.
 “Lies.” He took a swing at her; his eyes glinting dangerously.
 “I don’t believe you,” she huffed as she parried one of his blows. “I know you where in Thala Yll. And I know about the other cities. People are dead. Elves!”
 Suddenly she was on the back foot. She saw the expression on his face change and then she was too busy defending herself to wonder what had happened. He bared his teeth, his pointed eye teeth now clearly visible and she thought she heard him growl. On and on he came, pushing her deeper and deeper into the forest. Midnight; although some distance away; felt her distress for a moment, but she firmly told him to mind his own business.
 “I…have…been…helping…you,” he hissed between every lunge.
 She ducked, then sidestepped, but then winced as the tip of his blade cut her upper arm, bright red blood running in a stream down her arm. She thought she had been angry before, but the sight of her own blood, drawn by his blade, brought a rage such as she had never felt before. Midnight roared in the distance. With a scream, she attacked harder and faster than before, venting all her anger. Snarling, he defended himself, then went on the attack again. On and on they fought; Maia cut him on his thigh, he opened another wound on her arm, she sliced his cheek, he scratched her neck. Maia screamed accusations of his betrayal at him; for so long she had missed him, and then he had abandoned and betrayed her. Tears were running down her cheeks as she twirled her Twin Blades so fast no normal person would have been able to follow their movement. But he matched her blow for blow and although she was giving it everything she had, she still felt like he was only toying with her.
 “You are in danger. I am here to save you,” Blaid screamed between blows.
 “I do not need you to save me,” she yelled back at him.
 Her vision clouded by her rage, she saw only him and all he stood for; death. She wanted to end it now and she felt the magic building within her. Like a black cloud, it crept over her rational thought and she was only vaguely aware of the forest around them darkening; branches being whipped by a furious wind, leaves and dirt flying through the air around them. Summoning all her remaining strength, she channelled her energy and took the final step towards him; he would die now, by her hand.
 “I love you!” he screamed so loud that even with the storm raging around them she heard him.
 But it was too late to stop the magic. At the last moment, she turned, directing it upwards and the full force of it exploded towards the canopy of trees. Twigs, branches, and leaves rained down around them as they stood, facing each other. Both stood still, breathing hard. Their weapons hanging by their side.
 Eventually the tempest around them subsided. Some stray leaves still floated in the air, but the forest was still again.
With her anger suddenly extinguished, she could see clearly for the first time in many Moons. She was now able to look at him and see him for who he was. She saw the longing in his eyes and then she felt his Eläm. Her lips parted involuntary, a sigh escaping them; he was beautiful. Beautiful and pure; a reflection of herself; a true Prime. Her blades dropped to the ground and she took a step towards him. And then he was beside her, taking her roughly by her arms and pressing his mouth onto hers. She felt his teeth bruising her lips, but it did not matter. She pressed herself against him. She felt his need for her and, not wanting to waste even one more moment, tore off his shirt.
 Maia was briefly aware of Midnight roaring again, but then all she felt was Blaid’s urgent hands on her body. There was no tenderness today; they had been apart for so long that neither could wait. They tore at each other’s clothing, bloodied each other’s lips in their haste and he finally took her; still half dressed; on the forest floor. It was quick and bordered on violent and afterwards they each lay on their backs, breathing heavily. Maia now felt her weakness returning; she had only a few days’ rest since the syphon attack; and she struggled to breathe.
 Sensing her distress, Blaid now turned towards her. Laying his hand on her chest, he looked at her and immediately she felt her breathing ease and her heartbeat slow. In the dim light of the forest his eyes were dark, but she saw a light deep within them that shone just for her. With his Eläm finally bared to her, his emotions and feelings were clear; he loved her and they were meant to be together. He was here to be her shadow, to guide her through the dark and to bring balance to life. Suddenly everything was so clear; all the times she had been with Riker and she had felt some kind of emotion for him was when Blaid had been near; the stories of Death stalking the land were true, but he had been hunting Vampyres; the dreams she has had of him were of him hunting and killing those that intended to hunt and kill her people. There was so much more that she felt in that moment of connection, but she had no words for it right then. Even Midnight was still and had retreated from her mind.
 Gently Blaid started kissing her again. He took his time; making her more comfortable on a bed of leaves, before removing the rest of her clothing. Then he gently wiped the blood from her shallow wounds. Bending over her, he kissed her everywhere. She shivered under his gentle kisses and when he started touching her, all other thought was erased. On and on he caressed her body until she thought she could no longer contain herself. Then he eased his body between her legs and as he entered her, this time it was with ultimate tenderness and she moaned as he moved inside of her. Slowly he moved and slowly her pleasure built; all her senses focussed on him. His body was hard, but smooth and warm, and his smell affected her in ways almost as strongly as the actions of his body. As her moans became louder, he covered her mouth with his. His movements were becoming more urgent now and she encouraged him, moving her hips up to meet him. The pleasure was building within her and then she heard him moan and she could not contain herself any longer. Then, at that precise moment, their minds joined so completely that they came as one, feeling the sensation two-fold. They moaned together as the feeling washed over them and then, with one final shuddering breath, they lay still.
 “I love you, Maia, more than you will ever know,” he said as he gently wiped her hair out of her face.
 “As I love you,” she answered him and felt complete peace settle over her. It was true. It was love and they were meant to be together.
 They lay together for a little while longer until Maia started to shiver. He helped her up and then helped her into her clothes. She could almost not believe the tenderness with which he buttoned her shirt, even though it was half torn, or how he eased her foot into her boot. She watched him; he was so beautiful with his dark hair and violet eyes.
Once they were dressed, he stepped up to her again and kissed her.
 “I have to go now,” he said, sadness in his voice.
 “Why? Please don’t go,” she pleaded.
 “They are coming and they will not like what they find here. I would prefer to meet your father under different circumstances. I love you, do not forget that. I will come back. And watch your back; you are in danger here.”
 He kissed her again and then he was gone. She was left standing alone, surrounded by the forest they destroyed. Her weapons were still lying on the ground. Quickly she picked them up and sheathed them on her back. She was thinking quickly now; she could already feel her brother’s worried Eläm as he made his way through the forest in her direction. Her father, Silas and Riker were with him.
 She could run, hide by the stables, but they would eventually find her and she would have to explain. Better to face it now. But what to tell them? Would she be able to lie to them? It was a concept so foreign to her and she struggled to come up with anything that seemed plausible for the situation she found herself in. Then her time to think ended as the men came over a small rise and saw her standing there amid the destruction around her.
 “Maia, are you all right? What happened?”
 Jaik was the first by her side and he quickly examined her many small wounds. She stood still while he checked that she had no serious injuries, but she did not reply to his question. She did not know what to tell him. Jagaer and Riker looked at her with concern, but Silas was looking around the forest, investigating the devastation around them. Once she noticed him looking at her and the look she saw in his eyes frightened her.
 “What happened here, Maia?” her father finally asked. “Who attacked you?”
 “I, um, it was…” She hesitated; she wanted to tell them the truth, but she was afraid of what they might think. But then Silas spoke and Maia tried hard not to look shocked.
 “It was Death, Jagaer. He was here and Maia fought him.”
 There was a sharp intake of breath from the other men, but they were silent as they listened to Silas’ report.
 “He was waiting for her just over the rise back there. The fight started there and then moved further into the forest until they reached this point. From the looks of things, Death was better and faster with his blade, but I think what happened here,” Silas indicated the destroyed forest around them, “is that Maia lost control. It looks to me that he must have made her very angry to elicit such a big reaction from her. What was it, Maia? Air? Earth? I cannot quite figure out what you did here to create such chaos.”
 Maia looked at her mentor; she knew the questions were to distract the others from asking too many of their own. Silas’ steel grey eyes had gone hard and cold and she heard in the tone of his voice that he was barely controlling his anger at her. But she was thankful, nonetheless, that he was trying to keep the truth from her father and brother, as well as Riker.
 “I don’t know, Silas. I was so angry; it just exploded out of me,” she said softly, looking at the ground.
 “Did you kill him?” Riker asked. “Or did he run away?”
 “No, he is alive. He took off when he heard you coming,” Maia replied. At least it was the truth.
 “Good thing we came when we did. Only the Mother knows what would have happened to you otherwise. If it had not been for Midnight’s roar, we would not have known that anything was wrong. We went to your dragon first, but he was sitting on The Crags and refused to speak with us.” Her father took a step closer to her and took her in his arms.
 “True,” her brother agreed, “but Maia should not have been out alone in the first place. Why did you not wait for Rothea’s replacement? You knew I was sending her over to you?” Jaik looked at her accusingly.
Maia was silent. She had no answers.
 “We should all be thankful she is all right. I think I should take her to my cave to have a look at her wounds. Maia and I need to have a talk.”
 Maia’s heart sank as her father agreed to Silas’ suggestion. Her brother and Riker also nodded, but when Jaik asked to come along, Silas told him that it would be better if he spoke to her alone first. Reluctantly Jaik agreed with the old man.
 Together they walked back towards the city. Maia felt like she was being led to the gallows. Never before had the path seemed that long. Finally, they reached the first steps and once they had gone down some levels, the other men went their own way. Stubbornly looking at her boots as she walked, she followed Silas all the way down to his cave.
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 “The situation has become more serious and dangerous than we first assumed. Your reports, Commander Ridgewell, are disturbing and the reports Jaik brought from Tarron Heights and Rathaés are just as dire.”
 Jagaer paged through the papers in front of him. He had called the council early this morning and they had been in discussions all day. He was tired of all the bad news. They had assumed that their only threat was the Vampyres still on Elveron, but if all the reports were true, then more and more of them were arriving. Messengers and carrier pigeons now came on a quarterly basis with news of more attacks, some of them even outside the borders of Grildor.
 “If all the assumptions are true and we are indeed heading for another war, then I propose we send a plea out to Stoneloft and Dragonfort immediately. They did not partake during our last struggle, as they believed they were not directly affected, nor did we fully understand the magnitude of what we would be facing, so we did not order their forces to be sent to us. It was an oversight for which I blame myself.”
 Jagaer paused as the crowd before him protested his statement, but it did not deter him; he was Lord Regent and only he could be blamed for not keeping their people safe.
 “So it is imperative that this time we do not underestimate our opponent again and assemble all forces available to us. Birds will be sent out in the morning, not just to Stoneloft and Dragonfort, but to all the other cities as well. We need to reassure them that we are taking this threat seriously and that we are doing everything in our power to protect our race. Lord Swiftfisher has already assured me that he will avail his entire fighting force to our cause, except for those that are needed to keep his city safe. I have similar assurances from Thala Yll and Alea Yll, as well as Tarron Heights. We are also going to send messengers into the country to speak to the people outside the cities. So far, the attacks have been concentrated around the larger settlements and the smaller villages have escaped mostly unharmed. But there have been incidents; such as the one Jaik reported of where almost an entire village was wiped out; and we are hoping to enlist as many as possible from the outlying villages and settlements. I will be writing the messages personally tonight. All Masters of Birds are to report to me in the morning to collect the notes.”
 Jagaer nodded to Silas and his advisor made a few notes on the paper in front of him.
 “As discussed earlier, the hunt for the Vampyres within our country will continue, but at the same time we must prepare our armies and cities for worse to come. We are not a numerous race, like on some of the other planets, and from what Somas reports, the population on Naylera far exceeds our own. We must assume they have resources far beyond what we have at our disposal and so we must do everything in our power to prevent them from invading our planet. Every city within the Yllitar plains has sent men and women to guard Greystone day and night. They are encamped around the gate even as we speak and they assure me no-one has come through since the war. But we do not know about the other gates. Messengers have been sent, but we are still awaiting news from there. Until then we can only ensure that Greystone is secure and hope that the other gates are too far away to be considered a threat to us. Are there any more questions?”
 Jagaer looked around at the assembled group. Every Commander, Second-in-command, Lieutenant, Scout, Sentinel, and the Guard was present, as well as the Elders, some Nobles, and the ambassador from Braérn, Kanarel Longfisher. Jaik and Rowlean Ridgewell had given their reports of their Good Will missions in front of the entire assembly. The similarities of their reports were troubling and some of their stories had incited questions, which had taken most of the day to sort through.
 “My Lord,” Elder Oldenrift spoke up, “what about the wolf? Do you think it might be true that Death is working with the Vampyres?”
Jagaer had considered the possibility and in the beginning, he had been doubtful. Blaid, as he was now known to him, had helped them during the last war and had it not been for his efforts, they may not have survived. Yet nothing he heard about him since, had been in a positive light and then Blaid had attacked Maia three days ago. Jagaer did not liked the fact that Maia had to work with Blaid during the war and he had been relieved when they had not heard from him afterward. Now he had shown up here, had attacked and injured his daughter and the people were ready to believe that it was Death that was working with the Vampyres and making it possible for them to invade their country. If he considered it carefully, he had to admit that Blaid did have the powers necessary to execute such a plan. And, as Death, he might have the motivation.
 “It is a possibility we are considering,” he said. “The evidence speaks against him, but we have no solid proof.”
 “My Lord,” Kanarel stood from his seat, “if I may?”
 “Go ahead, Lord Swiftfisher.”
 “My father, Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn, has been tracking the wolf’s movements for many Moons now. At first, the Scouts were sent out to locate the Vampyres, but after a while, they noticed that wherever there were Vampyres, the wolf was as well. In the beginning, the Scouts assumed it to be one of the Werewolves, but then tracks were discovered where the paw prints changed to footprints and the truth came to light. Ever since then the Scouts have been monitoring him. He has shown up in some of the most unexpected places and often Elves have been found dead in those locations. I think it is fair to believe that he does have ill intentions and even though we might not yet know what they are, we should be wary of him.”
 “Aye, you speak wise words, young Lord Swiftfisher.” He nodded to Kanarel and then turned back towards the others. “Death might not have revealed his full intentions to us yet, but we should be careful of him. Please be sure to report any sightings of him at once. I want to know of his whereabouts at all times.”
  
 Slowly the crowd dispersed after the meeting and only Silas, Jaik and Jagaer remained in the hall.
 “Do you think it wise to keep the truth from the Commanders and Elders?” Jaik asked, looking from his father to Silas and back.
 His father shook his head. “I do not want our people to know how close Blaid has come to the city. It will cause a panic.”
 “But surely people will draw strength from the fact that Maia managed to defeat him.”
 “No, Jaik,” his father laid a hand on his shoulder, “it will only have them worrying about their princess. I have discussed this in detail with Silas and my decision is final. The less the people know about the incident, the better. As it is, she is still terribly distraught and others knowing will only add to her worry.”
 “Yes, Father.”
 “What you can do, is give her some more training. She is competent with her chosen weapons, but I am afraid she is not yet skilled enough. I shudder to think what might have happened if we had not arrived at the time that we did. Besides, it might distract her from the memory of the ordeal.”
 “I will, Father, as soon as she is feeling better.” Jaik nodded to both and then turned to leave.
 The older men waited until Jaik was out of earshot before they continued talking.
 “How is she feeling?” Jagaer asked, his voice thick with concern.
 “Her wounds are well healed.” Silas replied.
 “Yes, I believe they are.” He gave Silas a stern look. He knew there was something the old man was not telling him and it bothered him. “It has been three days since the attack and she has not spoken to anyone. Not even Rothea can get through to her. What is going on, Silas?”
 The old Elf considered him for a long moment, but Jagaer was unable to read his thoughts behind those steely grey eyes.
“Jagaer, the concerns of Primes are sometimes not as simple as they might appear, neither are they easy to understand. At the moment, all I can do is to be there for her, as I do not understand them.”
 “But you are an Elemental, Silas; surely you have knowledge of such things?”
 “There are many things I can teach your daughter, but she cannot be taught to be a Prime. And even if it was possible, I do not have that knowledge.”
 “So how does she then become a Prime?”
 “She already is, Jagaer. She always has been. But she is young and wisdom only comes with age.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “The threat to her people weighs heavily on her, more than you might understand. To have another Prime, an opposite, involved in everything she is going through is making it very difficult for her to think clearly. Give her some time; she will find her way.”
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 “Do you remember the chestnut filly I told you about when you came home last year and we had so much trouble with getting into her stable?” Jaik asked, excitement written all over his face.
 They were sitting in the common room; Jaik, Riker, Rothea, Aaron, Jasmin, Archer, and Luke. Somehow, she was constantly surrounded by people ever since that day and she was sure it was Silas who had given the instructions for this. All she wanted was to be alone. Now that she was completely sure how she felt about Blaid and how he felt about her, she was devastated to learn that they could not be together. Could other people not see how pure he was? She had shared everything with Midnight and having seen Blaid through her eyes made him believe. He now also saw him for whom and what he was and agreed with Maia that he was inherently good. Midnight was the only one she could confide in. They mind-linked often during the night and exchanged their thoughts.
 She had been quietly listening to everything that had been said within the city and everyone was talking about Death. The people were now convinced that he was one of the main reasons the Vampyres were here. Had they forgotten so quickly how Blaid had saved them all? She was frustrated, but unable to voice her opinion. What she and Blaid had done was forbidden. Her people would lose faith in her and she might be sent away.
 It had been bad enough when Silas had taken her to his cave and he had made her confess. He had read the forest and had known what had transpired there, so she had to own up to her sin. The disappointment in his eyes had almost broken her heart. But Silas had been her mentor all her life and after he wrestled with his own feelings he had decided that it would be in Maia’s best interest to keep the truth hidden from everyone else. Maia could not imagine having to look into her parents’ eyes when they found out, nor the pain it would cause her brother and everyone else she was close to. Keeping it from them, however, felt little better.
 Yet she could not find it within herself to regret what she had done. They were meant to be together; she knew it with a certainty that could not be shaken. If they could not be together, then what was there for her to live for? Quickly she shook the thought off; she was a Prime first and foremost and her people were what she lived for. But the thought that she would have to spend the rest of her life without him frightened her. Quickly she brought her attention back to her brother.
 “Yes, she was a willful filly. Very pretty. Same colour coat as Fire.” She forced a smile for him.
 “Since Stormborn died during the war, I have been riding a gelding from the ranks of the Regiment. He is a fine horse and he has done well by me, but I simply do not have the connection with him that I had with Stormborn. Then I went looking at the stables the other day and the Horse Masters have been training her. She has grown strong and tall and she is showing a lot of talent. When I went to her after watching her train, it was as if she immediately recognised me and we formed a bond. I have asked Father for her and he has given his consent. I have named her Firestorm. We have been meaning to go down to the stables today, so I can show Jasmin. Would you like to accompany us?”
 Maia’s forced smiled settled easier on her face. To see her brother this excited about something made her happy. She remembered the filly well; a truly magnificent offspring of Fire; her own stallion. However, she also saw the other side of what was happening here. They wanted her to walk back up the path that led to the stables in the hope that she would come to terms with what happened. Everyone here had been informed about the incident; she had been attacked by Death and had barely escaped with her life. Jaik and Rothea had struck a deal concerning her protection and to Maia’s surprise, it was decided that Riker would take over Rothea’s duties on the days she had off. Riker seemed extremely happy with this arrangement, but it had made Aaron wary. At first, he had not noticed how much time the Guard spent in Maia’s company; always assuming that it was because of Jaik; but after a while, he saw it for what it was and the rivalry between the two was palatable. To make matters even worse, Kanarel, still here as an ambassador of Braérn, made it his personal mission to entertain Maia. He always seemed to be around, wherever she went and he took every opportunity to talk to her. His shallow conversations were annoying her. So, the thought of taking a walk to the stables without Kanarel was tempting to her, even if she had to walk past the place where it had happened.
“I would be delighted.” She finally replied and she noticed the relief on everyone’s faces.
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 Shrugging off his black cloak, he settled at his desk. He despised being here. The goal was so close, yet he was unable to accomplish it. He was being foiled at every turn. It was frustrating. It took all his self-control to maintain his composure, but it was necessary; he was learning so much. Thoughtfully he turned the ring on his finger, studying the strange symbols that decorated it. The item had become like an extension of his body; he felt naked when he took it off; and he had learned to use it well.
 In the time that he had been here, he had managed to open only two communication routes. It was difficult operating with so many eyes on him, but the longer he stayed, the more he learned about the place and how to avoid unwelcome eyes. Still, he had to be careful; the danger of being caught here was higher than everywhere else. And he was alone; he had sent his dragon away for now as it would be impossible to bring him here. He was surprised to find that he missed the ugly beast. He had captured Shard only as a means to an end. A mode of transportation, as well as for personal protection. I was strange how they seemed to have bonded.
 Once he had finished sending his most recent message, he left the room; he had some research to do today. Because of the danger along the Trade Route, some trading goods had become scarce. Steel, for instance, was a commodity that was in severe shortage in Braérn. Yet here, the manufacture of weapons was going ahead rapidly. He needed to find out where it came from and put a stop to it. He had other plans for today as well, but they would have to wait for now. He had learned that certain things could not be rushed and he did not want to give himself away by being too ambitious. For now, he had earned their trust and he intended to keep it that way. His time would come and he could feel it coming closer.
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 “What is the difference between creating a spark and creating fire?” Silas asked.
 They had been going over her studies for days now. Maia thought it was as a distraction for her, but Silas said it was to hone her skills. Her elemental powers were vital in the fight with the Vampyres and he wanted to ensure that she remembered and understood every aspect of it. But it was not just Silas’ request that she study that made her put every effort in. Blaid had said that she was in danger here and although she did not know where this danger might come from, she believed him and took the threat seriously. Additional training, in all forms, was exactly what she needed.
 Maia knew that Fire was one of Silas’ elemental powers, besides Water and Earth, and he understood the difference between a spark and a flame all too well. He could create the spark; it required little energy, but a fair amount of concentration. A flame, however, was a lot more difficult to create and it was one of the few things Silas struggled to master completely. Maia, on the other hand, could create and hold fire, and she sometimes had the feeling that he asked this particular question because he wanted to learn more.
 In order to create something, one would have to take it from or out of something else. Drawing water from the ground was fairly easy. Drawing a plant out of a seed was simple. However, to draw fire from the air was impossible for most Elves. One had to understand what fire required to live and then draw from the environment all the items needed. One did not need large quantities for a spark and it required little effort, but to create and then hold the flame required a lot of concentration, the right knowledge and lots of energy. Maia and Silas had experimented with it before and it had not turned out so well; she had set fire to the forest and even singed Silas’ robe.
 “A spark can be created quickly out of just a few molecules of the elements required. It is short-lived and does not take a lot of energy, so it is relatively safe to accomplish. A flame needs to be sustained, so the elements required to create a flame need to be taken from the surrounding environment. To keep the flame burning, one needs to maintain a constant stream of these elements, which takes a lot of energy and concentration. For a novice, this can be dangerous, as they can misjudge their own energy levels and pass out from fatigue, or they can misjudge the quantities or ratios needed of each element and create an explosion instead of a flame.”
 “Very good.” Silas made a note on a piece of parchment. “We will attempt the fireball again next Quarter. So, practice holding your flame over the next few days.”
 Maia did not think it was a good idea, given what happened last time, but she dared not disagree with him. Besides, she did want to learn how to throw the fireball; it could be crucial in a fight.
 “Now,” Silas continued, “tell me about how we can use the powders to our advantage during a fight.”
 Using the powders had been one of the first things Silas had taught her when she was younger. They were mainly minerals, but also some herbs, that were able to react with certain elements. She had used some during her ceremony that had made her a Prime.
 “Blacklace creates a profusion of sparks when thrown on a fire or even a simple flame. Shadowdust explodes into a cloud of black smoke when mixed with oxygen. It should always be stored in a tightly sealed container. Heathermilk develops into a thick, white mist if strewn on bare dirt. Foulbark emits green steam and an evil smell when mixed with water. Robinweed makes the eyes water and the throat burn when thrown onto a fire. Redsand temporarily blinds an opponent if thrown into his eyes. All of these powders can be used to confuse or hinder the enemy to either gain the upper hand or to leave the area unseen.”
 “Good. Let us move over to my workbench and you can show me how to make these powders. I have already gathered the necessary ingredients.”
Maia obediently followed her teacher to the workbench and set to work. Some of it was dangerous work, but she had done this many times before and was confident in her abilities. Silas watched silently as she worked, nodding every now and then. Once she had created all the powders Silas had asked for, they moved over to a different workbench and Silas made her read some passages out of an Elder scroll. Maia was starting to get a little frustrated cooped up in the cave for so long; yet she persisted and tried to take in everything Silas was trying to teach her. Then, after another short while, Silas closed the book, obviously having noticed Maia’s lapse in concentration.
 “Maia,” he said, keeping his voice down so Riker, standing guard at the entrance of the cave, could not hear, “you have incredible inherent power within you. It is one of the reasons, I think, you managed to bring your family from Earth without any of the detrimental side effects. But as yet you lack the knowledge and experience to use it to its full potential. Do not get frustrated with yourself; you are still young and knowledge and wisdom only comes with age. With time, and continuous studying and experimenting, you will, one day, become the most powerful Elemental to have ever lived. I believe this not just because I love you, but also because I see the strength within you. Believe in yourself and have patience; all will happen as it should.”
  
 Maia was surprised by Silas’ words; he had been so strict with her ever since the incident in the forest and she had been ready to believe that he had lost faith in her. His motivating words made her feel warm inside and she suddenly felt a whole lot better. She would think on what he had said and see if she could use any of it to her advantage.
 For the meantime, she was glad when Silas finally told her that training for today was over. She longed for fresh air and preferably some rest.
 Riker, who had been standing motionless by the entrance for hours, was just as glad to leave the cave as she was. They walked side by side along the paths back to her home.
 “It really is fascinating all the things Silas is teaching you, but I think he is working you too hard. You have been going at it for days on end and he never gives you a break.”
 Maia noticed how Riker tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice; she knew it was concern for her that made him this upset.
 “It is necessary, Riker. No matter how much I think I know there is always more to learn. I have the power to fight the Vampyres with magic, but it will not help me if I do not know how to employ it.” She cast down her eyes and then continued in a quieter tone. “There have been incidents where I lost control over myself and each time the aftermath was terrible to behold. It cannot happen again; I cannot endanger my people like that.”
 “Maia, is this what happened in the forest when you fought Blaid?”
 “Yes, like that.” Maia sighed.
 “But it helped you fight him off. It probably saved your life. Why is this so bad?”
 Maia stopped and turned towards him. There was confusion and admiration in his eyes and the ever-unwavering love he felt for her. It hurt her now that she could not return his feelings; he was a truly good man.
 “Yes, it might have saved my life then, but had we been in the middle of a battle, it would most likely have taken out at least a score of our own warriors. I need to learn to control not just the magic, but also my temper. I still have a lot to learn before I am ready to face the Vampyres.”
 Riker took her hand. “You are not alone in this, Lady Maia. You do not have to fight this fight by yourself.”
 “I know,” she said, extracting her hand from his and continued down the path, “but these are my people and it is my duty to protect them. All other feelings will have to be put aside for now. There is no time for anything else right now.”
Riker was quiet then. Maia felt his Eläm dip for a moment and she realised that he had taken what she had said and applied it to their relationship. She felt sorry for him, but in a way, she was glad she had found such an easy way out. If Riker thought that she had too much else to worry about right now, then maybe he would stop actively pursuing her for a while. She knew it was selfish of her to still want his company and yet not want to tell him that she wanted no more than that. Yet she could not bring herself to tell him the truth; it would break his heart. She would have to find another way; later, once the fight with the Vampyres was over.
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 The Moon of the Dragon arrived with beautiful summer sunshine and the warm weather made it feel like everything was right with the world. Besides her training with Silas and the fighting lessons with Jaik and Riker, she also spent a lot of time helping Jaik train Firestorm. She truly was a remarkable horse, strong, willing, and intelligent. The bond between her and Jaik was getting stronger every day. Maia enjoyed these sessions, which also gave her an opportunity to be with Fire, but mostly because it was a distraction from the constant worry of the threats they faced.
 Maia was now part of the regular meetings that were held in the Hall of the Guardians and the stream of bad news that flooded in every Quarter was shocking. Messages from all over Grildor came in of sightings, attacks, stolen goods, and all manner of things. Jagaer did his best to send aid to those worst affected, but in the end, there was little he could do. Their forces were already stretched too thin.
 A messenger bird had arrived from Dragonfort with an answer to the request sent by Lord Longshadow. It said that although they had no incidents within the Eternal Forest, they had reports of attacks nearby and they would like to know more of what was going on. The message was a clear request for a delegation to be sent to them and Jagaer did not hesitate to assemble a group of people willing to go. It was a long journey to Dragonfort, but Lord Middleclaw had a large army at his disposal, which would go a long way to reinforce their own.
 The delegation was assembled quickly and ten men and women moved out with haste to negotiate the terms. Maia was glad her father had not chosen Jaik to go; he was the rock that steadied her through this trying time. When the delegation left, it brought renewed hope to Shadow Hall that lifted everyone’s spirits. There was singing again in the forest at night; people gathering, exchanging stories, and simply enjoying each other’s company.
 Maia was glad for her people, but could find little joy herself. Every moment that she was not distracted by her training, she was reminded of Blaid’s absence. She could live with the fact that he was not here right now, but as more rumours of him working with the Vampyres emerged, her father became increasingly obsessed with finding him. Jagaer was convinced that Blaid had no good intentions, especially not after the attack on Maia, and he had put together a special detail that scouted the area around Shadow Hall every day and night to ensure that Blaid never came this close again. Maia had walked in on numerous conversations Jagaer had with his Commanders discussing the subject of Death and what it could all mean to them as a nation. It was disheartening to her that the people thought of him as an evil. She had tried to reason with her father, explain the situation to him, but it seemed that the more she told him, the more upset he became. Silas eventually stepped in and forbade her to speak to her father about Blaid.
 “Here,” Silas had said one day, “read this book. I had it brought over from Bron. I have a friend there that specialises in the study of Elementals. Chapter thirteen to fifteen outline and highlight the relationship between Primes and the repercussions they can have and the destruction they can cause. But it also tells of and explains the fatal attraction between the opposites and it warns of its perils. Please, read it, for me. Maybe it will help you understand more of what you are feeling right now.”
 Maia had taken the book from Silas and, after days of it lying on her bedside table, had finally read through the chapters. She was horrified to find that nothing good had ever come of any coalition between Life and Death, with the one exception eight thousand years back where a Life Elemental and a Death Elemental had joined up to save their nation. Unfortunately, even that had not lasted and soon after the fight was won, the two had destroyed each other in a massive explosion of magic that had devastated the land of Hindelan for a century.
 Feeling even more depressed than before she tried to push all thoughts of Blaid to the back of her mind and concentrate solely on the difficulties ahead of her. Although now totally dedicated to her training and all other activities that had to do with the preparations for the war they were expecting, Maia herself became more reclusive and closed off with every day that passed. Soon she did not even notice the rivalry between Aaron and Riker anymore and she hardly recognised Kanarel’s advances for what they were. She was moving through the world without seeing or feeling; doing the actions that were required of her, but nothing more.
So, when Silas eventually told Jagaer and Malyn about what happened between Blaid and Maia, she was hardly aware of the commotion it caused. Had she noticed, it would have broken her heart, for her parents were devastated.
 Silas had become increasingly worried the more distant Maia became and he was now convinced that the intimate joining with Death had taken a piece of Maia’s soul. Jagaer immediately doubled the number of Scouts and Hunters that were looking for Blaid and he had set a reward for whoever was able to bring Death in; even if it meant killing a Prime.
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 Then the day came when the Humans celebrated their one-year anniversary on Elveron. They had truly become part of the clan, so Jagaer decided a feast was in order. Everyone had been training and under so much tension with the worries about Vampyres, that everyone would benefit from some light-hearted cavorting.
 The Gathering Grounds were decorated in colourful crystal lanterns, paper garlands and draping cloth. The community spent half a day preparing a mouth-watering array of dishes and barrels of wine and ale were brought up from the storage caves.
 By the time the sun set behind the mountains, the Gathering Grounds were a remarkable sight, with lanterns sparkling merrily and garlands waving in the breeze. Musicians had set up on the stage and some people were already on the dance floor or simply singing along to the music.
 Maia, sitting in her customary place at the royal table, let the festivities wash over her. Although she was always polite when spoken to and answered any questions, she did not engage in any conversation. She was in no mood for celebrating.
 “What do you think happened to her, Papa?” Jasmin asked.
 “I don’t know, Jaz. She has been like this ever since Death attacked her a few Quarters back, but no-one will divulge any details about it. I am worried about her; I have never seen her this unresponsive, not even after the war.”
 Aaron had spent a lot of time with Maia over the past few Quarters, especially in light of the other two suitors. Although he liked Riker, he thought of him as his biggest threat. He was tall and handsome and Maia genuinely seemed to like him. Kanarel on the other hand was sullen-looking and Maia did not seem to enjoy his company at all, but the man was intelligent and persistent. Aaron had also learned that he was the son of a Lord and that because of his standing and Shadow Hall’s relationship with Braérn, a union between Kanarel and Maia would be thought of as favourable.
 But Aaron had also changed; no longer was his hair grey, but had returned to its healthy, dark brown colour. With the training he had been doing, and all the physical work required by the Builders, he had also developed a much more muscular physique. Most of the lines in his face had smoothed out and there was now a small, but distinct, point to his ears. With his narrow face, he thought it gave him a cat-like appearance, but he liked what he saw. He was now well versed in Elven history, knew the names and properties of almost every single plant around the city and had acquired a standing among the people for his ingenuity and skill as a Builder. As far as he was concerned, he was as good a match for Maia as any of them and he would never give up.
 So he spent much of the evening close to Maia, always keeping her within line of sight. As always, Rothea and Riker were posted close to her as her personal protection, but neither of them made any efforts to draw Maia out of her shell. It suited Aaron just fine.
 During the evening, both Luke and Jasmin would often dance over to Maia’s table and relate some funny story or tell her about whom they had danced with. Aaron had asked them to do this and he noticed that every now and then Maia’s eyes would light up briefly to see her children so happy. Aaron knew there was life within her still and he just needed to find the trigger that would bring it out.
 Halfway through the evening Jagaer asked Aaron and the children onto the stage and then held a speech in their honour. The people cheered, having accepted the Humans as part of their own, and sang songs of welcome and belonging to them.
 Finally, Jagaer presented them each with a small gift. He gave Aaron a small, iron-bound chest with a set of special woodworking tools; to Luke he gave a selection of herbs that did not grow within Grildor, but had outstanding medicinal value and to Jasmin he gave a specially crafted crossbow and a selection of bolts and arrows.
 They were all chatting excitedly when they came back to their table and Jasmin could not wait to show Maia her gift. Maia acknowledged all their presents and made appropriate comments about them, but Aaron noticed that her heart was just not in it. He saw Jasmin’s disappointment at her mother’s lack of enthusiasm and tried to distract her. He poured her a glass of wine.
“Here, Jasmin,” he said as he handed her the cup, “to ten years away from Earth and a wonderful year on this amazing planet.”
 Jasmin smiled at her father’s attempt to cheer her up, but when she reached for the cup, her fingers slipped and the cup tumbled to the ground. Immediately everything went still around them and suddenly Maia was on her feet, reaching for Jasmin with a shaking hand. Jasmin stood frozen, staring at the wine that floated in the air in front of her; the cup still rolling on the ground.
 “What…” Aaron managed to say, but then fell silent.
 “Your magic is strong, Jasmin. When did you learn to do this?” Maia asked her quietly, but overflowing with maternal pride.
 “I don’t know. This has never happened before.” Jasmin replied breathlessly.
 “Can you feel the connection with the wine? Do you feel it pulling on your energy?”
 “I…yes, I think so.”
 “Focus on it. Try to take hold of that connection.”
 Maia bent to pick up the cup, while Jasmin stood with narrowed eyes, staring at the wine floating in the air.
 “Do you have it?” Maia asked and Jasmin gave a small nod. “Then see if you can put the wine back into the cup.”
 Maia held the cup just below the wine and for a long moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the floating liquid began to move. The people around them gasped and Jasmin almost lost her concentration. Then the first few droplets splashed into the cup in Maia’s hand and, now feeling a little more confident, Jasmin managed to refill her cup without spilling a drop.
 Everyone around them cheered and Maia filled her own cup and toasted to Jasmin’s achievement. Aaron was amazed at his daughter’s ability to do magic, but he was not surprised; she was her mother’s daughter. But what delighted him the most was the change in Maia, at least for the present, and he exchanged a significant glance with Riker and Rothea, who had both joined in congratulating Jasmin on her achievement.
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 “I am so proud of you, Jasmin.” Aaron smiled at his daughter.
 The festivities on the Gathering Grounds had lasted well into the night and after Jasmin’s performance of magic, even Maia seemed to have enjoyed herself. They had come home in the very early hours of the morning and only slept for a few hours. Now it was mid-morning and they were only now drinking their morning tea. Luke was in the kitchen, making himself something to eat, but then came over to join them in the common room.
 “So am I,” he added to the conversation, “but to be honest, I am not surprised. Ever since we have come here, you have excelled at everything you have done. You were born to live here, not on Earth.”
 Jasmin blushed, but smiled at her brother.
 “Look who’s talking, Mr. Healer,” she teased him. “What you have learned about medicine in the year that we have been here, would have taken you many years back on Earth. I have noticed that most people do not even go to see Silas first any more. They come straight to you to get their potions and ointments and whatever else it is you provide them with.”
 “It is true,” Luke grinned and then ruffled his sister’s hair, “we are awesome.”
 Aaron laughed at them jesting with each other, but he knew that it was the truth. They had all taken to life on Elveron as if they had been born to it. The three of them had carved a life for themselves here and he believed that, although he had considered himself wealthy back on Earth, he now believed that he was richer now without any money.
 He had been skeptical about the trading system in the beginning, but he had learned that although it was a complex, and sometimes sensitive affair, it worked efficiently and benefited each person more than if they were trading in money. With the work he was doing, Luke’s work as a Healer and Jasmin’s as a Hunter, they had managed to build up their meager belongings, so that they now lived very comfortably. They even had excess and were now able to trade for some luxuries, such as jewellery and dresses for Jasmin and surgical implements and such for Luke. As for himself, he spent most of his time studying and learning about the planet and he had acquired a vast array of books and scrolls. He had built himself a bookcase and it was already starting to fill up.
 Jasmin rose and poured him some more tea, which brought him back to the present. He realised his children were still on the subject of magic.
 “It is harder than you think,” Jasmin said to Luke. “You have to concentrate really hard on what you want to do and you can feel your energy leaving you. I don’t know where Maia gets the strength and stamina from to do anything more than float liquid in the air.”
 “I spoke to her about it once,” Aaron cut in and immediately he had their full attention.
 He smiled at the memory of that evening. It had been one of those rare moments where he had been alone with Maia and she had been in a jovial mood and indulged him in his curiosity.
 “Do you remember her ceremony; the one that officially recognised her as an Elemental?”
 Luke and Jasmin nodded.
 “She told me that a lot of what she did that evening was special effects.”
 “No.” Jasmin gasped.
 “Yes, for instance the sparks right at the beginning. Although she created a little spark magically by herself, she then used a power to create the many sparks that made up the images she created. This was for her Fire element. Then, although she used her Earth magic to move them, the leaves that she used were gathered the day before and stored in the trees for this very purpose. Even the water had been placed beneath the stage for her to use. And they had gathered many butterflies for days before the ceremony, so that she might use them too. You see, some of the things were just illusions.”
 “But she still had to use her magic to make them all move and change shape.” Jasmin said, sounding a bit defensive.
“Of course,” Aaron replied, “and I am not saying that she did not use magic, only that she had some help. Even when she let the emotions wash over us like that, she employed little tricks to help her. She said that she can push her own emotions out of her and make someone else feel them. It is extremely difficult and not generally done. It is considered impolite, but it is tradition for the ceremony. But to reach such a large crowd would have taken more energy than she had and it might even have killed her. So she used sounds, smells and colours to enhance the feelings she emitted. Do you remember when the calm settled over you? Close your eyes, think back to that moment and tell me you cannot smell lavender.”
 Aaron waited while they closed their eyes. Jasmin was first to nod.
 “Yes, I think I remember that. But it was so subtle you didn’t even notice it at the time. And I remember the fear and how suddenly only the red lanterns were glowing. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now it does make sense.”
 Jasmin smiled broadly, like a child who has discovered a long-lost toy.
 “But to come back to the energy required to do the magic, Maia said it is only a matter of practice. It is like any other muscle you have to develop. You cannot simply run ten miles and think it will be easy. No, you need to train, start with shorter distances and build up your muscles. It is the same with magic. Maia has had over a hundred years of practice already, so do not worry, Jasmin, I am sure that you will become better quickly and will excel at this as well in no time.”
 “Do you think she will train me?” Jasmin asked wistfully.
 “I doubt she would want to miss the opportunity.”
 Aaron was sure that Maia would want to play an active role in teaching Jasmin to develop her magic, but he was not sure when she would find time for it. Maia had a lot to worry about at the moment and he had seen how she struggled to come to terms with whatever it was that happened and with what they all feared was coming. He worried about Maia, every day, but he also knew that she was strong and he would always be there for her if she ever needed him. He allowed himself a smile before he bade his children good bye and set off for work.
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 Absently she waved her hand over the candle to light it and then sat down on her bed. Wolf jumped up and nudged her, looking for attention.
 “I am sorry, Wolf, I have been neglecting you,” she said, draping her arm around his neck and drawing him close. He licked her face.
 The days since she had been back from the Good-Will mission had been long and tiring. She desperately longed for some good news, but most of her days were taken up with preparing for the worst. Meeting Blaid had been wonderful, but resulted in him being persecuted. Jasmin’s ability to do magic had been a bright spark in an otherwise dark world. She wished she could just find a solution to their problem and stop it all before it turned into another war.
 A single tear rolled down her cheek. Angrily she wiped it away. She knew she was losing control and it was not helping her cause. She would have to be stronger, forget about Blaid for now, concentrate on her training and tell her suitors once and for all that she was not interested and had more important things to do. She shook her head at this particular mess she found herself in. Four men in her life; three that wanted her, but that she did not and one that she wanted, but could not have.
 Tiredly she climbed beneath her blankets and Wolf curled up by her feet. Midnight sent a quiet thought to ease her mind before she fell asleep and she slept dreamlessly that night.
 Somehow, she felt stronger in the morning. She let Midnight know that she wanted to meet him for training in the afternoon, but he could have the morning to himself, as she had practicing sessions with Silas and then Riker. Wolf bounded out of the door ahead of her. Rothea awaited her on the veranda and together they made their way to Silas’ cave. By the time they reached the second steps, a Messenger caught up with them.
 “My Lady, your presence is required in the Elder Hall.”
 “Thank you, Enerven,” she thanked him and he darted off on another errant.
 Feeling apprehensive, she turned around and headed towards the Elder Hall. Rothea gave her a worried look. It was early in the morning and to be summoned to a meeting this early must surely mean bad news. Jaik met them by the door and then asked Rothea to wait outside. Maia looked at her brother questioningly, but he just shook his head. Together they walked down the steps to take their seats. Most of the Elves were already seated and talking angrily amongst themselves. Maia almost staggered back with the force of the outrage felt by the people around her and Jaik held her arm to guide her to her seat.
 “What happened, Jaik?” She whispered to him.
 “The delegation that was sent to Dragonfort has been attacked and killed. All of them, even the horses.”
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 “Quiet!”
 Lord Longshadow banged his wooden staff against the floor of the speaker’s platform. Almost immediately, the assembled crowd fell silent. Jaik felt Maia shift nervously beside him. He took her hand.
 “Word has come to us from Dragonfort that our delegation never reached them. The delegation was last seen at Eikenhof Yard, but failed to arrive at Bay’s Lodge, where Scouts from Dragonfort had been waiting to guide them through the Eternal Forest. The Scouts rode out and found our people about a day’s ride from Bay’s Lodge. All of them slaughtered, most of them eaten. All their possessions had been taken.”
 Jagaer took a moment to compose himself before he continued. Jaik noticed his father’s hands shake with rage.
 “There was nothing left for them to send back to us, so they burned what remained of our people.”
 Jaik now put his arm around Maia’s shoulder as she began to tremble. Their father continued.
 “The only good news to come of this is that Lord Middleclaw is now prepared to send his warriors to aid us in this fight. He will be assembling his army over the next few Quarters and will be ready to move out as soon as we request it.”
 Jaik wiped a tear from Maia’s cheek. He could feel her distress.
 “But now the question remains; how did this happen? Is it coincidence that for the first time since their arrival the Vampyres have gone that far southeast? Did the Vampyres have information about the trip and followed our people there?”
 The assembled people sucked in a collective breath. What Jagaer was hinting at was treason.
 “Lord Middleclaw mentioned in his letter that his Commander found some other suspicious clues around the site, as well as further west. It looked to him as if this had been a planned attack. If this is the case, then this begs the question as to how the Vampyres acquired the information of our travel plans. I want all Masters of Birds to double check their flocks to make sure none are missing. All Commanders are to report to me on the state of their men to make sure none were tortured or threatened. We cannot have information of such sensitive nature leak out and endanger our people. From now on, like this meeting today, we will keep the attendance down to the Commanders and their Seconds, as well as Elders only. My daughter will of course also be expected to attend.”
 A murmur went through the crowd. Maia went still beside him and he felt a terrible calm settle over her. He was almost afraid of what his sister was feeling and it took all his willpower not to remove his arm from around her shoulders.
 He had spoken to his father earlier this morning. The news that it might have been a planned attack was frightening. How had the Vampyres known their delegation would be there? And why would they have attacked them? The obvious assumption would be to prevent Shadow Hall from asking for assistance. If this was the case, then they would have to have an in-depth look into their own security. Information such as this should have been privileged and no outsider able to acquire it. As Commander of the Guard, Jagaer had charged him personally to go over every security detail of their forces, as well as councils. If there was, indeed, a weak point, he would find it. The other possibility was too horrible to contemplate; one of their own had been taken, tortured, threatened and then made to divulge the information.
 “The other news this morning is of a more positive nature,” Jagaer continued. “A bird arrived from Stoneloft and they are sending a small delegation to negotiate with us. The riders left two days ago, so should be with us in about twelve days. It would seem that Lord Brimstone had some incidences of his own and wants to learn more about what he is up against. If we can convince him that the threat emanates from here, then he will join his forces with ours.”
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 After the meeting, Jaik walked with Maia, followed at a respectful distance by Rothea and Wolf.
 “It is getting worse every day,” Maia said quietly.
 “Yes, I am afraid that is true,” he sighed.
 “I feel so helpless, Jaik. As a Prime it is my duty to ensure the safety of my people, yet I do not know how to accomplish this.”
 “Maia,” he said, taking her hand, “this fight is not for you alone to win. Your abilities are already giving us an advantage that will surely see us victorious in the end.”
 “In the end,” Maia said despondently.
 “Maia, what is it?”
 “There must be a way we can prevent this coming to more bloodshed. I do not want more people to die. It seems that death lurks around every corner and there is nothing I can do to prevent it. If we could just stop the war before it even begins, we could save so many lives.”
 “I do not see how this is possible. The Vampyres are here because they need food and probably a new home planet. I understand their need, if not their methods, and if I were them, I would also not give up on such an opportunity. They are coming, Maia, and the best we can do is to defend what is ours.”
 Maia was silent then, tension rolling off her in waves that was starting to affect him too. He was about to speak again, when she continued.
 “Midnight and I have been making great progress,” she said. “During the last war, riding Midnight hindered him from unleashing his full firepower on the Vampyres and their beasts, as the heat and flames were too much for me to handle. But we have been practicing with Air and Fire with Silas and I am now able to ride Midnight and protect myself from his fire. This time around, when Midnight and I attack, we will be able to incinerate everything in our path.”
 Jaik felt the nausea roll off Maia, but she kept up a steady pace as they walked on.
 “Silas and I have also been practicing other methods. Somehow, it seems I am unable to throw a fireball. Every time I try, the energy lashes out like a whip instead. We have learned that this can be very destructive and I have mastered to control it. Silas calls it the Firewhip.”
 Again, Maia’s nausea threatened to overwhelm him, but he kept hold of her hand. He knew that the thought of killing repulsed her more than anything else in the world, but he was certain that she would employ any method necessary to protect her people.
 “Riker and Rothea have been giving me more lessons with the sword,” she said wistfully. “Maybe you would like a demonstration of my skill sometime soon?”
 “I would be delighted,” he replied.
 He had been training with her every available moment he had but, because of his duties, this was only every few days. He was glad that Riker and Rothea stepped in where he had been absent. He knew his sister was more than competent with her bow and Twin Blades, whereas the sword had always been her weak point.
 “There are other things we are experimenting with,” she continued, “but they have not proven as successful yet. Somehow, although I can control Air well enough, I struggle with invisibility. It seems to trap me within this bubble every time and it takes me hours to free myself from it again.”
 “I am confident you will master it soon enough.”
 He thought to encourage her, but it seemed to have the opposite effect.
 “No, Jaik, it all seems that it is never good enough. I am only one and there is only so much I can do. There is a limit to my power. And Midnight is also only flesh and blood. If only I had someone to help me.”
 “What do you mean?” He looked at her with worry in his eyes. Her mood had suddenly turned from sad to excited.
 “Do you remember the power I had when I worked on the battlefield with Blaid? It was incredible. It was as if there was no limit to our power and energy and it felt like nothing could stand in our way. Nothing seemed impossible at that time. If only I could work with him again.”
“Maia,” he said, barely controlling his outrage, “he tried to kill you. We do not know what happened last year, why he was helping you, but we do know now that his sentiment has changed. He is in league with the Vampyres and it is pretty clear that he was sent here to eliminate you.”
 “But what if that was not true?” She looked at him with pleading eyes. “What if he was simply misunderstood and he was actually trying to help us?”
 “Help us? Well then, he has a strange way of showing it. Father has implemented strict security measures around Shadow Hall to ensure that what happened in the forest does not repeat itself. You were lucky last time and I, for one, do not want to lose you to Death.”
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 “I am worried about her, Father.” Jaik said when he met with Jagaer later that day.
 “As am I. Tell me what your fears are.”
 Jaik took off his cloak and hung it over the back of the large chair before he took his seat at his father’s large desk. As always, it was heaped with reports, plans, maps and other items his father was currently working on. Two lanterns, placed on either end of the table, lit up the workspace.
 “She confided in me earlier today about the power she had when she worked with Blaid. I understand her desperation to protect the people, but to go to such lengths? I don’t know why she would want to put herself in such danger, or why she cannot see how dangerous he actually is.”
 “Mm, I am sure she has her reasons.”
 His father seemed distracted and he watched for a moment as his father rose from his chair, looked for something on one of the shelves, before taking his seat again.
 “Father, you cannot seriously think that it might be a good idea for her to work with him again.”
 “No, I did not say that. If I have anything to do with it, then Blaid will be expelled from Grildor and banished for life. He is nothing but trouble and I do not want him near Maia.”
 His father cleared his throat and started to sort through the papers on his desk. Jaik thought he was hiding something, but could not quite figure out what it was. His father’s feelings about Blaid were clear, for which he was glad, but there was definitely something that his father was not telling him. He considered for a moment to confront his father about it, but then thought better of it. His father was Lord Regent and if he had not seen fit to share the information with his son and Commander of the Guard, then it was information he could not be privy to at this time.
 Reluctantly he let it go and instead concentrated on the other matters at hand. He had a lot of work to do and he spent the rest of the day going over the reports from the other Commanders on the evaluation of their troops.
  
 [image: image]

 
 Maia was struggling more and more to hide her feelings from her brother. They were so intricately linked that it took all her willpower not to let him see her Eläm and her true feelings for Blaid. Sometimes she wondered if it was worth the effort and if she should just confide in him. But then she thought of how her parents had reacted, even if she had not realised it at first. Over the past few Quarters it had become obvious what her parents thought about her dalliances with Death and it had seemed to alienate her father. Her mother was more forgiving, but it was clear that she did not approve. It hurt her to know that the one thing that made her truly happy, made the rest of her nation hate her.
 So she put all her energy into training. This gave her not only the practice and experience she needed, but also an excuse not to spend too much time with her suitors. She had not had the heart to tell any of them that she was not interested; even though she sometimes thought it cruel to keep them hoping.
 Rothea was her rock during this time and Maia was astounded by how much knowledge Rothea possessed regarding warfare. War was something the Elves only resorted to when all other negotiations failed. There had been a few wars between the different clans over the millennia and only a handful of incidents during their history where they had warred with other races.
 Fortunately, Rothea had studied the art of warfare and was more than willing to share her knowledge and teach her princess. So it was that Maia spent more time with Rothea and only on Rothea’s rest days, did they not see each other. On those days, she would train with Riker, Silas, and Midnight.
 All this training wrought a change in Maia that was not only physical, but also mental. She became stronger; her muscles more defined; she was faster, more agile and had more stamina. She was now not only able to fight for longer periods, but also able to sustain magic for longer and take on more complicated magic, that required vast amounts of energy.
 This change within her brought out her confidence and, although she missed Blaid with every fibre of her body, suddenly felt more capable of taking on the monumental task ahead of her; even without him.
 What she did not notice, but was plain for everyone else to see, was that this newfound confidence made her almost irresistible to her suitors. Even Kanarel, who had until now only made some half-hearted advances, was actively seeking her attention and approval. The rivalry between Aaron and Riker became a palatable thing and sometimes their exchanges were less than friendly. Rothea was well aware of what was going on, but she knew the state of mind her princess was in and did everything she could to shield her from it.
 The Moon of the Dragon was drawing to a close. Shadow Hall was in active negotiations with the other cities for the recruitment of armed forces and a network of Scouts all over Grildor brought in more bad news on an almost daily basis.
 The time for war was coming and Maia needed to be ready. The fate of her nation rested, yet again, on her shoulders.
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 “Welcome, Commander Ironheart. I hope you had a pleasant journey.”
 “Lady Maia, to see your lovely face at the end of any trip makes it worthwhile.” Commander Ironheart bowed before her and kissed her hand.
 Once the initial pleasantries were over, the delegation from Stoneloft was lead to their accommodations, Ivy Hall, Shadow Hall’s guest lodge, and allowed to freshen up and rest. Tonight, there would be a small feast to welcome them and then tomorrow there would be a meeting in the Elder Hall.
 Maia had met Olliver Ironheart once before, but then she had only been a child and she did not remember him well. He was the second-in-command of the Regiment of Stoneloft and he had come with eight other warriors to protect their Elder, Killian Granitson, who was here to negotiate the terms with her father.
 Stoneloft, sitting high up in the Crystal Mountains, had fared unscathed during the last war. But recently there had been unexplained disappearances and deaths and Lord Brimstone was now ready to believe that the Vampyres had, indeed, made their way across Nithril Deep and up into his mountains. Trade to the west had also suffered; caravans transporting steel, weapons, crystals, and such were now often attacked and robbed and each order cost him dearly in men, horses, and supplies. Elder Granitson had been given full authority to make whatever arrangements necessary, even if this meant sending Stoneloft’s full army into battle besides Lord Longshadow.
  
 “I am glad Stoneloft has finally realised that this is a matter that does not just concern us, but all of Grildor,” Jaik said as they sat down for their evening meal that evening.
 “Yes, I am glad they have come of their own free will. I would not have liked to order them to send their forces. Willing warriors are much better fighters,” her father replied.
 Maia watched the men discuss the matter of Stoneloft for a while. Although the politics of their nation was important, in general it held no interest for her. She was glad that it would be Jaik who would be the next Lord Regent, as she felt she was not suited for the position. She could, of course, become Lord Regent if she so desired. Jaik also had the freedom to choose, but if he did not take the position, then Maia would have to take up the mantle. Fortunately for her, Jaik was well on his path to step into his father’s footsteps when the time came.
 “Eat your food, my dear,” Malyn said and laid her hand over Maia’s.
 “I am sorry, mother, I am just tired.”
 “You need to rest, Maia. You have been training every day, from dawn to sunset and sometimes even late into the night.”
 “I need to be stronger.”
 “You are strong. And from what I have heard, quite capable with any type of weapon you choose.”
 “But it is not enough.” Maia could hear she sounded petulant.
 “Maia, you are more than enough for whatever is to come.” Malyn smiled at her.
 Maia looked up into her mother’s face. There had been an uneasy truce within their home ever since the incident with Blaid and this was the first time in many Quarters that her mother smiled at her. Maia could feel the love her mother had for her, but also the concern and worry that kept her up at night.
 “I will be all right, Mother.” She said and for the first time she thought she actually meant it.
  
 [image: image]

 
 The days were hot this time of year, but he kept to the shadows of the forest and the mountain. Blaid had been pursued ever since he had left Maia that day in the forest. Although he had expected this reaction, it was starting to annoy him. He could not get the thought of Maia out of his head and not to be with her was making him irrational. But he needed to keep his wits about him. He was still hunting Vampyres; it was a daily, self-imposed chore. His main target, however, was the person he had been hunting ever since Braérn. The clues had been baffling and he still did not know who it was that he was hunting. He had followed these clues all the way to Shadow Hall and they reeked of danger. He had tried to warn Maia and he hoped that she had taken the necessary precautions.
 Whoever it was, was good at hiding their tracks. Mostly, it was the trail of dead Elves and livestock that he was following. To most people this would seem to be the work of Vampyres, but on closer inspection, it was obvious that there were other forces at play. At one point, there had been a beast of immense proportions, but it too had been cloaked somehow and he had not been able to get a good read on it. This beast had not come to Shadow Hall; for which he was glad; but had gone further south. Blaid had wanted to follow it at first, but then his true prey had led him to Shadow Hall and he would not let Maia face this danger alone.
 So he spent every day trying to decipher the clues; he watched everything and everyone going in and out of Shadow Hall, he intercepted messages, followed Scouts, and listened in on conversations. Nothing that he had seen or heard so far had given him any more information, but he was sure that the enemy was close to, if not within, Shadow Hall. It made his skin crawl to think that Maia could be in danger and he was powerless to do anything about it.
 The Lord’s men hunting him made his task that much more difficult. He resorted to sleeping in deep caves during the day and doing most of his work at night. He was careful to remain in his elven form; always well disguised; as the men had been told to hunt the black wolf. He now sometimes regretted having chosen the wolf as his Prime form when he was younger. The raven would have been less conspicuous and there were hundreds of the black birds around the city. But it was too late now; it would take him many Moons to learn to take on a different form and he could ill afford the time now. But keeping hidden from Midnight was the most challenging thing he had ever done. Although the dragon seemed to see him in a different light ever since his Eläm had been laid bare before Maia, Midnight had taken to tracking his whereabouts and the dragon was good. He had fooled the dragon a few times before and it seemed that Midnight had made it his personal mission to find out how Blaid was doing it. He cringed at the times Midnight had almost discovered him. 
 He waited until the sun disappeared behind Shadow Peak and then crept from his hiding place. The evening air was still warm and he was sweating beneath his clothes. Channelling some of his power, he cooled the air around him; it was one of his strengths and his old master had told him it was somewhat a trademark of his. He wished he had learned to control Air better; invisibility was still something that eluded him.
 He had begun his training with Master Margoth when he was only ten years old. Now, two hundred and fifteen years later, there was still so much he needed to learn. He wished the old man was still around.
 Sadly, he shook his head and began his work for the night. There had been many pigeons going in and out of Shadow Hall over the last few days. It was impossible to intercept them all, but that was exactly the reason why he had to try. With so many pigeons, it would be easy to smuggle out covert messages.
The roosts were on the northern part of the city and all official messages were sent from there. The Royal Bird Masters had their flocks there too. However, he was not after official messages and he had learned that there was a place on the eastern edges of the Silver Forest where messages that are more private could be sent from. He made his way there now, stealthily creeping through the darkness, completely suppressing his Eläm, so he would remain undetected.
 By the time the two moons rose, he had ensconced himself in a shallow hollow beside a birch tree, covered himself with leaves and sticks and then waited patiently. The night wore on quietly and he wondered if he had chosen his timing wisely. There were other things he could be doing tonight that might be more profitable. Nevertheless, he forced himself to remain patient.
 About an hour before midnight a couple came. They were holding hands and smiling at each other, before sending their pigeon on its way. Blaid detected no malicious intent from the couple and let the bird fly unhindered.
 Then, just before the moons set behind the mountains, he was surprised by a black-cloaked form that had simply materialised before him. He had not heard the man approach, nor could he sense his Eläm. He strained his senses, careful not to give himself away, but was unable to detect anything from the person standing in the darkness before him.
 “Fly true, my dove.” The man whispered, but Blaid did not recognise his voice.
 The man opened his hands and the bird took to the air; the flapping of its wings the only sound in the still of the night. The stranger stood for a moment, but then turned and walked away, disappearing into the darkness. Blaid was impressed by the man’s ability to walk so silently.
 He waited only long enough to be sure that the man would not hear him leave his hiding place. And then he was running. A pigeon could fly at speed and if he wished to get near enough to convince it to come to him, he would have to make haste. He calculated the time he had. If he changed form now, he would have to come back for his clothes later and the chance of discovery would be greater. But the wolf was so much faster and the chance of catching the bird so much better. He decided to risk it.
 Hastily he shoved his clothes beneath a rock along the river and then changed. He was running before he had even fully changed and soon the wind of passage was stinging his eyes. He revelled for a moment at his speed and realised that he had missed being the wolf. But then he concentrated on the scent of the bird and ran after it.
 It was by the mighty oak that ruled over the place where the river from the city joined with the river from the Grazing Grounds that he got close enough to the bird to ask it to come to him. He stood naked beside the tree and reached out with his mind. Birds were flighty animals and he had to be gentle so as not to scare it away. But he had always had an affinity with animals and soon enough the pigeon rested on his arm, looking at him with curiosity.
 Gently he removed the tiny tube connected to its leg and then removed the scroll. The tiny handwriting on the paper was neat and almost feminine, but the words were not.
 They have arrived. Word will be given. All to die. No survivors!
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 They were out in the forest, close to The Crags, practicing. Although they also sparred on the Training Grounds, this was Maia’s favourite spot. They had been coming here for days, especially since the delegation from Stoneloft had left to return to their mountain home.
 The more they were out here, the more Maia enjoyed herself. She could almost forget that what she was doing was devising ways of killing.
 “Stop!” Jaik shouted and held up his hands in defence.
 Maia laughed at him, triggering laughter from Silas, Riker and Rothea, who had been watching them spar. Somewhere from above, the deep sounds of Midnight’s mirth were floating down on them.
 “Do you surrender?”
 “I surrender, My Lady. Please, have mercy.”
 “Oh, all right, then. You may rise, brother.”
 Maia held out her hand and helped her brother to his feet. His eyes were twinkling with amusement, but also with respect.
 “I say, you have been busy,” Jaik said as he dusted off his trousers. “I remember not too long ago how you complained about having to fight with the sword.”
 “I am getting better,” she replied, giggling.
 “With teachers such as these,” Jaik said, pointing to her three instructors standing at the edge of the clearing, “you will soon be unstoppable.”
 “That is the idea,” Maia said smugly and then went to wipe down and sheathe her sword.
 All together they walked down the path leading towards the city, before settling down on an outcropping to have their lunch. It was another perfect summer’s day. The trees provided just enough shade to shelter them from the heat of the sun and the mild breeze was pleasant.
 In the distance, they heard a rumble as Midnight descended into the clearing they had just vacated. Wolf had run off into the forest, chasing some irresistible smell. Maia knew he would be back soon; he would not miss the scraps he would surely receive of the food they were about to eat.
 Riker spread out the blankets and Rothea and Maia went to unpack their luncheon from the baskets they had brought. There were boiled quail eggs, freshly baked bread, preserves, cheese, sausage, sugared fruit, smoked meat, some fresh, raw vegetables, and a small flagon of mild, spiced wine.
 Maia was glad for the selection, as she found it harder and harder to eat meat. She had felt a significant increase in her powers since spring of this year and with it came an aversion to eating meat such as she had never experienced before. Carefully she placed the sausages and smoked meat on the far side of the blanket, for the men were sure to enjoy these.
 “I am glad we could make time for this,” Jaik said as he sat down and reached out to briefly touch her arm.
 “So am I,” she replied and smiled at him.
 “Let us eat then. Watching you all fight has made me hungry.” Silas grinned and reached for the bread.
 For a while they were silent as they all helped themselves to the food. Rothea, decked out in her uniform as usual, was sitting relaxed, smiling. Jaik, for once not in his Guard uniform, but his sparring clothes, was piling up his plate with a variety of things and he too looked more relaxed than Maia had seen him in a long time. Silas, his grey robe overflowing in waves around him, looked deep in thought as he contemplated the food on his plate, but he too, was more at ease than he had been over the past few Quarters.
 Maia, feeling happy that everyone was at such peace this very moment, was smiling by the time she looked to Riker. She was startled to find that he had been watching her and, finding her smiling at him, must have given him encouragement, for the grin that now spread across his face was big, exposing his perfectly shaped, white teeth. Maia blushed at having been caught looking at everyone, but even more so that Riker had been watching her in return.
 She had done a good job of avoiding the male attention due to her vigorous training, but here, in this relaxed atmosphere, it was a lot more difficult to ignore. Riker was a good man; handsome and tall, strong, kind and funny, and the son of a noble. If it was not for Blaid she would eventually have to admit to herself that she had feelings for Riker. It was also clear that her father, as well as Jaik, approved of Riker and they allowed his courtship of her, even though it had not been made official. It saddened her to know that it could never be.
Suddenly a tingling of premonition shot through Maia and her stomach roiled at the possibilities. She received a brief warning from Midnight, before the Messenger burst from the trees and stumbled into their midst.
 “Lord Longshadow, Lady Maia, your urgent presence is requested at the Hall of the Guardians. And you too, Sir Nightshield.”
 For a second longer they looked at each other. Maia knew something terrible had happened.
 “Go, go,” Rothea said, standing up, “we will pack this up. We will meet you there.”
 Maia was on her feet in one fluid motion and then, flanked on either side by Jaik and Silas, they ran down the path that would take them to the House of the Guardians.
 It was not that far, not even a mile, but the premonition was growing stronger and stronger the closer they got and by the time they reached the sprawling building, which was one of the few structures in their city built on the ground, Maia was breathing heavier.
 They were quickly ushered in by an Elder waiting for them by the door. They made their way straight to their father’s chamber in the House of the Guardians, where half a dozen Elders were already seated, as well as some of the Commanders. Jaik went to take his place by his Guard, while Maia and Silas went to stand next to Lord Longshadow. Her father was seething with rage and Maia’s nausea worsened. It was absolute agony waiting for the last people to arrive, even though it only took a few moments longer.
 Finally, everyone was present and her father took his seat behind his desk. He looked tired, dark circles under his eyes, and his hands were shaking.
 “A Messenger has arrived,” he said simply and handed the paper to Silas.
 Maia suspected that he did not want to read the message again. Silas cleared his throat and read.
  
 My Lord Longshadow
 It is with great sadness that I pen this note. On the tenth day of Blood Moon, we discovered the delegation from Stoneloft that had travelled to Shadow Hall and were on their return journey. Without exception, all were killed, even their horses. They were butchered and their meat taken, only the bones were left behind. Their belongings were plundered and all valuables taken.
 My Scouts surveyed the area and it was clear that the delegation had been followed for a while. This had been a planned attack. There is also no doubt as to what attacked them. All of the spoor and signs confirm that the attackers were Vampyres. However, the precision with which the assault was executed and the fact that they were followed for such a long while, leads me to believe that there are other forces in play. Until now, Vampyres have always attacked at random, killing everything they come upon, but without any observable planning. This type of attack is new and I am afraid of what it might mean.
 One of my Scouts tracked the signs almost all the way to Shadow Hall and, although he admits it could have been coincidence, the Vampyre tracks were mixed in with Elf tracks at some point. It leads me to a conclusion that makes me shudder.
 News has reached us of the delegation that travelled to Dragonfort and the similarities between the attacks just confirm my suspicions.
 I implore My Lord to consider this matter with haste, as the people are becoming restless and travel and trade have come to a standstill. If there are, indeed, Elves working with the Vampyres, then they need to be found and brought to justice with immediate effect.
 I hope this note finds you well.
 Sincerely,
 Commander of the Guard, Erendal Baywater
  
 Silence prevailed for a long time after Silas had finished reading. Maia shivered beside him, suddenly cold. Someone coughed. Then her father rose from his chair and Maia noticed that a terrible calm had settled over him and that he was now ready to discuss the matter. Her skin began to crawl with the force of his Eläm that washed over her.
 “Commander Baywater had put into words what we have been suspecting ever since the attack on our own people. It is a tragedy to think that one of our own could be involved, but the evidence suggests that this could, indeed, be true. If there is a traitor among us, then it is imperative that he be found. Jaik,” Jagaer said, turning towards his son, “I charge you personally with this task. You may make use of any additional men you might require from the Regiment and the Legion. All Commanders are to assist you with anything else you might need as well. As of now, the Guard will put aside all other matters and only concentrate on this. You will not rest until this has been dealt with. I will charge each city with the same instructions.” Jagaer nodded to Silas, who immediately made some notes. “I am hereby also declaring additional curfews around the city. Besides the Night Watch and the Sentinels, people are to stay indoors throughout the night. Daytime activities are to be commenced under guard at all times. Commander Willowbay,” Jagaer turned towards the Commander of the Legion, “please assign a group of two to five men to guard each workshop. I also want men on standby to accompany anyone who has errands to run around the city. No-one is to walk alone. We have lost too many already.”
Maia watched her father give instructions to every single man and woman present in the room. She noticed it was a tight meeting; Elders, Guard, and Commanders only. It was only Silas and herself that were neither. But Silas was the royal advisor and she was their Prime. Her father spoke for a long time and when he was finally finished and the people left, it was already starting to get dark outside.
 “Maia,” Jagaer finally said, turning to her, “I know that you have trouble adhering to the rules and curfews that get imposed on this city at times,” he laid his hand on her shoulder, “but it is of the utmost importance to me that this time you obey. You know what my suspicions are and if anything were to happen to you, I would never be able to forgive myself. I have released Riker from his duty as Guard for the time being and he will join Rothea as your daily protection full time. You are not to go anywhere without them, do you understand?”
 Maia’s heart beat wildly in her chest with the force of her father’s plea, his Eläm laid bare before her. She knew he had opened himself like this on purpose and although she thought it unfair, it was effective. Tears sprang to her eyes with the force of her father’s feelings for her and she only managed to nod, the lump in her throat making it impossible for her to talk.
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 The days that followed the meeting were especially dark for Maia. Due to the strict curfews her father had imposed, they were not allowed to practice in the forest any more. Most of her days were now spent in Silas’ cave, with Rothea and Riker her constant companions. Rothea was now even sleeping in her room every night; her father was leaving nothing to chance. She almost felt like a prisoner in her own home.
 If she could just convince her father that Blaid was not the threat that he thought he was. But in light of her father’s feelings about the matter and his current state of mind and short temper, she dared not approach the subject. She was sure that Blaid was not the reason the people of Stoneloft were killed, but if it wasn’t him, then there was someone else among them that was devising these heinous acts. Protected as she was right now, there was no way for her to make her own inquiries. She had shared her suspicions with Riker and Rothea, but there was not much they could do either. Maia knew that Riker had hinted to Jaik that there might be someone else involved and she hoped that Jaik would seriously consider the possibility.
 Blood Moon finally came to an end and Maia wondered where the time had gone. It felt like this entire year had been one dark mass of bad news. The year had started with her holed up in her room, brooding about Blaid’s absence. Then they had gone on the ill-fated Good Will mission, which had seen so many of her people injured. Some still bore the scars even though she had spent hours trying to heal them once they had been back at home. What was dead she could not resurrect.
 The entire year people had been dying, killed by Vampyres, and nothing they had done so far had been good enough to stop them. Everyone was sure that worse was to come and the only thing Maia could do was to assist Silas in making more of the Silva that had seen them through the last war. The potion would at least give them the extra strength and stamina required to fight the Vampyres.
 Even with everything she had learned and all the training she had received, she felt helpless and it was weighing heavily on her. Making the Silva, though, gave her something to do other than brood over their current predicament. And it gave her the chance to work with Jasmin and help her master her Water magic. Silva was made with a wide range of different ingredients, from herbs and spices, to minerals and crystals. But to combine them in the way that brought out its powerful regeneration properties, one had to use magic. It was a complicated ritual of boiling, stirring, pouring, mixing and diluting, all without the liquid ever touching any kind of object. Only once it was made, was one able to pour it into a container without degrading its powers.
 Jasmin was a quick study and Maia enjoyed working with her. Due to Maia’s duties and her training, she had not had much time for Jasmin and, she realised when she had had the time, she had not been in the right frame of mind to pay her daughter proper attention. She felt guilty about it now and used every moment she could get to involve Jasmin in what they were doing. Unfortunately, this also meant that Aaron was spending more time with her and although she liked him well enough, it was clear that he had motives that went beyond friendship. During the times that Aaron was present, Riker always stayed close to Maia and the tension between the two males could have been cut with a knife.
 The other advantage that working in Silas’ cave brought with it, was that Kanarel had less opportunity to woo her. He had been sending her small gifts, stopping by in the evenings to bring her flowers and, on occasion, even little poems. His attentions annoyed her; she had never given him any reason to believe that she was interested in him; but he still believed that, because of the relationship between their two cities, the arrangement that they might wed, could still be in place. She would have to speak to her father about it soon if it did not resolve itself.
“Maia.”
 Startled Maia looked up to find Jasmin holding a bunch of herbs out to her to take. She had been so deep in thought she had forgotten about what they were doing. Embarrassed, she took the herbs from Jasmin and added them to the roiling liquid ball that floated in the air above the fireplace.
 “This is one of the final steps,” Silas said. “It needs to boil now for about a day before we can add the crystal powder. Once the powder has been added, we will let it cool for a few days before we can finally bottle it. This should yield about thirty vials, so we will need to make at least another twelve batches if it is to be enough for an army.”
 Jasmin nodded seriously at Silas’ instructions, her eyes glued to the swirling mass of liquid in front of her.
 “How are you holding up, Maia? Do you want me to take over for a while so you can rest?”
 “I think I can go for a while longer, Silas. Why don’t you and Jasmin eat your supper and then you can take over.”
 “As you wish,” Silas nodded to her and then rose from his seat. Jasmin followed his example and then they left together.
 “You look pale, My Lady, are you sure you can go on?”
 “Yes, Rothea, I will be all right. It does not take that much energy or concentration to keep the ball in the air. It is the lack of daylight that is making me pale.”
 “Aye, and some fresh air would not go amiss either,” Rothea agreed.
 Riker nodded his agreement and then sat down beside Maia. She was instantly aware of his smell and his Eläm and the Silva ball wobbled in the air for just a moment.
 “Maybe it would be possible for us to dine on the veranda this evening. I believe Biandala has set aside our meal for when we are done here.”
 Rothea and Riker now dined with her every day. Biandala, the Server of their royal household, prepared additional meals for mornings and evenings. Most of the time, the meals were a rushed affair, and they seldom got to eat with her parents. Her father had his duties, which kept him busy in the Hall of the Guardians for most of the day and her mother was also actively involved in helping the citizens of Shadow Hall prepare for another war.
 Last year they had sent the people that were unable to fight to Tarron Heights, but that had almost ended in disaster. They would not take that chance again. So, this year they would fortify their city and help the very young and very old secure their homes and teach them how to cope with the threat. Maia marvelled at her mother’s strength and calm as she tackled this task every day, hardly spending any time at home.
 To take some time out to dine on the veranda with the two people that had stood by her through the worst of the year seemed like a wonderful idea. Although she had not lied to Rothea about the ball not requiring that much energy, she was tired. Tired of the threat, the politics, the worries, and everything else she was dealing with. She turned to Riker and smiled at him, making his eyes sparkle.
 “That does sound like a wonderful idea.”
 Soon Silas and Jasmin returned from their dinner and Silas took over from Maia. Handing over the energy was a delicate business and there was a moment where they were afraid the ball might drop. But then Silas was in control and Maia breathed a sigh of relief.
 “When would you like me to return, Silas?” Maia asked, knowing Silas would not be able to maintain the ball all night. Jasmin was not yet strong enough to hold it.
 “Do not worry about tonight, Maia. I have asked Thangur Teakendrum and some others to assist. They will help with the boiling phases of the potion, as those do not require any special abilities but to float the ball. They should be here shortly. You can return in the morning and we can start preparation for our next batch.”
 “Thank you, Silas,” Maia said, feeling relief flood through her.
She nodded to Rothea and Riker and together they walked down the tunnel to its exit. Maia was surprised to find that it was fully dark outside, but the stars sparkled brightly between the branches of the trees overhead.
 They made their way to her home, walking slowly along the winding pathways that criss-crossed the city. Maia loved the paths; the swaying wooden walkways, the stone bridges, the tunnels of ivy and other climbing plants, the multitude of stairways, each different in design. She had lived here all her life, but she never ceased to marvel at the beauty of her city. Lanterns lit up the paths and shone patches of light on the verandas of the houses around them. Whether one looked up, or down, there were lights; some white, some blue and some even green; and during the night it was clear to see on how many different levels their city was built. It was breathtakingly beautiful.
 Finally, they reached the royal house and Riker and Rothea immediately busied themselves with bringing their dinner to the veranda. Maia unfolded a tablecloth and laid it across the oaken table that was a permanent fixture on their veranda. She added a few candles and soon the three of them were seated. It felt a little strange; a romantic, candlelight dinner for three; but Maia was delighted with the company. The evening was mild and the lights of the city around them twinkled like the night sky. For just a moment, Maia was happy, all other thoughts pushed to the back. They ate and drank, laughed, and exchanged stories and finally they all cleared up together and packed away the dishes.
 It was only when Maia stood under the hot water of the shower that an altogether too familiar feeling resurfaced: premonition. She shivered, feeling cold even under the warm water, and she quickly finished and dried herself. Something was wrong, or was going to go wrong, and she hurried to find clothes to wear. Riker and Rothea followed right behind her as she hurried to the Hall of the Guardians to seek out her father.
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 “He has already left, Maia, and you should not be out at this hour,” her father said after she barged into his rooms.
 Maia paced up and down in front of him. Riker and Rothea stood by the door, watching.
 “When did he leave? Is there no time to call him back?” Maia asked, worry in her voice.
 “Somas left early this morning. And although I trust your instincts, Maia, it is important that Somas sees this mission through. We have not made any headway with gathering information and sending Somas to Naylera again might just get us the information we need to prevent another war.”
 “I do not have a good feeling about this, Father. Something will go wrong.”
 “How do you even know your premonition is about Somas? Until I told you, you were not even aware that he was going.”
 “I did not know it was about Somas until you told me. Now I am certain.”
 Maia hated her premonitions; she could not control them. Sometimes, even though something terrible was happening, she was completely unaware of it. At other times, she felt them so strongly that it made her sick to the stomach. Again, she wondered if the Mother had chosen wisely when she had selected Maia to be a Life Prime. She could not interpret her dreams, nor understand her premonitions, so what good were they to her in the end? Suddenly feeling terribly sad, she shook her head.
 “Just please let me know when he returns,” she said to her father and then turned to leave.
 She felt her father’s eyes follow her as she made her way through the door. She noticed Riker nod to her father and then the three of them were on their way back.
 She was utterly exhausted by the time she climbed into bed. She missed Wolf, who was still with her brother. Rothea blew out the candle on her bedside table before climbing into the makeshift bed that had been erected in Maia’s room. Riker was sleeping in the spare room. She stared at the dark ceiling for a long time before sleep eventually took her.
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 Finally, he had made a breakthrough; a lead he knew would yield some results. He had agonised about the note he had intercepted for days. It seemed that the mysterious stranger had sent not just one note, as the order to kill everyone had been executed nonetheless. He had been furious when he had heard about what happened to the people of Stoneloft and had intensified his search for the one instigating these attacks. But his foe was cunning and his magic strong and no matter how hard he tried, he could not get any closer to the truth. What he needed was a softer target and it looked like he had found it; a group of Vampyres that had come close to Shadow Hall, had stayed for a night and met up with another, before they had moved on towards Braérn. It seemed that this group had met with the one he was hunting and there was a chance he could extract the information from them; he was good at hunting Vampyres and they were easier to persuade to give up their secrets than his unknown enemy.
 He hated to leave Shadow Hall, and Maia, but he could not delay. He knew Maia was safe. Although he knew the precautions around Maia had been put in place because of him, he could not fault Lord Longshadow for his decisions. Things had been especially difficult for him ever since Jaik had led the hunting parties for him. Jaik’s ability to track and sense danger was impressive and his men followed him with confidence. Maia’s wolf also seemed to follow her brother almost anywhere and he was almost as difficult to hide from as Midnight. Maia would be safe while he was gone. He hoped.
 Quickly he erased any signs of his presence from the site he had slept in last night and then followed the spoor east. This group was made up only of Vampyres, all Generals, but no Werewolves. There were five of them and they were extremely careful. Tracking them took a lot of his skill and if it had not been for the stench of death that followed these creatures everywhere they went, he might have lost them on numerous occasions. But he was good at finding death, and dealing it, and they would not escape him for long.
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 Maia’s hair stirred in the downdraft from Midnight’s wings as he flew by overhead. She looked up through the trees and caught glimpses of him as he circled the city, casting deep shadows with his passage. The people were used to him by now; Midnight routinely patrolled the skies above the city every day. Maia missed flying with him, but her father had forbidden her to go into the forest or leave the city. She felt ready to rebel, but making the Silva was taking up so much of her time, that she simply did not have the energy for it.
 From Midnight, she had learned that Blaid was not close to Shadow Hall anymore. At first, she had been shocked to learn that Midnight had been aware of Blaid’s presence over the past few Quarters and then she had been upset with him for not telling her. Midnight had remained silent then and only when Maia had apologised, had Midnight been forthcoming with this new information. Blaid had left a few days ago, hunting. Midnight assumed it was Vampyres, but he had not wanted to leave the city to confirm this suspicion.
 The fact that Blaid had been close all this time confused Maia. She understood why he had not been able to see her again, but why had she not felt him? She had also not dreamed about him lately and, although they could be strange and confusing, she now realised that she missed those dreams.
 Thinking of Blaid did not make things easier for her though and she pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind as she watched Midnight make another pass over where they stood.
 They were on their way to one of the storage caves to fetch yet another batch of ingredients for the Silva. They had one hundred and twenty vials already; each vial about the size of a small flagon of wine. Each one could sustain up to fifty Elves and give them the extra strength and energy they needed to carry on fighting even when the strongest would falter. Silas had discussed the quantities with her father and the hope was to bring together at least twenty thousand Elves to stand against the Vampyres. They had been hopelessly outnumbered during the last war and, had it not been for Blaid, they might all have died.
 Maia shook her head. Why did her thoughts keep coming back to Blaid? She should be concentrating on making the potion taking stock of the ingredients needed. To make at least four hundred vials required large volumes of the rare mytherna crystal powder and Silas was worried that they did not have enough.
 “Here we are, My Lady,” Riker said and reached out to help Maia over the last step.
 Riker’s hand was warm and he held her hand for a moment longer than necessary. Quickly Maia reached into her pocket to extract the key to the door. This cave was not used for food or any other ordinary items. It was one of the royal storage caves and few people had access. It contained anything from rare materials, to sensitive information of state and items of the royal estate. Maia had not set foot in this cave for many years and she suddenly felt a prickle of excitement. When she was younger she had loved to accompany her father here to look at all their treasures.
 She was grinning by the time she led Rothea and Riker down the dark passage, a single crystal lantern lighting their way. The tunnel of this cave was winding and longer than most. It was chilly within the rock and Maia shivered. Then the narrow tunnel opened into a small alcove, where all the torches and lanterns were stored. Quickly Riker busied himself with lighting the lanterns and then they continued on into the large cavern that opened up from the alcove. Hanging the lanterns from evenly spaced hooks around the cave quickly brightened up the space and soon it was light enough for them to see even into the deepest corners of the oblong cavern.
 Rectangular niches had been cut out of the rock to act as storage holes, wooden framework had been set against the walls to act as shelves and the centre was strewn with tables and chests and other objects. At first glance, the items visible did not look like anything special; boxes with scrolls, rolled up carpets, some furniture and other odds and ends. But Maia knew that the real treasures were in the sealed chests and within the recesses of the walls. Most of the precious metals that the city owned were stored here. When she was young, she had learned the meaning of each symbol. She knew that the large, wooden chest with the square symbol contained gold, the iron-bound chest with the triangle contained silver, the red-painted chest held platinum and the pretty chest with the silver lattice contained diamonds. There were many more, but they were not what they were here for.
“Silas said that the mytherna should be in the niches on the northern wall. He has always had some in his cave, but we have exhausted his supply. He has not been in here for some time, so he is not sure which one it is. The mytherna is stored in blue pottery urns with a red wax seal. They should be easy to identify.”
 Quickly the three spread out and started to investigate the holes along the northern wall. There were many and their search was often interrupted by oohs and aahs from Riker and Rothea as they discovered treasures such as they had never seen before.
 Maia found a wooden box which contained fireweed and wondered if anyone would mind if she took it. She only thought for a moment before she stashed it in the haversack she had brought. The next niche yielded a large collection of maps of places she did not recognise, then some jars with a variety of gem stones and then rolls and rolls of fine silk in various colours.
 “I think I have found them,” Riker shouted.
 Quickly Maia made her way across to him.
 “Yes, these are the ones. How many do you count?”
 Riker took the first three out of the nook and set them on the floor.
 “There are two more rows, so we have nine bottles.”
 Relief washed over Maia as she realised that there would be more than enough.
 “We will only need four to finish the rest of the Silva. Let us pack them carefully.”
 Rothea took a blanket out of her own haversack and laid it on the floor. Carefully she rolled two of the bottles in the blanket and then put them in the bag. Riker did the same with the other two bottles.
 With Rothea and Riker carrying the precious cargo, Maia took it upon herself to collect and extinguish all the lanterns and return them to the alcove. With their single lantern, they made their way back down the winding tunnel.
 Bright sunlight blinded them as they stepped out of the entrance. Maia had not realised how musty it smelled within the cave, but she now took a deep breath of fresh air and closed her eyes for a moment.
 I have a present for you, she transmitted the thought to Midnight and she felt his curiosity stir. Meet us by the field next to the Silver Forest by the end of the day.
 Having accomplished their task, the three made their way back to Silas’ cave. Maia was glad they had found enough mytherna to make the quantity of Silva her father had ordered, but she was not looking forward to the long hours of preparing it. Even with the help of some others whose magic was Water, most of the work fell to Maia and Silas. She had always loved Silas’ cosy cave, but she was starting to dislike going there; she would much rather be sparring, training, flying or simply being outside.
 “We have brought four urns, Silas. There are another five left in the cave,” Maia said as they walked in.
 “Let us not waste any time then. I want to have the mixture going before nightfall, so the others can take over the night-shift.”
 Riker and Rothea unpacked their precious cargo and then retreated to their customary spot by the entrance. Because they now spent so much time in the cave, Silas had set up a table and chairs for them, as well as refreshments and anything else they might need while they watched over Maia.
 Maia busied herself with grinding up some of the ingredients. She forced herself not to rush, as improper preparation could impact the strength of the Silva. Silas joined her and they worked in silence for a long time. The ball of boiling liquid was already hovering over the flames and, one by one, Maia gently added the ingredients. By now, the novelty of the changing colours of the ball had worn off. In the beginning, there had been excited exclamations from everyone as the ball changed colour with every item added; it would sometimes even glow or emit tendrils of coloured smoke. Now Maia hardly noticed it; she just wanted to get it done.
“That should do it,” Silas finally said and Maia sighed with relief. “The others should be here soon to take over. Why don’t you go home? I can take care of this until they get here.”
 “Thank you, Silas,” Maia said, trying not to let her relief colour her words.
 She took her haversack from where she had dropped it by the entrance and then she left with her companions in tow.
 “Do you mind if we make a short stop by the field? I have something that I would like to give to Midnight,” she asked them as they stepped out of the cave’s entrance and into the dusk of evening.
 “It is well within the city, so I do not see a problem with it, My Lady,” Riker said, smiling at her. “And most of the people should have left their workshops by now, so Midnight should not cause too much of a panic. But we will have to hurry, as the nightly curfew still applies.”
 Quickly Maia signalled Midnight that they were on their way. She felt him acknowledge and soon she sensed him flying overhead. They hurried the half mile to the field and by the time they reached it, Midnight was already waiting for them. Riker and Rothea stopped along the tree line of the Silver Forest, while Maia continued on into the field.
 Midnight’s strong dragon smell greeted her as she approached and she closed her eyes for a moment, savouring his familiarity.
 I have missed your nearness, she said with her mind and he rumbled in agreement.
 Quickly she retrieved the box from her haversack and then stepped up to her dragon.
 Lower your head and open your mouth, she commanded him.
 She received mixed feelings from Midnight; annoyance at her command and curiosity as to what she had for him. But he sensed only good intentions from her, even if she kept her secret well hidden.
 Midnight’s breath washed over her as he brought his head in line with her body. Even with his head resting on the ground she could not look him straight in the eye. She reached out and stroked his face. She knew the places on his skin where he was soft; most of his skin was studded in spikes; and she rubbed them now, eliciting growls of pleasure from him. As she stepped away from him again he opened his great mouth. Even from this distance Maia could hear the sharp intake of breath from Rothea as she beheld the vicious profusion of dagger-like teeth.
 Maia stepped onto Midnight’s lower lip and leant in over his bottom teeth, before upending the box and depositing its content onto Midnight’s tongue. Quickly she sprang back as Midnight’s reflex to swallow kicked in. She landed safely back on the ground just as Midnight’s great jaws snapped shut. Maia laughed and she heard a nervous giggle from Rothea. Riker was deathly still.
 Soon Midnight was making all sorts of strange noises and steam was coming from his nostrils. Feelings of his pleasure washed over Maia and feeling good that she could do something nice for him, climbed onto his foreleg and snuggled into the crook of his neck. She felt his heat through her cotton shirt, felt his contentment and suddenly she felt completely safe.
 What am I to do, Midnight? she thought. Everything seems so futile. War is inevitable; there is nothing I can do to stop it.
 Images of comfort flooded her mind; to soothe her; then images of Midnight burning and eating every Vampyre that came through the gate assaulted her. She laughed at his exuberance, but knew that he was spoiling for a fight. He was more of a fighter than even the Battle Dragons of the north. Soul Dragons were built to fight and Midnight had so far lived a very sheltered life; having chosen to bond with Maia and spend much of his time on the company of Elves. She knew that, although he worried about her and the Elves she cared for, he was looking forward to the opportunity to match his might against a foe. And now that they had found a way for him to use his fire without causing Maia harm, they had a greater chance of fighting together. She wished they could practice more, as they had only just discovered how it worked. But she also knew that he fought best without having to worry about her on his back. Her father would not approve of this decision but, when the time came, she knew she would ride Fire into battle, so that Midnight was free to do as much damage as he could. This time she would leave nothing to chance.
A wave of nausea overcame her then and Midnight quickly changed his train of thought onto something more pleasant. Immediately Maia felt better and sent him his gratitude.
 How was she supposed to fight if she could still not control her weakness? She had tried, before the last war, to get used to killing by slaughtering animals that were to be consumed, but it had been to no avail. Killing made her sick, most often violently so. Only when she and Blaid had fought together as a team, had it not affected her.
 The thought of Blaid momentarily erased all other thought and she let herself drift for just a moment. She was sure Midnight would interfere with this line of thinking anyway, so she savoured the short moment. But when Midnight did not interrupt, she reached out to him and was pleased to find that Midnight’s feelings about Blaid had changed for good. No longer was he suspicious or wary of him. No longer did he harbour animosity and view him as a threat. In Midnight’s mind, Blaid stood on the same level as Maia, even if he did not view him with the same love as he did Maia; but the trust and respect were the same. She knew then that Midnight had seen into Blaid’s soul and seen what she knew to be true; he was pure, just like her, a true Prime.
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 He had been following them for days, but their route was not making any sense to him, nor the purpose of their trip. They were careful; always one step ahead of him, covering their tracks. First, they had headed towards Braérn, keeping off the Trade Route, but never far from it. Then they had turned south, onto the plains and they had travelled swiftly. Tracking them on the plains had been easier and he had closed the distance somewhat but, after a while, he got the feeling that they were aware of him and they changed course yet again, heading back up towards Braérn. In all the days that he had been following them, they had not encountered any Elves and although Blaid had been aware of some small settlements nearby, the Vampyres had avoided them. Now they had crossed the Oakin River and were heading towards Alea Yll. Blaid wondered about the nature of their trip, but they were leaving no clues for him to find.
 By now he was hard pressed to keep up with them and he was sure that they were aware of his presence. He regretted once more that he had not chosen the Raven as his Prime animal, but then put his nose back to the ground and loped after the faint stench the creatures left behind.
 It was another two days before the smell got stronger and he knew he wasn’t far behind. He used all his stealth and speed to catch up with them and he finally found their camp at Hinden Bay, a cove on the shores of Nithril Deep, during the dark hours just before sunrise.
 His first instinct was to go on the attack. All five were sitting around a sheltered fire right on the water’s edge. Their meager belongings had been piled close to the shore and it looked to him that they were waiting for a boat to take them across the lake. But as he crept closer, he heard them conversing softly. Their language was foreign to him, but the sounds strangely hypnotic.
 Curious, he changed into his elven form and sat down to listen. This melodic conversation was so different from the hissing and screeching these creatures emitted when they were fighting, that it was difficult for him to make up his mind on what to think. He sat for a long time listening to the sounds, trying to decipher what they were saying, but the only words he picked up were names and places of Grildor when they were mentioned.
 He also noticed that all five of them wore proper uniforms, made from cloth and leather, with metal buckles and breastplates. It was a far cry from the ragged fur, bone, and inferior leather tunics they had been wearing only a year ago. Most of the ones he had hunted over the past Moons had still been wearing those raggedy clothes. Being dressed in this finery made them look almost dignified and only when one turned his head towards him and he saw the narrow, haggard face with the sunken eyes, did he remind himself of what they were.
 He wanted to get information out of these Generals, but he was in doubt now whether they would understand anything he asked them. He made up his mind to just kill them before they could carry out whatever mission they were on, when there suddenly appeared a light in the darkness that was the lake.
 It blinked on and off three times, went dark and then repeated the action. Almost immediately one of the Generals sprang to life and lifted a lantern, copying the signal.
 Soon Blaid heard the splashing of oars and a small boat pulled up onto shore. To his surprise, an Elf, clad all in black and hooded, climbed out and greeted the Vampyres. Blaid silently crept a little closer, careful not to disturb the sand of the dune he was lying on.
 “You are late. Vee need to ‘urry, vee are followed,” one of the Vampyres said in accented, but strangely pleasant, elven.
 “I am sorry, My Lord, there were some problems launching the clipper without suspicion. It is anchored only a hundred paces off shore, I will get you there quickly.”
 The General turned and gave some instructions to his companions, who immediately proceeded to load their belongings into the boat.
“’ow fare things on thee other shore? ‘as there been any progress?” the General asked the Elf.
 “Things are progressing as planned, My Lord. The stronghold has been secured and some of the troops are already on their way to their stations. We have not had any problems.”
 “Things ‘ave not gone as well ‘ere,” the General said, a derisive sneer now in his voice. “Not all informants as reliable as vee ‘oped. Is Kieran still at stronghold?”
 “Aye, My Lord.”
 “Good. I vant ‘im dispatched to Greystone as soon as possible. See that it ‘appens.”
 “Yes, My Lord.”
 “Douse thee fire, vee need to be gone.”
 There was a faint hiss and a plume of smoke as someone upended their canteen over the little fire and then the only light was the small lantern on the boat. Blaid watched as the five Vampyres climbed aboard and the Elf pushed them off from the beach. He then took to the oars and soon they were out of sight, disappearing into the darkness.
 Blaid contemplated what he had heard. He had gathered a lot of information over the past few Moons, but never anything as ominous as this. A stronghold. Troops to their stations. Informants. Traitors. If he were to make sense out of all of this, he would have to follow them across the water. He needed to find this stronghold, warn the cities of the troops on the march and learn as much as he could about the Vampyres’ plans.
 At this point, the lake was almost two hundred miles across. He could never swim that far. He had no ship to carry him. Reluctantly he walked down to the water’s edge, the smell of Vampyre overwhelmingly strong here. He stood there, the small waves wetting his bare feet and he closed his eyes.
 Shadow travel was difficult and took a lot of energy, yet it was the fastest way of getting from one point to another. It was only possible if one knew the destination and the way to get there. He had learned the art from his old master, and he had learned his lessons well. He could dissolve his being into shadow within a few heartbeats, propel his shadow-self forward and then reassemble his body in a place much further away. But shadow travelling also meant he would not be able to track and he would lose their scent.
 Over land, it was comparatively easy, as one could stop to rest between each leap. But over water, things would be a whole lot more difficult. He tried to calculate the lengths of each shadow leap. He could travel up to twenty miles in but a moment, land, and be off again almost immediately. Over the lake, he would splash into the water with every landing. Naked as he was, even the warmer waters of summer would have him shivering by the end of the journey.
 The clipper would take between twelve and fourteen hours to reach the other shore so, if he left right now, he would have time enough on the other side to regain his strength and then find out where the ship was to dock. He closed his eyes and channelled his energy. He began to quiver and soon even his teeth were rattling. Then, with a suddenness that took his breath away, his body dissolved into black mist and he was gone.
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 “Everyone is now present, My Lord,” Silas said.
 “Very good,” he replied. “Let us start then with the inventory.”
 They were sitting in her father’s rooms in the Hall of the Guardians. For once, Riker and Rothea had been allowed to join the meeting. Also present were all the Commanders, as well as the heads or the Weapon Smiths, the Builders, the Bakers, the Leather Smiths, the Bird Masters, the Horse Masters, and any other profession that contributed in some way to preparing for the coming war. Everyone had been tasked with producing either additional or specialized products and today was the day that Jagaer wanted a tally of what had been manufactured so far.
 The sound of shuffling papers pervaded for a moment as Silas went around gathering the information everyone had brought. He then presented the papers to Jagaer and everything was still for a while. Maia noticed how everyone seemed tense and in such a confined space it was making her restless. The people feared they had not been able to do enough and most were worried that Lord Longshadow would be displeased with them.
 “Silas and my daughter have successfully managed to manufacture four hundred and four vials of Silva. I have some preliminary numbers of warriors that will be sent to our aid and the tally so far stands at around fifteen thousand. We have more than enough Silva to sustain this army, although I wonder if we have enough warriors. Riders have been sent to the outlying settlements to recruit as many as they can. We are hoping to add at least another five thousand to our number.”
 There was a murmur of agreement and a scattering of applause at the quantity of Silva produced.
 “I see the Bakers have so far been able to make thirty thousand pieces of travel bread. Although not as powerful as Silva, it is nevertheless a vital energy source for our warriors. With trade having been impacted the way it has, resources have become scarce. I believe we only have enough to produce another ten thousand pieces at the most.”
 “That is correct, My Lord,” Rivorn Soapstone, head of the Bakers, confirmed.
 “My Lord, if I may?” Nemiron Deercoast, head of the Farmers, spoke up.
 “Please, go ahead.”
 “We have been able to preserve a vast range of foods that will be nourishing and should make up for any shortages of travel bread. The Butchers have also been drying any meat that was not sent for distribution and the number of ration packs available now stands at twenty-five thousand. Each ration pack will sustain one warrior for three to four days.”
 “That is good news, Nemiron,” her father said.
 Maia watched and listened with interest as one by one an account was given on the number of items produced. Arrows, swords, shields, horse shoes, tunics, footwear, helmets, water bottles, medicine packs, axes, fire wood, hay, saddles and bridles, blankets, tents, spear tips and other items Maia had not thought would be needed for a war.
 Once they had discussed everything, her father gave a brief account of what they could expect the other cities to contribute. Most could only provide for their own troops what they could carry, but Thala Yll had promised additional weapons, as well as rations, which would be dropped off at Shadow Hall within the next Quarter or so.
 At the end of the meeting, all non-military personnel were dismissed and only the Commanders remained. Maia now went to sit beside Jaik, while Riker and Rothea retained their positions on the far wall.
 Her father was quiet for a long time, reading some of the papers in front of him. Silas was silently making notes on the other side of the table.
 “As we do not know for sure if and when this war will happen,” her father finally said, “we can only do so much to prepare for it. We assume that the main force of their army will come through Greystone, but with so many reports of Vampyres within Grildor, we dare not send all our forces to one place. Every city has agreed to keep a small fighting force within their city to safeguard it against any attacks from smaller raiding parties. We need to now concentrate all our efforts in determining our enemy’s intentions, so that we are not caught off guard again. Jaik, have you learned anything new?”
“No, Father. It seems that all Vampyre activity around Shadow Hall has stopped. Tarron Heights has not had an incident in over a Moon and the guards at Greystone have reported no movements in the vicinity.”
 “Mm, I am not sure if that is good news, or if it should worry us more,” Jagaer mused. “I do not like it when they are still like this. I wonder what they are planning.”
 “Somas should be back by this evening,” Jaik said. “Hopefully he will have information that…”
 “NO!” Maia screamed and jumped to her feet.
 Immediately Jaik and Riker were by her side, helping her to remain standing. Every fibre in her body was quivering and the urge to throw up was so strong, she was gagging. All the men could do was to hold her until she calmed down.
 “Breathe, Maia,” her brother said. “Slowly.”
 Maia took a sobbing breath. And then another.
 “Something has happened to Somas,” she finally managed to say. “I have to go to Greystone. Right now.”
 For a moment, the men looked at each other, then they nodded.
 “All right, we will leave immediately,” Jagaer agreed.
 “No, it will take too long. I will take Midnight. You can follow.”
 “Maia, you cannot…”
 But Maia had already turned and was running toward the door. Riker and Rothea were right behind her and her brother, father and the Commanders were left scrambling to follow her out of the building.
 Midnight roared in the distance, but Maia knew he was on his way as she ran as fast as she could to the field by the Silver Forest. It was the only place within the city large enough for Midnight to land without trampling any of the city’s landscaping.
 “Get your horses and follow me there,” she shouted over her shoulder before she disappeared between the trees.
 By the time she reached the other side of the Silver Forest, Midnight was ready for her. Without breaking her stride, she ran up his outstretched leg and, clinging to one of his neck spikes, swung her leg over his neck and settled into position. Midnight took off immediately and with a few downward strokes of his mighty wings they were high above the city and he then turned south, speeding towards Greystone.
 By the time they had reached the midway point, Midnight made her aware of a messenger pigeon flying below them in the opposite direction.
 He has already arrived. I hope we are not too late. Maia thought frantically.
 The wind stung her eyes as Midnight gave it everything he had. The landscape below was just a blur and, only when she felt Midnight slow, did she realise that they were near. She could now make out the great stones below them as Midnight descended. Her ears popped with the speed with which he dropped.
 Midnight landed with a thump that shook the earth and Maia heard some startled shouts from within the circle. Quickly she released her grip on the spike in front of her and, too much in a hurry to run down his leg, dropped straight to the ground. The impact jarred her and she bit the inside of her cheek, but she hardly felt it as she ran between the stones.
 “Lady Maia.” She was greeted by one of the guards, who was visibly shaken, yet delighted to see her.
 Without exchanging any pleasantries with the man, she immediately ran to the prone figure lying next to the central slab of the circle. Another guard knelt over him, holding a wad of cloth to his stomach. Maia’s stomach heaved.
 “What happened?” she demanded of the guards and then bent to examine Somas.
 “He only arrived back a short while ago. We sent a pigeon. We did what we could, but his injuries look grave. He has not spoken.”
 Maia nodded to the man, then removed her knife from its sheath and proceeded to cut away Somas’ clothing. Tears sprang up in her eyes as the injuries were revealed, but her hands were steady. She quickly dismissed the broken leg, the torn ligaments, the bite marks on his arms and the slash across his back; all of this she could heal. Her initial worry was the massive hole in his stomach and the mass of intestines that was quelling out of the opening. But once she had removed his entire shirt, the true horror of his injuries was revealed and she closed her eyes for a fraction of a moment to steady herself.
There, right in the centre of his heart, was an arrow head. The wound was slowly seeping a reeking, black fluid and even as Maia looked at the gruesome sight, she felt Somas’ life ebbing away. His heart fluttered, then stopped and then fluttered again.
 Maia began by channelling as much energy as she could into Somas to give him the strength to fight for his life. Then she hesitated; she had to remove the arrow head to extract the poison, but removing it would make his heart bleed out. And he had lost so much blood from his other wounds already. She had no choice though. With her knife, she gently lifted a corner of the arrow head. Somas screamed. Maia clenched her jaw and carried on. As the tip came free with a terrible suction sound, more black ooze, followed by bright, red blood flooded from the hole. The stench of the ooze was almost overwhelming and Somas’ agony was draining Maia’s energy. Gritting her teeth, she concentrated on drawing out the last of the poison and at the same time sealing the cut in Somas’ heart. But even as she was busy, she felt his Eläm slipping away.
 “Fight, Somas, fight,” she cried.
 “They are coming,” Somas whispered so quietly she almost missed it.
 One final flutter of his heart and then he was gone.
 By the time the riders reached her hours later she was still sitting next to Somas’ dead body, crying.
 “Maia,” Jaik said gently as he picked her up off the ground and took her in his arms.
 “I could not help him, Jaik,” she sobbed.
 “I know. His wounds were too dire. It is not your fault.”
 “I could not help him,” she whispered again and then she sagged against Jaik, having finally fainted from exhaustion.
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 He hit the water with a force that shook his entire body and then he was under, struggling to breathe. With a few powerful strokes, he made it to the surface and gasped for air. Treading water, he looked around, but there was nothing to see in the darkness just before dawn.
 He would have to work on his landings; this had been painful. The lake was already deep here and a lot colder than he had hoped. He felt the abundance of life beneath him, but did not stop to contemplate the types of creatures that lived below the water. Concentrating, he began to channel his energy for the next leap and found that it was a lot harder with his body submerged; he had to use a lot more energy than he would have liked.
 The next landing was not any easier and he got weaker and weaker with every shadow leap he made. Finally, he could see the shore on the opposite side in the advancing light of dawn. A silver Sea Dragon was floating on the surface of the lake not even twenty paces away and was watching him with curiosity.
 He concentrated on a small, green meadow atop a cliff and hoped he could make it there in one bound. It took him a long time before his body finally responded and dissolved and, when he landed on the meadow, he lay there for a long time before he was able to move.
 Once he had recovered some of his energy, he sat up and surveyed his surroundings. The sun was just rising in the east and the mighty Crystal Mountains loomed as a large black shadow over the land. The coastline stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction. He was unsure of exactly where he was, but he assumed that he must be at least thirty to forty miles north of where the Anora River joined Nithril Deep. He could only guess at where the clipper with the Vampyres would moor and it would not be for another few hours. So, he took some time to rest. He dared not make a fire, but when a hare happened to jump onto the meadow, he quickly changed into the wolf and ate his breakfast raw.
 Eventually he became restless. He had no way of knowing the direction his prey would take, but instinct made him make his way south. He travelled with care, for he had the feeling that here he was not the only one sneaking around unseen. He calculated the hours and as the time neared that the ship should come into view, he found himself a hideout on top of a high, rocky outcropping and waited.
 He did not have to wait long and his suspicions had been confirmed; the ship was south of him, about another five miles out. At the speed with which it travelled, it would make landfall before he would be able to reach their anchorage, but he dared not shadow travel again today. Changing into his wolf form, he hugged the coastline and ran. The wolf was large and fast and he revelled in the speed with which his paws hit the ground. He might miss them disembark, but he would not lose their scent. Wherever they were going, he would follow.
  
 It was late in the afternoon when the group of Vampyres made camp. There were now two more Elves with them, both dressed in the same black, hooded garments as the one that had met them on the opposite shore.
 Blaid snarled quietly at the extent of the Elves’ betrayal. How many of them were involved? He lay low as he watched the group set up their tents for the night. It seemed that, now on the eastern shore of the lake, they did not need to take as much precautions about being discovered. They did not try very hard to hide their tracks, they built an open fire and did not even keep their voices down when they spoke. The Elves seemed completely at ease with their unlikely associates and, later that night, retired to their tents without worry. The Vampyres, not needing the sleep, stayed up for most of the night, spent mostly in discussions Blaid wished he could understand.
 Some time during the night even Blaid laid down his head on his paws and closed his eyes. He did not sleep, but rested, knowing he was still feeling the effects of his shadow travel. By morning he felt better, having regained more of his strength and, when the strange group packed up camp and headed east towards the mountains, he was ready.
He followed them for three more days during which nothing of significance happened. Each night they made camp. Each morning they started their travels early and marched until nightfall. He assumed the day travel was for the benefit of the Elves, as he knew the Vampyres preferred to travel during the night. He wondered why these Vampyres were so considerate of the needs of these Elves, or what made them important enough not to kill, or worse, consume.
 The Elves cooked dinner over the fires every night, but the Vampyres never ate during the time he followed them. They were now in the lower regions of the Crystal Mountains and, because of the rough terrain, it was a lot easier for Blaid to follow unnoticed. Nevertheless, he remained in his wolf form. These mountains were notorious for their wolves and, although the Mountain Wolf looked different from his own form, at a quick glance he could pass as just another wild animal that roamed the mountain.
 On the fourth morning, two of the Elves took their leave and headed away from camp towards Stoneloft. The rest of them proceeded to pack up camp and, while they were so occupied, Blaid managed to sneak a little closer, the rocky and forested terrain giving him the necessary cover. He wanted to find out what was going on and where the others were going.
 “They will reach the city in another two days,” the remaining Elf said to the General whom Blaid had discovered was the leader of this group. “They will dispatch your messages as requested.”
 The Vampyre grunted, but did not comment.
 “The bird we sent to the stronghold should have arrived by now and Kieran should already be on his way as per your instructions,” the Elf added.
 “It is pity vee will not ‘ave chance to speak with ‘im, but it is best that ‘e be on ‘is way,” the General said. “’ow many men ‘ave you been able to assemble?”
 “There were twenty-three men at the stronghold before I left to fetch you, My Lord, but there has been news that some others were on their way to join us.”
 The Vampyre nodded his head. “Is Lord Valander still present?”
 “Yes, My Lord.” 
 “Let us go then. I vant to get there before nightfall.”
 Blaid followed them at a distance. The more he learned, the less he liked it. He was worried what he might find when they reached the stronghold, whatever it might be. And the thought that so many Elves were aiding the Vampyres sickened him. What would make them betray their own kind?
 The mountain was becoming steeper and the going was tough, slowing even the Vampyres. At some points, Blaid had to change form to climb rocks he would not have been able to scale with four paws. It was cold here in the mountains and he shivered, always thankful when he could change back into his fur.
 They carried on, even when the sun set behind the Grildor-Bron Mountains in the distant west, barely visible even from this elevation. The Elf lit a small lantern and for another hour they clambered about in the dark before the snick of a blade being drawn brought them all to a halt. The group stood tense for a moment and then the Elf let out a soft whistle, repeated twice. After a short, tense silence, the whistle was repeated.
 Blaid hid within a fissure of a rock, seeking the unseen watchman who had uttered the whistle. His sharp ears picked up the smallest of sounds and he eventually traced the man to across a narrow, but deep, chasm before them. He also sensed a row of men on a higher ridge and he heard the distinct sounds of bows being drawn. The whistle was repeated again and then two lanterns flared up, shedding some light on a narrow rope bridge spanning the chasm. The group advanced and had soon crossed over. Immediately the lanterns were shuttered and the chasm was again just a black pit in front of him.
 He knew where the bridge was and he could still follow their scent, but it seemed that the bridge was well guarded and he dared not cross it. He waited a while for the men on guard to relax and resume their normal, nightly routine. The group was made up of two Elves and three Vampyres; their mixed scents strange in Blaid’s nose.
As evening turned to full night, Blaid emerged from his uncomfortable hiding place. He tried approaching the bridge, but was immediately rewarded with alert guards drawing their bows. Not wanting to arouse suspicion, he scouted the area for another way across the chasm. It was a long fissure that divided two steep peaks and he could hear the faint gurgling of a stream at its bottom. He padded up and down along the chasm for a long while, before he eventually conceded that he would not be able to get across unless he either used the bridge or climbed higher up the cliffs. The bridge was the easier option and he decided to test the watch men’s vigilance again. He picked up a small rock and tossed it over the chasm. It landed with a surprisingly soft thud on the other side, no doubt muffled by a patch of moss. Immediately he sensed the watchmen stir and he heard yet again the sound of bows being drawn. He sighed; even shadow travelling over the chasm seemed to be out of the question; he would become impaled by their arrows even before he could fully materialise again. He did not know the mountain beyond the chasm, so shadow jumping further into it was also not an option.
 Travelling along the chasm seemed his only option. He made the change and, now naked, shivered in the frigid temperatures of the high mountain at night. Gritting his teeth, he started to climb. The sharp rocks were cutting his bare feet and more than once he slipped as his feet were becoming slick with blood. But he made progress. By morning he had reached the point where the little stream sprang from the mountain in a little waterfall and he could now simply step over the narrow gap that was to become the chasm. Exhausted, he found himself a place to lie low for a while. He changed into his wolf form and then spent some time licking the blood off his injured paws.
 He was hungry, tired, and sore, but it was now mid-morning and he still had to travel back down the other side of the chasm to pick up the spoor and follow the Vampyres to their stronghold. Reluctantly he heaved himself off the ground and stepped out into the open. Immediately the hairs on his neck and along his back tingled and started to stand erect. Danger was imminent and he employed all his wolf senses to detect where it was coming from. But he need not have made the effort; the dark grey, heavy-set, form of a Mountain Wolf revealed itself with bared fangs and saliva dripping from its jaws. Blaid felt its deep growl within his own chest and the message was clear; he was on this alpha’s turf and he was not welcome.
 Blaid only had a moment longer to marvel at the beast’s size and bulk, its canines; longer than a man’s finger; and the enormous paws, before it sprang to attack.
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 “Every city has acknowledged that they have received their messages, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell informed Lord Longshadow. “But it will be well into Fire Moon before their troops will arrive with us.”
 “Let us pray that it will not be too late,” Jagaer replied, sounding despondent. “I wish we had been able to get more information from Somas before he died.”
 The assembled men were quiet for a moment; everyone had been thinking the same, but only their Lord had been brave enough to speak it aloud. Jaik watched them as they all kept their eyes averted and wished there was something he could do to make his sister feel better.
 Not being able to save Somas was weighing heavily on her and she blamed herself for his death. After having seen the extent of Somas’ injuries, it had been clear to everyone that there was nothing anyone could have done to save him, not even Maia. But she would hear nothing of it. She had been going over and over her healing powers with Silas for days now, practicing, trying new techniques. She was haggard; heavy, dark rings beneath her eyes; and she had lost weight. He was more worried about her than he had ever been.
 “Our forces are ready to march at a moment’s notice,” Rowlean said. “The advance guard departed yesterday and will encamp around Greystone. A supply system has been put in place to keep them fed for as long as it might take.”
 “Tarron Heights has already dispatched their men and they should arrive with us within a day or two,” Jaik added. “They will replenish their provisions while they are here and then march out to join the advance guard at Greystone. Lord Tallson has kept a small unit of about three hundred men with him to guard his city, but he has sent every other man and woman willing and able to fight.”
 “Yes, the other cities are doing the same. Let us hope it will be enough,” his father replied.
 Jaik knew that every city was sending as many warriors as they could without compromising the security of their own city. They were hoping for the armies of Thala Yll, Alea Yll, Braérn and Crook Island to arrive within the next two Quarters. The people of Rathaés, Dragonfort and Stoneloft would take a little longer. But his father had managed to recruit almost one thousand eight hundred men and women from the smaller settlements and those that preferred to live in the wild. They were arriving in small groups almost every day now.
 “What are our final numbers, including our own men?” Jagaer asked after another long silence.
 “Currently the figure stands at just under seventeen thousand, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell answered, “but we do not have confirmed numbers from Rathaés or Stoneloft, only estimates.”
  
 Once the meeting was over Jaik headed home. He had not spent much time there lately, what with all his additional duties and the preparations for the war, but he needed to be there for his sister. She needed him now more than ever. She was so strong and yet so fragile. Sometimes he wished she had not been blessed by the Mother with the gifts of a Prime. She could have been an ordinary princess, living an ordinary life, falling in love, and following her dreams. Alas, it was not so. All the worries of her people rested on her shoulders; at least that is how she felt about it.
 The smell of mushroom ragout greeted him as he stepped into their home. An ominous sign, their mother’s futile attempt at making Maia feel better. He was startled to find Aaron and the siblings, as well as Silas, Rothea and Riker sitting around the fireplace with Maia. She had shunned most company over the past days, preferring to hole up in Silas’ cave.
 “Good evening, Mother,” he said quietly and kissed her on the cheek before he continued into the common room.
 “Jaik, glad you could finally join us,” Silas said. 
 “Yes, the meeting took longer than expected,” he replied and noticed the strange way his sister looked at him.
 Jasmin stood up and went over to the kitchen to help Malyn dish up the food. Maia’s gaze followed her and Jaik saw again the deep sadness within her eyes. He walked over and sat down beside her.
“My Princess,” he said gently and draped his arm across her shoulders.
 She immediately leant into him and he felt her relax.
 “I’m all right, Jaik,” she whispered.
 He doubted it, but did not contradict her.
 “Here you go,” Jasmin said and handed them each a bowl of ragout.
 Jaik didn’t mind mushrooms, but they were his sister’s favourite. It smelled delicious nonetheless.
 “Thank you, Jasmin,” he said.
 He was astonished at how well the Humans had adjusted to life on Elveron. All three were well on their way to becoming respected members of their community and were contributing significantly to the wellbeing of the city. But what was the most amazing were the physical changes the three were exhibiting. Both men had grown stronger and had adopted some of the elven features, such as the pointed ears, smooth skin and, in Aaron’s case, no more grey hair. Jasmin, besides the blonde hair, was starting to look more and more like Maia. If he didn’t know better, it was possible to think the two were sisters.
 They all ate then, interspersed with some polite small talk, the fire crackling comfortingly in its grate. After the meal, Maia helped Jasmin, Rothea and Malyn clear away the dishes and the men were left alone around the fire.
 “How is she doing?” Jaik asked Silas quietly.
 “She is getting better. We have had some interesting conversations.”
 Jaik raised his eyebrow, urging Silas to go on.
 “She is worried that she will not have the strength or the knowledge to save her people. I have taught her everything I know and more. She is ready. She only needs to believe it.”
 “How do we make her believe?” he asked.
 “By believing in her,” Aaron answered.
 Jaik looked at him. He was serious and seemed to genuinely believe that it was the answer. Jaik looked back to Silas and saw the old man nod.
 “Indeed, Jaik. She is unsure of herself and every time something does not go her way, she feels that she has failed. But it is all part of her learning to be a Prime and without those failures she would not become who she is supposed to be. We need to be there for her during those times and she will eventually come to see just how much power she has.”
 Jaik nodded. He did believe in his sister and felt with an unshakable certainty that she could accomplish anything she put her mind too. He just hated to see her suffer and the weight she had to carry was crushing her right now. He wished he could lighten her burden.
 “Ah, Maia, we were just talking about you,” Silas said, bringing Jaik back to the present.
 “Good things, I hope,” she said with a shy smile.
 “Always,” Riker answered and stood to take her hand and lead her back to her seat.
 Jaik watched Aaron glower at Riker, but Maia didn’t notice. His mother smiled at the sight of them together and he knew she hoped that Maia would find room in her world to let Riker in. He felt the same. Riker was good for her.
 With the women back around the fire, the conversation turned to lighter matters, a refreshing change from the constant worry about the impending war. His father finally came home as well and joined them around the fire. It felt good to sit with friends and family and Jaik noticed Maia visibly relax and enjoy herself.
 Eventually the Nightingale’s said their good nights and left for their own home. Silas took the cue and also left to go home. Soon Malyn and Jagaer also excused themselves and retired to their room.
 Maia yawned and she looked like she might be ready for bed as well.
 “Do you mind?” Jaik said under his breath and discreetly Riker and Rothea retreated from the room.
 Maia looked at him questioningly. He took her hand.
 “I haven’t had much of your undivided attention for a while,” he smiled at her, “how about a little brother time?”
 “I’d like that,” she said and snuggled into his shoulder.
He wrapped his arms around her and rested his cheek on the top of her head.
 “How are you holding up?”
 “Better than I was,” she replied, absently swirling the thin smoke of the fire into twirling whirls with her mind.
 “I am worried about you.”
 “I know.”
 “There is worse to come.”
 “Yes.”
 He sat up, pushing her up with him and then holding her at arm’s length.
 “Are you ready?”
 He watched her steady gaze and he suddenly saw an inner strength within her that he had not seen for a while. He knew then that she had made up her mind; nothing would stop her from doing whatever she had to protect her people.
 “I think so, Jaik,” she said, her smile confidant. “I know what to do now.”
 “You do?” he asked, suddenly startled. There was a certain tone to her voice that made his nerves stand on edge.
 “Yes.” She rose to her feet, then bent and kissed the top of his head. “It will all be all right.”
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 His vision dimmed briefly as he struggled to free himself from the death grip the wolf had on his throat. He fought through it and twisted to break the grip. Snarling they separated and circled one another. The Mountain Wolf was strong and fierce and Blaid was in his territory. He had realised that it was the smell of the blood from his bleeding feet that had alerted the beast to his presence. There was nothing he could do about it now but try to defeat the wolf.
 With bared teeth and spittle flying from his mouth, the wolf charged again. This animal would not give up easily. Blaid was sad, but there was nothing else he could do. He needed to go on, follow the Vampyres, and this delay was costing him dearly. Sending a quick, mental apology to the animal, Blaid attacked. It was fierce and quick; one jump, one bite, one snap of the neck; and the wolf lay dead before him. He was Death.
 He cast one last, sad look at the dead animal by his feet and then he was on his way. Despite what most people thought of him, he did not enjoy killing; he took no pleasure in it.
 Quickly, but silently, he loped along the narrow ridge on the edge of the chasm. This side was smoother and it took him a lot less time to travel back towards the bridge. He was careful as he got closer, padding softly along the rock. The scent of Vampyre was stronger now and he was wary; the watchmen posted along the ridge ahead.
 Soon he came upon a path and, making sure he was not within visual range of the watchmen, turned onto it and followed the scent that led deeper into the mountain. His black fur hid him well within the deep shadows of the cliffs and his soft feet made almost no sound on the hard rock. It was not long before he started to hear sounds up ahead and, carefully, he approached. Watchmen were posted along the ridges above the path too and at some points, he had to hide within the rough cracks of the cliffs and wait for the vigilant men to pass. It took him almost three hours before he eventually came upon the camp.
 It was almost midday now and the shadows were getting shorter. He would have to find a hiding place or else he would be discovered. Circling the camp, or what he thought must be the stronghold the General had spoken about, he looked for a place for him to lie low. But the Vampyres had left nothing to chance and it was only when the sun was at its highest in the sky above the peaks that he found a tiny cave, just large enough for his wolf form to crawl into. Taking care to hide his Eläm and slow his heartbeat to be almost undetectable, he lay down in his cramped quarters and closed his eyes. He needed to rest and there was nothing he could do during the bright hours of the day without running the risk of discovery. Tonight, he would find out what this place was and what the Vampyres, and their Elves, were planning.
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 Technically, he was looking at the Milky Way. He knew this, but the Elves had a different name for it. He had seen pictures of their galaxy when they had still lived on Earth, but he had never actually seen any part of it in the night sky. Here, with the air always crystal clear, one could look at the stars on any given, cloudless night. And on some nights, like tonight, the stars seemed to shine brighter, revealing the vastness of the galaxy they lived in. And with him needing less and less sleep, he spent many nights just sitting on his veranda, gazing up at the heavens.
 Aaron did not know exactly how many solar systems there were in the Milky Way, but he had learned from the Elves that eleven of them were home to Life Planets, like Earth and Elveron.
 The more he learned, the more fascinated with it he became. He could now hardly imagine life back on Earth; the daily rut, traffic, smog, crime. He could go on endlessly about the sad mess Humans had made of Earth. It saddened him that his species was so…, he could not really put it into words…human.
 The Elves had adopted a completely different outlook on life. Life, in itself, mattered more than anything else and had to be preserved, in all its various forms. They never killed senselessly and, although there had been wars fought during Elveron’s history, those had always been as a last resort and, even then, the aim was not necessarily to kill as many of the foe as one could, but to simply better them in battle.
 Elves also only ever took what they needed from the land and took great measures to replenish what they had taken. He marvelled at the intimate relationship the Elves had with nature and tried hard to emulate them. He was getting better at understanding that relationship and the evidence of that was now even visible in his home. After he had learned that his house would not be invaded by unwelcome creepy crawlies, he had been more lenient with the ones that had decided to live beside him. A pair of birds had made their nest in his eves; a small family of squirrels lived in the trees his house rested on and often came to sit on his window sill to watch him and all around his house climbing plants had attached themselves and were not only securing his home into place, but also making it look more beautiful the more they grew.
 His collection of plants, flowers, and mushrooms that he had collected to study, were flourishing under his care and they were now decorating every room of the house. Silas had opened his library to him and he was now avidly reading everything he could, from the composition of the universe, to the biodiversity of Elveron and all the histories of the Elves. He had even taken to reading the elven poetry that he had thought so strange in the beginning. But now it all made sense and looking up again at the stars, he was reminded of one of his favourites.
  
 The songs of the stars
 Hear their silent voices
 Gaze upon the endless dance
 See their eyes glitter in the sky
 Stars vanish in the morning mist
 Playing behind a veil of twilight
 The moons as their companions
 The creatures of the night as their choir
 Soft clouds as their blanket
 Hidden flowers become a secret perfume
 The silent grace of a cat
 Its eyes memorise the stars
 A painting of the cosmos
 Can you still hear their songs?
  
 Not only was he enjoying his studies, but he also noticed that the more knowledge he had, the easier it was to talk to Maia. Often in the past he had not understood why the Elves would elect a certain path of action, or why Maia would be upset or happy about a certain event. But as he learned, he began to see, and understanding Maia, what she stood for, and also the weight she had to carry on her shoulders, made it easier for him to get closer to her. The more he learned about her, the more he thought of her as the most wondrous being he had ever met. He was blind to everyone else when she was in the room and, besides his studies and work, Maia was the ultimate driving force of his existence.
Silas had never given up on trying to understand what Maia had done to bring them here and although they were no closer to ever getting them home, which he was thankful for, Silas had said that he believed Maia’s magic had been so strong and so precise that she had inadvertently, not only brought them here, but turned them into Elves in the process. It was only a matter of time before the Humans were human no longer and Silas also believed that there was no danger of any of the terrible effects of Soul Reaping ever to take place.
 But there was also one problem with understanding the world of the Elves. He finally fully understood the terrible danger the Vampyres posed and how dire the situation was. It had been traumatic; his first year on Elveron, ripped from his home and then thrown into the turmoil of a war; but the Elves had sheltered the Humans from most of it and he had not been completely aware of the dangers, nor the horrors that had been committed. Now though, being one of them in all but species, he was kept informed of all the details, received the same training to defend his home and was invited to attend all the open meetings held at the Elder Hall. It was as much his duty as the Elves’ to protect this place that he now called home.
 So, having already had some training with the sword, he began to attend more of the training workshops. He was already faster and stronger than he had been at Spring Feast. The sword did not feel as heavy in his hands anymore and he wielded it with much more accuracy.
 Spending time on the Sparring Grounds had also given him a chance to watch Maia train, which she had done a lot of not so long ago. More recently, she had spent most of her time with Silas and he knew that she had been making the Elves’ energy potion and then had spent a lot of time studying and practicing her magic.
 Sometimes he wished he could just sit and watch her during those sessions; he was fascinated with magic. But Maia did not like spectators and those training sessions were always held in secret and away from prying eyes. During the evenings, however, Maia was now more inclined to sit with them around the fire. It was a very recent development and although Jaik had expressed some concern over it, Aaron thought it was wonderful. Maia and Jasmin spoke about magic most nights and Maia would often demonstrate to Jasmin how to hover this and float that. Jasmin had become so proficient with her Water magic that she was even allowed to assist Maia and Silas in making the potion. But it was not just the talk about magic that he enjoyed. The mere fact that he could sit around the fire with Maia, talk to her, engage with her and simply be near her was wonderful. She no longer shied away from him or tried to cut the conversation short when he spoke with her. He had no illusion that she suddenly fancied him, but more that she had accepted him as a friend and, for now, that was worth more to him than everything he had ever possessed.
  
 With a sigh, he rose from his chair and averted his eyes from the spectacle of stars in the sky. He would look upon them again tomorrow night. For now, it was time for him to rest; it was only another four hours till morning; but it was all the rest he needed.
 “You are still awake,” he said in surprise as he walked into the house and found Luke sitting by their dining room table.
 “I am taking stock of my medicine bag,” Luke replied. “Silas and I have been discussing the coming war and they are taking everyone who has some healing experience with them to Greystone. I will be the only Healer left at Shadow Hall during that time and he has charged me with keeping the people safe.”
 “That is a big responsibility,” Aaron nodded, “but I know you are ready for it.”
 “I should be able to manage,” Luke said confidently. “Silas does not have the exact number of people who will stay behind, but it should not be more than about three hundred. Unless we are attacked here, my job will be simple.”
“Let us hope then that it won’t come to that. How is your training with the sword going?”
 “Not as well as I had hoped,” Luke said. “I simply do not have a talent for it. But Jasmin has been teaching me to shoot and, if necessary, I would be able to wield a cross bow.”
 “You know you will not be able to save anyone if you are not able to save yourself,” Aaron said, a frown on his face.
 “I am aware of that,” Luke sighed. “But I have you and Jasmin to protect me,” he added with a grin.
 “Yes, your sister has become quite the warrior. Working for the Hunters has really improved her confidence and now that she can add magic to her repertoire I don’t think there is anything that can stop her,” Aaron said with pride.
 “I have seen you fight, Dad. That sword,” Luke nodded toward the tall sword hanging in its sheath from the hook by the door, “has become an extension of your body when you wield it. I would dare say you are as good as those training partners of yours from the Legion.”
 Aaron gave a wry smile; he did not think he was that good yet. He still had a long way to go before he could best an Elf.
 “Thank you, Luke. I appreciate your encouragement, but maybe you need to have your eyes checked. Are you sure you can still see clearly without your glasses?”
 Back on Earth, Luke had worn glasses to correct his short-sightedness. The glasses had been lost when they had come through the Gate to Elveron, but Luke did not need them anymore, somehow now being able to see perfectly well without them. But that had not stopped Jasmin from making fun of him every time she disagreed with him about something, reminding him that he could not really judge as he was missing his glasses.
 “Oh, Dad, not you too,” Luke laughed.
 Aaron went over to him and gave him a brief hug. He had never been this close to his children before and he loved it.
 “Good night, Son,” he said.
 “Good night, Dad.”
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 Somas’ death had been difficult for her. It had been days before she had been able to pull herself out of her depression. But in the end, his death had reminded her of what they were fighting for and she remembered the feeling she had had when she had given that speech during the memorial at Thala Yll. It was her duty to protect her people and she now knew that she would not be able to save every single one, but she could protect her people as a whole.
 Things were suddenly so clear and, with this clarity, her confidence grew. There were strengths within her that she still had to discover, but now she was no longer afraid to try. Somas’ return and death had upset not just her; his ominous statement that the Vampyres were coming had brought forth frantic activity from all leaders and the armies were now scrambling to come together.
 Maia knew that what they really needed was some concrete information. All the hunting of Vampyres within Grildor had led to nothing and Somas had died in his quest for information. Blaid had not returned from whatever it was that he was hunting and she could not expect any help from him. So now it was her turn to do something for her people.
 But she had to bide her time. She was being watched; closely. Ever since the incident with Blaid in the forest the security around her had been tight, but after Somas’ death and her reaction to it, her family and friends had stepped it up another notch and made sure that she was never alone. Strangely, she didn’t mind, she enjoyed the company. She also realised that spending so much time with everyone was not only giving her strength, but she was also able to access information that she would not have been privy to were she still hiding in Silas’ cave. Teaching Jasmin and helping her control her magic also added to Maia’s confidence and it opened her eyes to yet untapped powers of her own.
 Every day she looked out for her opportunity. Time was not a luxury she had, but she had to get the timing right. All armies marching from their cities had been diverted to go straight to Greystone and the first ones should reach it within the next few days. The army of Tarron Heights, as well as Shadow Hall’s advance guard, was already encamped there. She had to act as soon as possible.
 Making her preparations over the next few days was difficult, as neither Riker nor Rothea ever left her side. She had never had to be this secretive and she had not realised how hard it was. But she was determined to follow through with her plan; it could prove the difference between life and death.
 So finally, during the first Quarter of Bright Moon, she made her move. It was the middle of the night. Rothea was asleep on her cot in Maia’s room. Riker was on night duty, sitting around the fire in the common room. Her parents were asleep in their room and Jaik was away on another mission. This was her chance.
 As quietly as she could she rose from her bed. She was only wearing some light under clothes, but she had made her preparations. She tiptoed to the open window and climbed through it. It was a leap of about four strides down to the nearest branch. She balanced at the edge of the window and then pushed herself off. The branch dipped and creaked as she landed, but then all was still again. She stood there for a moment, listening. Nothing moved. With her arms outstretched, she walked along the branch until she reached a fork. There she stopped and retrieved the pack she had stashed there two days before. It contained her boots, battle leathers and weapons. Quickly she got dressed, balancing precariously on the narrow branch as she pulled on her boots. And then she was ready.
 Quietly jumping from branch to branch, she eventually reached the ground. Hiding behind the trunk of the tree, she looked around for the Night Watch. They were patrolling every path, every night; her father was leaving nothing to chance.
 She sent a brief nudge to Midnight to let him know that she was ready and for him to wait for her by the mighty oak where the rivers joined. She did not want him to land too close to the city and arouse suspicion. Convincing Midnight of the wisdom of her decision had taken some time, but he believed in her and although he did not like it, conceded that it might be necessary.
Now she closed her eyes and channelled her energy. They had practiced this, but it was not something she had completely mastered. Bending the air around her to make her invisible was the easy part and almost immediately, she was gone from sight. She felt the dizziness set in as her body disappeared and she seemed to be floating in mid air. Walking was difficult, but she had a few miles to go to the tree and she hoped this would be practice enough. Carefully she took her first step and almost immediately tripped. She gasped, but then caught herself and carried on; it was going to be a long walk.
 The other issue she had was hearing. She did the magic so well, that it muffled all sounds. It had become a little better and she was now able to pick up some sounds, but still not enough to warn her of the silent approach of the Night Watch that had just turned the corner down her path. She stopped and held her breath as he walked past her. He was so close she could have reached out and touched him.
 Carefully she continued. The hearing was a problem for what she intended to do; she needed information and for that she needed to hear. So, as she walked, she concentrated on thinning the air marginally to allow sounds to penetrate the barrier. It kept her occupied the entire way and before she realised it she had reached the tree. Midnight stood alert, awaiting her approach, but he had not noticed her. She sent him a mental image of where she was and he lowered his head, huffing out a cloud of smoke. It coiled around her for a moment, highlighting the spot where she stood and she made a mental note of it; something like this could prove fatal where she was going.
 Midnight lowered himself and she ran up his leg, before settling in the crook of his neck. Without waiting for further instructions, Midnight rose into the air with a few powerful strokes of his wings. Maia was buffeted by the wind of his wings and his flight and she had to concentrate to keep herself cloaked in invisibility.
 Midnight flew straight and it was not long before they reached Menandril Fields. She had chosen this spot as Midnight could safely land behind the little forest without being spotted by any of the men already at Greystone. From here, it was only about an hour’s walk to the stones and, thanking Midnight, she set off. His thoughts of concern and encouragement followed her.
 Soon she reached the first camps. She was surprised at how many had already encamped around Greystone and she carefully picked her way past the tents, camp fires, watchmen and horses. It was another half hour before she reached the stones and there she found that a perimeter fence had been set around the circle. She walked around it, looking for a way in. The fence was made from wire and she could have easily climbed through it, but it had bells attached to it and she suspected that even the slightest tinkle would alert the men around her.
 She contemplated for a while and then tried something she had never done before. She already had a cushion of air around her, so now she channelled more of it towards her feet, hoping that it might lift her. At first, nothing happened, then she started to wobble. She lost her concentration and almost fell. Breathing harder, she steadied herself before trying again. This time she tried to keep the concentration of air constant on all sides and just increased the pressure at the bottom. She was starting to sweat, even in the cool of the night, but soon she was hovering steadily above the ground. The feeling was even stranger than walking without seeing your feet and it took all her concentration. She increased the pressure marginally and she rose higher. She milled her arms as she wobbled again, but then she was steady again and rising. She tried to judge where her feet were as she reached the top of the fence, but then lifted her legs for good measure. Soon she was on the other side and carefully she lowered herself so she would not make a noise when she landed.
 This was it; she was in the circle of stones; there was no going back now. Once she activated the energy to take her to Naylera, the men around her would know that someone had gone through the Gate, but by then it would be too late.
She stood at the centre and closed her eyes. She had never been to Naylera and did not know what awaited her on the other side. But she was determined to follow through with her plan. She called forth the energy, concentrating on her destination and the last thing she heard before the energy took her was the alarm that went through the camp around her.
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 He had spent days spying on the camp and gathering as much information as he could. Right now, he was ready to kill them all, Elves included. They were scum to plan such atrocities as he had heard mention here and it made him sick that his own kind could conceive of such things. There was a total of twenty-nine Elves allied with the forty-three Vampyres in this stronghold. They were biding their time, waiting for some signal that was to come some time in the near future, but Blaid had as yet to determine that date.
 But he had learned enough to be worried. This was not the only stronghold. There was a total of five of them around Grildor and he believed this particular one to be the smallest. The bigger ones were situated closer to Greystone, with the largest hiding within the dark forest where he had rescued Maia last year.
 One of the main missions of this stronghold was to take out as many military personnel as possible, which is why the delegation from Stoneloft had been completely wiped out. Another group had been in charge of killing Maia and he now realised that most of the Vampyres he had been following earlier in the year had been of this group. As their mission had failed, an unnamed man had volunteered to take the matter into his own hands and it was this mystery man that Blaid had followed to Shadow Hall. He now wondered if it had been wise to leave Maia.
 This group was waiting for their signal to strike within this region, but they were still waiting for reinforcements. Their time frame was, as yet, unknown to Blaid. The groups on the other side of the lake had already received most of their reinforcements, but were awaiting the arrival of the Vampyres’ main army. But even that was still some time away, as far as he could tell. What worried him the most was the detailed plan of attack the Vampyres had devised. Although there were some holes in the information he had been able to gather, it was clear that the Vampyres planned to attack on multiple fronts. The last war had been centered around Greystone, with the Vampyre army coming through in three consecutive waves. This time, they had been slowly amassing their numbers within Grildor for Moons in advance and once the main army came through the Gate, the smaller forces would attack from the rear.
 There was also talk of some new weapon, as well as a new breed of soldier. Werewolves were to be used again, but one of the Generals had expressed concern about the number of animals that were able to travel. Blaid assumed that he was talking about bringing the Werewolves through the gate. Transporting animals was impossible…unless they had the ability to travel on their own. In his mind, he reassessed the creatures he had been hunting. They were cunning and fierce and had often managed to elude him, but they had never tried to communicate with him, so he was unaware of their mental capabilities. To the eye, they simply looked like brute beasts and it was easy to assume that they were just dumb creatures.
 He had to get back to Shadow Hall and get word to Lord Longshadow. He had been here too long already. But he could not let this group of Vampyres and traitors live and carry out their missions. They had to be eliminated.
 The group was well armed and always alert. It had so far taken all his skill not to be discovered. To attack by himself was foolish, but he felt a rage building within him that he struggled to control. To let them live might mean death to the people of the Crystal Mountains, to try to kill them might mean his own death. The choice was clear.
 He waited until nightfall. The Vampyres didn’t sleep, but they often rested when they were not on duty. His first priority was to take out the night guards around the camp. He decided that he would not be able to sneak up on all of them and kill them silently while in his wolf form. But he had memorized their routine positions and now, having acquired a knife from one of the supply tents, he summoned his shadow travel.
 He landed precisely behind his first victim and without hesitation cut his throat. The Vampyre slid silently to the ground. Then he concentrated on the next position. As he materialized again, he saw that this guard had wandered off to the right and he had to run up from behind to avoid detection and the Vampyre raising the alarm. Again, his knife spilled the life blood of the Vampyre and he eased him to the ground. They would eventually be discovered, but by then it would be too late.
His next position held two guards, he knew, but it did not deter him. They only had a brief moment of surprise as the black smoke formed between them and then his knife had already done its work. One of them fell to the ground, the other toppled off the cliff.
 The next two were Elves and although he did not hesitate, he felt the bile rise to his throat at having to kill his own. He vented his frustration on his next four victims and then stood, barely breathing harder, on one of the vantage points overlooking the camp.
 He had successfully managed to kill all the guards on the high cliffs around the camp without arousing suspicion. He knew there were more guards closer to the bridge, but they would not interfere with the work he had to do here.
 Down in the camp nothing had changed. Most of them were sitting around their fires, talking, drinking, playing their strange stone games. A small group, about five of them, patrolled the perimeter of the camp and it was those that he targeted now. He managed to kill three of them without any noise before the fourth yelled out in surprise as Blaid slit his companion’s throat.
 Quickly he silenced him with a well-placed cut, but it was too late; the Vampyres were now aware of his presence. Immediately the warning went through the camp. Everyone drew their weapons and converged on where he stood. Blaid only had a moment to size up the situation before they were upon him.
 Armed with only his small knife, even he was no match for what he now faced. Shadow travelling between them he managed to kill another few, before he himself received his first cut. Blood streamed down his right arm and before he managed to vanish into smoke again, he got stabbed in the side by a spear.
 He screamed in pain and rage and without thinking he transformed into the wolf. With his shaggy black fur flying and his large teeth bared he ripped into the nearest Vampyre. He was vaguely aware of some of the Elves stepping away as they realised what he was, but they soon rejoined the fight.
 Now it was tooth and claw against bare metal. They came at him with swords and spears, arrows, and axes. The world dissolved into twirling red mist as his blood sprayed in all directions. He tasted the Vampyres’ rancid flesh and the sweet blood of the Elves and in that moment, it was all the same to him. It was not about survival anymore, but simply about how many of them he could take with him into death. He knew not for how long he fought or how many he killed; there always seemed to be another one to take the place of the one who had come before him. The pain of his injuries was dulling his senses and he lashed out blindly towards the end. Finally, he felt pain no longer and his vision dimmed as the loss of blood made it impossible for him to remain on his feet. His legs gave way beneath him and the last thing he saw before the darkness took him was a Vampyre running towards him with a sword aimed at his heart.
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 Maia staggered as she landed within the circle of black stones. The first thing she noticed was the lack of air. She gasped as she tried to hold on to the bubble of air that surrounded her and protected her with invisibility. She cursed herself for not having accounted for this. She had learned that the composition of air on Naylera was different from Elveron. There was less oxygen, more carbon dioxide and some other gasses her body was unaccustomed to. She stood there for what seemed like ages as she struggled to maintain, not only her invisibility, but also her composure.
 All around her there was activity. It seemed that the Vampyres had erected some kind of shelter over the stones and it was acting as a base from which they operated. At first, she was afraid that they would have noticed her arrival, but as she stood there, she realised that others were arriving too. Three other Vampyres arrived within minutes of her arrival, so she had aroused no suspicion. She contemplated this for a short while, wondering where these Vampyres were coming from, but then pushed the thought to the back of her mind; she had a job to do now.
 She waited a short while longer before she dared to move. The inner circle was cleared for the arrivals, but within the second circle were crates with weapons, boxes of armour and even some elven clothes. Only one side had remained clear of all items and Maia assumed that that was where the army was supposed to file through the stones to travel to Elveron.
 The outer circle was furnished in much the same way; caches of weapons, armour and clothing. Vampyres were inventorying the crates and making notes. Carefully she stepped past them and finally reached the canvas wall of the immense shelter that had been erected over the stones. She waited by the entrance until a Vampyre lifted the flap to exit. Ducking down low she followed him out unnoticed.
 Outside, the air was worse. The air around her wavered dangerously before she managed to get it under control again. She had not realised how bad the air on Naylera was. She knew that Vampyres did not need to breathe very often, needing very little oxygen to survive. It must have been some adaptation in their development due to the nature of their planet.
 Naylera was the planet of volcanoes; it was home to more than ten times the number of volcanoes than on any other planet. Frequent eruptions made at least half the planet uninhabitable and had contributed to the composition of the gases in the air.
 Nevertheless, the Vampyres had once been a thriving people. Trade between Naylera and the other planets used to flourish, but it was a very long time ago. Dwindling resources must have been the trigger that had driven the Vampyres to their now violent lifestyles. Maia had learned that Vampyres had always had a taste for blood but, many thousands of years ago, it had been more of a ritualistic habit and not for sustenance. Sometime during the last millennium this had changed and they had become complete carnivores. Maia shuddered at the thought of what these creatures ate.
 Standing outside the tent over the stones and in the middle of their military activity, she looked around and realised that they were anything but animals. There was order and a strict hierarchy seemed to be in place. Although she did not understand their language well, the tone with which higher ranking members were addressed left no doubt as to their status. Orders were given and followed with alacrity.
 Tentatively she stepped away from the tent. The activity around her frightened her and she used all her will power to remain calm; if she were to lose concentration, she would be discovered. She had seen what they had done to Somas and she had no intention of ending up like him.
 The ground beneath her feet was red; just rocks and sand without any vegetation. It could have just been from the constant activity around the gate but, somehow, she knew that nothing could grow in this rocky soil even if there was no-one here to trample it. Besides the faint glow of the Vampyres’ Eläm and the somewhat stronger glow of the Werewolves around her she did not pick up any Life-Forces for miles in either direction.
Carefully she wound her way between the crates and equipment scattered around the stones. She noticed another tent-like structure about half a mile away and she hoped it would be something like a base for the Generals to conduct their planning.
 The terrain here was much the same as on Elveron; gently rolling hills with mountains in the distance. But the vista could not have been more different. There was a faint red glow that saturated everything and even the mountains were tinged in red. There was smoke on the horizon and the sky was an awful grey colour that hid the sun so well she did not know what time of day it was.
 Time on Naylera moved much the same as on Elveron. If she spent three days here, she’d be gone from Elveron for roughly two days. So it mattered little what time it was right now, but she somehow felt adrift not being aware of the time of day. She took a steadying breath and carried on.
 At one point, she passed a group of tethered Werewolves. They were of the larger, stronger kind and looked well cared for. They were resting with their muzzles on their outstretched paws, but as she walked by, all five of them lifted their heads and lifted their noses in her direction. She felt their eyes follow her as she walked by, but none of them rose to challenge her.
 Finally, she reached the tent. There was little activity around here and she wondered if she had guessed right. She waited for a short while, but when no-one seemed to be entering or leaving the tent, she eventually lifted the tent flap and quickly slipped in. The tent was completely deserted. In the centre stood a large table with some papers on it and the rest of the tent was packed full with crates and other items. She was about to leave again when something made her approach the table.
 She inhaled a sharp breath and almost coughed as she accidentally sucked in some of Naylera’s air as she beheld the map spread open on the table. It was a large map, showing not only Grildor, but its neighbouring countries as well. Clearly marked on this map was Greystone, as well as all the larger cities of Grildor. Certain spots along the Trade Route had been marked with large X’s and strange symbols decorated certain areas within some mountains and forests. There were too many for her to remember them all, but the one just behind Shadow Peak made her skin crawl.
 Quickly she rifled through the other papers on the desk, hoping to unearth some plan of attack or other information, but the only things she found were more maps. Some detailed maps of the cities, others general maps of the northern hemisphere of Elveron. Maia wondered where the Vampyres had obtained these maps. To steal one map was entirely possible, but there was a whole collection of important maps on this table and she suspected that someone had given these to the Vampyres. The thought that there was, indeed, a traitor among the Elves sickened her.
 Carefully she peeked through the flap of the tent. She waited for a lone Vampyre to pass and then quickly slipped through. Once back outside she surveyed the area. The base of operation the Vampyres had erected around the Gate was fairly large; about a square mile. But, besides the tent she had just been in and the larger one that had been erected over the stones, the only things she could see in either direction were crates of equipment, provisions, and strange machines of war. She took careful notice of these so she could explain them to her father when she got back.
 She stood there a while longer, monitoring the Vampyres’ movements. Most were busy carrying boxes or inventorying items, but some where going to and fro on what seemed to be a well trodden path just to the east of where she stood. She decided to follow it.
 Painfully aware that she was walking in the company of Vampyres, she concentrated hard on maintaining her invisibility. But the Vampyres were completely unaware of her presence and only the odd Werewolf would briefly glance in her direction before losing interest again.
 After about ten miles, a full military camp came into sight. The sheer vastness of it took her breath away. Thousands of tents, set up in neat rows, surrounded what was clearly the centre of operation; a large, solid structure, build out of red brick. As she came closer she noticed that this place was well guarded. A perimeter fence made of what looked like bone and wire had been set around the entire complex and guards were patrolling at regular intervals. The path she was on led to what she thought was the main entrance; a large gate where guards checked credentials of everyone that passed through it. But the path also curved around the complex in either direction and soon disappeared into the distance. She wondered if she should chance going through this main entrance or if there were smaller, less guarded options further along the perimeter fence.
By now she had been here a couple of hours already and time was of the essence. She did not know how far away the next gate would be; if there was one at all. She made the decision to use the main entrance.
 Carefully she approached. The guards here were of the smaller kind of Vampyres, but they were alert and each one had a Werewolf companion. Maia waited for a group of three Vampyres to approach the gate. The guards immediately took their credentials, while the Werewolves investigated with their noses. Two were finished and were ushered through the gate. Maia sneaked closer to the remaining Vampyre. One of the Werewolves growled and his guard began to question the Vampyre immediately. Soon they were surrounded by three guards with their Werewolves and not only were the Werewolves growling, but the guards were shouting and the unfortunate Vampyre was trying his best to explain why the Werewolves were reacting to him this way. Sensing that this was not going to end well, Maia concentrated harder on hiding not only her Eläm, but also her scent. It proved difficult and by the time she had managed it, the guards were ready to arrest the suspect Vampyre. But then, the Werewolves suddenly backed down and, after another moment, the tension eased. The guards spoke another couple of words to the Vampyre Maia was using as her shield, but then let him pass through the gate.
 She walked quickly away from the gate and only once it was out of sight did she slow down and then leant against a large crate that was made from that strange material Maia had seen the Vampyres use on their armour. She knew it was not very fire proof, but it was otherwise strong and durable. As she looked around, she noticed that at least twenty of the crates were stacked here. There were tiny slits between the planks, but it was too dark inside for Maia to see what they contained. And she did not rest there for long; the smell coming from the crate was making her nauseous. Suddenly she had a bad feeling and did not want to know what they contained.
 She walked among the bustling army camp for what seemed like hours. She noticed how many of the thousands of tents were unoccupied, which led her to believe that the main force of the army had not arrived yet. But the camp was ready to receive them and by the look of it they were expecting them soon. There were Generals and soldiers everywhere and her main problem was not being sniffed out by the Werewolves, but the danger of being bumped into. The closer she came to the brick compound, the busier it became.
 Weaving her way between Vampyres on errands, guards on duty and Generals walking their hounds, Maia finally reached the red building she had seen from a distance. Up close, the structure was a lot bigger than she had thought; at least twice the size of the Hall of the Guardians. The huge doors were made entirely of bones and, although the sight sickened her, she had to admire the artist who had put it together. The bones were arranged in such intricate patterns and placed with such care that the final pictures were, not only clearly visible, but had depth and the emotions of the pictures were clear. The pictures depicted scenes of disaster, famine, war and struggle and Maia finally understood fully why the Vampyres wanted Elveron. They had suspected it, but the pictures on the door confirmed it; Naylera was dying and the Vampyres needed a new home to call their own.
 Feeling saddened she waited until the doors opened and then she slipped through to the interior. Inside was a warren of passages and she was at first at a loss of where to go. The Vampyres hurrying left and right did not give any indication of who they were or where they were going and she was about to follow a random General, when she noticed a small sign along the far wall. Her Nayleran was sketchy at best, only having studied it for a very short time when she was younger, but the sign clearly pointed to the War Council.
 Carefully taking a deep breath she stepped along the right hallway. It was strangely still within the building and even the footfalls of the Vampyres were muffled by the strange floorboards of the building. They were made from the same black material as the crates, but were softer, almost springy, underfoot. Although ugly, Maia found it strangely pleasant to walk on.
She kept following the signs that read War Council and after a few left and right turns eventually came upon another set of doors. These were plain; the black material used as door frames and then covered by canvas. Maia noticed that the canvas used was of elven make and she tried to think back on the tents she had seen outside. Had they also been of elven canvas? If so, then the Vampyres must have been collecting it and preparing for this war for many years and not just Moons.
 Suddenly the hairs along the back of her neck stood on edge and she quickly pressed herself against the far wall as the doors to the room sprang open. Two big Generals stepped out, discussing something with loud voices. She briefly considered following them to gather what information she could, but then changed her mind. Quickly, before the doors closed again, she slipped inside and was immediately confronted with another four Generals staring at her with wicked grins on their faces.
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 “When?” His father spoke with quiet calm and everyone in the room cringed.
 Jaik had never seen his father this angry. Never in all his years had Maia ever done anything so reckless and so dangerous and there was nothing he could do to help her.
 “She left during the night. Midnight took her to Menandril Fields and she continued on foot from there. From what he has been willing to tell me she went through the Gate shortly before the moons were at their highest.”
 His father was silent then for a long while. Riker and Rothea stood with their heads bowed next to Jagaer’s desk, knowing they had failed him. Silas sat in one of the chairs, but his face was as pale as his robe. Malyn, nervously playing with the rope on her dress, was pacing up and down behind his father. He did not know what to do; he had never seen his parents this distressed, nor his father this helpless. So he stood, his arms held behind his back, before his father’s desk and waited.
 But it was Malyn who eventually broke the silence.
 “She will be all right.”
 Everyone looked towards her. She had stopped pacing and was standing perfectly still and confidant at Jagaer’s desk, one hand resting reassuringly on his father’s arm.
 “I know she never does anything without a good reason and I am confidant in her abilities. She will be fine. Maia is strong in her magic. Isn’t that right, Silas?”
 The old man cleared his throat. Jaik knew that Maia had some trouble with the magic of Air and, as far as he knew, she had never fully mastered invisibility. She had other resources though and he hoped that whatever she employed it would be enough to avoid detection. He watched as Silas battled for a moment with his answer, but then he looked straight into Jagaer’s eyes when he spoke.
 “Yes, Maia is sufficiently proficient in her magic. She should have no difficulties while on Naylera.”
 Although lying was something Elves did not normally do; it was a social taboo; Jaik realised that in this case it had been the wisest option. He watched as Malyn gave Silas a short nod. The old man visibly shrunk as Jagaer took his eyes off him.
 “Very well,” his father said, “ready your horses and ride for the Gate within the hour. Unfortunately, I am needed here, but I want to be informed the moment she returns. And I want her brought to me at once.”
 “Yes, Father,” Jaik replied.
 “You may leave us now.”
 Without looking up Riker and Rothea exited the room. Jaik and Silas followed. Malyn stayed behind with Jagaer.
 “I am sorry, Jaik,” Riker said as they left the building. “I never expected her to climb out of the window.”
 “No, Riker, it is not your fault.” Jaik held up his hand to forestall Rothea’s comment. “Nor is it yours, Rothea. I know my sister. No-one can stop her when she has decided to do something.”
 “I just wish there was something we could do to help her,” Riker said with a sigh.
 “There is not much we can do for her now,” Silas cut in. “She knows what she is doing, even if it is foolish. She has been studying and practicing every chance she had and I now realise that some of it was in preparation for such an event. Somas’ death was simply the push she needed.”
 “Can you tell us honestly about her abilities with Air? Does she really have the skills necessary for what she is doing?”
 Silas was still for a moment and they all stopped walking to look at the old man.
 “Air is tricky and besides Somas I know of very few people who ever mastered it. Maia’s magic is strong, but she is lacking the experience and the training. So far, she has been able to disappear completely from view, but there are other factors to consider, such as smell, sight, sound and hiding one’s Eläm. Any of those could give her away, even if she stays completely invisible. Even environmental factors, such as wind, rain, dust, or snow could put her in danger. So, if you are asking me if she will be safe, then my answer would be no. What she is doing is definitely not safe, nor is Air magic one of her strong points. But Maia is resourceful and we can only hope that she returns to us safely.”
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 Blaid blinked as his vision slowly returned to him. The morning was bright and the sunshine was warm on his naked body. He felt groggy and his muscles were stiff and slow to respond as he sat up. A dull ache was pounding behind his temples.
 Bewildered he looked around. The last thing he remembered was fighting the Vampyres in their mountain stronghold. He remembered having killed almost half of them, including the Elves, when they had finally overrun him. But as he beheld the scene around him, a completely different outcome came to light. Hazily, as if catching glimpses of a dream he could barely remember, he put together what had happened here last night.
 All around him dismembered bodies were strewn across the camp site. The smell of blood was thick in the air and even his own body was covered in it. Vaguely he now remembered being held by some Vampyres while others laid into him with spears and swords. Being close to death had triggered his self-defence response and it had made him change involuntarily. Then Death had taken over in what he called his black rage. The destruction around him spoke of a violence rarely seen. He now shuddered at the thought and was thankful that he did not remember all of it. He was Death.
 Carefully he rose and tenderly walked over to the nearest camp fire. He was so tired. The fire was out, but the pot of water hanging over it was still intact. He took it off the hook and then upended the pot over his head. He washed as much blood off his body as he could, so that he might examine his own injuries. Every movement hurt, but he was finally able to assess the damage. He had numerous puncture wounds all over his body, but they were not as bad or deep as he would have thought. He had numerous slashes across both thighs, a deep gash across his back, scrapes and bruises everywhere and a nasty welt on his head.
 Feeling slightly dizzy, he sat down on the log next to the fireplace. He must have lost a lot of blood if he was feeling like this. He was amazed that he was still alive with the extent of his injuries. The Prime within him must have taken over to preserve his life, but it was up to him now to maintain it.
 First, he looked around for something to eat and was thankful to find travel bread and other items within the tents the Elves had occupied. He lit one of the fires and put some water to the boil. Then, whilst eating some bread, he rummaged through the Elves’ possessions to see what he could find. There was not much, but he found some chamomile tea, which he could use to clean his wounds. He also found garlic and honey, which he could combine to make a cream to apply to his wounds to prevent infection. Amongst the other edible items, he also discovered some marigold and if he drank a tincture of this it would help the body deal with fever and reduce inflammation.
 He had always cursed his old master for making him study healing; it had never been his favourite subject. It was so much easier to simply use one’s energy to heal something but, in his current state, he simply did not have the energy required to heal his own wounds. Once the water was boiled he steeped the chamomile and then let it cool so that he might wash himself with it. In a separate pot, he prepared the tincture of marigold. Digging through the various possessions strewn about he managed to find a small eating bowl and, after giving it a good clean, he set to crushing the garlic and then mixing it with the honey. He needed to get the quantities right; the honey would be soothing to his wounds, but too much garlic might make them burn.
 Once everything was ready he decided that this might not be the safest place for him to rest and heal; another guard or someone else on their way to join this group might be on their way even now and he did not want to be discovered in his weakened state. Slowly he rose again from his log and folded up one of the smaller tents and packed a bag with some utensils. He poured the marigold tincture into a flask and added it to the bag. Then he set to washing his body with the chamomile. The soothing liquid felt good on his open wounds and it took special care to wash any dirt out of them. The one on his back proved somewhat more difficult and he winced as he had to twist to reach it. But then he was finally done and, having found some clothes that might fit him, donned some garments so he would not freeze during the cold mountain night.
Dragging his loads behind him he left the camp and climbed higher into the mountains; due north, away from the path they had taken to come here and away from the direction of Stoneloft. It took him over two hours to find a little cave where he felt safe enough and, now utterly exhausted, he dropped the tent and his bag and sat down against them. He should make a fire, to ward off the cold, but he had no energy to gather wood. He felt his eyelids droop and he was soon asleep.
 It was the shivering that finally woke him. Day had turned to late afternoon and although there was still light coming from the opening of the cave, the sun had set behind the mountains. But he realised that his shivers were not just from the cold; he felt the fever within his veins and he needed to act now.
 He struggled to sit up; every part of his body had become stiff and every movement hurt. Gritting his teeth, he took the few steps to the opening of the cave and surveyed his surroundings. He was lucky that it was a much-forested mountain range and the dead lower branches of the pine trees would make good fire wood. With what strength he had left, he gathered as much wood as he could. Once he had the fire going he spread out the tent to act as a sleeping roll and then set down the bag with the spare clothes as a pillow. Then he stripped naked. He drank some of the marigold and then set to smearing his wounds with the honey and garlic. Stiff and sore as he was, it took a lot longer than he would have liked and he was sweating and weak by the time he was done.
 He added some more wood to the fire and then, using his clothes as a blanket, lay down to rest. He was instantly asleep.
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 “Bah, he is stupid,” the Vampyre said, staring straight at Maia.
 She stood there, holding her breath. But as another replied and they all turned away from her, she realised that they were talking about the two Generals that had just exited. Silently she let out the breath she had been holding and then carefully circled the room. The Vampyres must have had an argument, for the four still in the room kept discussing the subject. She thought that these must be higher-born Generals for she was able to understand them better than some of the others she had overheard outside; their speech was more refined, slower, and more pronounced. She was startled to find that the argument was about her and her dragon. Carefully she listened to what they had to say.
 “She is too dangerous,” the one with the red stripes on his shoulder said.
 “Yes, she has … and more,” the tallest one of them replied.
 Maia was frustrated that she was not able to understand every word, but she paid close attention; any information might yet save their lives.
 “It can be overcome,” Red stripe said.
 “Are you thinking of …?” the tall one asked.
 “Yes,” the Vampyre with a helmet on his head said, grinning, “they are ready.”
 All four of them laughed at this and Maia wondered what kind of weapon they might be talking about.
 “He will not like it.” Red stripe laughed. “His fire will be useless.”
 Maia was beginning to think that this weapon was to be used against Midnight and she hoped they would discuss the subject more so that she might prepare him for it. But the Generals then turned their attention to a table against the far wall and started discussing the movement of their forces. Again, Maia was not able to understand every word, but it was clear that they were waiting for various regiments to arrive from different regions. She struggled to make sense of their numbers, unable to distinguish between one thousand and ten thousand but, after a while, Maia began to get a sense of their plan and how they intended to execute it. She listened to them for a long time and only when someone arrived to bring the Generals their food, did they stop discussing the coming war. Trapped within the room, she had to watch them consume what she thought might be cow meat. Although they looked to be prime cuts and were presented on plates, they were served raw and the blood dripping from the Vampyres mouths was making her stomach turn.
 When one of them finally excused himself and exited the room, she immediately took the chance and followed him out of the door.
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 Firestorm was prancing nervously beneath him as they came closer to Greystone. Although she had come a long way in her training, she was still a very young horse and easily agitated. But she was brave and fierce nonetheless and they had become close; he would not want to choose a different horse to go into battle with.
 He wondered where her agitation came from, but soon the others’ horses were prancing and snorting too and then they were able to hear it. A deafening roar split the air, followed by men shouting and horses whinnying. Looking towards Riker, who nodded, he nudged Firestorm into a gallop and they hastened up the last hill towards Greystone.
 As they crested the hill complete mayhem greeted them and his hairs stood erect with a sense of premonition such as he had never felt before. Surely something must have happened to Maia for Midnight to be this angry.
 For about a hundred strides in either direction around the circle, Midnight had flattened everything that had stood in his way. He had trampled tents, fires, weapons and Jaik only hoped that none of the warriors had gotten in his way. Midnight was raging about around the circle, roaring, breathing fire and dangerously lashing out with his tail. Besides during the last war, Jaik had never seen Midnight look this dangerous.
 “Easy now,” he said to Firestorm as he reined her in and signalled the others to a halt.
 “What is going on here?” Riker asked breathlessly, trying hard to control his frightened mount.
 “I don’t know, but it cannot be good,” Jaik replied between gritted teeth. “Let us see what we can find out. Rothea, would you mind seeing to the horses? Maybe you can find one of the Horse Masters to take them.”
 “Yes, My Lord.”
 Quickly Jaik and Riker dismounted and ran through the warren of tents encamped around the stones. They soon came upon one of the command tents, but it was empty. They carried on, getting closer to the circle of destruction, and were eventually met by Commander Willowbay of the Legion who had already taken up position around Greystone.
 “Lord Longshadow, I am so pleased to see you,” the man said with obvious relief.
 “How long has he been like this?” Jaik asked. 
 “Not long, just a few minutes.”
 “He did all of this in such a short time?” Jaik asked aghast.
 “Yes, My Lord. Scared the horses witless. Some of them have run off. It is a wonder no-one got injured.”
 “Aye,” Jaik replied, “let me see if I can talk to him.”
 Slowly he stepped forward, reaching out to Midnight with his mind. But it was like punching through a brick wall with your bare fist; nothing could get through to him in this state. Jaik signalled Riker to stay back for now; he did not want to put anyone else in danger.
 “Midnight,” He yelled as loudly as he could.
 The dragon raged on, bellowing his frustration on the other side of the stones.
 “Midnight,” Jaik called again.
 With a roar that almost deafened him, Midnight finally acknowledged his presence. With one quick leap the dragon jumped the stones and landed on the ground about fifty strides away from Jaik. Immediately that feeling of premonition returned to Jaik and he only had a fraction of a moment to protect himself before he was engulfed in a torrent of dragon fire.
 At the last moment Jaik shielded his eyes with his arms and then for a long moment the only thing he heard was the firestorm raging about him. He felt his energy drain as he fought against the fire and, in his mind, he screamed at Midnight to stop. It felt like hours before the fire finally abated and then, utterly exhausted, he sank to the ground.
 He-Of-Unshakable-Courage deserving of name!
 Jaik heard respect in Midnight’s thoughts, but also shame; Midnight had not meant to harm him and was relieved that Jaik had been able to protect himself. Jaik himself was surprised, as his magic was limited to Earth and Water. Never before had he been able to control Fire.
Shakily he rose to his feet and immediately Riker was by his side.
 “Are you all right My Lord?”
 “Yes, Riker, Midnight did not intend to hurt me.”
 Jaik and Riker looked up at the dragon as he carefully settled on the ground, his spikes along the ridge of his back flattening slightly. A curl of smoke still rose from his nostril, but it was clear the dragon had finally calmed down.
 “You have made quite a mess, Midnight.” Jaik spoke aloud, knowing the dragon would understand his thoughts, but wanting the people around him to know that he was trying to find out what was going on. “Why are you so upset?”
 There was a moment’s pause as Midnight explained to Jaik.
 “I see,” he replied, “so she should have been back already?”
 Again, Jaik waited for the dragon to relay his thoughts.
 “Thank you, Midnight. I am sure she will return to us shortly.”
 The dragon rumbled dangerously and the people that had dared come a little closer retreated to safety.
 Turning to Riker, Jaik said: “Maia had told Midnight she should not be longer than a day. He is unsure if she meant a day on Elveron or a day on Naylera, but he is worried about her. He has no connection with her while she is there and it is driving him mad to know that she might be in danger. He was even considering going through the Gate himself to search for her.”
 “He can do that?” Riker asked, astounded.
 “I believe so,” Jaik said. “But he did not want to jeopardise her mission. He apologises for the destruction he has caused.” Jaik added as Commander Willowbay joined them.
 “Yes,” Calemir Willowbay said, “but it is understandable. If it pleases the dragon I might ask my men to rectify the damage?”
 “You may go ahead,” Jaik assured him and Commander Willowbay turned to give his orders.
 “I suppose the only thing we can do now is wait,” Riker said.
 “Let us hope it will not be for too long.”
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 Retracing her steps back to the Gate proved more difficult than she had expected. Someone had brought in a pack of Werewolves during the time she had been inside and the beasts were given free rein within the compound.
 It was dark by the time she finally reached the gate of the compound and she had only narrowly escaped her last encounter with a Werewolf that had tracked her for at least half a mile. In the end, she had to kill it so it would not give her away. She had not wanted to stab it, as then its death would have not been seen as an accident or natural, so instead she had cut off the animal’s supply of oxygen. It had taken more energy from her than she would have liked and, as the animal in general did not need a lot of oxygen to breathe, just like the Vampyres, the process had taken a lot longer than expected. She had felt terrible.
 Now she stood there in front of the closed gates, still feeling weak from her exertion, and had no way to get out. She wondered if she could climb the fence; even though it was made from bone and wire, the fence looked sturdy, but was at least twice as tall as her. Besides the guards at the gate, there were now night guards that were patrolling along the edges of the fence.
 Tiredly she sat down behind a tent. It was dark here and even the smoky torches scattered around the compound did not brighten the night. The temptation to close her eyes was strong, but she did not want to fall asleep here. It took all her willpower to remain awake and watch the gate, but it was hours before eventually a group of Vampyres dragging a crate on rollers pulled up to the gate and asked to be allowed to enter.
 Carefully she rose from her position and fortified the bubble around her; the Werewolves by the gate had sniffed her out before. Then the gate was opened wide and the unwieldy crate was rolled on through. Squeezing between the crate and the gate post she slipped through unnoticed and was running before they had even closed the gate.
 Her tired legs and painful lungs were protesting wildly as she jogged the ten miles or so back to the stones. She did not know what the Vampyres called their Gate, but she did not want to think of it as Greystone. Besides, the stones on this side were black and almost looked like obsidian, just rougher.
 She eventually reached the area around the stones and carefully picked her way between the crates and equipment stored around it. Here, security was not as tight as around the compound and she managed to get within the circle almost unchallenged. Only once did a Werewolf lift his head to look in her direction as she tip-toed past his resting place around the fire.
 Once she was within the tent-like structure surrounding the stones, she was faced with a more difficult problem. No-one was arriving at the stones, which would have masked her leaving. She waited for another long while, but nothing happened. She considered waiting until the morning, hoping that traffic might then resume. She wondered how the Vampyres that had arrived close to her arrival here had managed to get past the army already encamped around Greystone. Did they also have magic and were able to manipulate the air around them? How had her troops not noticed that Vampyres were using their Gate to return to Naylera? She was baffled by these questions and decided to address them as soon as she returned.
 But as she waited, she felt her energy levels dip dangerously; she would not be able to hold her bubble for much longer. She had to leave now. There was no-one else within the structure and she hoped that the canvas surrounding the stones would muffle the effects of her departure. Nevertheless, she took extra care as she summoned the energy and tried to keep its effects to a minimum. It took all her remaining strength to concentrate, not only on summoning the Gate, but also to dampen the sound and light of departure, as well as maintaining her bubble. The last thing she saw before the energy took her away was only a slight flicker in the air around her; no blast radius of energy, no sound.
This is how they do it. She thought before everything went dark.
  
 “Maia.”
 Her limbs felt like lead and she was so tired. But she was warm and she felt completely safe cradled in his arms.
 “Can you hear me? Open your eyes,” he said gently.
 “Mm.”
 She just wanted to sleep; she had spent the last of her energy on coming through the Gate and now that she knew she was safe, there was nothing else that mattered.
 “Please, my love, open your eyes.”
 Suddenly her heart beat a little faster. Who would address her so? Her thoughts immediately turned to Blaid, but she dismissed the thought as she concentrated on the Eläm around her. She was startled to find that it was Riker that held her in his lap, with Jaik and Rothea standing protectively over them. She felt Midnight pacing back and forth on the other side of the stones and the multitude of warriors beyond him.
 Wearily she opened her eyes and looked upon Riker’s beautiful face. The relief she saw in it almost brought tears to her eyes. Her heart skipped a beat as her body reacted to the love emanating from the man holding her. She gasped.
 “There,” he said with such tenderness, “it will be all right now.” And he held her close to him.
 She was too tired to resist and his strong arms around her did feel good. But it wasn’t long before Jaik cleared his throat, indicating that Riker had done enough and was now overstepping his boundaries. Obediently Riker assisted Maia to her feet and then handed her over to Jaik, who immediately took her into his arms so she would not collapse back onto the ground.
 “Come,” he said, “first you need to rest and then you can tell us everything that happened.”
 Rothea stepped up on Maia’s other side and with an encouraging smile draped Maia’s arm around her shoulder to help her walk.
 “You gave us quite a scare, My Lady. I am glad you are all right.” Rothea said.
 They briefly stopped on the open ground past the last ring of stones and Midnight came over to greet her. She leant against his great muzzle and whispered an apology; she could feel the turmoil within him and she was vaguely aware of the destruction around her. Then Jaik and Rothea took her away and led her to a tent.
 Inside, someone had made a bed with blankets and cushions and she also noticed medicinal supplies laid out. No doubt these had been put there for in case she had returned injured. As it was, she only felt tired and was thankful to sink into the soft comfort of the bed. Riker brought her a cup with water and Rothea assisted her as she took a few small sips. Then she lay back and with the soothing tones of her brother and friends conversing softly she drifted off into a deep sleep.
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 He was upset. Things were going from bad to worse. Although they had some successes, things were not going as planned and he was becoming restless. He needed to push on and take action before someone else did something foolish. He played with the ring on his finger and the symbols on it glowed briefly, giving him hope. He needed to make a decision, but the current situation presented so many problems that he was unsure of how to proceed.
 He had done well by himself up until now and sometimes he wished it could remain this way, but he knew he had to join them soon and he could not remain here for much longer. There was only one more thing he had to do before he left though, but the object of his desire was missing. There was nothing he could do about it but wait, even if it put him in danger.
 Word had come from the east that their forces would arrive within the next half Moon. They would join with the ones already present and then make their way here. The ones from the south had been delayed and it was there that he was needed. Getting there was no problem; leaving here was the real issue.
 He sighed; there was nothing he could do about it right now. He finished writing his messages and then sent them off. He had stated his intentions to everyone involved and they would be expecting him to follow through. He just hoped that it left him with enough time to do what he had come here to do.
 Returning to his quarters, he took off his black cloak and sat by the window, staring out into the darkness. How his life had changed. He marvelled at what he had accomplished and he could not wait for the rewards that had been promised. It would not be long now. He would be rich and he would be Master and everything would change.
  
 [image: image]

 
 He watched the dust motes stir in the air with every breath he exhaled. He had only just woken up and he was still trying to make sense of his situation. Finally, it all came back to him; the fight with the Vampyres and Elves in the stronghold, finding a hiding place and trying to heal his injuries; and he sat up quickly. He winced as the scabs of his wounds pulled on his skin, but they held. Shaking off the clothes that he had covered himself with, he examined his body. For how long had he been asleep? By the look of his wounds at least two to three days, maybe even longer. They were all clean and covered by healthy scabs; there was no inflammation or redness. His muscles protested as he rose to his feet to get dressed, but it was just stiffness from being stationary for so long. The stiffness soon left his limbs as he went outside to gather some fire wood. It was late afternoon on a mild day and he lingered a while in the late sunlight.
 Before he went back into his cave he scanned his surroundings. He detected no Life-Forces except those of the animals of the mountains and some birds that still hovered over the place where the stronghold had been. No doubt the crows and other carrion birds had already made a meal out of his kills and he was sure the rest would have been taken by the Mountain Wolves. He hoped they had made a good job of it and there would not be much evidence left of the destruction.
 He built up his fire and heated some water for tea. He had not eaten or had anything to drink for at least two days. He rummaged through the provisions he had stolen from the stronghold and contented himself with some dried meat and travel bread. He drank some cold water from the flask and once the water over the fire had boiled, made himself some tea. Chamomile was the only one he had, but it was as good to consume as it was to wash his wounds.
 He felt stronger now, his wounds were healing and the food was renewing his energy levels. It was too late to leave tonight, but he would be on his way in the morning. He had learned a lot about the plans of the Vampyres and he needed to get back to Shadow Hall to give his report. He doubted that Lord Longshadow would be happy to see him, but the information was important and might essentially save thousands of lives.
 He also hoped that it would garner him some favour with the lord and he would finally allow him access to Maia. She was constantly on his mind and he did not feel complete without her. Thinking about her now reminded him of the danger she was in back home and she hoped that Midnight and the people around her would keep her safe. He consoled himself with the fact that those people loved her almost as much as he did and he was sure that they would not let any harm come to her.
 He banked the fire and then lay down to sleep. He needed some more rest, but he would leave early in the morning.
 A sound woke him and he was startled to see that it was already morning. It was still dark outside, but the unmistakable glow of the sun was getting stronger even as he rose to investigate the noise.
 Silently he crept to the opening of the cave and peered out. Everything was quiet now and he did not see anything. Then he heard it again; a faint clink of metal against metal. He scanned the surroundings and managed to pick up some faint Eläm somewhat down the slope from his cave.
 Quickly he packed the bag with the meager belongings he had managed to scavenge and followed the faint sounds. He had to climb some steep cliffs to reach the path that had been trodden by many feet and the smell that remained in the air left no doubt as to who had come before him; Vampyres, hundreds of them.
 He followed them and was surprised by their slow progress. The end of the column eventually came into view; Vampyres walking two abreast on the narrow path; but he was unable to make out the head of the column with the twisting turns of the path through the mountain. By their tracks and their smell, he estimated there to be at least eight hundred of them. Blaid assumed that these were the reinforcements the Generals at the stronghold had been waiting for.
But these Vampyres looked like they had been marching for a very long time. Even with their superior strength and speed, these looked almost at their strength’s end. All of them were carrying full armour, plus additional equipment. He wondered where they had come from. He considered the Gate in the east, but that was over five thousand miles away and he quickly dismissed it. Even the Gate somewhat south-east of Grildor was almost three thousand miles away and it seemed unlikely that they had come through there. The question puzzled him, but he pushed it to the back of his mind, for the column of Vampyres was on their way to the stronghold and they would surely find what was left of the massacre or, at the very least, a ransacked and abandoned camp.
 Soon the column slowed and then stopped and there were some shouted commands before the column was on the move again. Blaid knew the leaders had now reached the stronghold and were surely investigating the scene. They would be on high alert now, so he found a hiding place for his bag and clothes and changed into the wolf. It was the first time he had changed since his injuries and although they were healing nicely, shifting form tore some of them open again. He whined quietly, but then shook it off. His body would get used to it once he got moving.
 He swung to his left and headed for higher ground. There was less vegetation higher up the mountain to shelter him, but there were many crags and caves he could hide in if necessary. The higher ground would also give him an advantage if it came to a fight and he would be able to see them coming.
 Soon he had them in his sights again and, as he had suspected, the Vampyres had made camp in the old stronghold. It was difficult to see now exactly how much evidence was left for the Vampyres to find with so many of them moving around in the camp site, but he hoped that in this case their numbers counted against them and their sheer multitude would trample any evidence that would lead to him.
 As the Vampyres erected their camp, the valley of the stronghold only just large enough to hold their number, Blaid found himself a position far away enough not to be detected, but close enough for his sharp wolf hearing to pick up any sounds the Vampyres made.
 This group, however, was not accompanied by Elves and Blaid was not able to understand any of the commands given by the Generals. During his studies with his master he had chosen Dwarfish, all five dialects, as well as Meridian, the main language of Mer-Rom, and English, the main language of Earth. Nayleran would have been so much more helpful right now. But it did not take him long to discover who the true Generals were and who was just following orders. Only about one hundred of these Vampyre were what they had come to know as Generals; bigger, stronger, faster, and obviously higher ranking; the rest of them were mere foot soldiers.
 He had learned from the Elves, and Vampyres, who he had already killed, that these reinforcements were supposed to carry out some mission on this side of the lake, maybe even in and around Stoneloft. If he left now to return to Shadow Hall, he would leave the people on this side of the lake to whatever fate these Vampyres had planned for them. He had to find out what they were planning and let the people of Stoneloft and the surrounding towns know. As far as he knew, the army of Stoneloft had already left for Greystone, which put the remaining people at risk. He could not leave now. The people needed to be warned and, if he had anything to do with it, the Vampyres had to be stopped before they could do any damage.
 With a low growl, he settled in for the night in a tight crevasse within the steep cliff above the camp and watched as the Vampyres went about their business. Slowly, a plan was forming in the back of his mind.
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 Maia fretted about going to see her father all the way home. She expected him to be furious, rightly so, and she thought of the right words to tell him when they returned.
 But when she finally stood before him and he greeted her with deathly silence, she was at a loss for words. Only when her mother came running through the door and took her into her arms, tears streaming down her face, did Jagaer finally stir. He cleared his throat and sat down behind his large desk.
 Malyn gave Maia one final hug and then retreated to the small sitting area at the back of the large room. Maia stood uncertain for a moment longer, but then Jaik took her elbow and guided her to one of the chairs in front of her father’s desk. He took a seat beside her.
 “So,” Jagaer said, “you have returned. Deliver your report.”
 Startled that he could be so cold, she looked at her brother for help.
 “Go ahead,” Jaik encouraged.
 “Um, they have a supply camp based around the stones,” she finally said.
 “Yes,” her father said, “Somas mentioned this last time as well, but it was not well stocked.”
 “Then that has changed. There are crates and crates of equipment stacked within half a square mile all around the stones. There are some items which look like they were manufactured on Naylera, such as the crates themselves, but the majority of all goods are elven.”
 “Such as?”
  “They have rolls of canvas, which they are mainly using for tents. There are piles of wood which they are using to manufacture spears and arrows. I found boxes of elven clothes, weapons, armour and various metals. But the strangest thing I found within the supply camp was a large collection of maps. The largest one, a complete map of Grildor, has places marked on it. There were also detailed maps of our cities, as well as maps of neighbouring countries.”
 “If I showed you a map, would you be able to mark the same places that you saw on that map?” her father asked, finally some animation on his face.
 “Yes, Father.” she replied.
 Jagaer nodded to someone standing by the door and Maia heard them leave.
 “What else did you see?”
 “There was not much else of use close to the Gate, so I followed their main path which led me to a large, military camp.”
 Her father narrowed his eyes for a moment and she heard a distinct intake of breath from her mother behind him.
 “Go on.”
 “The camp was fairly empty, with only a fraction of the tents occupied. But it was clear that they were expecting their troops soon, as everything was ready for them.”
 “How many tents? What do you estimate their number to be once the camp is at capacity?”
 Her father was clinical now, their Lord Regent, and Maia reminded herself to give him facts and numbers. That is what he wanted.
 “The area was very large and I was not able to see all of it, but it looked large enough to hold at least thirty thousand soldiers.”
 Her father made a note on one of the papers in front of him.
 “They are waiting for forces to arrive from the different cities around them. I struggled understanding their numbers, but I think they plan to attack within six to eight Quarters.”
 Her father looked up in surprise.
 “So, we have some time then?”
 “That is what it seems like to me. Their forces are not yet together and they will not make a move until then. They are, however, already well armed, with large caches of weapons. And I think they might have a secret weapon which they want to employ against the dragons, especially Midnight.” Maia took a quick breath; she wished she could have found out what this weapon was. “But they were also talking about forces already within Grildor and their strategic positions. I believe those positions to be the ones I saw on the map. And I think we might be underestimating the number of Vampyres already within our country. I might be wrong, but there might be as many as ten thousand already within our borders. The Generals were even talking about the Pyramid of Senza and I think that some of their army might be on their way here from there.”
“Senza is three thousand miles away. Why would they send their forces from there?” Jaik asked.
 “The question is not why, but when,” her father replied. “It is probably already too late to warn the people of Senza and if there is a detachment of Vampyres coming from the south, then I expect them to arrive within our borders within the next few Quarters.”
 Her father made some more notes and then someone came with the map. Jaik assisted in rolling it out on the table and then pinning the corners under some weights.
 “Show me what you saw on their maps,” her father requested.
 “The symbols with which the map was marked were unfamiliar to me and I do not know what they mean, but I can show you where they were placed.”
 They spent about an hour pouring over the map and making notes. Maia pointed out all the places marked on the map and her father ordered for Scouts to be sent there immediately to find out if any Vampyres were indeed stationed there. Maia also explained how she had managed to enter and exit the Gate unnoticed and how she suspected that the Vampyres possessed the magic of Air, which allowed them to pass through Greystone without the forces stationed there being aware of it.
 “This is good information, Maia,” her father said. “Finally, something we can work with. The remaining armies should arrive with us within the next Quarter or so, which gives us enough time to prepare and get our forces into position. And, if we can find the Vampyres’ hiding places, we might even be able to overrun those before they send their main army through Greystone.”
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 At the beginning of Fire Moon Maia contemplated the past few Quarters. Going to Naylera had enraged her father such as she had never seen. After she had given her official report and they had gone home, he had berated her for what had seemed like hours. When Jaik had dared intervene on her behalf, Jagaer had threatened to demote Jaik from rank of Commander if he did not know his place. It had been one of the worst nights in Maia’s life.
 But the information had been valuable and Jagaer had acted immediately. All forces arriving in their region were sent immediately to Greystone and the camps had been set around the Gate in strategic places. The Scouts had managed to locate two places where small detachments of Vampyres had gathered and warriors had been sent to eliminate them. But they had been small groups; neither larger than thirty or so Vampyres, all without Werewolves; and their larger forces had still to be found.
 Effectively under house arrest, Maia had spent her time studying again. Silas had been very interested in Maia’s new-found ability to control Air and they had experimented with it until Maia was able to disappear and reappear without giving it much thought or energy. She was astounded by her own ability, but realised how useful this could prove in a fight. Riker, now more protective than ever, watched her progress with awe and Maia felt his admiration for her grow. She found it increasingly difficult to distance herself from him; his love for her so true that despite herself she felt herself respond to it.
 The absence of Blaid was not making it any easier for her either, but at least now she knew how he felt for her and even though he was not with her right now, she had hope that one day they would be able to be together. Until then she just had to remain strong; for herself and for her people. Sometimes, though, this proved to be difficult too, as she was having dreams of him again. She usually woke up from them sweating and shivering as in her dreams he was always in danger. She hoped theses dreams were simply an indication of what was to come and not something that had already happened. It took all her will power to suppress her urge to go looking for him and instead to concentrate on her training.
 With the estimated arrival date of the Vampyres only a few Quarters away, activity within Shadow Hall increased. Jagaer had instructed that the city be fortified and the Builders and Carpenters were busy every day erecting, not only a perimeter fence, but also special gates, watch posts and attack points at all entrances to the city. Those that were to stay at Shadow Hall were given defence positions which they were to man as soon as the rest of Shadow Hall’s fighting force left for Greystone.
 Maia was surprised to learn that both Jasmin and Aaron would play an active part in the defence of the city. Jasmin, she knew, was an accomplished Hunter and her skill with the crossbow was known to all. But Aaron she had only ever seen fight at the Spring Feast and, although he had won his class, his attempts had been feeble. Only when she decided to learn more about it, did she find out that Aaron had been training for many Moons now and she found out from some of his sparring partners how proficient he had become with the sword. Apparently, his abilities with the crossbow were improving too.
 She was surprised by this and wanted to find out for herself. So, she decided to spend a day on the Sparring Grounds. On the pretext of practicing herself, she would be able to observe Aaron during training. She had to admit that even she could now see the changes within him. He had always been tall, but now he had also built muscle and he moved with a litheness not unlike an Elf. His hair, no longer grey, but brown, had grown longer and he held it together in the back with a leather band. She had to admit it made him look almost handsome.
 “Mind if I cut in?” Maia said and the Elf Aaron had been sparring with bowed and then backed away with respect.
Aaron tilted his head at her and narrowed his eyes, but there was a slight smile on his face and she wondered what he was thinking. Drawing her sword, she took up position.
 “My Lady,” Aaron said and bowed.
 Maia blinked; he did not usually address her so. She realised just a moment too late that it had been a ruse and within the blink of an eye his sword was by her throat. She raised an eyebrow at him and he laughed.
 “I am sorry, My Lady, shall we start again?”
 Stepping away from the reach of his sword she took up position; he would not catch her out again. The mischievous twinkle in his eyes was infuriating her and she circled him carefully.
 He feinted to the left and then thrust his sword at her. She deflected it with a sideways swipe, but was surprised at his speed. They circled again and again, swords clashing with increasing speed. He cut and thrust, she deflected and protected. Then it was her turn to attack and, although she did not use all her speed or strength, she was impressed by his ability to hold her off and parry her blows. She varied her thrusts and, even when she used some difficult advances, he managed to hold his own.
 Finally, she smiled at him; she had toyed with him enough; and with a movement so quick that the eye was unable to follow, her sword was piercing the light, leather sparring armour, pointing directly at his heart.
 With a grin, she stepped away from him and he theatrically rubbed the spot where she had stabbed him.
 “You wound me, My Lady,” he said playfully.
 “And you surprise me, Aaron. I had no idea how good your swordsmanship has become. I am impressed.”
 He bowed. “Then I have accomplished my goal. It was a pleasure sparring with you. Maybe we could do it again some time?”
 “It would be my pleasure,” she replied before she turned to re-join Riker and Rothea who had watched from the sideline.
 Riker and Rothea were discussing Aaron’s techniques on their way back, but Maia was silent. When had Aaron changed so much? How had she not noticed it? He was not only proficient with the sword, but his mannerisms were now more elven than they were human. Thinking back on their conversations over the past few Moons she realised that his changes had not only been physical, but mental as well. His knowledge of Elveron and their lifestyle was commendable and she now realised that she had enjoyed his company and his quick wit and knowledge. He had changed so much from the angry man that she had brought from Earth. She wondered if this was his true self finally coming back and if this was the man she had once fallen in love with during her stay on Earth.
 Men, she thought. There was only one she wanted, but could not have. Yet there were so many that loved her or wanted her and she did not know how to deal with them. First there was Riker, who she knew loved her from the bottom of his soul. Then there was Aaron, who loved her because she had been his wife Lisa on Earth. But she also knew that during the time they had been here, Aaron had fallen in love with the person she was here and now that she did not try to shut him out anymore, his love for her was plain to see in his Eläm. And finally, there was Kanarel. He wanted her to cement the bond between their cities and, she suspected, for the status it would bring him. She felt nothing for him; he was weak, moody, and boring company.
 “Where is Kanarel?” she suddenly asked, stopping dead in her tracks.
 “He requested to return home to Braérn. He spoke to your father about it just yesterday and I believe he left this morning. I think he wants to be as far from Greystone as possible when the time comes. He is a coward.” The derision in Riker’s voice was unmistakable.
 “Why do you ask, My Lady?” Rothea looked at her questioningly.
 “I don’t know,” Maia said, hesitating. “I was thinking about him now and there is something that does not quite add up. Just the thought of him makes my hair stand on edge and if I think of everything that has happened over the past few Moons, there is something concerning Kanarel that bothers me. Come,” she finally said, “let us seek out my brother. I would like to speak to him about it.”
 
 It was another hour before they located Jaik and then they had to wait for him to finish his briefing with his Guard. During that time, Maia had had time to sort through her thoughts and the picture was becoming clearer.
 “What is it, Maia?” Jaik finally said as he led them to his desk where they all took a seat.
 “It is about Kanarel. I think he is the spy we have been looking for.”
 Jaik gave a disbelieving snort. “Kanarel? I doubt it. He fears his own shadow. He left this morning to return home to the safety of his father’s house.”
 “Yes, that is exactly why he is the perfect candidate. He had us all believe that he is nobody to fear, that he is more of an annoyance to be avoided than an asset to rely on. But think back. Has he not attended every of the important meetings? Was he not present when the arrangements for the delegations that were murdered were made? In all the time that he was here as an ambassador to Braérn he has done nothing useful or of help. Can you account for his whereabouts whenever he was not at meetings or gatherings? Can you say for sure that he did not have the opportunity to send messages about what he had learned at our meetings?”
 Jaik watched her in silence for a moment. She could almost see his brain making the connection and hoped he would see what she believed to be true.
 “Everything you say is true, but security has been very strict, especially with messages going in and out of Shadow Hall. It would have been difficult for anyone to get something out. Do you have proof for any of your assumptions?”
 “You know I do not, Jaik,” she replied, “and I cannot tell you exactly how I know; it is simply something that I feel is true. The longer I think about it, the more plausible it seems. I think we have underestimated him and because we did not want him around, we have ignored his comings and goings for the most part. Then, while I was on Naylera, I noticed that certain items were marked with symbols that somehow seemed familiar, but that I was unable to read. I dismissed it at first, but then when I thought about Kanarel, suddenly the symbols made sense. Have you never noticed the ring he wears? It carries the same symbols as I have seen on Naylera. Where would he have acquired such an item if not from the Vampyres themselves?”
 “All right,” Jaik finally said, “I will discuss it with father and see what he thinks of this.”
 “I want to go after him,” Maia said before Jaik could dismiss them. “Let me take some men. If he only left this morning, we should be able to catch up with him by tomorrow. We can question him and if I am wrong, then he may return to Braérn. But if I am right, we will bring him back to Shadow Hall to receive his justice.”
 “Maia, you know father does not want you out of the city again.”
 “Have I not proven to be as much a warrior as anyone else here?” she countered.
 “You have,” Jaik conceded.
 “And I will not be going alone. Midnight will accompany us. Riker and Rothea will be with me and as many men as you can arrange to accompany us. Please, Jaik, I am certain that I am right in my assumptions.”
 “All right, I will speak to father and make the necessary arrangements. I will give you the best men I can spare. But it is too late for you to leave today. Prepare to leave at first light tomorrow.
  
 [image: image]

 
 He had lost count of the days that he had tracked the movements of the Vampyre army, but he could not afford to let them out of his sight. During this time, he had managed to make contact with a small settlement further down the slope of the mountain and although it had taken him a while to convince them that he meant them no harm, the people there had eventually allowed him to send a bird to Stoneloft to warn them of the advancing Vampyres.
 He now believed that the reasons the Vampyres were targeting Stoneloft was for their resources. Stoneloft was the mining capital of, not only Grildor, but the surrounding nations as well. The Crystal Mountains were rich in minerals, metals, and gems and Blaid believed that this is what the Vampyres were after. With the main army having gone off to Greystone, Stoneloft made a soft target, especially for an army of eight hundred Vampyres. He desperately wanted to get back to Shadow Hall, but he could not abandon these people.
 Every day he did what he could to sabotage the forward march of the Vampyres. Once they had discovered that their stronghold had been compromised and their comrades killed, they had begun their preparations and moved out. Blaid had followed them and in the process learned what he could. They preferred to travel at night, during the morning and late afternoon. During the bright, hot hours of mid-day, they usually rested, ate, and hid. They had hunters that moved through the mountains to shoot mountain goats, deer, and hares to feet the army. More than once these hunters met with unfortunate accidents along the way. He was Death.
 They also had Scouts that went ahead of the army to find the easiest path through the mountains. These also met with an early death on the occasions that they crossed paths with Blaid. There was even one occasion where a group of ten Vampyres had been sent to raid a homestead. Throughout, the people of the homestead remained blissfully unaware of the danger they were in and the ten soldiers never returned to the main army. He was Death.
 During the time he had made contact with the people at the settlement, he had managed to acquire some clothes, as well as some provisions and a sword. It was not his usual gear, but it would have to do. Most of the time he now tracked the Vampyres on foot and during the times that he had to change into the wolf, he bundled his things into a bag and bound it to his back. It was not the most comfortable solution, but even in summer, it was cold within the highlands of the mountain and he did not want to approach the next homestead or settlement naked again.
 By the time the Vampyre army had reached the outlying areas around Stoneloft, their number had dwindled to seven hundred and twelve. They were by now aware that they were being targeted and had taken extra precautions. It was getting more and more difficult for Blaid to get close to them. But it did not matter any more; he now had a different job to do.
 He scouted ahead and was pleased to find that Stoneloft had heeded his warning and all homesteads in the countryside around Stoneloft had been abandoned. Barns and homes had been boarded shut and all livestock removed. But he did not linger there and pushed on through to Stoneloft. The Vampyre army was now only a few days behind him and he wanted to get to Stoneloft in time to assist them with their preparations as best he could.
 Lord Ender Gemsson, one of Stoneloft’s nobles, greeted him when he arrived, as Lord Brimstone had decided to march with his army. As there was no time to lose, they immediately sat down to discuss the defences the city had and the number of fighting men and women who had remained at Stoneloft.
 Due to the mountainous area in which Stoneloft had been built, the city was well fortified. Most of the city was hidden within the tall peak around them and the roads that led to the city all wound their way through narrow passes, which could easily be barricaded. Blaid was pleased to learn that most had already been blocked off. They had enough food, water, and livestock within the city to last them over six Moons, but Blaid hoped it would not come to a siege. The Vampyres were after the stores, which were kept within the city vaults deep underground and he assumed their plan was a quick attack, overrun the remaining forces and then carry off their loot.
“We thank you for your assistance, My Lord,” Ender said, sounding more frightened, than thankful.
 Blaid understood why the people viewed him with such fear, but he didn’t like it. Although he was Death, he was here to assist the people of Elveron and not to kill them. He helped those that were at the end of their lives, or those that were tired of living. He only killed in self defence or in defence of his people. He wished they would understand that. But there was no time now to explain this to Lord Gemsson.
 “You are welcome,” he replied. “Let us begin then.”
 “Yes, My Lord.”
 Ender spread open a map of the city on the table before them. Someone had already marked the roads that had been blocked off and various other places had been marked with numbers.
 “This is our Elder Hall,” Ender said. “This is where the children and elderly will go. It is one of the safest structures within the city.”
 Blaid nodded.
 “We have about ninety archers, which will be posted here,” Ender pointed to the spots on the map, “and here and here. That leaves us with sixty-three able to wield a sword or other weapon. There are also six crossbows mounted on the city walls here,” again Ender pointed the locations out to Blaid, “each of which can shoot a volley of ten arrows at a time. They have not been used for many a year, but I have the Builders inspecting them as we speak to get them into working order.”
 “It is not much, but it will have to be enough,” Blaid said. “Show me the weak points of the city. Where are the Vampyres most likely to attack?”
 “The northern part of the city is almost inaccessible from the mountain. Steep cliffs and wall surround the houses there. The south has some access points, but I think we have managed to secure them well enough. Our main roads come in from the east and west and those have proven more difficult to secure.”
 “The Vampyres are coming at us from the west. Let us hope they will not take the time to split their forces and send half of them around to the east. I think we should concentrate our forces to the west of the city. Have this crossbow here,” Blaid pointed to the most eastern wall, “manned by two, with a detachment of ten archers, as well as someone who can carry a message to us should they come under attack. All other crossbows are also to receive two men, but with only two additional archers. We will need all the men we can get to protect ourselves from the west. The archers are going to be instrumental. We need to decimate the Vampyre numbers before they get too close. The more we can shoot from the wall, the less we have to fight on the ground.”
 Blaid and Ender, together with what forces remained of the Legion of Stoneloft, poured over the plans long into the night. Blaid was glad that this city had so many defences; truly a mountain stronghold. It was not the type of city he would have liked to live in; too much stone for his liking; but he nevertheless admired the beautiful craftsmanship of the people of Stoneloft. Every building was supported by carved columns of marble, every street was plastered with a different type or colour of cobblestone and all the roofs were decked in black slate that shone in the sunlight. Every wall was decorated in carved murals, depicting scenes of life within Stoneloft or scenes of wars long forgotten. It was a stone city within a stone mountain and only the carefully maintained flowerbeds that edged every house brought some life to the city. Despite himself, Blaid had to admit that it was a sight to behold.
 In the morning, he was given some proper armour and he was allowed to choose himself some weapons. He would have preferred his own, but those were put away carefully in some hole far away from here. He would recover them on his way back. He hoped that would be soon.
 It was past noon when one of the Scouts arrived at the west gate. Breathlessly he gave his report.
“They are still marching strongly towards us. If they do not rest for the night, then they will be at our gates by morning. They are well armoured and carry swords, spears, and bows. There are no Werewolves in their company.” He took a shaky breath and then, with a small quiver of fear in his voice turned to address Blaid. “As My Lord has said, there are about seven hundred of them. And as My Lord has predicted, they have not divided their forces to attack the city on multiple fronts. It seems they will concentrate their full force on the west gate.”
 “Thank you,” Ender said to the Scout. “You may go rest now.”
 The Scout bowed and then retreated from the room.
 “I want to thank My Lord for the warning. Without you, the Vampyres would have caught us by surprise and we would surely all have perished.”
 “The fight has not been won yet,” Blaid warned. “We have underestimated the Vampyres before. They are strong and resourceful and I can guarantee that they will employ everything they have to get what they want. Let your forces know how much time they have before the army arrives, so that they may rest. They need to be fresh and alert when the time comes, otherwise we might yet know defeat.”
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 Fire pranced beneath her, sensing her impatience. Convincing her father of her mission had proven difficult and at one point she had even considered defying his orders and going after Kanarel without his permission. But then Jaik had said that he would lead the mission, taking five of his Guard, as well as twenty warriors from the regiment. Her father had not been happy about it, doubting Maia’s story about Kanarel being a spy, but after some good arguments from Jaik, her father had reluctantly relented.
 Midnight was circling high overhead in a cloudless sky, watching the proceedings below. Fire snorted and Maia looked around at the others mounting their horses. It was still very early and they were right on schedule, yet she felt that every minute could make the difference between them catching Kanarel and him getting away. It was a perfect summer’s day for travelling and surely Kanarel was making good time. She hoped that he would not suspect that he was being followed and that they would be riding at a steady walk, stopping at all the usual camps and inns.
 When Jaik finally gave the order to advance, Fire gave a mighty buck, kicking his hind legs high in the air and Maia laughed with relief. It was good to be out and to be doing something that could mean the difference between winning and losing the war.
 Wolf had been given Kanarel’s scent, from the bedding he had used in the guest lodge, and was now running ahead of them, nose to the ground. Maia trusted that he would lead them true, but even if that was not so, Kanarel’s spoor was easy to follow. Her father had given him an escort of two men to see him home safely. Not expecting to be pursued, the trio was taking the trip at a leisurely walk. Cantering after Wolf, their group would catch up with them by the evening; or sooner, depending on when they broke camp this morning.
 Early in the afternoon they reached the spot where Kanarel and his escort had made camp. From the signs, it was clear that they had made camp early the night before and only left after the sun had already risen high this morning. It infuriated Maia that Kanarel could be so relaxed and enjoy the company of his two Elf companions, all the while planning his betrayal.
 The camp revealed that they were now about six hours behind them, which meant that they would not be able to catch them during daylight hours. Jaik assumed they would probably catch them by the time they reached Peak View Lodge, which would be as good a place as any to capture Kanarel.
 But later that afternoon the spoor turned away from the Trade Route and they followed it south for about an hour. Shortly afterwards Midnight let Maia know what he had found and they spurred their horses on to a gallop. Within another mile, they finally reached the place where Midnight had landed. By his feet lay Kanarel’s two companion, both with their throats cut. Kanarel and the horses were long gone.
 Jaik instructed one of the warriors to stay by the fallen Elves so that they would not be eaten by wolves and ravens; they would collect them to take home on their way back.
 It was fully dark by now and they relied on Wolf’s nose and Midnight guiding them from overhead. Without his two escorts, Kanarel was wasting no time and he was driving his horses hard. Even with them galloping as fast as they could over the uneven ground, they were not catching up with him. Eventually they had to stop and rest. Their horses were breathing heavily and they needed to drink. It was another three hours until morning when they resumed the chase. Kanarel would have had to rest his horses at some point too and Maia hoped that they would catch up with him by morning.
 But as the sun rose to their left they discovered two of Kanarel’s horses by the way side. Both stood with their heads hanging low, sweating profusely and clearly at the end of their strength. Wolf milled for a while, trying to pick up the scent again, but he eventually sat down and howled. Jaik and Archer got off their horses and scanned the ground. The earth was hard here, but even so, their own horses were leaving prints in the dirt, but they were unable to pick up Kanarel’s tracks. Even Midnight was unable to detect anything.
Frustrated they kept heading in a southerly direction. A few miles ahead was higher ground, a low ridge that spanned for miles in either direction. They hoped that from that vantage point they would be able to discover something.
 But as they approached the ridge, Maia sensed danger from Midnight. Quickly she let her brother know and they halted, watching the ridge with trepidation. Rising higher, Midnight approached the ridge to see what lay beyond. All of Maia’s senses screamed at her once Midnight caught sight of it and Fire whinnied in fear.
 Like a ghost the huge Ice Dragon rose from behind the rocks, his white skin glittering like diamonds in the morning sun. He hovered there for a moment and then screamed his challenge to Midnight.
 “Kill, Shard.” Kanarel screamed the command as he also crested the ridge.
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 The tension in the air was thick as they watched the army march into sight. This path that led to the city was part of the main Trade Route and wide enough for them to walk six abreast. The column stretched far back and then disappeared around a bend in the road.
 Blaid scanned the surrounding mountain; he did not believe for one moment that the entire army would simply walk to the front gate of the city and ask to be admitted. Soon he spotted archers on some of the higher ridges above the city; far away, but probably just within reach of their arrows. Blaid had noticed that they had changed their crude bows that they had used during the war for ones of elven make. They were long, elegant weapons that could shoot accurately over a distance of at least two hundred paces; more if the archer was good.
 Soon the main army spread out on the more open terrain leading up to the city. Blaid thought that the situation would have made for a good ambush had he more men at his disposal; the army had the city to their front and a narrow mountain pass to their rear, with nowhere to go to their left and right. It would have been a simple matter of attacking their rear, driving them towards the city and then letting the archers do the rest from the battlements.
 But he did not have extra warriors and it was too late now to change any plans. He let Ender know the positions of the Vampyre archers and then went from station to station to make sure everything was ready.
 “My Lord,” an archer called him as he walked past. “They have brought a ram.”
 Blaid looked down off the wall of the city just as a group of twenty or so Vampyres rolled forward the battering ram. They must have built it on the march, for they did not have it when he had left them to go to Stoneloft. Cursing under his breath he finished his round and then took up his own position next to Ender.
 “I am glad we fortified the gate. Hopefully it will be strong enough to withstand the ram,” Ender said.
 “We can hope,” Blaid replied, “but we should concentrate on reducing their numbers while they are still outside. When they eventually break through I would prefer to do battle with as few of them as possible.”
 A horn sounded then; a sound so alien it made Blaid’s hair stand on edge; and the first arrow was fired. Soon it was raining arrows all around them as the archers in the mountains targeted the battlement to dispatch their own archers. Ducking behind their shields, the archers retaliated, but were unable to aim at the Vampyre archers hiding within the cracks and ridges of the mountain.
 Blaid shouted for them to concentrate on the ones below; they could ill afford to waste their arrows.
 Boom!
 The battering ram crashed into the gate for the first time. Blaid felt the repercussion through the stone of the wall.
 Boom!
 The Vampyres had covered the battering ram with a thick layer of leather to protect the ones operating it. His arrows would be useless there, but he could just make out the feet of the ones closest to him and he now took careful aim. His arrow flew straight and he watched a Vampyre falter and then duck out of the cover of the battering ram to remove the arrow from his foot. Blaid did not give him the chance; one more, well placed arrow saw the Vampyre dead on the ground.
 Boom!
 The ram carried on regardless, but he had now found its weakness.
 “The feet,” he yelled. “Concentrate on the feet.”
 His cry was taken up and soon more Vampyres dropped out of the cover of the ram. As they emerged, they were shot down. But others took their places and the battering ram carried on mercilessly.
 Boom!
 Vampyres were now climbing over their fallen comrades to get within shooting range of the city. Undeterred Stoneloft’s archers gave it everything they had. Undeterred, the Vampyres kept advancing. At first Blaid thought the Vampyres had no plan; simply walking up to the city to be shot; but after a while, he realised that all the tall Generals of the army had remained at the back and were watching the proceedings. The ones at the front were there to draw the Elves’ fire and spend their ammunition. They did have a limited number of arrows, as most of the weapons had gone with their army to Greystone, but they had to diminish the Vampyre army before they managed to break through the gate.
Boom!
 Relentlessly the Vampyres replenished their fallen at the battering ram and carried on assaulting the gate. Arrows whistled past Blaid’s ears as he peered over the wall to shoot his own. The ground in front of the city was now littered with Vampyres, but Blaid could feel their own dead and dying Elves all around him. The Prime within him screamed at him to help those that were slow to die, but there was no time for that now. Another well placed arrow, another Vampyre dead.
 Boom!
 This time the wall shook and Blaid heard the creak of wood and iron as the gate buckled. It would not be able to withstand another hit.
 He nodded to Ender and then ran down the stairs to join the swordsmen in the large courtyard of the west gate. They were ready, swords and spears pointed towards the mangled gate, awaiting the rush of Vampyres that would pour in any moment.
 They were not disappointed; one last assault of the ram finally brought the gate down and once the ram retreated, Vampyres stormed through the gate, hissing, and screaming. With a shout, Blaid led the charge. He killed the first Vampyre by slashing his throat. The second he disembowelled and the third he stabbed through the eye. The smell of blood was now thick in Blaid’s nose and the death screams of the men around him whipped him into a fury. In quick succession, he killed another twenty or so Vampyres before he was finally confronted with a General.
 Quickly he assessed the warrior in front of him; tall, strong and holding two, long-bladed swords. The General grinned at him, exposing his fangs and then, out of the turmoil behind him, stepped three more Generals to join him. Blaid lifted his sword in front of him and then drew a shorter blade from his belt. The Generals came at him, hissing, or laughing, he knew not which. They came at him from all sides; faster, stronger, and smarter than any others he had fought before. Their swords clashed with his with such force that his arms went numb from the shock and he was soon shaking from the effort to keep them at bay. All around him Elves were battling Vampyres, but he could not see which had the upper hand. The Generals were relentless in their attack and with his inferior weapons all he could do was defend himself. On and on they hacked and slashed at him and he was soon bleeding from too many wounds to count. He was getting angry, but it was the screams of pain and death of his fellow Elves around him that eventually unleashed the Prime within and, in a black rage, he overran the Generals as if they were toys and then swept through the courtyard, killing every Vampyre that stood in his way.
 He knew not for how long the battle lasted or how many he had killed. When he felt a touch on his shoulder he whipped around and only at the last moment managed to stop his knife from slicing Ender’s throat. Aghast he took a step back and bumped into the broken gate of the city, blood, and death all around him.
 “My Lord,” Ender said bravely, but his body was shaking in fear. “It is done.”
 Horrified Blaid looked around at the dead Vampyres and Elves lying dead around him in the courtyard. Some warriors stood at the edges of his vision, too afraid to show themselves. He knew he could fight anything; he had mastered the skill; but when he was fighting overwhelming odds, the Prime within him took over and it would kill indiscriminately anything that stood in his way. He had no control over it. It was his weakness.
 “How many?” he whispered, but hoping Ender would not answer.
 “The Vampyres are all dead. They have been defeated. Our Scouts tracked the ones in the mountains and they have dealt with them too.”
 “How many?” Blaid repeated, anger colouring his voice.
 “My Lord, we did not take a tally.” Ender looked down at his hands, which were shaking.
 “Do not lie to me, Ender.”
 “Twenty-four, My Lord.”
 Blaid was silent for a long time then. Maybe he was the monster they all feared him to be after all. Twenty-four Elves he had killed in his rage. He had come here to save them, not help the Vampyres slaughter them. He remembered the power he had had when he had fought with Maia. It had been all different then. When they were together, nothing could stop them. They had power and control and such energy as he had never felt before. This black rage of his might be just as deadly, but not just for the enemy. He hated himself for it. He needed to leave. Now.
“I am sorry. I did not intend to harm your people,” he finally said. “It is best I leave now.”
 Ender nodded to him and then stepped aside. Blaid picked up his sword from the ground and sheathed it. He took one final look at the carnage around him and then stepped over the ruins of the gate to walk back into the mountains.
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 The two dragons came together with an earth-shattering roar. All around her was chaos; horses whinnied and bucked, men screamed, Wolf howled; and on top of the crest Kanarel stood laughing.
 As the dragons took their fight higher into the air, the horses finally settled down somewhat and Jaik immediately gave the order to advance. Wolf was away and running towards Kanarel before their horses were even in motion. But by the time they had reached the crest, Kanarel was gone.
 Past the ridge, the ground sloped down about forty strides and then became a lightly forested area. Assuming Kanarel was hiding within the trees, they chased down the hill and spread out among the forest. Wolf had his nose to the ground, but he did not seem to be able to pick up Kanarel’s scent. Maia heard Jaik give orders to his men to spread out. Frustrated she opened herself and tried to find Kanarel’s Eläm, but besides the warriors she was with, there was no-one else in the vicinity.
 “He is not here,” she shouted to Riker and Rothea, who were, as always, right behind her.
 Quickly she turned Fire’s head and headed back out of the trees. Back in the open she scanned the area. It was possible that he was powerful enough to hide his Eläm from her, or even make himself invisible, but even if that was the case, they should be able to at least pick up his foot prints. Now, with her suspicions confirmed, she believed him to be more powerful than anyone could have suspected. An Ice Dragon, she thought and looked towards the sky where the two beasts battled.
 Ice Dragons were the only dragons as large as Soul Dragons. She had never seen one before, as they lived in the polar regions of their planet, but she had studied them during her years of training with Silas. They were bad tempered and vicious, with armoured skin, talons as long as her legs and about a hundred more teeth than Midnight. She shuddered now as she felt one of those sharp talons rip a deep cut into Midnight’s softer belly flesh.
 She had to find Kanarel. If he controlled the dragon, then he would be able to call him off. Going on instinct, she turned east and tracked along the ridge. After about half a mile she noticed a slight disturbance in the air. It was almost too faint to pick up, but after her own excursion into invisibility, she immediately knew what it was.
 “He is close.” She quietly said to Riker and Rothea. “Spread out.”
 Rothea took her left and Riker went to the right. Using all her senses she concentrated on the vast area before them. Everything was still, yet she was sure he was there. Slowly she let Fire walk forward, carefully scanning the ground for foot prints and testing the quality of the air around her. It was almost imperceptible and she almost missed it, but then Kanarel moved and she was sure of his position. Quickly she signalled to her companions and they closed in on her position.
 “Show yourself,” she demanded. “I know you are there.”
 The air shimmered before them for a moment and then there he stood; an air of arrogance around him. Wolf growled at him, but stood firm next to Maia.
 “And what will you do, Princess?” he sneered.
 “Lay down your weapons and no harm will come to you,” she replied.
 “And then? Should I come quietly? I think not, Princess.”
 “Riker,” Maia said, “bind him.”
 Riker jumped off his horse and, with his sword drawn, approached Kanarel.
 “Lay down your weapons,” Riker repeated Maia’s order.
 Kanarel smiled and a feeling of premonition so strong overcame Maia that she almost retched.
 “Riker, watch out,” she managed to yell, but it was too late.
 The Ice Dragon came swooping down from high above and faster than Maia had thought possible for such a large animal had snatched Riker off the ground and was flying off with him, Midnight in pursuit.
 “Kanarel,” she yelled. “If anything happens to him I swear I will kill you myself.”
 Kanarel laughed and then the air shimmered around him and he was gone. Wolf ran to the spot where Kanarel had stood only a moment before, but then turned in circles as he lost Kanarel’s scent.
Torn between Riker at the mercy of the dragon and the prospect of catching Kanarel, she hesitated just a moment too long. One moment she sensed him there only a few strides from her, the next moment he had vanished completely.
 Midnight’s screams then focussed her thoughts. She looked up at the dragons in the sky. She noticed that Midnight was reluctant to attack as Shard still had Riker in his claws. But Shard did not seem to be aware of his extra burden and attacked Midnight relentlessly.
 Maia and Rothea followed the flight of the dragons up and down the ridge and Maia tried to reach out to Riker to find out if he was still alive, but the distance was simply too great. They were eventually joined by Jaik and his men, but there was nothing they could do but watch in horror as the Ice Dragon chipped away at Midnight’s defences and Midnight was unable to retaliate.
 The dragons swooped and at one point they came so close that Maia managed to pick up Riker’s faint Eläm. He was alive, for now, but barely so. Feeling utterly helpless, she tried one last thing; she tried to connect to the Ice Dragon’s mind. Letting go of everything else around her she focused solely on the dragon. He was a big animal and his Eläm glowed brighter than anything else around him. Even Midnight, having suffered so many injuries already, was dim compared to Shard. In her desperation, she reached out and tried to get into the dragon’s mind. Immediately she was hit by a force of anger so strong it made her catch her breath. She tried again, pushing against the anger to see what lay beyond, but what she found there brought tears to her eyes; there was nothing she could do for Riker. The dragon’s mind was beyond saving. He had been taken out of his home, forced to submit to the lowly creature who had dared to invade his territory and then he had been made to do unspeakable things. His mind was twisted, angry, scared, and completely without reason. It was only his rage that now fuelled him and now that the creature that had ensnared him had let go of his hold on him, he would kill anything that got into his way.
 “No,” Maia whispered as she brought her mind back to herself, tears flowing freely from her eyes.
 Then the unthinkable happened; Shard opened his talons and Riker plummeted towards the ground. Maia screamed at Midnight to catch him, but without having to hold on to Riker, Shard now attacked even more viciously than before. There was nothing Midnight could do to save Riker.
 In desperation Maia urged Fire into a gallop, trying to reach the spot where she thought Riker might land. Maybe she could catch him, or cushion his fall, or …
 Riker’s body slammed into the ground and in an instant Maia knew that he was dead. She jumped off her horse and ran to him. Cradling his head, she stared at the large hole through his belly from the dragon’s talon. Even if he had not fallen, he would not have been able to survive such an injury.
 As everyone gathered around them, Maia began to cry. Wolf howled. Never before had she known such pain. She rocked Riker’s lifeless body back and forth and she finally understood that, even though she loved Blaid, she had loved Riker too.
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 He watched the small form of Calm-Blue-Waters fall to the ground and he heard Bright-Shining-Silver-Star’s plea for him to catch him, but there was nothing he could do. Mad-One attacked, sinking his claws deep into his skin. Together they tumbled, whirling around each other, snapping at each other’s necks. Mad-One had no thought but to kill him and there was no point in trying to reason with him; he was unable to get into his mind. Finally, he managed to free himself from the grip Mad-One had on him and they both rose higher into the air. He let go a blast of fire that engulfed Mad-One and the white dragon screamed in rage. The moment the fire stopped, Mad-One attacked again. The white one went for his wings and he screamed as Mad-One’s mouth clamped shut on his flight membranes. Angry, he retaliated and slashed at the mad dragons softer under belly with his claws, ripping open the skin in four diagonal strips. Mad-One screamed, letting go of his wing in the process. He twisted and turned, scratching and biting, but whatever he did to the white dragon, it only seemed to make him angrier and more dangerous. Mad-One was large and strong, probably older than he was by at least two hundred years. It was clear to him that Mad-One had more experience in fighting with other dragons than he did and it was all he could do to hold the older dragon off.
 Faintly he was aware of the heartbreak of the one that shared his soul and he struggled to block it out. Mad-One was biting his neck and he felt the sharp teeth sink deep into his skin. Again, he screamed in pain and again he retaliated. Blood sprayed in all directions as both of them inflicted serious injuries on each other. They were now both struggling to stay in the air, as both their wings were ripped. Flapping uselessly, they slowly descended to the ground, all the while biting and scratching at anything they could reach.
 The force with which they landed on the ground shook his teeth, but he was on his feet instantly and swung his tail at Mad-One, slicing open his side with the caudal spade on the tip of his tail. Mad-One turned and used his own tail to inflict damage. It hit him on the spiky part of his spine and glanced off ineffectively.
 Midnight’s limbs were tired and he was barely able to lift his wings, yet Mad-One kept attacking, seemingly unaware of his own injuries. He let go another long burst of fire and he could smell the exposed flesh of Mad-One’s wounds burn. Mad-One roared, jumped out of the stream of fire and sank his teeth yet again into Midnight’s wings. He could not twist out of his grip, so he attacked Mad-One’s neck, biting down hard and hoping to cut off his airflow. Mad-One did not let go of his wing; just bit down harder; and at the same time slashed at his chest with his front legs. Using the last of his strength, he bit down even harder on Mad-One’s neck. He worked his jaw and felt the flesh in Mad-One’s neck tear. The white dragon just screamed and carried on fighting. He felt his blood drain out of his many wounds, but he felt that the wound on his stomach and the damage to his left wing were probably the worst. Mad-One would break a bone in his wing soon and then he would never fly again. With one last effort, he bit down even harder on Mad-One’s neck and just when he thought his strength would fail him, he heard a faint click.
 Almost instantly, the white dragon went limp. He felt the teeth release his wing. He opened his mouth and Mad-One dropped to the ground before him. He looked down at his opponent; a worthy adversary had it not been for his madness, and then sank down on the ground beside him. The smell of his own blood was strong in his nostrils and the pain from so many wounds was making him sleepy. He needed to rest. He needed to sleep. He had nothing left. He closed his eyes.
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 “Maia,” Jaik said gently. “Come. Let my men take him. They will take care of him. You are needed.”
 Maia shook her head. She did not want to leave him. Riker had not left her side since he had been assigned to her and now he lay dead in her arms because of an order she had given him. She would not leave him.
 “Maia, please, look at me,” Jaik said, lifting her chin with his finger to make her look at him. “Midnight needs you.”
 It took her a moment longer to understand what he was saying. The dragons. They had been fighting. Suddenly alert, she gently laid Riker’s head on the ground and then jumped to her feet.
 “Follow me,” Jaik said and started running.
 After about a hundred strides the two large humps, one black and one white, came into view on the plain before them. Maia increased her pace and was soon kneeling by Midnight’s head. Rothea was already beside him, stroking his nostrils. Maia was taken aback by the strange sight for a moment, but then she heard what Rothea was whispering to Midnight over and over.
 “She is coming, just hold on.”
 Midnight! she thought, pushing the thought out with force.
 She felt a flicker of acknowledgment in her mind, but it was so faint she almost missed it. Midnight was weak and for him to be in such a state, his injuries had be to be grave. Kneeling beside his head, she laid her hand on his muzzle for a moment before she stood up again.
 “Let me have a look then,” she said, more to herself than anyone else.
 Jaik and Rothea, who had been beside her, stepped away to give her room. Maia barely noticed the other men standing in a wide semicircle around her dragon.
 Midnight was lying flat on his stomach, with one of his front legs twisted strangely beneath him and the other stretched out at a crooked angle before him. His hind legs were bent to the side and were lying together but, even without further inspection, she could see the deep scratch marks all along his flanks.
 There was a growing pool of blood forming on the ground under his stomach and Maia suspected that he had at least one severe injury on his underside. She would have to get him to turn in order to heal that injury, but she doubted that he had the energy for that at this moment. She would have to see to some of the other injuries first in order to give him some strength.
 His right wing was stretched out wide to his side, but his left wing lay in a crumpled heap beside him. Blood was dripping from numerous puncture marks all along it. His tail curved around him, almost touching his head, and even that was covered in scratches and bite marks.
 Despair gripped her as she beheld the extent of his injuries. Never in her life would she have thought to see her dragon so. She had never met a beast bigger or stronger than Midnight and she cast a wary glance in the direction of the prone, white dragon. She felt nothing from him and was sure that he was dead, yet she was still afraid of him. Bile rose to her throat as she thought about what Kanarel had done to that dragon and now, inadvertently, to her own dragon.
 “Jaik,” she said, turning to her brother, “I will not be able to do this alone. His injuries are extensive and I do not have enough energy to heal him by myself.”
 “You know I will lend you whatever strength I have,” he answered.
 “It will still not be enough,” Maia said sadly, suddenly unable to voice her request.
 “You can have mine as well,” Rothea said, stepping forward.
 As Maia looked up, another of Jaik’s Guard stepped forward.
 “And mine, Lady Maia.”
 “Aye, mine too.”
 One by one, the men stepped forward and Maia felt her eyes fill with tears as the emotions overwhelmed her. Taking energy from another person was not done often and she did not enjoy doing it. But then she remembered that she had probably healed most of these men from their Syphon stings using Midnight’s energy and she suddenly realised that it was their way of repaying the dragon.
“Thank you, my friends,” she finally managed to say. “I will try to heal as many of the larger wounds that are visible to us first. Once the blood loss has slowed, I hope to be able to get him to turn on his side, so we can see to the large wound on his stomach.”
 The men around her nodded.
 “Jaik will stay in contact with me, which will be the link. Rothea will hold on to Jaik and the rest of you can then all hold on to each other in whatever order you feel comfortable with, as long as you do not let go of Rothea.”
 There was a murmur of agreement and the men shuffled around to find their positions.
 “I will start with this wing,” Maia said to Jaik. “Let us hope the bone is not broken.”
 Together they walked over to the wing that lay crumpled next to the bulk of the dragon. The men shuffled after them. Carefully Maia examined the areas she could reach. The main wound was close to the shoulder and not within her reach, but as long as she was in contact with the wing itself, she could channel the energy to the wound. She closed her eyes and laid her hands on Midnight’s tough skin. The White’s teeth must have been extraordinarily sharp to cause such damage.
 “Brace yourselves,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear, “I am going to start.”
 She heard a few men gasp as she began to concentrate, but then they were still and she felt their energy flow through her. She would use only what she absolutely needed and she would have to monitor each and every one of them individually while she healed Midnight to ensure that she did not kill one of them in the process. Midnight was a large animal and the extent of his injuries would require large quantities of energy.
 She felt her way along the wing with her mind. She ignored all superficial wounds; they would heal by themselves with time. She concentrated instead on all the wounds that were bleeding profusely and especially the large bite mark at the top of Midnight’s wing. She was relieved to find that, although there were teeth marks on the bone, the bone itself was not broken. Some of the flight tendons, however, were torn, as were several muscles. She had never had to heal such an injury on a dragon before and she now had to draw on all the knowledge she had gathered while studying dragons with Silas on how to put the pieces back together.
 The wing alone took them close to an hour to heal and when it was done she gave the men a short rest.
 “Hold on for me, my darling,” she whispered to Midnight, resting her head against his muzzle for a moment. She felt a brief flutter of recognition, but he was still too weak to respond.
 “My Lady,” Rothea knelt down beside her, holding up a small object. “I have this small flask of Silva which I always keep in my saddlebag. Can I share it out between the men?”
 “Rothea, what would I ever do without you?” Maia said joyfully; this was exactly what they needed right now.
 Once everyone had had a sip of the potion, Maia continued along the left side of her dragon. She healed the deep gashes in his neck and his flank, as well as on his legs. Even though they were deep and bleeding heavily they were only flesh wounds and fairly simple to heal. The tail was more complicated, as one of his spikes on the lower third of his tail was hanging by just a thread. Holding it in place she tried to reattach it, but the complicated connection of tissue, sinew, nerves, and bones was impossible for her to replicate. There was nothing else to do. Drawing her knife, she severed the last bit of sinew that was holding the spike to the tail and then simply concentrated on sealing the wound. Midnight would not be happy about losing one of his spikes, but there was nothing else she could do.
 Without breaking contact, the group moved over to the other side of Midnight. With this wing spread out, it was a lot easier to see exactly where the injuries were and it went a bit quicker. The wounds on this side of Midnight’s body were as severe as on his left side and by the time they had reached the hind legs and she was healing the last, large gash, she felt a sudden drop in energy.
Immediately she stopped and told everyone to rest, drink and eat. They would not be strong enough for the type of wound she suspected Midnight had on his stomach. Tiredly she sat down next to Midnight’s head; she would have to get him to wake up, so he could turn onto his side for them.
 “How is he doing?” Jaik asked as he sat down beside her.
 “He is still very weak,” she replied, “but his heartbeat is more even and his breath is coming stronger. I can feel a flicker of awareness from him, but he has not responded to me in any way yet.”
 “All right, let me know when you are ready. There is no more Silva, but we have rations of travel bread and meat. Let us hope it will be enough.”
 “Let us hope,” Maia repeated in a whisper.
 Jaik rose and went to join his men. Rothea had taken a seat not far from Maia and was giving her an encouraging smile. Maia nodded her thanks to her and then concentrated on Midnight.
 Awake, o mighty dragon, she thought. Flattery always made him feel good. You are strong and we need you now.
 She waited and then repeated her thoughts. Eventually she was rewarded with a deep breath from Midnight that stirred the grass in front of his head. Encouraged she kept up her stream of thoughts. But when Midnight eventually came out of his stupor, his first thought caught Maia off guard.
 Calm-Blue-Waters?
 She did not have to reply; Midnight was instantly aware of Maia’s feelings and a deep rumble emanated from his chest. There was a murmur of encouragement from the people around her.
 It was another half an hour before Midnight finally managed to get his legs underneath his body. He stood there for a short moment, his great bulk wobbling dangerously, before he eventually settled down on his right side, exposing his stomach. Maia sucked in a sharp breath as she beheld the mess the white dragon had made. Midnight’s stomach was in shreds; flesh hanging off in large chunks and in more than one place Maia was able to see some organ showing through.
 Someone gagged behind her and Maia herself felt like throwing up; they would not have the strength to heal this. With shaking hands, she approached the tattered mess in front of her and reached out to lift a flap back into place. It squelched as the sticky, bloody meat slipped off Midnight’s stomach.
 “Bring the horses,” she finally commanded, but she did not turn to see who followed her order.
 She tried to shield her thoughts from Midnight, but he was well aware of the extent of his injuries. It was him that now calmed Maia down and let her know that he had faith in her. She waited impatiently as it took nine men to bring the frightened horses close to the dragons, smelling not only the predators before them, but also the blood in which they lay. She reached out with her mind and tried to gentle the frightened animals, but there were many of them. She only managed for them to stand still, but was unable to alleviate their fears.
 “Everyone take a horse,” she commanded the men. “Do not just hold the reins; it will not work that way. You will need to be in contact with their bodies. So, use one hand to touch your horse and the other to touch your neighbour. Do not break the chain; we will need every bit of energy we have to make this right.”
 Everyone nodded in agreement and then, still trying to maintain calm amongst the horses, she set to work on Midnight’s stomach. Wolf came to sit by her and she used his strength too.
 It was grisly work; the underside of a dragon was criss-crossed with muscles and sinews, as well as veins and arteries, and she had to mend them all. Finally conscious, Midnight growled in pain as she worked and more than once did he frighten the horses by emitting clouds of thick smoke. Everyone had to work together to hold the horses, hold the contact and maintain a constant stream of energy. The work went painstakingly slowly and even with the horses’ extra energy, Maia soon felt tired beyond words. By the time she set the last pieces of skin into place, everyone was pale with exhaustion and the horses were sweating and shaking.
Carefully Maia severed the link that drew on their energy and all around her people and horses collapsed on the ground.
 There was nothing she could do for them now; she was just as exhausted. She took one last glance at Midnight, who had his head up and was inspecting his underside, and then she closed her eyes.
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 He had already been away longer than he had planned. He was anxious to get back to Maia; if the attack on Stoneloft was anything to go by, the rest of their army would not be far behind. He was weary; the past few Quarters had sapped his strength, but he pushed on through the mountain. He would shadow travel as soon as he was on more even terrain, as it was simply too dangerous in the mountains. Once out on the plains he would make up the time, but he would take a boat across the lake; shadow travelling over water was not something he wanted to experience again.
 The scenes within the courtyard of Stoneloft kept repeating before his eyes every time he closed them. How could he have let it happen? In the past, there had been situations where the Prime within him had taken over; always in self-defence; but never had there been innocent casualties before. He cursed his lack of self-discipline. The news would surely reach Lord Longshadow long before he managed to get there and Maia would be lost to him forever. Twenty-four innocent people dead. Surely even Maia would hate him for that.
 He wandered through the wilderness of the mountains; not seeing the beautiful vistas of slopes of evergreens, or towering waterfalls, or the herds of mountain goats balancing gracefully on the sharp rocks of the cliffs above him. He saw nothing but his own failure and he wondered if he was doing the right thing. Going back to Shadow Hall would not end well; somehow, he was convinced of it; but he had to warn them, tell them everything he had learned. Even if Maia would never speak to him again, he would still protect her if he could. One day, he would redeem himself, even if it took him a lifetime to accomplish.
 Within six days, he reached the lowers slopes of the mountains. He made camp that evening in the shelter of a tall cliff, which was surrounded by thick brush. He allowed himself a fire and even roasted a hare. If he wanted to shadow travel across the plains he would need the extra energy. It was over a hundred miles to the coast, but he would be able to cover it in less than an hour. Once there, he would take a boat to Crook Island, shadow travel to Crook Harbour and then take another boat to Braérn. Both sea voyages took only a few hours, but would give him a chance to rest and once in Braérn, he would be able to reach Shadow Hall within two to three hours. In Braérn, he would rest and eat again; without sufficient energy, shadow travelling such distances could kill him. He tried to calculate; one hundred and twenty miles to the coast, one hundred and seventy miles from Arrow to Crook Harbour and then two hundred and sixty-five miles to Shadow Hall. He had never shadow travelled such distances before, so his rest periods in between would be crucial. He had nothing to trade with, except his weapons, which he would need to trade for passage on the boats. Therefore, he would need to hunt for food every time he had the chance and, without a bow, he would have to hunt as the wolf. The longer he thought about the journey ahead of him, the more harrowing it seemed. Nevertheless, getting to Maia on time was the most important thing right now; there was no time to lose.
 Early the next morning he erased the signs of his camp and was about to leave when he felt a disturbance. The feeling was strangely familiar and the hairs on the back of his neck stood erect; this was whom he had been hunting in Shadow Hall. This was the elusive one that had given the order to attack the delegation of Stoneloft. This was the one that he had warned Maia about.
 This man had slipped through his grasp so many times before that Blaid now proceeded with extra care. He silently took his clothes off and stashed them within the shrub next to the cliffs, then changed into the wolf; his senses were sharper.
 It took him over an hour of tracking before he discovered the man’s camp. It was well disguised and had it not been for his keen sense of smell he might have missed it. There was a strange disturbance in the air around the camp that made it almost invisible to the passing eye. Blaid had to focus hard to see the man hiding behind this curtain of distorted air. Blaid finally realised how the man had managed to slip through his paws so many times and he cursed himself for never having mastered the art of invisibility himself. There was a lot he could do with Air, such as shadow travel, but his old master had died before he had been able to teach him how to manipulate the air to make one invisible.
Carefully he circled the man’s camp, stalking on silent paws through the trees. Even through the hazy curtain of air, the man seemed strangely familiar, as if he had met him before. Blaid wondered if the man would notice if he broke through the barrier, but if he wanted to catch him, then he would have to take that chance.
 He circled further until he was behind the man and waited there for a short while, watching as the man drank his tea. Bile rose to Blaid’s throat; how could the man sit there so calmly when all around him Grildor was in danger. He was a traitor and suddenly Blaid wanted nothing more than to rip his heart out of his chest.
 With a low growl, he jumped through the curtain of air and immediately the man was on his feet and turning towards him. At the last moment, Blaid saw the glint of metal in the man’s hand and he turned in his jump and narrowly missed being impaled by the man’s sword.
 Landing lightly, he turned and faced the man, who stood before him in a crouch with his sword held out before him. They considered each other for a moment. Almost at the same time, they recognised each other. Kanarel Swiftfisher, Blaid thought. He was the son of Lord Swiftfisher of Braérn, a noble born. What would drive a man of such status to betray his own people? Although he had never had many dealings with the man before, he had never much cared for him. Blaid remembered the time Maia had visited Braérn and Kanarel had been Maia’s table partner for the welcome celebration. It had been obvious to him that Maia had been bored with the man’s table talk and Blaid had thoroughly enjoyed revealing himself at that time, which had promptly ended the evening for Maia. He wondered how she had spent the night, as he had lain awake thinking about her.
 He also knew that Kanarel had gone to Shadow Hall as an ambassador to Braérn, as he had seen him there attending the many meetings in their Elder Hall. Now, as he thought about it, it all made sense. As ambassador, Kanarel would have been privy to all the information and would have known any plans, routes, or numbers. It was the perfect disguise for a spy; no one would have expected such a thing from such a weak-minded individual. Blaid had to hand it to the man; he had played his role well. It was obvious that Kanarel was a man of many talents and well versed in the art of his magic. Blaid wondered what other magic besides Air the man possessed and he now watched him wearily.
 “So, Death, you have finally found me,” Kanarel sneered at him.
 Kanarel's thin, reedy voice was scraping at Blaid’s raw nerves and he just growled at him.
 “And what will you do with me now?” Kanarel asked. “Eat me?”
 Blaid watched as Kanarel drew a hunting knife from the sheath on his belt. Now, with his sword in his right hand and the hunting knife in his left hand, Kanarel carefully approached.
 “Or maybe I shall just make a nice rug out of your fur. It would look really good in front of my fireplace.”
 With a vicious growl, Blaid sprang at him; Kanarel’s blades narrowly missing his hide; and he sank his teeth deep into Kanarel’s shoulder. The man screamed and dropped his sword, but then swung with his left arm and sliced Blaid across his back.
 “You filthy mutt,” Kanarel screamed at him as they separated again and pressed his hand against his bleeding shoulder.
 Blaid smelled the man’s blood, but also his own. He felt the sharp pain of the cut on his back, but he knew it was not so deep as to be serious.
 They circled each other again and Kanarel tried to retrieve his sword. Thinking quickly, Blaid made the change and now, as a man, picked up the sword and faced Kanarel. He could now feel the blood run down his naked back.
 “Ah, so you are a man.” Kanarel taunted him. “And who will come for you when I kill you?”
 Without answering, Blaid went on the attack. Kanarel’s sword was of the best craftsmanship and well balanced in his hand. He briefly noticed that the hilt was adorned with gems and bound with silver. Kanarel only just managed to parry the blow with his hunting knife, which jarred his arm, but the man knew how to fight. Even with his inferior weapon, Blaid had to apply all his knowledge to keep Kanarel at bay. He wondered where Kanarel had learned such swordsmanship or how he managed to keep up his strength. They clashed blades for what seemed like eons and when Kanarel showed no signs of faltering, Blaid changed his tactics. Fighting amongst Elves with magic was dishonourable, but for this man he would make an exception; he was as vile as the Vampyres he served. He did not want to kill the man right away; he wanted some answers first; so he did not use lethal force. With a quick mental flick, he flung some dust into Kanarel’s eyes. The man staggered back, but then caught himself.
“Is that how it is going to be then?” he rasped, his throat choked with dust. “I, too, can play that game.”
 Before Blaid could react, Kanarel shoved his hands out towards him and Blaid felt the air hit him with a force that took his breath away. He almost dropped the sword; he had not expected Kanarel to know how to use his magic for fighting. It was time for Blaid to stop being nice.
 He conjured up a fireball and flung it at Kanarel. The man dodged it, but Blaid was already flinging another. Using his Air, Kanarel managed to deflect most of the fireballs flung at him, but some of them found their mark. Soon Kanarel’s clothing hung in tatters and patches of his skin were burnt. Blaid watched as Kanarel tried to conjure up his own fireballs, but each time the flame within his palm fluttered out again. Air was definitely his stronger power. Blaid kept firing the fireballs mercilessly until he felt Kanarel weakening. Then, just when he thought the man would falter, Blaid felt a pressure within his mind.
 “I am no animal you can control, Kanarel. Your mind tricks will not work on me.”
 Kanarel shouted something at him that sounded like Nayleran and then ran at him with a scream, his hunting knife held out in front of him like a lance. Blaid, knowing that this was one last, desperate attempt at defending himself, decided to end it. When Kanarel was only a stride away, Blaid leapt high into the air and flipped over Kanarel’s head. Kanarel’s momentum carried him forward another two steps, before he realised that Blaid was no longer in front of him, but by then it was too late. Blaid grabbed him from behind and held his sword to his throat.
 “Enough,” he shouted at the man, putting all the force of his Prime behind the word.
 Kanarel immediately went limp within his hold; there was no more fight in him.
 “What do you want? Why don’t you just kill me?”
 “I want to know everything,” Blaid said as he dragged Kanarel to the nearest tree.
 “I have nothing to say.”
 “You will,” Blaid answered as he used his Earth magic to tie Kanarel to the tree with its branches.
 With Kanarel secured, Blaid laid aside both weapons and then searched through Kanarel’s meager belongings. It looked like the man had left in a hurry, as he only carried a small pack. It contained a black cloak with a hood, which Blaid now threw over his naked body. It was too far to retrieve his own clothes now; he could pick them up when he was done here. The cloak was of a fine and light material that was soft against his skin and surprisingly warm. Again, he wondered why someone who had everything in life, could possible want to destroy it all. No one among Elves ever went hungry or without, but the nobles did lead a much richer life than most others did and the Swiftfishers were the most influential family in Braérn. What had driven this man to betray his own kind?
 “Why?” he asked as he turned back to Kanarel.
 The man looked up at him in disgust.
 “Why what?”
 “Why would you betray your own people? What do you have to gain from it?”
 “Everything I have done was for the good of our people,” Kanarel spat at him.
 “How is killing thousands of Elves good for our people?”
 “You should be happy, Death. Do you not gain strength with the number of people you help into the next world?”
 Clenching his jaw, Blaid closed the distance between them and then put his foot on one of Kanarel’s burn wounds. The man screamed in pain.
 “The affairs of Primes are of no concern to you,” he hissed. “Every Elf is precious and life must be preserved at all cost.”
 “Ha, that is rich coming from you. I know about the Elves you have already killed.”
 Blaid hesitated only for a moment; there was no way Kanarel could already know about the carnage he had left behind at Stoneloft.
 “The Elves I killed were all working for you, were they not? They were traitors just like you.”
“Traitors? We are working for the advancement of the Elven race. And it was you, who put me in power. Last year you killed my predecessor during the time that our princess,” he spat the word, “was visiting Braérn. Had it not been for you, I might even now be married to her and I could have been Lord Regent of Grildor without the war.”
 Blaid blinked a few times, trying to understand what Kanarel was saying. He remembered the Elf in Braérn, but he had not killed him. He had reeked of Vampyre, but when he had tried to question him about it, the man had taken his own life. The thing that puzzled him though, was that Kanarel honestly thought that Maia would have married him. Even if she had, that would not have made Kanarel Lord Regent.
 “You want to rule?” he asked dryly.
 “I want change. For all of us. Elves have stagnated into this old-fashioned rut of a life. We are still doing things the way they were done ten thousand years ago. We have no currency, no industry, no machinery. Other planets are so much more advanced than we are and we are being left behind.”
 Kanarel’s voice was dripping with disdain and Blaid looked down at him with disgust.
 “So why involve the Vampyres?” Blaid asked.
 “Because they can give me what I want and I have exactly what they need.”
 “What do you want?”
 “Power. Power to change our world for the better. Don’t you see? Elveron is going to die unless we bring ourselves out of this old way of life and bring in something new. We need to take this planet to a new level, advance ourselves and become the great people we deserve to be.” Kanarel spoke with fervour.
 “And you think by letting the Vampyres devour half our people you will achieve that?”
 “Bah,” Kanarel spat, “they are a means to an end. They will see me into power and in return, we will provide them with food, clothing and all the raw materials they need. It is a simple business transaction. If they eat a few people in the process, then so be it.”
 Blaid thought he could not hate a person more than he hated Kanarel right at that moment. Every man had different ambitions, that he understood, but Kanarel’s twisted plans for the future and his nonchalance towards the costs involved of achieving them, was more than Blaid could take.
 “You know you are not leaving here alive,” he hissed at him.
 “It matters little,” Kanarel said. “There are others who will take my place. There are more that hunger for advancement than you might imagine.”
 “You mean the ones in the stronghold? They are already dead.”
 Blaid saw Kanarel’s eyes widen in shock for a brief moment, but then he was calm again.
 “They were but a few. Once the Vampyres overpower Lord Longshadow’s armies, the others will come into power.”
 Kneeling next to Kanarel, Blaid squeezed his hand over the deep bite mark on Kanarel’s shoulder. The man hissed in pain.
 “And when will that happen? When is the Vampyre army supposed to come through?”
 When Kanarel did not answer, Blaid squeezed harder, blood now dripping between his fingers.
 “You are too late, Death,” he whispered and Blaid leant in closer to hear him. “It has already begun. There is nothing you can do to stop it now.”
 The moment Kanarel had finished speaking he head butted Blaid, splitting his forehead. Blaid reeled from the shock and felt his warm blood trickle down over his left eye. While he was trying to recover, Kanarel freed himself from the branches of the tree and raced over to his weapons. Blaid stood, wiping the blood out of his eye and then crouched into a defensive position. Air, Fire, and Earth, plus the ability to communicate with animals; Kanarel was truly a foe to be reckoned with.
 “Good bye, Death,” Kanarel said as he grabbed his pack and the air began to shimmer in front of him.
 After everything he had learned from Kanarel, Blaid could not let him get away. The man had to die, Elf or not, and the time for that was now. He thought about all the Elves that had already died, about the ones that were about to die and the ones that had betrayed their own kind to make it all happen. Suddenly a fire raged within him that burned stronger than the sun. His body began to quiver and although the feeling felt like it lasted for hours, he changed into the wolf within but a fraction of a moment and then launched himself at the spot where Kanarel’s air was still shimmering.
Caught up in Kanarel’s Air magic he was not able to see himself and he was guided by pure instinct. In mid jump, he made a small correction and when he eventually sank his teeth into flesh, it was on Kanarel’s throat. He felt the hot, sweet blood flow between his teeth and felt the wind from Kanarel’s lungs rush past his face. Biting down harder, he held on while Kanarel struggled. Weaker and weaker the struggles became until eventually the man hung limp between his teeth. Disgusted by the taste of Elf in his mouth he let go and Kanarel’s body flopped lifelessly to the ground.
 Kanarel’s magic had died with him and they were now both visible again, sprawled amid Kanarel’s campsite. Blaid changed back and searched for Kanarel’s water canteen to wash out his mouth. Then he looked for the cloak, but it had torn when he had changed into the wolf. Naked, he proceeded to drag Kanarel out of the open and under some brush. The wolves would find him, or the ravens; it was more than he deserved.
 He grabbed Kanarel’s pack and slung it across his shoulder. He picked up the sword and the knife and then headed back towards his own camp. He needed to hurry now. If what Kanarel had said was true, then the war had already begun. He hoped he was wrong. Even with shadow travelling, it would take him two to three days to get to Shadow Hall and that was with minimal rest.
 He reached his camp and found his clothes where he had stashed them beside the cliffs. Quickly he changed, then repacked the bags so he would only have to carry one and then attached the extra weapons to the back of it. He hated to have to carry them while he was shadow travelling, but he needed them to trade with.
 He erased all signs from the land that he had been there and then channelled his energy. He pictured the road ahead; the Trade Route was well marked here and he had travelled it before. He was still tired from the fight and he had not eaten, but he should still be able to reach the harbour within an hour or so. Everything now depended on him getting to Shadow Hall as soon as possible; he had to warn Lord Longshadow.
 I hope I am not too late, he thought as his form dissolved into shadow.
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 She woke slowly; every fibre of her body hurt and there was a pain in her heart that, for a moment, she could not explain. Then tears flooded her eyes as she remembered Riker’s broken, dead body lying in her arms. Angrily she wiped the tears away. Kanarel would pay for what he had done.
 As she looked around she noticed that she was lying under a make-shift shelter and only a little sunlight was filtering through the opening. She moaned as she sat up and immediately the flap of the opening was drawn back and Rothea’s head appeared.
 “Good morning, My Lady,” she smiled at her. “It is good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”
 “Sore,” Maia answered tiredly. “But I will be all right. Was I asleep for long?”
 “Only a little longer than us,” Rothea replied. “But I think we might all have slept for about a day or so. Midnight had to watch over us.”
 “How is he?” Maia asked as she climbed out of the opening.
 Rothea did not need to answer. Midnight lay alert in front of her make-shift shelter, watching her emerge. She immediately went to him and leant against his muzzle. The emotions that passed between them were complicated, yet simple at the same time.
 “Ah, our princess arises,” Jaik said behind her, Wolf at his heels.
 Maia turned and he took her in his arms.
 “I am sorry I had to put you all through this. Thank you,” she said to him, absently scratching Wolf behind his ear. “How is everyone?”
 “They are all rested now and none have suffered lasting damage. Even the horses are back on their feet, but we have taken them over the hill to graze as they are still wary of Midnight. He has not left your side and I dare say he looked after all of us while we were resting.”
 “How so?” Maia asked as she gratefully took a cup of tea Rothea brought her.
 “There were some wolves around during the night and even the horses had enough sense to stay close to Midnight. Once the sun came up the horses then drifted away and Midnight spread his wings over us so that we might not burn. We all woke around noon and then erected the shelter around you. We have sent a message to Father to let him know what happened and that we will return home as soon as you awake. Are you all right to travel now, or would you prefer to wait till the morning?”
 Maia considered the sun for a moment; it was already mid afternoon and they probably only had another three or four hours of travel time, but she wanted to leave this place. She glanced over to where she could still see the fallen dragon and she shuddered. Of Riker, she saw nothing and she assumed that Jaik had probably sent his body back to Shadow Hall with one of his men. She did not want to think about it.
 “I think it best that we be on our way immediately.”
 Jaik seemed to know what she was thinking and held her tight for a moment longer.
 “All right, I will gather my men.”
 Quickly Maia and Rothea packed up the make-shift shelter and then extinguished the fire which Rothea had used to make the tea. Midnight walked away a distance and then flapped his wings experimentally a few times and then took to the air. Maia felt his joy as he soared into the sky and she was glad that they had been able to mend his wings.
 Soon the men came with the horses and they all mounted. The horses were still skittish around the dead dragon, but Maia also felt defiance from them. Having been linked to Midnight, he might have shared with them his victory over the white one and, as Fire snorted loudly as they rode past, she knew it was so.
 They made camp in a small wood that night and were on their way again as soon as the sun crested the eastern horizon. Maia was in a hurry to get home and everyone felt the same. They rested only when the horses needed to drink and another day later they rode over the Grazing Grounds to the stables.
Maia was desperate for a shower; her clothes were soiled with Riker’s and Midnight’s blood and, although she had tried to wash most of it out, her skin and hair were covered in it as well. She imagined she was quite a sight and she could even smell herself. The others did not look or smell any better. It had been a terrible few days and she was glad to be home.
 Once they had packed away their tack and stabled their horses, they took The Ascent, the path that led to the city. It wasn’t long before the news spread that they were back and Maia was not surprised to see Silas hurry up the steps to meet them as they stepped onto Loft Run, the highest of the three main aerial walkways of their city.
 “I am glad that you made it back so soon,” he greeted them and gave Maia a brief hug.
 “We left as soon as we could,” Jaik replied.
 “I am afraid I have dire news,” Silas continued. “Once you have refreshed yourselves please meet us at the Hall of the Guardians as soon as you can.”
 “Yes, Silas,” Maia and Jaik replied.
 Silas turned and hurried down the steps before them. They followed at a somewhat slower pace and Jaik ordered his men to go home and rest, except for Archer, who was to report to the Hall of the Guardians with them.
 “I wonder what is happening,” Maia said as they stepped into their home; she did not think she could handle any more bad news.
 “I am sure we will find out soon enough, but it does not sound good,” Jaik replied.
 Half an hour later they were all ready to go. It was almost dark by the time they crossed the Gathering Grounds and all around the city lanterns were being lit. Even in their hurry, Maia did not fail to notice the beauty of their city. This was what they were fighting for; this was what they were protecting.
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 They entered their father’s study and found some Commanders and Silas already assembled. Even the Commanders from Thala Yll were present and Maia wondered if their dragons were currently roosting on The Crags. A quick mental link with Midnight confirmed that The Crags were crowded with Battle Dragons, all in full armour; they must have just arrived.
 “Good,” her father said, “now that every one is present, we can continue.”
 Quickly Jaik and Maia took their seats while Archer and Rothea took their places by the door.
 “Most of the armies have now arrived and are assembled around Greystone,” her father said. “Unfortunate news has reached us from Tarron Heights. Vampyres have been spotted in their area and Lord Tallson has withdrawn some of his men to return home to protect their city. At first, we thought this to be an isolated incident, but this morning we received another message that Dragonfort was under attack. At noon, a bird arrived carrying news that Rathaés was besieged by a large force of Vampyres.”
 Maia gasped and looked towards Silas, who simply nodded to her.
 “We have been in discussions all afternoon and we are now of the opinion that the Vampyres had planned to draw our armies away from the cities, so that they might attack the cities. We are unsure of their numbers and around which cities they have stationed themselves, but we assume that all cities within Grildor are in danger. Most Lords have requested their Commanders to return with their army to protect their cities, but that would leave Greystone undefended should a Vampyre army still come through the Gate.”
 A murmur went through the assembled people. The topic of sending the warriors home was obviously a difficult subject.
 “As we have solid information, gathered by my daughter, that there is, indeed, an army assembling at the Gate, we simply cannot take the risk of withdrawing our armies from there. But that leaves us with the problem of defending our cities. The Lords are anxious and are awaiting a decision.”
 “We are prepared to leave our Legion at Greystone, but would like to withdraw our Guard and at least half of our Regiment to return to Thala Yll,” Commander Arkenbay said.
 “Thank you, Commander Arkenbay,” her father replied. “How many Battle Dragons would that leave us with?”
 “We would provide you with at least one hundred dragon mounted Regiment. Some of the Legion is horse mounted, but most are on foot.”
 “Horses we can provide,” Jagaer replied and he nodded to Silas to make a note before he continued. “I believe this to be a fair plan of action. If everyone agrees, then we will send birds immediately to everyone to make the necessary arrangements.”
 Maia got the feeling that they had been discussing this for some time already and this had come out on top as the most practical plan of action. She saw men nod all around her.
 “But if the cities are already under attack, then will the warriors get there in time if they leave now?” Commander Ridgewell asked.
 “We do not know, Rowlean,” Jagaer said, “but they have to try. Rathaés is well fortified and they can probably last the siege until their reinforcements get there. Tarron Heights also has good defences and their warriors are already on their way. The other cities, well, we can only hope that we are not too late.”
 “Father,” Jaik asked, “will we be doing the same here at Shadow Hall?”
 “Yes, I want the Guard to remain here, as well as Maia and Midnight. The entire Night Watch and the Sentinels will remain here, but we will keep the Legion and most of the Regiment at the Gate. Most of them are already there and the rest will leave in the morning. Commander Ridgewell already has his orders.”
 A shudder ran down Maia’s back and she suddenly had a vision of cities overrun and people lying dead in the streets. The Vampyres were attacking on multiple fronts and there was nothing she could do about it.
 “I agree,” Jaik said, “it seems like our best option at the moment. I hate to be dividing our forces like this, but there is nothing to be done about it.”
“Aye,” someone else agreed and then the call was taken up by everyone assembled.
 “Silas, I trust you to get these messages out with all urgency,” Jagaer said to Silas, then turned back towards the men. “Commander Arkenbay, Commander Hollowdale, I wish you speed on your return and hope that your city is safe. Please let us know the situation as soon as you arrive.”
 “Yes, My Lord,” Rowlean and Evandeor replied in unison.
 “We will not detain you any longer then. Fly true and may the Mother be with you.”
 Jagaer dismissed them and the men rose and left. Now present in the room were only the Commanders of Shadow Hall and Jagaer continued to give his orders. The city was now on high alert and her father was leaving nothing to chance.
 Maia’s head reeled; Riker dead, almost losing Midnight, her nation under attack. It was too much. By the end of the meeting she was shaking and so weak she could barely stand. Rothea escorted her home and put her to bed. Wolf came to lie on her bed and she stroked him absently as she drifted off to sleep.
  
 In the morning, though, things did not look any better. She felt a little stronger, not so tired, but the ache within her was a constant reminder of her loss. There was a piece of her heart which had belonged to Riker and it was dead now.
 With a heavy heart, she donned her black leathers, buckled her boots, and strapped on her hunting knife. Somehow, she felt stronger in her riding gear than if she had worn a dress. The burial would be held out by the Burial Grounds, a sacred place about half a mile into the forest up the slope of Shadow Peak. It was where they had buried their dead for millennia.
 It was a sombre procession that wound its way through the forest that morning. Her father was in the lead, which bespoke the respect he had for the men to be buried. Riker, carried by four men, was directly behind him. Then followed the two men that had been assigned to escort Kanarel. These were also carried by four men each. The rest of the city walked behind. Most of the people were singing, but Maia could not find the words; her throat was thick and tears were threatening her eyes. She barely noticed where she was going and she stumbled often. Jaik and Rothea were by her side, guiding her along.
 The Burial Grounds were a wondrous place, full of flowers and colour. They did not make use of grave stones or such items, but each time a person was buried, a tree or flower would be planted over the place where the person had been laid to rest. It looked more like a beautifully maintained garden, than a place where one could feel such sorrow.
 Maia had been asked to choose a plant for Riker; his parents had been aware of his feelings for her and it was an honour that they had elected her to make that decision. She had agonised over the decision for a while, but then Midnight had reminded her that Riker was Calm-Blue-Waters and the choice had been simple.
 The procession split into three and each man was lowered into the ground in the place that had been chosen for them. Every person present took part in covering the bodies with soil; always singing; and when the time came, Maia stepped forward and knelt to plant the seeds of eleven Lumina above the heap that was now Riker’s grave. As the crowd fell silent, Maia started to sing. It was hesitant at first, but as the tears started to flow freely, her voice became stronger. It was a song full of mourning, but also full of love and life.
 Soon the first green shoots started to break the ground before her and she closed her eyes, concentrating on the plants before her. The shoots grew taller and the stems thickened. Then, with the final notes of her song, the buds opened to reveal the beautiful, lily-shaped, white flower that she knew would glow a calm blue during the night.
 It was difficult for Maia to leave the grave and it was her brother who eventually took her in his arms and walked her back to the city, with Wolf’s mournful howl echoing through the forest.
“I am so sorry, Maia,” he said gently. “He was a good man.”
 “Yes, he was,” she said, “and he deserved better than to die at the hand of a traitor.”
 Angrily she wiped the last of the tears from her eyes; there was a lot to do and she had to distract herself.
 There was a rush to get the city’s defences reinforced, which left little time for mourning and Maia spent the next two days working relentlessly beside her people to get everything ready. Most of the preparations had already been made, but in light of a direct attack on Shadow Hall, new precautions had to be taken. Maia was suddenly painfully aware of how vulnerable to fire their city was as she assisted in placing buckets in strategic places around the city; she almost wished they had a mountain stronghold like Stoneloft or Tarron Heights.
 At one point, she found herself working alongside Aaron and she found his quiet company strangely comforting. He was aware of what had happened to Riker and although they had been rivals, Aaron treated the matter with a measure of respect and sadness that startled Maia. Aaron had turned into a strong, yet sensitive and sensible man and she was glad she could call him her friend. They sat for hours around the fire that evening discussing their present situation and his confidence in her abilities helped her over the worst of Riker’s death.
 On the third day since their return Maia met up with Silas. She had only seen him briefly during the burial, but had then been so busy with keeping herself distracted, that she had not been to see him since. His cave; always warmly lit by lanterns and candles, had always given her comfort and she now longed for his reassuring presence.
 “Matters of the heart are always the most difficult to deal with, Maia,” he said as they sat around his fire.
 She sipped her tea and nodded. Silas had known how she had felt about Riker, even before she had realised it herself. She was now sorry that she had never told Riker the truth. But maybe he had died happier believing that Maia might have been his one day. She just wished she would have not ordered Riker to capture Kanarel and then he might have lived. Or, if she had been strong enough, maybe she might have been able to repair his injuries and restore life to him.
 “Do not blame yourself,” Silas continued as if reading her thoughts. “It will not help bring him back. There was nothing anyone could have done for him. You are meant to create and heal life, not bring that which is already dead back to life. It is not meant to be.”
 “I know, Silas, but I almost feel that I could do it, if only I was strong enough.”
 “It has never been done, Maia. It is not possible.”
 With a single tear rolling down her cheek she finished her tea and then put her cup on the bench beside her.
 “Everything is a mess,” she finally said. “I thought the information I brought back from Naylera would be enough to win us the war, but now we know that it was only a small part of their plan. How have they managed to bring through so many of their warriors?”
 “You said they used invisibility.”
 “Yes, I believe that to be true and for someone who can manipulate Air it would be a simple matter to smuggle in a person here and there. But we are talking about whole armies. How did they do it? I was not even aware that the Vampyres possessed magic.”
 “They do not. They have their speed and their strength, but they are not magic users. It was Elves that helped them with this.”
 “It is a thought too horrible to contemplate, Silas. Why would our own people turn against us?”
 “I can only assume, Maia, but I believe that most of them were forced. Only a few, like Kanarel, have their own agendas, whatever they might be.”
 “I wish he had not escaped,” she said sullenly.
 “I am sure justice will find him in the end.”
“I hope you are right. He deserves death.”
 As she said it a shiver went through her and a brief vision of Kanarel lying on the ground, burnt and bleeding, came to her. It was so brief she wondered if she had only imagined it, but somehow it felt too real. Unbidden, the image of Blaid’s face came to her mind and she suddenly felt utterly lonely. How were they ever supposed to overcome these odds?
 “Maia, are you all right?”
 “Yes, yes, I’m fine,” she mumbled, but Silas was not fooled.
 “Talk to me, Maia. What is it?”
 She was silent for a moment then. Silas knew more about the things that had happened between her and Blaid than anyone else, yet he was also against it and she felt that she could not talk to him about it. But he was her mentor and she had no-one else to share this burden with. She needed to tell someone.
 “I miss him, Silas.”
 Silas’ forehead wrinkled for a moment as he thought about her statement. She realised that they had been speaking about Riker and then Kanarel and maybe she should have been clearer. But maybe it was better if Silas thought she was talking about Riker; maybe taking about Blaid had not been such a good idea after all.
 “Maia,” Silas said and took her hand in his, “you know it can never be. We have been over this. The law forbids it and the people would never allow it. And even if there were a way, you know it could only end in death. That is the way. There can be no happy ending.”
 Silas pulled her close and she sobbed quietly into his shoulder. He held her for a long time until her tears finally dried up. She knew the law. She had read the scripts. And she knew how her parents felt about the matter, even though Silas had explained to them that it had been because of the magic and not of Maia’s free will.
 She stayed with Silas until long into the night and, when she went home, she took with her the scripture that contained the writings of the Elders about the story of the Life and Death Elementals that had killed each other. She read it seven times; by candle light so as not to wake Rothea; and the more she read the clearer the story became.
 Life and Death; no names were mentioned in the story; had come together to save their people from an evil that had arisen to eradicate them. For many Moons, they had battled that evil and, in the end, they had defeated it. During those Moons Life and Death had become close and they had consummated their love in the sacred forest. The people had learned of this and had persecuted them, driving them away from the sacred forest. It was then told that once Life and Death had left the sacred forest, their true natures had taken over and, in a rage, they had killed each other, destroying the land around them in the process. It had taken that nation over a hundred years to recover from that destruction.
 Maia now believed that they simply were not able to live without each other and, instead of living apart, they had chosen to die together. She was unsure if the destruction of the land had simply been the effect of the death of two Primes or if they had chosen that destruction to punish the people. But she was sure that they had not killed each other out of hate, but out of love.
 She finally put the scripture away and put her head on her pillow. Understanding the story gave her peace in her head, but no peace in her heart. How would she ever be able to make her people understand something that was so fundamentally different from what they believed? For millennia, the people of Elveron had lived by this law; who was she to change it now?
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 “Lord Hazelwatch has sent word,” Jaik told her in the morning. “The Vampyres have attacked all the outlying settlements of Thala Yll and killed anyone who stood in their way. They have been battling them for two days now and are holding them off from the city, but he says there are at least a thousand of them and their Werewolves. They are struggling and are being pushed closer and closer to the city.”
 “Is there nothing we can do to help them?” Maia asked.
 “Father is considering all options, but even if we were to send a Regiment, it would take them at least five days to get there. It could all be over by then.”
 “Midnight could get there within a day,” Rothea said.
 “What? No, Maia will not be going there alone. Besides, we could be attacked here at any moment.” Jaik looked horrified at Rothea’s suggestion.
 “I don’t think it is such a bad idea,” Maia said. “We have no confirmed sightings of any Vampyres in our area yet and I can’t just sit here knowing that the people of Thala Yll are dying. I have to do something.”
 “No, you cannot go. You are needed here. And what would you alone be able to do against a thousand Vampyres and their hounds?”
 Jaik looked smug as he said it, but Maia countered him.
 “I would not be alone, Jaik. I have Midnight and I would have the force of Thala Yll’s warriors and their dragons behind me. And I do not need to go alone. Rothea can accompany me.”
 “This is crazy, Maia. I will not allow you to go.”
 “I think I should try. They are my people too.”
 “Father will never allow it,” Jaik grumbled.
 “Why don’t you speak to him for me? It is a good plan and Father cannot help them any other way. They have come to our aid when we needed them. Now they need us and we cannot desert them.”
 “Maia.”
 “Please, Jaik, speak to Father.”
 “All right, but he will not be happy and I doubt he will approve.”
 Maia watched as Jaik took his sword from the hook by the door and then left the house. She listened as he took the steps down to the Gathering Grounds.
 “Let us pack quickly,” Maia said to Rothea the moment she could not hear his footsteps any more.
 “My Lady?”
 “My father will never allow me to leave. We need to get out of here before Jaik gets back. Pack lightly, only what you need to fight in.”
 Together they ran up the stairs and quickly donned their leathers. It was easier to wear their armour than to carry it, so when they eventually stepped out of the house, they were dressed for battle, with their weapons slung over their backs.
 They took the few steps up to Lofty Run and then ran along it all around the city to The Crags. They were less likely to be seen this high up in the city and, although it took them a little longer, they made it there unnoticed.
 Midnight already waited for them on the small clearing close to The Crags and he graciously allowed Rothea to fly with him in light of the urgency of the situation. Maia felt Midnight’s excitement; he was a dragon after all and loved to fight; and she felt her own excitement grow. Finally, she was doing something that would help her people.
 With a few powerful strokes of his mighty wings Midnight rose into the air and then angled north over the forest. No-one in the city saw them leave and no-one could stop them now. Maia savoured the wind in her face and, after a while, even Rothea lightened her death-grip on Maia’s waist and seemed to be enjoying the flight.
 It was over two hundred miles to Thala Yll, but at top speed Midnight could reach it in under an hour. Unfortunately, it was impossible for him to fly that fast with people on his back, so it was almost noon by the time they reached the outskirts of Thala Yll. From the dragon’s back they could clearly see the burnt homesteads. The fields were empty of livestock and Maia wondered if the people of Thala Yll had managed to drive them to the city or if they had been eaten by the Vampyre army. She shuddered and asked Midnight to angle east and make for the city.
Soon they noticed a dark smudge stretched along the fields before them and, as they flew closer they realised it was the approaching army. It was difficult to tell how many there were, but Maia estimated there to be at least five hundred. They were marching unopposed towards the city and she wondered why no-one was fighting them. Then Midnight noticed something further in the distance and he let her know that the main battle was raging a few miles ahead of them; below them were just the reinforcements.
 Quickly they covered the last few miles and as they flew over the battle below, some of the Battle Dragons bugled their welcome. Immediately Commander Hollowdale rose into the air and then signalled for Maia to follow him. They set down their dragons about a mile from the battle.
 “Lady Maia, we did not expect to see you here.”
 “We have come to help Evandeor. Rothea will stay with you and fight on the ground. I will help you from the air. There is another group of about five hundred on their way here now. They are about five miles behind us. Can you hold this group a while longer while I see to the reinforcements, or do you want help here first?”
 “There are only about three hundred of us still fighting and they are at their strength’s end. They could do with some encouragement.”
 “Then I will help you here first. We have about half an hour before the others get here.”
 Commander Hollowdale nodded and together they rose back into the air. On the front line, Maia dropped Rothea off to fight alongside the men on the ground. They all cheered as Maia flew over them and she saw them attack with renewed strength.
 She tried not to look too closely at the carnage below her, but even so she was aware of the stench of death all around. Her stomach roiled, but Midnight sent her images of revenge for Riker’s death and she was suddenly ready. Drawing her bow, Midnight swooped low over the fighting crowd. She shot five Vampyres on their first swoop. She was sorry Midnight could not use his fire here, now that they had learned how to use it properly without incinerating Maia, as there were simply too many Elves mixed in with the Vampyres. It was a mess below and Maia had to aim very carefully not to hit her own people. All around her dragons flew with their own archers on their backs and the dragons clacked and bugled, adding to the deafening sounds of battle.
 Soon she was out of arrows and she wished she had taken a second quiver. Out of other options, they went back to using the techniques they had learned for the first war. Midnight swooped low, grabbed a Vampyre or Werewolf or two, crushed them with his talons and then dropped them from a height. They were decimating their numbers, but painfully slowly while their own people were still dying.
 Thinking quickly, she waved to Evandeor, who came to fly beside her.
 “Ask your men to retreat,” she shouted across to him. “Ask them to run as fast as they can. I cannot get Midnight to burn the Vampyres with your warriors in the way.”
 Evandeor nodded and left to give his orders. It took a little while to get the orders passed to everyone but, once it was done, Maia was glad to see that Evandeor had understood her correctly. All at once his warriors suddenly retreated, leaving the Vampyres and Werewolves baffled for a moment. It was a brief window of opportunity and Maia didn’t waste a second. Immediately she asked Midnight to fly over them as low as he could and spray them with fire. They had learned that they were hardy creatures and did not burn easily. The flames had to be hot enough to make the Vampyres and Werewolves burst up in flame, but now they knew how.
 As soon as Midnight was ready, Maia channelled the air around her and covered herself in a fireproof cocoon. She could still see the dragon fire wash over her, but she did not feel it. Unfortunately, the cocoon of air did not protect her from sound and she was only too aware of the screeching and howling of the creatures below her. She did not want to look and asked Midnight for another turn before the Vampyres could catch up with the fleeing Elves. Again, Midnight sprayed his fire, using his full force, like he had on Shard. Maia knew Midnight’s fire could melt metal if it was in contact with it long enough. So, by the time they rose back into the air after the second pass she was not surprised to see two strips of seared earth, dotted with burning and smouldering remains of what once were Vampyres and Werewolves.
With the Vampyre horde now drastically reduced, the Elves turned to fight again. Evandeor signalled to Maia that they could handle this now and she turned to take care of the other five hundred who were approaching fast. Maia felt Midnight’s glee as he realised that he did not need to worry about Elves this time and he relished the opportunity to unleash his worst upon their enemy. Clinging to Midnight’s back in her bubble of air she tried to shut out the screams from below. Midnight did not need her now; he knew what he was doing and he was good at it. She did not count how many passes it had taken Midnight to eradicate them all, but soon they were flying back towards the city, with only charred earth behind them.
 The fighting was still going on, but it was sporadic; pockets of defiance from the Vampyres, who were now defending themselves and not attacking any more. Midnight landed just behind the fighting and, drawing her Twin Blades, Maia joined the melee. She took no pleasure in the fighting and her stomach heaved with every one she killed, but the thought of the Elves who had already lost their lives fuelled her on. She had trained for this and she had become better, stronger, and faster. Vaguely she was aware of Midnight snatching up Werewolves as they ran past him; he never ate them, but only chewed them up, then spat them out.
 It was the middle of the afternoon when the fighting stopped. Everyone was bloody, dirty, and sweaty, but in good spirits. Rothea came to find Maia and together they went to speak to the people to see who was injured. Maia spent another hour or so healing those that needed attention and then they went to see Lord Hazelwatch.
 “My Lady, we cannot thank you enough for your assistance.”
 “I did promise your people that I would do everything in my power to keep them safe. Will you be able to deal with whatever stragglers there might still be out there?”
 “Yes, I believe so. We lost fewer people than we would have if you had not come to our aid. I believe there were some skirmishes on the other side of the city, but we believe that they were meant to mislead us and that there is no other large force of Vampyres around.”
 “I will fly over the city and its surroundings before we leave just to make sure. Would you mind if we cleaned up before we left?”
 “Thank you, My Lady. And, of course. I will get Thala House to prepare a bath for you immediately. And I insist that you dine with us before you leave. You must surely be as exhausted as we are. Is there anything we might do for your dragon?”
 “Thank you Lord Hazelwatch, but I believe Commander Hollowdale has already taken care of him. He has gone to the roost with the other dragons.”
 Lord Hazelwatch bowed to her and then led her personally to Thala House before seeing to his own needs. Exhausted Maia sank into her bath, with Rothea climbing into the tub next to hers. A Server came and took their garments away to be cleaned. When they had washed, they donned the clothes the Server had left for them and went down the stairs to the dining hall. Being there reminded Maia of the evening she had spent there with Riker, but she pushed the thought down. They were served some wine and fruit juice while they waited for Lord Hazelwatch. When he came, he was accompanied by Commander Arkenbay and Commander Hollowdale and together they sat down for their meal.
 “It was fortunate you arrived when you did,” Elandor Arkenbay said. “We were about to be overrun, with no further backup close to the city.”
 “I am just glad we could help,” Maia replied. “We noticed that all your fields were empty. Did you manage to save your livestock?”
 “We saved some. They are within the stockades in the city. But a lot of them were lost to the Vampyres. They have been feeding on them.”
 “I am sorry to hear it.”
 “We have enough to see us through the next winter. Most of our breeding stock is kept close to the city all year round, so those were all saved. By spring we will have a whole new generation of animals on our fields,” Lord Hazelwatch cut in.
Maia smiled. “Let me know if I can help when the time comes. I would love to assist bringing new life into this world.”
 “Your help, as always, is more than welcome, My Lady. I think the people would love to have you with us during calving season.”
 Their food arrived then and they ate in silence for a while. Maia was anxious to return home, but she did not want to spurn their hospitality.
 “Princess Maia,” Commander Arkenbay finally asked, “how are things at Greystone? Has there been any movement?”
 “Nothing yet, for which we are grateful. Tarron Heights seems to be able to hold their own at the moment, but we have had no news from Dragonfort or any of the other cities.”
 “We will clean things up here and, if all remains calm, I will consider sending some of my Regiment back to you. Lord Hazelwatch has agreed that, if they do come through the Gate, you will need all the men you can get.”
 “Thank you, I will inform my father of your decision.”
 It was another hour before they finished their meal and they were able to excuse themselves. It was dark outside, but it would make no difference to Midnight; he could see as well at night, as during the day. Maia let him know they were ready and they met him just outside the city. Some people came out and waved them off, but then they were out of sight and Thala Yll was just a sprinkling of lights below.
 Maia was dreading facing her father after what she had done, but she felt good about what she had done for the people of Thala Yll. It also gave her hope for the future. If they could claim a victory such as this in such a short time, nothing seemed impossible. Midnight’s fire had proven to be a more powerful weapon than they had hoped and in the right circumstances could wipe out an entire squadron in mere minutes. They now had a chance. They now had hope.
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 “I am sorry, Sir, Braérn is overrun by Vampyres. We have sent the clippers over with as many warriors as we could spare. Unless you would like to row, there is no other way to get to the main land.”
 “I understand,” Blaid said. “Thank you for your help.”
 He paced along the empty dock staring across the water. The sea was only forty miles across here and the escarpment of the Grildor-Bron Mountains cast a spectacular background to the vast expanse of water before him. He would probably get wet twice before he reached land if he shadow travelled across. But, if Braérn was indeed overrun by Vampyres, then he needed to get there as fast as he could.
 Quickly he walked back towards the town. He had traded the sword he had acquired at Stoneloft for passage to Arrow. He had planned to trade Kanarel’s hunting knife for passage to Braérn, but in light of the fight to come he decided to keep it. He was also keeping Kanarel’s sword.
 At the nearest food stall in the market he rummaged through Kanarel’s possessions that he had taken and traded a water flask and a flint for some bread and mutton stew. It was not his favourite, but it would provide him with the sustenance required to shadow travel and then go straight into a fight.
 He ate quickly and then repacked his bag. He put his shoes into it and then secured the weapons to it tightly, so that the drop into the water would not dislodge anything. It was fairly heavy, but he thought he would be able to stay afloat with it long enough to make the next jump.
 With the water lapping at his naked feet he concentrated and soon felt himself dissolve. It was not a pleasant feeling, but he had always been good at it; this part of manipulating Air was easy for him, unlike invisibility.
 Within minutes he splashed into cold water of the channel that divided Crook Harbour from Braérn. He was surprised by the strong current and he floundered for a short while, drifting north, before he managed to summon enough energy for the next jump.
 When he sunk beneath the waters the next time, it was within sight of the shore. The current was not as strong here, but he let it carry him north for just a short while so that he would land just outside of Braérn.
 He landed in some shrub about half a mile from the city. Quickly he put on his shoes, tied on his weapons, and then dumped the bag beneath a bush. There was nothing he could do about his wet clothes, but they would eventually dry by themselves. He took off running and he covered the distance in just a few minutes.
 Carefully he approached the outer wall of the city. He could hear noises coming from the main gate that connected to the Trade Route, but it seemed to be quiet within the city itself. Keeping close to the wall, he circled around until he was able to see the road. Braérn was besieged, not overrun. A horde of Vampyres had made camp outside the main gate and, although Blaid could not see it, he knew by the smell of charred wood that they had been trying to breach the gate. There seemed to be a cease fire at the moment and, besides the noises coming from the Vampyre camp, everything was still.
 He walked back the way he had come, looking for a way into the city, but the usual stalls, fishermen’s huts and trading posts had all been cleared along the wall. He walked further and finally reached the shore. Braérn’s walls did not extend into the water; they were built as a feature around the city, not as protection; but the people of Braérn had barricaded this open section with anything they could find that does not burn. Archers were posted here; protecting the rear.
 An arrow whistled past Blaid’s ear and a man shouted a challenge. Blaid stepped away from the wall with his arms held wide open.
 “I am here to help.” He shouted up at the men on top.
 “Who are you?”
 “I am Blaid Elderbow. I have come from Stoneloft. They have also been attacked, but they have managed to defeat their attackers. Let me in and I will see what I can do to help you.”
The men were quiet for a moment, conferring.
 “How do we know you are not a spy? We have already caught two traitors. Be on your way and we will fight our own battles.”
 Blaid considered for a moment explaining to them who he was, but then thought better of it. There was probably not much he could do from within the city and he did not want another incident like what happened at Stoneloft. These people here would probably be served best if he attacked the Vampyres from the outside, diminished their numbers enough to give Braérn a chance to defend itself.
 “As you wish,” he finally said. “May the Mother be with you.”
 He retraced his steps along the wall but, before he had made it half way, he realised that he had been followed. He could smell them approaching even before they came into sight. Quietly he hid behind a shrub and waited for them to get closer. As soon as they had walked past the spot where he was hiding he jumped out and cut their throats in quick succession. They were dead before they could make a sound.
 Blaid checked the sun; it was early afternoon, another four hours till sunset. He could not attack the Vampyres by himself during daylight; there were too many of them. Circling around, he travelled around the back of their camp. It was sprawled a mile in either direction from Braérn’s gate and Blaid estimated there to be at least eight hundred Vampyres. He noticed few Werewolves but, because of their exceptional sense of smell, he would need to deal with them as soon as possible so that they would not alert the Vampyres to his presence.
 He found himself a vantage point on a slight wooded rise. It had some tall trees, but most of them were shrub-like and made for good cover. He had a good view from here and was able to observe the entire camp. It was too far away to hear much of what they were saying, but he did not understand their language anyway. The longer he watched the camp, the more he learned. He knew the Vampyres preferred to be less active during the day and did most of their work and hunting during the dark hours of the night. He believed their eyes to be sensitive to light, which made them poor shots during the day, but no less dangerous. They were probably waiting for nightfall to renew their attack, so Blaid had to come up with a plan fast. Most of them were honing their weapons, repacking arrows into sheaths and reloading the slingshots, while yet others were simply resting or eating. He noticed that all the Werewolves were kept together on the far southern side of the camp; they were not tethered, but there were two Vampyres keeping watch over them.
 Suddenly the hairs on the back of his neck stood erect and he shrunk deeper into the bush he was using for cover. Two Vampyre Scouts emerged out of the trees, conversing softly in their strange tongue. They were completely oblivious to his presence and he dealt with them swiftly and silently. They would probably eventually be missed; same as those two he had killed by the wall; but he hoped it would all be over by then.
 He dragged the two Scouts under some brush and covered them with leaves. The Werewolves would still be able to sniff them out if they were to come this way, but they were well enough hidden from the passing eye.
 Blaid waited as another hour went by. He noticed some activity on the wall above Braérn’s gate; probably a shift change; and then everything went quiet again. He considered his options; eight hundred Vampyres, which was even too much for him to fight alone; but if he could disable some of their siege weapons and take out as many archers as he could, then maybe the people of Braérn would be able to do the rest. He wondered how many men were behind that wall; most cities had sent their armies to Greystone, so there could not be many. He despised the Vampyres for their cowardly behaviour; attacking the cities while the warriors were away. The ones that were left were the elderly and the children and anyone else that was not able to fight. What chance did these people have; even with the few divisions of the Regiment Crook Harbour had managed to send them?
Maia, he thought, I could really use your help.
 As the sun began to set behind the mountain and the land was steeped in twilight, Blaid began his assault. It only took him a few minutes to steal a bow and a few quivers with arrows; the Vampyres did not expect an enemy in their own camp and everything was ripe for the picking. Quickly he made his way to the far southern side of the camp and, with as little noise as possible, took care of the Werewolves and their two Keepers. Four others came to investigate the commotion, but those were dealt with just as effectively before they could alert the rest of the camp.
 As darkness fell, the Vampyres jumped into action and started their attack on the city, firing balls of fire from their sling shots. With the Vampyres’ attention focussed on their target, Blaid began his sabotage. He started by puncturing the barrels of tar the Vampyres were using to dip their slingshot balls into to make them burn and then set the oozing liquid alight. The flowing, burning tar spread quickly and soon some of the slingshots were on fire. By the time he had destroyed four of the barrels, there was chaos in the camp. Often, he had to hide for a while before he could continue his campaign but, with the Werewolves out of the way, he was able to hide from the Vampyres without much difficulty.
 Soon some of the Vampyres’ other equipment started to burn and as often as he could, Blaid added arrows, spears and other weapons to the flames. While the siege on Braérn continued, some Vampyres were now solely busy with trying to get the blazes under control. He defied them at every turn and the ones that got in his way he killed as swiftly as he lit the next fire. He knew the Vampyres did not burn easily, but their weapons did. He did everything he could to destroy as many of the weapons as he could before the Vampyres would eventually catch up with him. He had no doubt that they would; there were simply too many of them to outrun them forever.
 The Vampyres’ camp was now lighting up the night like a sunrise and soon Blaid was fighting more than destroying weapons. He still had the bow slung over his shoulder, but in such close quarters he had to use Kanarel’s sword. He was glad for the weapon; it was of excellent make; but he wished he had his own. The smell of smoke, tar and blood was thick in his nose and breathing was becoming difficult. He noticed that the Vampyres had no such difficulties; they did not need to breathe as much as Elves did. Soon he was coughing and out of breath. He stabbed two more Vampyres and beheaded another before he hid behind a tent that had so far escaped the flames. He tried to catch his breath, but he knew that, if he did not get out of there soon, he would not make it. But he was not done yet. There was still fight left in him. Two more sling shots were still operational and were firing what was left of their ammunition. About a hundred archers were on the front line where he had not been able to get to and they were shooting relentlessly at the figures on the city wall.
 With one last effort Blaid made his way to the slingshot furthest to the left. It was manned by four Vampyres and they put up a good fight as he attacked them. But eventually they were no match for him and he commandeered the sling shot, turning it, loading it, and then aimed for the archers. The first flaming ball smashed into the back row and took out about ten of them. By the time he had loaded and lit the second ball, a group of Vampyres was running towards him. He quickly fired and the line of archers broke up as the ball exploded in their midst. He had just loaded the third ball when the Vampyres reached him. Before he could fire, they attacked and, in the time it took him to defend himself, the remaining archers regrouped and continued their assault on the wall. During the melee, he managed to spring the release of the sling shot and he fired the third ball into the line of archers. He was too busy to see how much damage it had caused as more Vampyres converged on his location.
Outnumbered and overwhelmed, he felt the black rage start to cloud his vision. He could not control it, but today he welcomed it; there were no innocent bystanders that might get hurt. But as his vision went dark, his ears picked up a new sound. A horn was blaring in the distance and then there was the sound of galloping hooves. He struggled to bring himself back under control as he fought of the Vampyres; the Elves had left the safety of the city and were attacking. He had hoped that they would, once the Vampyres were in disarray, but in his current state he was cursing their timing.
 He screamed in rage as his mind became muddled and he desperately shook his head to clear it; he could not bear the deaths of more Elves on his conscience. He had to leave. Now. He was too worked up to shadow travel, so he did the only thing he could; he ran. The Vampyres chased him, but it did not matter. He could deal with them once he was safely away from the warriors that had now reached the Vampyre camp.
 He ran up the low rise he had used as a hideout and, once he reached the trees, he turned to confront the five Vampyres that had given chase. He was calmer now, but the Vampyres knew nothing of it as he killed them ruthlessly, one by one.
 With the dead lying carelessly by his feet, he watched from his vantage point as the warriors of Braérn and Crook Harbour dealt with what was left of the Vampyre army. Blaid did not know how many Vampyres he had killed, but it was clear that the Elves were still outnumbered. With most of their weapons burned, the Vampyres were left somewhat at a disadvantage though and it did not take long for the Elves to overpower them. It was difficult to see among the flames and the smoke how many of the Elves died in the process, but when Blaid finally heard the horn blare again, the fighting had stopped.
 Tiredly he sank down to the ground and leant against a tree. He was so thirsty. After resting for a short while, he searched the Vampyres and took from them their weapons; as many as he could carry; and then walked slowly back to where he had hidden his bag on the shore of Nithril Deep.
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 She sat in the branches of the tree above her house, her feet dangling in the air. Rothea was inside the house, sitting by the window where she could see her. Maia had taken refuge in the tree after she had gone to see her father. Never before had he been this angry with her. Even now his words still rang in her ears.
 “Do you understand the danger you put, not just your own life in, but the lives of Rothea and the people of Shadow Hall as well?” he had shouted, her mother’s hand resting calmly on his shoulder.
 “Yes, Father.”
 “You could have been killed. Is that what you want? Do you want to follow Riker into the next world?”
 She had taken a sharp breath; even Jaik had looked shocked at her father’s outburst.
 “And what if we had needed you here?”
 “Here?” she had asked, now utterly angry. “So, I am allowed to fight here and put my life in danger, but I am not allowed to do it for the people of Thala Yll?”
 Her father had been quiet then for a moment, blood rising to his face and her mother had whispered to him. Jaik, leaning against a post in the room, had tried hard to suppress a smile at his sister’s spirited reply.
 “That is not the point, Maia,” he had finally answered. “You disobeyed a direct order.”
 “I did not receive such an order,” she had answered defiantly. “I left before it could be given.”
 “Maia,” he had said, a dangerous calm now in his voice, “you have changed and I think we all know the cause of it. I do not like what I see and from now on I expect you to report directly to me. We have always given you free rein, but if you treat yourself and others with so little respect, then it is time for me to intervene. You are not to leave Shadow Hall unless ordered to do so while there are Vampyres in our land and while that…that Blaid is still out there. Orders have been given to capture him and kill him if necessary.”
 “What?” she had asked, disbelieving.
 “We received a bird from Stoneloft this morning that he had killed twenty-four Elves. The city had been under attack by Vampyres and he had infiltrated the city and killed our own people.”
 “That cannot be true.”
 “Well it is Maia, and from now on he will be treated as much as an enemy as the Vampyres. You might have been right about Kanarel, but you are wrong about Blaid. He is dangerous. Now, I want you to go home and stay there until you receive orders from me. I will not allow any further disobedience from you.”
 She had been shocked by her father’s words about Blaid, but she did not believe them. There had to be some other explanation for it, she was sure of it. She wished she knew where he was now and she wished she could contact him somehow to warn him about her father’s orders. Why could the people not see that he was helping them? He was a Prime; he should be revered like her. Just because he was Death, did not mean that that was all he stood for.
 It was starting to get dark and the lights of the city came on one by one. She had no intention of sleeping under the same roof as her father tonight and she would stay in this tree until she felt the need to come down. The city was beautiful from her vantage point and, as the night deepened the city lights sparkled like stars in the night sky.
 At some point Rothea left her seat by the window below and then returned with some food, but Maia was not hungry. The dish stood untouched on the windowsill until morning, when Rothea eventually took it away. Rothea had stayed by the window all through the night, for which Maia felt bad, and even now she refused to leave her. Rothea sat by the window all though that day too and she only left once, when it started to get dark, to light a lantern to put in the window. Maia had never had a friend like Rothea before and, although it all had started with Rothea filling in for a Server, the two of them had become real friends. It felt good to have someone who she could be close to without the need to explain everything. Rothea seemed to understand her better than anyone else, besides her brother, and did not judge her for her actions.
Maia knew Rothea enjoyed her new position as Maia’s personal guard but, in light of their most recent excursion, that position might be in doubt. She would have to tread carefully with her father if she did not want Rothea to get reassigned.
 “Maia,” Rothea whispered up to her.
 She looked down and saw Rothea sitting on the windowsill looking up at her. She often called her Maia now, but only when they were alone.
 “A bird arrived from Braérn this morning. The city is under siege by an army of Vampyres. I am sorry I could not find out sooner, it is almost night already.”
 Maia closed her eyes for a moment. It would be so easy to fly there and help them; why did her father not see it? And if the message was already received this morning, then maybe they were already too late. There was nothing her father could do in a hurry; it would take a Regiment at least four days to get there if they did not rest their horses. Desperate, she reached out to Midnight. It was a long shot; Midnight did not serve anyone and the only reason he helped them was because of the bond he had with Maia. To send him away by himself to help people he had no connection with was probably asking too much of him.
 Midnight was out hunting; Maia caught a brief image of him in the mountains with three mountain goats in a heap by his feet. She knew he had probably devoured twice that many of those animals already. Quickly she explained the situation to him. Strangely, Midnight did not so much mind going to help the people, but he had trouble understanding why she could not go with him. She was Bright-Shining-Silver-Star and nothing should be able to stop her. Maia smiled at his sentiment, but then went serious again. Midnight eventually agreed to go without her, grudgingly, and, after finishing his meal of mountain goats, rose into the air above the mountains and flew east. Their bond was strong, but to maintain contact over very long distances took tremendous energy, so she severed the contact as soon as he was out on the plains.
 She watched the rise of the moons and tried to calculate when Midnight would reach Braérn. She hoped he would get there in time. At some point her mother came to the window and asked her to come in, but she refused. She had been in the tree for two days now; although Elves enjoyed sleeping, they needed little of it. She could also go without water or food for another few days if she needed to, but she knew it would be thirst that would eventually get her down. For now, she had no intention of going anywhere; at least not until Midnight returned.
 A short while later she felt a vibration in the tree. She looked down and saw Jaik climbing up towards her.
 “You know sulking will not achieve anything,” he said as he took his seat on the branch beside her.
 “I know,” she replied. “I am just not ready to face him yet.”
 “He is not at home,” Jaik said and draped his arm around her shoulder. “Father is still at the House of the Guardians. Reports have been coming in all afternoon and there seems to be fighting everywhere. He is questioning his decision of keeping the bulk of our forces at Greystone. Things have been difficult for him.”
 “I know,” she sighed. “I heard about Braérn.”
 “Yes, there is little we can do about it, but Father has sent a small detachment to rush to their aid.”
 “I have asked Midnight to assist them.”
 “Midnight? Alone?”
 “I dare not defy Father again. Not because of me, but because of what it would mean for everyone else. But I can also not leave the people of Braérn to their fate when there is something I could have done about it. Midnight has graciously agreed to assist them. He left about two hours ago. He should be there by now.”
 “There is hope then,” her brother said.
 She leant her head against his shoulder and together they sat in the tree and watched the moons cross the night sky. Soon they were hidden by the thick canopy of the trees and were slowly slipping towards the mountains. Maia’s eyes were just closing, safely snuggled into her brother’s arms, when she felt a mental nudge from Midnight.
Immediately she was alert and sat up.
 “What is it?” Jaik asked.
 “Midnight is back,” she replied, then was silent for a while as she waited for Midnight to explain what he had seen. “It was all over by the time Midnight reached Braérn. The Vampyre camp was in flames and all the Vampyres were dead. The city had sustained some damage, but Midnight thinks most of the people are all right. He says he is unsure of what transpired there. The general thoughts of the people are that someone or something from the outside helped them, which lead to their eventual victory.”
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 “There have been six attacks over the past four Quarters,” her father said to the assembled people in the Elder Hall. “Thala Yll, Stoneloft, Braérn, Dragonfort, Rathaés and Tarron Heights.” He listed the cities. “We know that Thala Yll, Stoneloft and Braérn have successfully managed to fight off their attackers, but Tarron Heights is still under siege and we have not heard from Dragonfort and Rathaés.”
 The Elder Hall was packed to capacity and those that could not find a place inside, were crowding on the paths outside. Everyone present, from Elders and Commanders to Potters and Servers, began to whisper anxiously. Her father did not stop them, but waited until everyone had calmed down again.
 “Besides the cities on Crook Island, Alea Yll and Shadow Hall are the only cities that have not been attacked yet. We can only assume why this is so, but at the same time we must also assume that our time is coming. I know everyone has already been doing guard duty day and night, but I must urge you to be even more vigilant. Our Scouts have reported Vampyre tracks a few miles south of here and although it seemed to be a small group of only four or five, we think that they may be gathering for an attack on Shadow Hall.”
 Again, there was commotion in the crowed and their combined worry was weighing heavily on Maia. She found it difficult to breathe and wished she could get out of there.
 “We have also had reports from Greystone that some of the Scouts have not returned and some Wood Cutters and Hunters have gone missing. Commander Willowbay assumes these to be the acts of Vampyres in the area and will be taking a Regiment to investigate further. He also says that there has been some strange activity around the Gate. Although they have not seen anyone come or go, the energy field within the circle was definitely activated several times during the past Quarter.”
 Maia’s skin crawled; she knew what that meant and so did her father. She had explained it to him after she had come back from Naylera. Vampyres were certainly coming through the Gate right under the noses of their own troops.
 “We are now at war,” Jagaer said, raising his voice over the murmurs of the crowed.
 Everyone fell silent.
 “We must expect an attack at any moment and I want everyone to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice. Please make sure you are all aware of your given positions for the defence of the city. Double check all your weapons, equipment, traps, and the water buckets in case of fire. I do not want anything to go wrong when we can least afford it.”
 Her father droned on about the safety of the city and the things that needed to be done to keep it safe, but Maia could listen no longer. She had come out of her tree once Midnight had returned and Jaik had gone to give the news to their father. She had slept in her bed that night, but had been plagued by strange dreams. Jaik had then woken her early in the morning and asked her to attend a meeting at the House of the Guardians with him immediately. The meeting had lasted for hours and everything her father was sharing with the people this afternoon had already been discussed and she already had her orders.
 When she noticed some other people leaving, obviously to see to their tasks immediately, she quickly got up and followed them out, Rothea right behind her. She needed some air and to get away from the anxiety of her people.
 “Maia, wait,” Aaron called behind them as they pushed their way through the crowded door.
 Once he had caught up with them they walked in silence until they were clear of the crowd and then descended the steps of the Elder Gate together.
 “I believe you will be flying patrols from the air,” Aaron said when they were finally alone.
 “Yes,” she replied, trying to keep her disapproval out of her voice. “But with a city such as this there is not much I can do from up there if there is fighting here on the ground. I would be better placed here, where I can protect my people.”
“I admit that I have yet to see my first Vampyre and I know little about how they fight,” Aaron said, “but I do know the people here. They are all strong and great fighters, even the young ones, and we have spent many hours devising the security systems around the city. I personally have designed many of the traps your father has chosen to employ.”
 “Are you not anxious, Aaron?” she asked, startled by his upbeat demeanour.
 “I am, but I have faith. I have seen what your people…our people…can do and I believe in your father’s leadership. He is a great man and a strong leader.”
 “Aye,” Rothea said.
 Maia cast a quick glance sideways at Aaron. He had changed so much since they had come here; she hardly recognised him anymore. She knew he had become quite accomplished with the sword and she had no doubt that he was brave enough to engage a Vampyre in a fight, but Aaron still lacked the speed of the Elves and Vampyres were as fast; if not even a little faster. She was worried that Aaron might be over confident in his abilities and she worried for him. Jasmin would also be right in the middle of the fighting, as she was posted as one of the archers on the outer defences. Luke would be stationed in Silas’ cave, where he would see to any wounded. It would be Silas’ job to collect the wounded from their posts and deliver them to Luke. At least one of her children would be in a relatively safe place.
 “I wish I had your confidence,” she said to him. “Promise me you will look after yourself.”
 “I promise,” he said and took her hand and kissed it.
 Strangely, she didn’t mind. She felt it was done with respect and his promise had been sincere. He let go of her hand immediately afterwards and they carried on walking side by side, Rothea following at a respectful distance.
 She wanted to go to the Galassan’s workshop to collect her things. Midnight’s saddle had already been hoisted into position with the contraption they had built to get it onto his back. All she needed to do was ask Midnight to walk beneath it and, by pulling one lever, the saddle would drop down onto his back. All she then needed to do then was tighten the straps. Her own armour, though, was still at the workshop. Jaik had asked Galassan to make some alterations; extra padding for the chest, more protection for the neck, a broader kidney belt and fine chain mail to go underneath it all. Even her gloves had been fortified with knuckle plates. She appreciated her brother’s concern, but she found the new design a little too bulky for her liking.
 They reached Galassan’s workshop and Aaron waited while Rothea helped her into her new outfit. It fitted well enough and she was surprised to find that, even with the extra padding, she could still move freely.
 “You look breathtakingly beautiful,” Aaron said as she stepped out from behind the screen.
 “It is my battle armour; it is not supposed to be beautiful,” she replied, feeling somewhat taken aback.
 “Then you were born to be a warrior, for I have seen you wear many beautiful things, but never has anything ever looked as perfect on you as this.”
 Maia blushed. How were you supposed to reply to something like that? She wished there was a mirror in the workshop but, if Galassan had one, he kept it hidden. She tried to see her reflection in a shield resting against the wall, but it only showed her a hazy, distorted version of herself and she was unable to see what Aaron could. She cast a glance at Rothea, who nodded as if agreeing with Aaron.
 She had to admit that everything fitted her perfectly and the leather conformed to her body well. It was tough enough to protect her, yet supple enough to allow her free movement. And, as always, Galassan had been creative with his design and generous with his decorations and accessories. Each section of leather had been carved with dragons and scenes of battle. She now also had new straps to hold her bow and extra quivers, her Twin Blades, her sword, her hunting knife and two extra pouches, one on each leg, for throwing knives. It was certainly comfortable and practical and ideal for the purpose for which it was intended. Now all she needed to do was to collect her weapons from home and strap them to herself.
“Well thank you, Aaron,” she finally managed to say. “Now that I am done, where is it that you need to go?”
 “I am to report to my post within the hour. I just thought I would spend some time with you before you took to the air.”
 “All right. I need to collect my weapons. Will you walk with us then?”
 “I would be delighted to,” he replied.
 They stepped onto the Workers Lanes and walked beneath the silver trees of the birch forest. They had just crossed the bridge over the river when suddenly the alarm horns started blaring. They froze for a moment and looked at each other.
 “It is time,” Maia said and put her hand on Aaron’s arm. “May the Mother be with you.”
 “And you.”
 Maia and Rothea took off running, leaving Aaron to find his own post. They sprinted up the steps to her home and into her room to strap her weapons to her outfit. Rothea grabbed her own extra weapons and Maia was still fastening the last buckle as they ran back out the door. They could hear commotion coming from the forest to the south of the city.
 “I am going to get Midnight. See what you can do to help on the ground.”
 Rothea nodded and sprinted away, taking the stairs that connected to The Median. Maia took the fastest route to The Crags, running as fast as she could. She heard Midnight roar in the distance and she knew he was ready. Sprinting up the last steps, she broke from the trees and into the open. Midnight was standing beside the contraption with his saddle, but Maia did not take the time to lower it onto him. He knelt down and she ran up his leg and settled into the crook of his neck. He was airborne immediately and swooping away over the forest.
 Through the trees, she saw people running towards the southern side of the city; towards the water mill. The trees were thick there and she would not be able to help from the air. The Steep, which was the road that led down to the city from the water mill, came from high up a cliff and ran down steep steps and ladders to reach the city. If the Vampyres were attacking from that direction, they would have the advantage of the high ground.
 She asked Midnight to circle the city once to make sure they were not being attacked on multiple fronts.
 Shadow Hall was built within a horseshoe-like formation of one of the lower cliffs of Shadow Peak. It had a wide opening to the east; wide enough to harbour the entire Silver Forest, as well as two of their main roads into the city. She asked Midnight to fly there first. It was the easiest access point to the city, but they had taken precautions and had barricaded the entire section and stationed archers every ten paces. They looked up at her now as she flew overhead.
 Then there was The Ascent, which was the path that led up from the stables. It was a gentle rise from the Grazing Grounds on the other side of the cliff, but it wound its way through thick forest and rocky ridges. It was fairly easy to defend and they had barricaded the road there too, posting archers within the trees. Maia was unable to see through the trees, but Midnight assured her all was quiet there.
 Then there was Hallows Entrance; it was a steep and dangerous path that ran almost parallel to The Steep. One had to pass through a narrow gorge to reach the city from this point and it was probably the most unlikely road the Vampyres would take. They flew over it quickly, but again Midnight confirmed that he sensed no Vampyres below.
 Then, on the northern side of the city, there were five different roads that led from the forest into the city. One of them, Blackwood Drop, led past The Crags. Maia knew there were no Vampyres there now, as she had just come from there. As she circled she saw that The Rise, Hollow Hill, Cedar Path, and Oaken Drift were all clear of any Vampyres.
 Maia was confused; why would the Vampyres only attack through such a narrow entrance as The Steep, even if they had the high ground there. At best, only two would be able to fight alongside each other and anyone daring to come past the second waterfall would be shot by their archers.
They flew over the water mill again. It was one of the few places where she could see the ground, as the area around the mill had been cleared. If there were Vampyres there, they were smart enough to stay out of the open. But Midnight knew they were there and estimated their number to be around twenty. They were raining arrows down on the people who were protecting the bridge.
 “Something is not right,” Maia whispered to herself and asked Midnight to circle again.
 This time they flew a bigger circle around the city, covering more ground over the forest surrounding it and even out into the plain leading towards the mighty oak the river junction. Daylight was fading fast and although her eyesight was good even in the dark, she relied mostly on Midnight’s senses to tell her what was happening below.
 As the sun finally dipped completely behind the mountains, Maia discovered what she had been looking for. Horrified, she urged Midnight to land within the Gathering Grounds; something he had never done before, but there was simply no time.
 The moment he touched the ground, she jumped down and was running. As she had suspected, she found her brother by the bridge that spanned the river that flowed from the water mill. The twenty or so Vampyres up on the ridge had been keeping them busy, but had not been able to inflict any damage.
 “Jaik!” she shouted as she ran towards him. “Jaik!”
 Finally, he heard her and he turned, meeting her in the middle of the bridge.
 “It is a distraction. They have been trying to keep us busy here so we would not notice them coming in from the other side. There are three separate groups of about fifty each, mounted on Werewolves coming our way now. They are moving fast and should reach the city within the next few minutes. Dispatch your men to The Crags, Oaken Drift and The Rise immediately, or those archers there will be overrun.”
 Jaik did not waste a moment; he knew his sister’s information to be accurate. He bellowed his orders and immediately every Guard was running. Commander Ridgewell kept a small detachment of five archers with the ones protecting the bridge, but the rest he withdrew, ordering them across the city immediately.
 “I am going to The Crags,” Maia said before she left her brother. “There is some open ground and maybe Midnight will be able to help.”
 Before Jaik could answer she was on her way. Midnight was still where she had left him, but he was facing towards The Crags and there were thick plumes of smoke rising from his nostrils; she knew he was rearing to go and only waiting for her.
 She ran up his leg and before she had even settled, he was in the air. It took him only a few strokes of his wings to see them over the city and to The Crags. Maia could now hear the baying of the Werewolves as they ran towards the city. The sound was strange to her ears; a mixture between wolf and something else, something that sounded somewhat like a person howling. It gave her goosebumps.
 Midnight reluctantly dropped her off in the clearing.
 “I am more help on the ground, than up on The Crags.” She said as he took off.
 Her father would be mad, but she did not want to hide from the Vampyres; she wanted to help her people. She watched as Midnight took position on top of The Crags. Anyone taking the path that wound around The Crags would get incinerated from the top.
 Quickly she sought out the archers stationed along Blackwood Drop and asked them to fall back to Stony Lane. Together they raced back towards the city and almost ran into the men Jaik had assigned to this area.
 “Midnight is on The Crags. Do not use the path. He will burn any that might come that way. Hold your ground here and all along this ridge,” she said. “Do not let them enter the city.”
 Stony Lane was a short, narrow lane that led to Blackwood Drop, which wound around The Crags. On either side of Stony Lane was a low, but stony ridge. It was heavily wooded and brambles thrived up on that ridge. It was an area difficult to get through, but not impossible. Maia hoped the Vampyres would concentrate on either getting through Stony Lane, or making it past them to The Rise.
“Yes, My Lady,” one of the warriors replied and repeated her orders.
 The strange howling was getting louder and she noticed some of the men look at each other with worry in their eyes. Maia assumed the howling was a scare tactic; and it was working.
 “Do not be afraid,” she shouted to them. “We have fought them before and won. Our families are in those homes behind us. Protect them.”
 The men nodded to her and a tense calm settled over them as they waited in the dark. They had discussed the use of lanterns, but Elves saw as well in the dark as Vampyres and lanterns would only give away their positions. So now they waited as the howling became louder.
 Suddenly the night sky lit up with Midnight’s fire and the screams coming from The Crags were terrible to behold.
 “It is time,” Maia said. “Here they come.”
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 He had traded the weapons he had collected from the Vampyres for some proper boots, fresh clothes, and food. At first, he thought the homestead just outside Braérn to be deserted, but the owners had been hiding in a sandstone cave just below their home. It had taken him a while to convince them that he meant them no harm, but they had finally come out. He had given them the news about Braérn and the relief on their faces gave Blaid great joy. He did not tell them who he was or his part in the war at Braérn; he did not want to frighten them, they were good people.
 He was now travelling light, with only Kanarel’s sword, a hunting knife, and a water bottle. He had eaten and rested for a short while and he now had enough energy to shadow travel. Seeing Braérn attacked increased his urgency to get to Shadow Hall.
 He made good time that afternoon and soon reached Peak View Lodge. He was so close now; another few jumps and he would be there. He took a moment to catch his breath and drink some water, then he channelled his energy again and was on his way.
 When he landed at Eldenar Forest, he took another sip of water and then jumped again. He was so close now. A feeling of apprehension was making him feel uneasy and he was on his guard when he landed again. He was now about twenty-five miles from the city and the feeling of unease was getting stronger. The next jump took him within five miles of Shadow Hall and right into the middle of a group of Vampyres and their Werewolves.
 Blaid had been able to smell them just before he materialized, but he had not been able to stop. They were riding fast and he was almost knocked down as they raced past him. At first, he thought they might not have noticed, but then a shout was taken up and they all reined in their mounts. Soon Blaid stood surrounded by a group of at least a hundred Vampyres, all atop their beastly companions.
 “Vat ‘ave vee ‘ere?” one of the Vampyres asked in strongly accented Elven.
 The others laughed as Blaid turned in a circle to find the one who had spoken.
 “You are thee one they call Death, dje?”
 Blaid narrowed his eyes at the large General now climbing off his Werewolf. He was well dressed in a uniform that looked like it had been made by Elves. He noticed again how different these Generals looked from their common warriors; they had faces that looked nobler, their skin was not as grey and their mouths did not have a snout-like appearance. He wondered what the difference was between them; these Generals still looked like the Vampyres of old, yet their underlings bore a closer resemblance to monsters, than people.
 “Dje,” Blaid answered, assuming the word meant yes.
 “Ah, vee ‘ave been looking for you,” the General said as he stepped closer to Blaid, but just out of reach. “You ‘ave been causing many troubles.”
 “I could say the same about you,” Blaid retorted.
 The General laughed; a haunting sound that rang in Blaid’s ears.
 “I vould love to stay and talk, but vee ‘ave business to attend to,” the General said and then gave a command in his own language.
 Blaid briefly got a glimpse of the net that was thrown over him as his body dissolved into shadow. He heard some shouts of surprise and then all was silent as he travelled. But he did not go far; he landed about a mile ahead of them and waited. It was dark by now, but he did not need to see them to know they were coming. Another four miles behind him lay Shadow Hall and if this Vampyre knew what he was, then he was surely aware of what Maia was too. Over his dead body would he let them pass.
 He had no time to prepare; the Werewolves were fast. It was open ground here, with only a few trees dotting the countryside. There was no shelter and no high ground.
 The ground started to vibrate as the horde drew closer. Blaid drew his weapons. Soon he heard the Vampyres shout as they caught sight of him. The General gave some kind of order and the group split up; half of them circled him, while the others, including the General, rode on past him to Shadow Hall.
Blaid did not get a chance to consider his options; this time the Vampyres attacked immediately. Their Werewolves charged and he was immediately dodging their snapping teeth, as well as the Vampyres’ swords. He was hopelessly outnumbered and now in no position to shadow travel; it required concentration and the Vampyres were attacking relentlessly.
 He hacked and slashed at the Werewolves, trying to unseat their riders. He got bitten on the arms, his legs, and his shoulders, but he kept fighting. A sword flicked past his head, nicking his ear. Another sword found its mark and skewered his left hand; the hunting knife dropped to the ground. He retaliated by driving his own sword through the Vampyre’s throat. He died instantly, but there were already ten more confronting him in his place.
 Bleeding, hurt and now seriously angry, Blaid felt his black rage take over. This time he did not try to stop it; all of them had to die. He was vaguely aware of the snarl that escaped his throat and then his vision went dark. He was Death.
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 It seemed to take forever before they saw the first Vampyre ride his Werewolf through the trees, but after that, everything happened within the blink of an eye. Midnight had taken care of about a third of the horde with one blast of his fire; the rest were now storming towards them. Maia heard Midnight roar in the distance, but the trees were too tall and dense here for him to help.
 All along the ridge, the Werewolves fell on the Elves, while their riders jumped off to attack on foot. Maia realised that her group was outnumbered at least two to one, but it only fuelled her rage. Somehow, she was angry beyond anything she had ever felt before. For a moment, her vision went dark; as if a black shadow had passed over it; but then it cleared and the first Vampyre fell before her as she lopped off his head.
 With a strange snarl escaping her throat she led the defence of her city and nothing could stand in her way. All those Moons of training were finally paying off and the strange rage within her was giving her the energy to fight longer and harder than she had ever before.
 All she saw were Vampyres and Werewolves fall to her blades, blood flying in all directions. She was vaguely aware of the Elves behind her, but strangely she felt that, if she concentrated on them too much, she might kill them too. Keeping ahead of them she sliced her way through the melee, killing everything that got in her way. She ignored the snapping teeth and the flashing metal of the Vampyres’ swords; nothing could stop her now. All she was aware of was thrusting her blades into the guts of a Werewolf, or slicing off a Vampyre’s head, or shooting an arrow through the back of the head of a Vampyre who had managed to reach the ridge. Nothing else mattered in that moment that seemed to last a lifetime, yet at the same time felt like it was over in but a flash.
 “Follow me,” she yelled once all the Vampyres and Werewolves lay dead before her.
 She did not dare look back at her men, for the rage she felt within had not diminished and she was afraid she might kill them all. She led the way to The Rise and then came at the Vampyres from the side as they were attacking the men that were holding their ground there. Now the numbers were more even and the attackers were dealt with quickly.
 Maia struggled more and more to suppress her anger. When her brother approached, she held up her hand, shook her head and turned away from him. She took off running toward Oaken Drift, knowing her warriors would follow her, and fell onto those Vampyres still locked in battle with her people there.
 It was all Regiment warriors posted here and they had dealt with the attack efficiently; only about fifteen Vampyres and eight or so Werewolves were left standing when Maia reached them. But she could feel that her people were tired and they had already been driven back towards the city. Without breaking stride, she laid into what was left of the Vampyres and, encouraged, her people attacked with renewed force. The sound of metal striking metal was overly loud in her ears and the smell of blood all around her was making her sick, but the rage kept her going even as suddenly another group of Vampyres came galloping up Oaken Drift.
 Immediately she was aware that they were all Generals and even their Werewolves were larger than the ones they had been fighting. She felt the men behind her hesitate for a moment, but as she advanced with a primal scream escaping from her mouth, the men rallied behind her.
 Somewhere deep in her befuddled mind she thought of the other defences of the city and how they were holding up. There were vague thoughts of her mother and father, Rothea, Aaron and the children, Silas; but all those thoughts were buried so deep within the rage that she was unable to act upon them. All she could do was attack.
 The Generals fought harder and better than the others and this fight lasted longer than any of the others had. The Werewolves too were better trained and seemed to employ their own tactics instead of simply attacking. Maia found that they were as dangerous as the Vampyres themselves.
She hardly noticed the cuts and bites she sustained as she battled her way through the horde. She had singled out what seemed to be their leader; he was taller, better dressed and had an air of nobility about him that made him stand out from the crowd. Looking at him gave her the strangest feeling and all she wanted to do was kill him.
 She dodged a sword as it swung by her head, received a slash to her arm as she raced past another and got bitten on the legs by a Werewolf. She stumbled for a moment, then cut off the Werewolf’s head and ran on. She hacked and sliced at everything that got in her way and finally he stood before her. One quick jab and his Werewolf collapsed beneath him. The look of surprise on the General’s face gave her a perverse kind of pleasure.
 “You,” he said in passable Elven.
 “Dje,” Maia replied in Nayleran.
 She wanted to kill him so badly, but through the fog of her rage she wondered how he knew who she was. She hesitated just long enough to give him an opening to attack her. At the last moment, she lifted her Twin Blades and caught his sword in the cross her blades made before her face. The impact jarred her arms and she was suddenly very aware of the terrible pain in her right shoulder.
 The General’s face was only a hand’s breadth from her face and she could smell his rancid breath. He bared his teeth and she saw saliva dribble from his fangs. Disgusted, she pushed him away and took up a defensive position. Behind her the battle continued, but it was more like muffled sounds in the background as she concentrated on the Vampyre in front of her. They circled each other; well aware of the danger the other posed. Then they came together again; their blades twirling, blocking, slashing; always attacking, but neither giving ground.
 The longer she looked at him, the more she hated him. There was something strangely familiar about him, but she had little time to think as he attacked relentlessly. He seemed to have the strength of ten men and the stamina of a dragon. Maia felt herself weakening with every blow she blocked. Her armour had protected her from most of the blows she had received, but she knew she had a cut on her forearm that was bleeding profusely and she was now aware of all the puncture wounds from the bites she had received. Her body hurt, but her mind would not give up. Grinding her teeth, she pushed back, putting all her hatred for the man into her attack. He thought he had beaten her but, as she now attacked with renewed force, she laughed at the surprised look on his face.
 One step forward; slash; another step forward; stab; another step; cut. The General was forced to retreat under her onslaught and in her fury, she was unaware that all around them everything had gone quiet. On and on she drove him; cutting him, stabbing him and at one point she thought she might have bitten him.
 Finally, he sank to his knees and she stood over him with her blades to his throat. They were both panting and he looked up at her defiantly. The hatred within her wanted to ram those blades down into his body, but something stopped her. They stood like this for what seemed like ages.
 “Jaik, bind him,” she called over her shoulder.
 Immediately four men, including Jaik, came forward and surrounded the downed General. Maia kept her Twin Blades pointing at his throat the entire time until Jaik gave her the signal that he was secure.
 “Take him away before I change my mind,” she hissed.
 Jaik nodded to his men and the General was led away. Maia watched as the men led him down the path to the city. There was a place within the Hall of the Guardians where they would keep him until someone made a decision on what to do with him. Maia wanted to question him on how he knew who she was, but right now all she wanted to do was sleep.
 She felt her body start to tremble and a cold sweat broke out on her forehead. The world spun before her eyes and then her vision dimmed and she was left standing in the dark. Then the earth tilted up beneath her and the last thing she remembered was her brother calling her name.
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 He was so cold and he was so tired. He could barely open his eyes to see the stars above him. He figured it to be about two hours to sunrise. Now that he was awake, the smell of blood and Vampyre was strong in his nose and the memories came flooding back. He remembered only that about fifty of them had escaped and had probably managed to get through to Shadow Hall, including that vile General. He knew the fate of the other fifty, even if he had no recollection of it; the carnage around him spoke of what had transpired here.
 He tried to move, but everything hurt. He knew he had to find shelter; he could not stay here out in the open amongst the dead. Using what energy he had left, he lifted himself onto his elbows and then dragged himself forward. His progress was slow and painful. After an hour of struggling, he lay still again and briefly drifted off to sleep. When he woke again there was a faint glow on the eastern horizon; morning was only minutes away. He tried again to lift himself, but his muscles had become stiff and the crusts on his wounds bust open, making him gasp.
 He looked around; about thirty paces from him lay what was left of the Vampyres and their hounds, a hundred paces to the south was a small forest and about fifty paces to the north was a small scattering of brambles. He needed to find shelter so he could heal. Considering his options, he made a decision. He did not bother with taking off his clothes; he had no energy for it; and then changed into the wolf. The process hurt more than he had expected, but the wolf was strong and had a much higher pain threshold. He struggled to his feet and then licked his injured paws. He had decided to make for the brambles; they were closer than the forest and he could crawl beneath them, sheltered by their thorns.
 Dreading every step, he limped forward. The last of the clothes fell off him as he walked, but he barely noticed it. He kept his eyes fixed on the brambles and only concentrated on getting there. The longer it took him, the more inviting their shelter became. He dragged himself the last few paces and then crawled on his belly until he was deep beneath the thorny branches.
 The sun had risen, but it was blissfully shady amongst the brambles. He spent a small amount of time licking some of his wounds, but then his tiredness took over. Resting his head on his paws, he finally fell into a deep sleep.
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 “We have just received a bird that Alea Yll has been attacked,” she heard Jaik say.
 “Aye,” Silas replied, “I am not surprised. How did they fare?”
 “It was a fairly small army, only three hundred, and the people of Alea Yll have managed to fight them off.”
 “I am glad to hear it.”
 There was silence then for a short while and Maia listened to the small sounds of the fire crackling in the fireplace. Slowly she became aware of other people in the vicinity and, reaching out, she sensed the Eläm of Rothea, Aaron, Jaik, Wolf, Luke, Jasmin, and Silas. They were in Silas’ cave and she was lying on a bed, covered by blankets.
 “How is she doing?” Jaik finally asked.
 “Weak,” Silas said, “but getting better. The stronger she gets, the faster she will be able to heal herself.”
 Maia tried to concentrate on her body to find out what was wrong with her. She could feel the bandages on her arms and shoulders, but was unable to determine what lay beneath them. The effort proved too much for her and she felt herself drift off to sleep again.
 The next time she woke up it was to the smell of stew bubbling over the fire. It made her realise how hungry she was. She tried to move, but it hurt so much. When she moaned, the people within the cave stirred and Silas and Luke were immediately by her side.
 “Easy now,” Silas said and laid a hand on her forehead.
 Maia coughed. Luke held a cup to her mouth and she drank. It was water. Wolf came to lick her hand, which was sticking out from the blanket.
 “Can you move?” Silas asked, deep concern in his grey eyes.
 “I…” Maia cleared her throat; it felt like she had not spoken in days. “I think so.”
 Silas nodded to Luke and he immediately assisted her into a sitting position, piling pillows behind her back.
 “You have been asleep for a while,” Silas said. “I have cleaned all your injuries and the cut on your arm is healing well.” Silas looked down for a moment and she knew the next thing he would tell her would be bad news. “You have several bite marks, which have become infected. They are stubborn to heal and I have done what I could. You need to regain some of your strength so you can see to them. Do you think you are ready to eat something?”
 Maia briefly closed her eyes and checked her body. This time she was able to feel all the places where she was wounded and she was horrified at the extent of her injuries. She knew she did not have the strength now to heal herself; Silas was right, she needed to eat.
 “Yes, please,” she said, a weak smile on her face.
 Luke immediately rose to his feet and walked over to the fireplace where he filled a bowl with stew. He then went to cut some bread and then returned to Maia’s side. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he gently fed her the stew spoonful by spoonful. There was only love and concern in his eyes and she did not mind being taken care of by him. While she ate, Silas checked her bandages, removing some as he went along.
 “Thank you, Luke,” she said when they were finished.
 “How do you feel now?” he asked.
 “A little stronger. May I have some more water please?”
 Reaching for the cup, Luke helped her drink. The clear liquid soothed her throat and helped to invigorate her.
 “What day is it?”
 “You have slept for two days and you had us all worried,” Aaron said as he walked across the cave towards them.
 Luke made space for his father and Aaron took a seat on the edge of her bed. Silas retreated to the fireplace and added a log to the fire.
 “We have all heard about your heroics,” Aaron said, taking her hand, “but I should tell you that the point of learning to fight is to avoid getting bitten or cut to bits.” He grinned.
She frowned; she remembered little of what had happened. It all seemed like some half-forgotten dream.
 “I do not remember much,” she said.
 “The way the warriors tell the story is that you alone took on the attacking Vampyres and that nothing could stand in your way. You single-handedly won us the battle.”
 “I doubt that,” she said. “I know the men were fighting with me.”
 “Then you should hear Jaik tell it. He was there and saw it with his own eyes. And they still have that General you captured locked away in his cell.”
 Again, Maia frowned; the thought of the General made bile rise to her throat. She had wanted to kill him, but something had stopped her. She wanted to ask Aaron if the General had said anything, but she knew that Jaik or her father would not share such information with him.
 “Are you still in pain?” Aaron asked, gently smoothing away her frown with his thumb.
 “A little, but I will be all right.”
 “She just needs some more rest, Dad,” Luke cut in. “She should be right as rain in a few days.”
 “I will leave you to your healing then,” Aaron agreed. “But I will be back tonight to check on you,” he promised and kissed Maia on the forehead.
 He turned and walked away before Maia could react. Luke had a smile on his face and Silas had his back turned. Had Aaron just kissed her? She looked questioningly at Luke, but he only shrugged his shoulders. Aaron was getting a little too confident for her liking.
 “I am going to refill the water bottles,” Luke announced and, gathering up said bottles, made his way out of the cave.
 “You have become somewhat of a legend to our warriors,” Silas said as he walked over and then re-bound one of the bandages he had taken off her earlier. “I wish I could have seen it.”
 Maia watched Silas fasten the bandage to her arm. There was something in his voice that bothered her. Was it concern? Or disbelief? She could not tell.
 “What is it, Silas? Is something wrong?”
 Her old mentor looked at her and laid a reassuring hand on her cheek.
 “Just because I do not understand it, does not make it wrong. Something happened to you out there and it helped save us all. It was a good thing. The only part that worries me is the toll it has taken on you. You have been unconscious for almost two days, one of which you spent in a fever. Everyone has been so worried about you.”
 As if on cue, Jaik and her mother entered the cave.
 “The princess awakens,” Jaik called in his usual playful voice, but his eyes were full of concern.
 They both knelt before her bed and her mother stroked her hair.
 “Aaron says you are feeling better,” Malyn said. “You gave us quite a scare.”
 “I am all right now, Mother,” she smiled at her. “I have eaten and I feel a lot stronger already.”
 “I don’t think anyone will ever doubt your strength again after your display out there,” Jaik said and gently cuffed her on the arm.
 “Jaik,” her mother admonished, “now is not the time. Let her heal before you talk of war again.”
 Jaik winked at her.
 “Malyn is right,” Silas said. “Maia needs her rest now so she can heal the last bit of infection in her body. Luke is just fetching some water, so we can wash Maia. Why don’t you come back this evening? She should be on her feet by then.”
 Malyn hesitated for a moment, reluctant to leave her. Then she kissed her on the forehead and stroked her cheek.
 “We will see you later then,” she said, squeezed Maia’s hand, and then rose to leave.
 “Until later, my brave sister,” Jaik breathed before he, too, kissed her on the forehead.
 Maia watched them leave. By the entrance her mother turned once more and waved to her.
 “Ugh,” she said as they were out of sight. “Why is everyone kissing me today?”
Silas chuckled.
 “I do not like being sick,” she said and adamantly sat up.
 Silas was immediately by her side, but she waved him away.
 “No, enough of this.”
 She threw the blankets off her and then started to unwrap all her bandages. Silas did not stop her, but watched her in silence. Maia was only wearing short undergarments to cover the most necessary parts; the rest of her body was covered in bandages. By the time she had removed them all, she was almost naked. Horrified she looked down at herself. Her midriff had been protected well by her new armour and not even the Werewolves’ sharp teeth had been able to penetrate there. But her arms and legs were full of puncture wounds, many of them still red and infected. Now that she was aware of them, she noticed how much they hurt. The cut on her arm was clean and Silas had stitched it closed.
 She swung her legs off the bed and tested her balance. Her head was steady and, having eaten, felt strong enough to heal herself. But even if that had not been the case, she would have tried anyway; she did not enjoy being treated like a fragile doll.
 Closing her eyes, she focussed her energy inward and sought out her injuries. She started with her arm and as she knitted the fibres back together, the stitching came undone and fell to the floor. She was vaguely aware of Silas bending to pick them up. Next, she concentrated on the bite marks. She had at least a hundred of them and she now realised that, although they were slightly infected, they were fairly shallow; her leathers had protected her after all. One by one she drove the infection out and then closed the wound; the skin perfectly smooth where just before there had been a hole.
 Exhausted she leant back into the bed. Silas draped the blankets back over her and then went to make her some tea; he spoke not a word. When the tea was ready he came to sit beside her and helped her hold the cup to her mouth. Her hands were still shaking from the effort, but now that her injuries were healed she felt much better. The tea helped.
 “Where are my clothes?” she finally asked.
 “Your mother brought you some yesterday,” Silas said and got up to fetch them.
 She got dressed quickly, glad to be out of bed. Once dressed, she went to sit by the fire.
 “What time is it?”
 “It should be getting dark soon.”
 “Thank you for your care, Silas, but I think I would like to sleep in my own bed tonight.”
 “I would not have it any other way,” he replied.
 “Maia,” Luke called as he entered the cave, “you are up. And healed, I see.”
 “Yes, all the fussing was too much for Maia,” Silas said, chuckling.
 “I am sorry you had to fetch water, but I would prefer to shower at home,” Maia said to Luke.
 “We always need water here,” Luke replied, “mostly for Silas’ tea.”
 Luke went to store away the bottles and then busied himself with packing away the rest of the bandages from the bed.
 “I want you to get some rest tonight. Tomorrow we can talk about what happened.”
 “I don’t really know what happened,” she said. “We were under attack and I fought, just like everyone else.”
 “Well, whatever it was it made you stronger and faster, but used a lot of your energy. We will figure it out.”
 “How many of our own were injured?” she did not want to ask how many were dead.
 “There were a few, but they were all manageable injuries and they have all been sent home for now. No fatalities.”
 Maia breathed a sigh of relief. In her mind, she tried to put it all back together. There had been attacks on four fronts; at The Steep, The Crags, Oaken Drift, and The Rise. In retrospect, she thought that they had gotten off lightly; there had been at least one thousand five hundred that had attacked Thala Yll. Why had Shadow Hall only been attacked by so few? It just did not make sense. Maybe she really did need some more rest. Maybe it would all make more sense in the morning.
Saying good night to Silas and Luke, she left the cave. At the entrance, Rothea almost bumped into her.
 “They have only just let me know you are awake,” she said, somewhat out of breath.
 “Well, you are just in time to see me to bed,” Maia smiled at her.
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 “Evandeor,” Maia called to Commander Hollowdale as she approached the Elder Hall, “what a pleasant surprise.”
 During the night, Midnight had woken Maia to let her know that dragons from Thala Yll had arrived. Jaik and her father had gone to greet Commander Arkenbay and Commander Hollowdale and their warriors and then accommodated them at the Hall of the Guardians for the night. Jaik had let her know that there would be a meeting early in the morning, as the dragon riders had quite a story to tell; everyone who was still at Shadow Hall had been invited to listen.
 It was a wonderful summer’s day and Maia felt in an unusually uplifted mood. With a gentle breeze blowing through the trees and the sunlight dappling the ground, she could not have wished for a more perfect day. With her body healed, she had even decided to wear a dress for the occasion of the meeting.
 “It is good to see you, My Lady,” he said, inclining his head respectfully towards her.
 After some more pleasantries, everyone found their seats in the Elder Hall, where they had gathered.
 “If you don’t mind, I would like to re-cap for those who were not present last night when you arrived,” her father said to Commander Arkenbay.
 “Of course.”
 “After Thala Yll’s successful defeat of the Vampyre army that attacked them, the city spent some time putting things back in order. I believe you burnt the dead Werewolves?”
 “Aye, the Vampyres too,” Commander Arkenbay replied.
 “Once the city was in order again, they restructured their defences. There are still a few Regiments there, but mostly the Night Watch and the Sentinels have been left to defend the city. Commander Arkenbay does not believe there will be another attack on the city and has come to re-join the rest of his army at Greystone.”
 “Yes, it is the least we can do. Had it not been for Lady Maia and her dragon, the fight could have turned out differently.”
 “Well,” her father cleared his throat, “yes, I am glad she was able to assist you. Now, why don’t you tell us what happened to you on your way here?”
 “We were about half way, when we discovered an army of Vampyres marching towards Shadow Hall. There were few Werewolves, but the army itself was close to three hundred strong. We had the Guard and the first and second Regiment with us, which put our number at fifty-one. Nevertheless, we were all riding our dragons and decided that this was our chance to redeem ourselves. They were out in the open and we just rained arrows down on them until we had no more. By then, their numbers were so decimated, that we landed and took the rest on ourselves. It took us the entire next day to drag all the bodies into one area to burn them. We believe they would have reached Shadow Hall about two or three days ago, had we not come across them.”
 “Yes, you have done us a great service, Commander Arkenbay. We were, indeed, attacked three nights ago, and although they attacked us from four different directions, their numbers were low. We managed to defeat them without any casualties of our own.”
 Maia listened to the men discuss the topic for a little while longer, but there was no new information, so she eventually turned to her own thoughts. With the three hundred the warriors of Thala Yll had killed, the number of potential attackers on Shadow Hall seemed more likely, but in her mind, it still did not make sense.
 Maybe they thought Thala Yll was more important. Maybe they had wanted to take Thala Yll for the meat it provided from their herds. It seemed plausible, which would also explain why Alea Yll, which only grew crops, was attacked by so few. Braérn, trading hub of Grildor, had also been attacked by a larger force, as had Stoneloft as per the reports they had received. Maia was starting to believe that each attack had been with a certain target in mind. It was most likely gems and metals from Stoneloft, trading goods from Braérn and meat from Thala Yll. A relatively small number of about two hundred of them had besieged Tarron Heights and the people of Tarron Heights had been keeping them at bay for the past few Quarters. There was still no news from Dragonfort or Rathaés, but she knew that both cities had stocks of raw materials that were potentially important to the Vampyres.
The more she thought about it, the clearer the picture became. The Vampyres had been threatening with war at the Gate for Moons and thus had drawn out the armies from the cities, so that they would be easier to take. Their country was in pandemonium, with armies spread all over the country, travelling to or from Greystone. The cities were at their weakest, their armies were divided and no one knew what was going to happen next. Now was the time that they were at their most vulnerable. Now would be the perfect time for the Vampyre army to attack at Greystone.
 Maia gasped as the thrill of premonition ran down her spine. She shivered, even in the thick heat of the Elder Hall.
 “We need to speak to father right away,” she whispered to Jaik. “Get him and the Commanders to finish off this meeting immediately and ask them to come to the Hall of the Guardians.”
 “What is it, Maia?”
 “The Gate is about to be breached.”
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 He shook the dust off his fur and then stretched. His injuries still pinched him here and there, but he would be all right now. His nose told him he had spent two days beneath the brambles and, besides an inquisitive fox, nothing had disturbed his slumber.
 He looked up at the mountains, back-lit by the sun setting behind them. He could not see Shadow Hall from here, but he knew it was but a few miles to the west. He took his first few steps towards it. He was not far now from the place where he had hidden his clothes and weapons; he would go there first. He would also need to clean up if he wanted to present himself to Lord Longshadow. Strangely, the thought of seeking out Maia’s father terrified him more than anything ever had before.
 He had gathered a lot of valuable information in the time that he had been away and he hoped that it would be enough to sway the Lord Regent in his favour. The fact that he had just killed another fifty or so Vampyres and their Werewolves might also prove to be helpful.
 Thinking of the General that had taken the other half of his troop on to Shadow Hall made him lengthen his stride. He wondered if they had attacked the city yet and, if so, how the city had fared.
 It was dark by the time he reached the outskirts of Shadow Hall. He could smell the stench of Vampyre in the air, but the city was quiet. Carefully he circled, keeping well away from the sharp eyes of the Night Watch, and found that the city had indeed battled the Vampyres. There were signs of the battles in numerous locations and he soon discovered the place where they had burned the dead.
 Taking the long way around the city, he eventually reached his hiding place and then changed form. Now naked, he dug up his bags and slung them over his shoulder. There was a little stream somewhat higher up in the mountains; a place the people of Shadow Hall seldom went; and he headed there now. He would clean himself up and then present himself to the Lord in the morning.
 The night was long and he struggled to sleep. In his mind, he kept repeating the words he would say to Lord Longshadow over and over. It was almost morning when his eye lids drooped and he cursed himself for not having been able to rest. He still felt a little weak from his black rage and he could really do with some sleep. He promised himself only an hour or so and then he would be on his way. His chin sank onto his chest and, before he could stop himself, he fell into a deep sleep.
 It was the sound of horns sounding an alarm in the distance that eventually brought him to. It was mid-morning and he had slept longer than he had wanted to. Shadow Hall had to be in trouble if the horns were sounding. Quickly he strapped on his weapons and then made his way back down the mountain. This might be his chance. This might be the day that he could prove to Lord Longshadow that he meant them no harm and that he was fighting on their side.
 His heart was racing, but his spirits were high as he ran through the forest towards his salvation.
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 Maia smelled the stench the moment she stepped into the hallway. There was a small tunnel system below the Hall of the Guardians that contained a hallway with ten cells leading off it. She could not remember any time that there had ever been a prisoner in those cells, but the rank smell coming from the cell furthest from the entrance confirmed its content.
 “He has refused to speak with us,” Jaik said as they walked down the hallway.
 “He said he would only speak with you,” her father said.
 “Yes, he knows who I am.”
 “How?” Jaik asked.
 “I don’t know,” she said as she stepped in front of the iron grate. 
 They stood there for a moment looking at the General, defiantly leaning against the far wall. The cell was clean and the Generals’ clothes; although torn in places; were unsoiled. Vampyres had always smelled different to Elves, but they had never had such a rancid smell. She wondered if it was just this one that smelled like this, but then remembered that the others she had fought had also been offensive to her nose. She wondered if the others could smell it too.
 “Ah, thee lady ‘as finally come to talk, dje?”
 “What is your name?” she asked.
 “I am Lord Draken, cousin to great leader, Lord Drakul.”
 “And do you know who I am?”
 “Dje, you are Princess of Light. I vas to kill you.”
 Maia raised her eyebrows at the Vampyre’s strange statement. Princess of Light?
 “Well, you have failed. Now tell us about your army. When will they breach the Gate?”
 The General laughed; a haunting sound in Maia’s ears.
 “Princess, you are too late. It is done. And your Prince of Darkness ‘as fallen.”
 “What?” Angrily she yanked at the iron bars before her.
 “’ee is dead. Gone.” The General inspected his sharp fingernails, picking at the dirt. “And your armies will fall before thee night is over.”
 “Nooo.” she cried and hammered her fists against the gate.
 Jaik took her around the waist and led her away.
 “Kill him,” she heard her father say as Jaik took her up the stairs.
 She felt the moment the Vampyre’s life was snuffed out and she wondered who had gone to obey the order. She would have liked to do it herself. The anger raging within her was hard to control and her entire body was shaking. Blaid could not be dead; she would have felt it. The General had just been taunting her. It could not be true.
 “Sound the alarm,” her father called as he ran up the steps. “We will march immediately.”
 “Are you all right?” Jaik asked. “I have to assemble my men.”
 “Yes,” she replied through clenched teeth, “I will meet you by the stables.”
 Jaik nodded and turned, leaving her alone in the Hall of the Guardians. She fought to control her feelings for a moment and, once she had stopped shaking, rose from the chair Jaik had put her in.
 “Lady Maia?” Rothea asked, sticking her head through the door.
 “It is time, Rothea. Now we go to war,” she replied, a deadly calm now in her voice.
 Together they ran to get their things. Maia’s leather armour was still full of punctures, but it would have to do. They changed quickly and then grabbed their weapons.
 “Mother, keep Wolf with you,” she said as they left the house.
 Her mother nodded and gave her a brief hug.
 “Be safe, my daughter.”
 The city was abuzz with activity and they were not the only ones making their way to the stables. She filled Midnight in on what was happening as they ran and asked him to scout ahead. She had decided to ride into battle with the others; Midnight could do more damage if he did not have to worry about her sitting on his back. They now needed all the help they could get.
 At the stables, there was pandemonium; warriors were rushing back and forth, horses whinnied in fright and supply wagons were loaded in haste. They went to look for Jaik, but were unable to find him.
“The Guard has ridden out already,” Commander Lavendar, second Commander of the Regiment’s first division said. “Commander Ridgewell is over there, overseeing the loading of the weapons supply train.”
 Quickly they made their way over to him.
 “When will you be ready to move out?” Maia asked Rowlean.
 “In but a few minutes, My Lady, we are almost ready.”
 “We will ride with you then,” she said. “How many men do you have?”
 “There are three Regiments here,” he replied, “the other eight are already at the gate.”
 Maia cursed; sixty warriors was not much to go into battle with. Her brother had ridden out with the Guard, but they were down to ten men as well, although she assumed her father had gone with them. Their Legion, now numbering just over a thousand after drafting the people from the countryside, was also stationed at Greystone.
 “What about the Night Watch and the Sentinels?” she asked.
 “Most of them will stay here to protect the city, but the rest have left with your brother.”
 She nodded to Commander Ridgewell and hurried to the stables to saddle Fire. The stallion was agitated and as anxious to get going as Maia was. Soon both Maia and Rothea were in their saddles and ready to go. Fire snorted and pranced beneath her and she felt his excitement flood through her own body. She was ready.
 “Move out,” Commander Ridgewell shouted and then they were on their way.
 They rode at a canter; fast enough to cover ground quickly, but slow enough for the horses to keep going for a long while. At this pace, it would take them the rest of the day to reach Greystone, Maia hoped it would be in time.
 “The dragon riders have flown ahead,” Commander Ridgewell shouted across to her. “They will send a scout back with news as soon as they see something.”
 In the heat of the moment, Maia had totally forgotten that the Guard and two Regiments of Thala Yll had been at Shadow Hall when they had sounded the alarm. That was fifty-one extra warriors, plus their dragons and extra eyes in the sky.
 Soon all they heard was the wind rushing in their ears and the horses’ hooves pounding the ground. The earlier excitement was overtaken by calm determination and Maia could concentrate on what lay ahead. She thought of all the people already at the Gate; they had been there so long, she hoped they had not become complacent. She wondered about whose armies were still present there. Most Lords had left their Legions at the Gate, but had withdrawn most of their Regiments. She hoped it would be enough. In her mind, she saw again the vast number of tents at the Vampyre compound on Naylera. If all their forces had arrived, then they were about to be overrun by thousands and thousands of Vampyres.
 She thought about the last war; they had estimated the Vampyre numbers to have been between thirty and forty thousand. It had also been a surprise attack and it had taken their army two days and nights of solid marching to reach the battlefield. Tired as they had been, they had still won the war. There was hope; always.
 Maia tried to remember the meetings they had over the past few quarters; if her calculations were correct, then Shadow Hall alone was providing in the region of about one thousand six hundred warriors. Most of Thala Yll’s forces had now re-joined them, so they numbered around one thousand eight hundred as well. She hoped the numbers of the other cities to be as large but, even if they were, they would still be outnumbered if Naylera sent an army as large as the last one. And, one should not forget the Vampyres that were already in Grildor. They knew not if Dragonfort and Rathaés had been taken and if those Vampyres were now on their way to join the battle. And there might yet be more Vampyres in hiding; her father had ordered a search of the areas on the map that Maia had pointed out after going to Naylera, but only a few of them had yielded results. For all they knew, there could still be hundreds, if not thousands, of them out there somewhere.
Suddenly a large shadow passed over them and Maia felt a shiver run down her spine. She had been so deep in thought that she had not felt Midnight approach. He flew high, so as not to spook the horses and he quickly relayed to her what he had seen so far. In her mind the Yllitar Plains spread before her; the Grildor-Bron Mountains to her right, Greystone up ahead in the distance and the vast, rolling plains stretched before her. As if marked in red on a map, she saw clearly the patches where there was a concentration of life. Maia knew that through Midnight’s vision, she was seeing the land with thermal sensors and the red was the blood pumping through the peoples’ bodies on the ground.
 She gasped as she beheld the picture he showed her. Off to the east, a large force of Vampyres had attacked a returning Regiment; probably that of Braérn. Just up ahead, the warriors of Thala Yll and their dragons were engaged with another large group of Vampyres and their hounds. Midnight thought her father was amongst those fighting there. Further towards the west, a horde was racing to cut off the advance of her brother and his men, who were galloping towards the mountains. At Greystone, everyone was fighting and it looked like utter chaos. Further to the south, there were also small patches of fighting and to the south-west, close to the dark forest, there was another battle in progress.
 Maia gasped as she beheld the enormity of the situation; how could she be in so many places at once? And why was her brother riding for the mountains?
 “Commander Ridgewell,” she yelled over the noise of the running horses. “Call for a halt.”
 “Halt,” he shouted, raising his fist and his order was repeated down the line.
 Their group came to a halt in a cloud of dust.
 “What is it, Lady Maia?”
 “The Vampyres have commenced their attack,” she said and then quickly explained what Midnight had shown her. “Where do we go?”
 Commander Ridgewell only thought for a moment. “I believe that our main aim is to prevent more Vampyres coming through the Gate. Let us assist your father and the people of Thala Yll and then we must ride for Greystone. It needs to be held at any cost. May the Mother be with the rest of them.”
 Maia agreed with the Commander’s decision; they needed to protect their Lord, yet it was also imperative that they protect the Gate.
 “Aye,” she agreed, “we will ride with you. I will send Midnight ahead to assist the others where he can.”
 “Thank you, My Lady,” he nodded to her. “Forward,” he shouted and they rode on with haste.
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 He reached the outskirts of Shadow Hall and was immediately confronted by some archers in the trees.
 “Let me pass, I have news for the Lord Regent,” he shouted up to them.
 “State your business to us and we will see it passed on.”
 “No, I need to speak to Lord Longshadow in person.”
 “The Lord has gone to war. The troops left this morning. State your name and we will get your message to him.”
 “I will give it to him myself. Thank you for your help,” he said to the archers, which he assumed to be Sentinels, and took off running.
 I am too late, he thought as he ran through the trees, circling the city. When the alarm had first roused him, he had assumed that Shadow Hall was under attack. It would have been the perfect opportunity for him to show the entire city where his allegiance lay. Now Lord Longshadow had gone to war and Maia had gone with him. The thought of her in danger drove his feet to greater speed.
 He considered his options; he did not want to change into the wolf, because he did not want to be left without his weapons, he could not shadow travel, as he would not be able to track where Maia had gone. He needed to make haste if he wanted to catch up with them; what he needed was a horse.
 He reached the stables and tried to read the signs. Two separate groups had left from here; the first one of about eighty riders had left shortly before the second one. The second one was made up of just over sixty and it was this group that Maia was riding with.
 He fervently hoped that the rest of the armies were still stationed at Greystone and that they would be able to deal with the worst before Maia reached them. Frantically he looked around, but the stables were deserted; every one of their riding horses had been taken. He knew that there were probably more horses somewhere out on the Grazing Grounds, but most of those were mares in foal and definitely not war horses.
 He scanned the surrounding paddocks and noticed a few foals occupying the second last paddock that flanked the ridge. They were all crowding the fence, away from the stables, probably still traumatized from the earlier commotion. One of them whinnied; a small sound, frightened; and it was answered by one of the wildest calls Blaid had ever heard in his life. Curious, he watched them for a moment longer; knowing he should get going, but unable to resist seeing what had made that eerie call.
 Then she stepped out from under the trees and into the sunlight. She was the biggest and blackest mare he had ever seen and she now walked over to the foals; to reassure them he thought; and then nipped them all on their rumps, scattering them all over the paddock. Her teeth were bared, her nostrils flared and her ears laid flat on her neck. She was nasty and she knew it. She was absolutely perfect.
 Without thinking, Blaid grabbed the first saddle and bridle he could find and then sprinted over to the paddock that held the black beast. The moment she saw him she turned and fled to the safety of the trees. The paddock was not large and the fence high; there was no place for her to go.
 He placed the saddle over one of the fence rails and then climbed through into the paddock, hiding the bridle behind his back with his left hand. Turning his right shoulder towards the mare and looking at a spot just in front of her feet, he slowly approached her. She stomped her feet and snorted at him. He kept his demeanour as placid as he could as he approached, but she watched him with suspicion. When he was about fifteen strides away from her, she attacked. She came at him with an open mouth and her front legs kicking. Blaid had never before seen anything like it.
 Quickly he turned and she ran harmlessly past him. Upset that she had missed him, she wheeled around and screamed at him, stomping her feet. Blaid stood his ground, but he now knew why this one had not been selected to go to war. She was probably just used as a brood mare and he was sure that she produced quality foals. She was absolutely magnificent.
“Whoa, there, my beauty,” he said gently and at the sound of his voice her ears shot forward.
 Surprised by her change in demeanour he carried on talking as he approached. She snorted again and took a step backwards, but then she stood still for him. He stroked her sweaty neck and felt the power beneath his hands as she trembled. She was perfect in every way and something within her spoke to him, like no other animal ever had. Somehow, he knew that she felt the same.
 Gently he lifted her forelock to the side and looked into her eyes. The deep brown eyes looking back at him reached something deep inside of him and he knew, at that moment, that she was his horse.
 “I have need of you now, my beauty,” he whispered as he put the bridle on her.
 She champed the bit and shook her head; he was sure she had never worn a bridle before; but then she stood still as he fastened the straps. He walked her over to the fence and gently lifted the saddle onto her back. Her ears flicked back and she snorted, but allowed him to cinch the girth.
 “Come then,” he said as he led her out of the gate, “we have a war to go to.”
 She stood still before him as he put his left foot into the stirrup, but he felt the tension within her. She was tall and strong and her black, damp coat gleamed in the sunlight. She was absolute perfection.
 He swung his right leg over the saddle and gently lowered himself into the seat. Her entire body quivered; never having been ridden before; but Blaid gentled her with his voice. He felt like she had been made just for him; the only other living being that made him feel like this was Maia. Just as Maia was to be his mate in life, so was this horse to be his friend.
 “Are you ready?” he asked her and she snorted in reply.
 Without having to ask her, she jumped into a gallop and ran down the side of the paddocks, past the stables and out onto the open Grazing Grounds. He felt her powerful muscles propel her forward and her speed almost took his breath away. She wasn’t running; she was flying. Leaning down low over her neck, her mane whipping into his face, he followed the trail left by Maia and her companions.
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 “There is a rider,” Jaik shouted across to his father and pointed towards the mountains.
 Jaik had assembled his Guard, half the Night Watch and just over a third of the Sentinels within minutes of them sounding the alarm. Commander Arkenbay had taken to the skies immediately and Commander Ridgewell had been given orders to follow with the Regiments. In the chaos, he had had no time to speak with Maia, but he assumed she would probably fly ahead with Midnight. At least she would be safe with him. He hoped so.
 Silas had chosen to go with them as well and they had galloped at pace across the flat expanse of the Grazing Grounds and around the last ridges of the mountains before they gave way to the Yllitar Plains. Then, free of the shelter the mountains provided for the Grazing Grounds, they had spurred their horses to even greater speed. They were not only driven by their need to reinforce their troops at Greystone, but to provide them with the support and leadership of their Lord Regent. It gave their forces strength to see their leader fighting beside them.
 They had covered about twenty miles when Jaik spotted the rider galloping towards them from the west. They slowed their horses and let the rider catch up with them. It was immediately apparent that he had been riding hard and for a long time; his horse was almost dead on its feet.
 “My Lords,” the man said breathlessly, “I come with word from Lord Tallson. Tarron Heights is about to fall to the Vampyres.”
 “When did you leave there?” Jagaer asked the man.
 “I left two days ago, My Lord.”
 “You made it through the mountains in two days?” Jaik asked, astonished.
 “Aye, the situation is dire. We cannot hold them any longer. We beg for your assistance.”
 Jagaer looked towards the south, in the direction of the gate and then looked at Jaik. He knew what was going through his father’s head; the enemy was at the Gate and their closest ally was about to fall. Whom to help? They did not have enough forces at their disposal to send help both ways, but they did not really have a choice. Jaik saw it in his father’s eyes when he had made the decision.
 “Jaik, take your Guard and the Sentinels and ride to Lord Tallson’s aid. I will ride with Silas and the Night Watch to Greystone. Make haste, my son, save our friends.”
 “Yes, Father,” he said and turned to give the orders to his men.
 “I am unable to follow,” the Messenger said, “my horse is at its end. I trust you know the shortest way through the mountains?”
 “Yes, fret not, we will get there in time. Rest your horse. There is a Regiment behind us. If you wait here a while, they will be able to provide you with food and water,” Jaik reassured the man.
 “Thank you My Lord.”
 Nodding to his men, he gave the order to move out. He cast one last glance towards his father, but he had already turned and was galloping the other way. Time was of the essence now. He spurred his horse to greater effort and led his men towards the mountains.
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 Through Midnight’s eyes, the distances had not looked so great, but it was another hour before they came upon the first battle. Midnight was circling overhead, unable to assist, as there was chaos below. Maia was unable to tell the number of Vampyres and Werewolves on the battlefield. It looked like the dragon riders had spent all their arrows and were fighting on foot now. The dragons, too, were mostly grounded and in battle with their teeth, claws, and tails.
 Maia could not see her father in the chaos before her, but she knew he would be right in the middle of it. She asked Midnight to see if he could locate his exact position. It was not long before Midnight confirmed the location of her father, but Maia then stopped him from engaging in the battle. Instead, she asked Midnight to fly towards the mountains to assist her brother. She thought it strange that he be riding that way, but was sure that he had good reason. The group of Vampyres attacking Jaik’s men was large; Jaik was outnumbered at least three to one; Midnight would be needed there.
 She took only a moment to watch him fly off and then she urged Fire forward and into battle. Rothea gave a fierce shout behind her and then followed close behind. The smell of blood all around her turned her stomach, but the adrenaline rushing through her veins kept her from getting sick.
 Commander Ridgewell and his men spread out and started eliminating the Vampyres fighting on the outskirts of the battle raging in front of them. Maia felt the horses’ panic as the Werewolves retaliated. Fire also trembled in fear as she raced past the beasts, fighting her way to the position she knew her father to be in.
 She used mainly her sword, for the longer reach, but often she would employ her magic to keep the Vampyres at bay. She lashed out with her Firewhip; the technique she had developed instead of throwing a fire ball; and it left horrifying burn marks on the Vanpyres’ skin.
 The closer she got to her father, the more crowded the fight became. Fire screamed and kicked at the Werewolves, while Maia battled the Vampyres. Rothea tried her best to keep anyone from reaching Maia, but she was soon swamped by attacking Vampyres and they were separated.
 Soon all Maia saw was the spray of blood and the Vampyres’ grotesque faces as they died before her. Strangely, the sight reminded her of the visions she’d had the day she had come back from Earth. Briefly, she wondered if those visions had been a premonition of just this event, but then the next Vampyre was upon her and she cut his head off in one clean movement.
 “Father,” she yelled as she finally caught sight of him.
 He acknowledged her only with a brief glance; he was beset by three Generals and fighting hard; but Maia knew instantly that he was upset with her. He had always maintained that she should do all her fighting from Midnight’s back, like she had mostly done during the war the previous year, so that she would remain safe. But Midnight fought better and wrought more destruction without her and she believed she needed to fight beside her people. Besides, her fighting abilities were now such, that she was able to compete with the best of them, including her brother.
 Quickly she shook the annoyance at her father’s accusing glance off and rushed in to assist him. He was surrounded by his men, all battling at least two Vampyres at a time. It seemed that these Vampyre Generals were completely aware of whom her father was and that he was to be killed at all cost. Maia now noticed that the lower ranking Vampyres were all on the outer edges of the battle, fending off the dragons and their warriors and all the Generals were here, surrounding her father.
 The fight here was too thick to charge in on her horse, so she jumped off Fire and sent him away. She hoped he would find his way out of the battle by himself and run to safety. Once on the ground, Maia reached for her Twin Blades. No-one, not even Jaik, could best her with this weapon and she now put it to the use it was intended for. Suppressing her nausea, she jumped straight into the fight. Immediately two Generals singled her out and she was hard-pressed to defend herself. Then she found her rhythm and her blades twirled gracefully before her, severing limbs and heads as she advanced, blood spraying around her in all directions.
The scene was all too familiar; visions of the battle of Greystone came to her mind and how she had fought alongside Blaid. With him, surrounded by their magic, the fighting had seemed effortless. Everything had slowed down and become clearer. She had felt none of the nausea and revulsion and together they had waded through the masses, dealing death as they went along as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Back then, all her thoughts had been focussed on saving her people, and not on the act itself. She had not been afraid for herself, had not been tired or weary and had revelled in the power their magic had unleashed.
 Today, things were different. She was all too aware of the strength and speed of the Generals and it took all her concentration to fend them off. Every time her blades hit flesh, a wave of nausea washed over her and she had to fight for control. Soon she felt her arms tire and sweat was dripping off her forehead. The sounds of metal striking against metal were overly loud in her ears.
 “Get her out of here.”
 She heard her father’s command, but was too busy fighting to see who would execute it. Another Vampyre went down before her; she heaved as she stepped over him.
 “Maia.”
 She turned at the familiar sound of Silas’ voice. He was dirty and there was blood on his shirt, but his grey eyes had a dangerous shine to them. She thought it strange to see him like this; he was her mentor, teacher of magic and wisdom. He was older than anyone else she had ever met, yet at that moment he looked like a young man in his prime.
 A sword whistled past her and grazed her sleeve. Quickly she turned and blocked the next slash, but it was Silas who drove his sword through the Vampyre’s neck to kill him.
 “Let us go,” Silas yelled and grabbed her arm, dragging her away.
 They fought their way through the battle, but it was already clear that it was slowly coming to an end. Although the numbers here had been about even, the dragons had made a big difference in the outcome. Maia noticed that although the dragons ripped the Vampyres and Werewolves to shreds with their teeth, they did not consume the flesh. She was grateful for it.
 “What were you thinking? Where is Midnight?” Silas said when they were at a safe distance.
 “Midnight has flown to help Jaik. His troop is under attack. Why is Jaik going into the mountains?”
 “Tarron Heights is still under siege and they are about to fall. Your father sent Jaik to assist them. How do you know they were being attacked?”
 “Midnight showed me. That is why I came here. He said Father was here.”
 “Maia,” Silas said, shaking his head, “you know your father does not want you here. It is not safe for you.”
 “It is not safe for anyone,” she countered.
 They watched in silence for a while as their warriors finished on the battlefield. Some Vampyres had fled, but most were dead. The field was littered with the grotesque shapes of the dead. Her father was walking among them, dealing the deathblow to anything that still lived.
 Finally, he made his way over to them.
 “As you are already here, you might as well be useful,” Jagaer said, his voice tight. “The wounded are over there. See to them.”
 “Yes, Father.”
 Circling the killing ground, she made her way to the small group of people her father had indicated. She could feel that none of them had fatal injuries, but she hurried to get to them nonetheless. Rothea joined her there to assist and Maia was glad she was all right.
 “Lady Maia, you are a sight for sore eyes,” one of the men greeted her and she smiled at him.
 Most of the injuries were cuts, some deeper than others, which were easy to heal. She mainly used the peoples’ own energy to heal them and so made quick progress. The worst injury was a missing finger.
 “I am sorry, My Lady, it is lost,” the man replied when she asked him where it was.
Had the finger been present, she might have been able to reattach it. Instead, she sealed the wound as best she could and then gave the man a small bag of a powder she had made for pain.
 “Thank you, My Lady, may the Mother bless you.”
 With the injured seen to, she re-joined her father, who was now in discussions with his Commanders. Maia and Rothea went to stand next to Evan. She was glad the Commander was all right and she noticed his dragon preening his wing not too far away. Trying not to be noticed by her father, she listened in on the conversation.
 “…but a small group. There are probably more up ahead,” her father was saying.
 “Aye, My Lord,” Commander Ridgewell agreed. “Midnight showed us exactly where the fighting is happening; that is why we came here with all haste. Braérn’s warriors are fighting to the east, the Gate is overrun, there are smaller battles to the south and another one close to the Dark Forest. Even your son was being attacked, but Midnight has flown to aid him.”
 Lord Longshadow was silent for a moment, considering this new information and his options. Maia watched his emotions play across his face; she knew he had some difficult decisions to make. Her father was here with the Night Watch; about forty-odd people. Commander Arkenbay had fifty-one men and Maia had come with about sixty. They were not a large group; roughly one hundred and fifty warriors, plus fifty-one dragons. Their options were limited.
 “We ride for Greystone,” her father was now saying; she had expected it. “If we ride fast, we can make it there in less than two hours. Commander Arkenbay, may I ask you to fly ahead and assist where you can until the rest of us get there?”
 “Yes, My Lord, we will leave at once.”
 “Thank you.” Her father nodded to Rowlean and the Commander turned to give his orders.
 Evan briefly touched her on her shoulder before he left and Maia gave him an encouraging smile.
 “Everyone else, mount up,” her father now shouted and the crowd that had gathered around him dispersed. “Maia,” he said once most of them were gone, “I want you to remain here until you are able to join up with Midnight. I do not want you on the ground. Rothea, these are my orders, see that they are followed.”
 “Yes, My Lord,” Rothea said.
 “Father…”
 “No,” he said with force, but then put his hand gently on her shoulder, “this time you need to listen to me. This is too dangerous and your mother would never forgive me if anything happened to you. We will have need of you soon enough, until then I want you to remain safe.”
 “Yes, Father.”
 He kissed her lightly on her forehead and then turned to mount his horse, the white stallion prancing restlessly as her father put his foot in the stirrup. She watched the assembled men mill around him for a moment and then they were in formation, riding towards the Gate. They were left standing in a cloud of dust, with Rothea’s horse snorting nervously at being left behind.
 “What do we do now, My Lady?” Rothea asked.
 “We follow, of course.”
 Rothea grinned at her.
 “I am not the only one that doesn’t listen,” she said and then whistled.
 They heard a whinny and then through the dust they saw Fire gallop towards them. He came to a halt before them, snorting and shaking his head. Maia touched his sweaty neck to calm him and then climbed into the saddle. He pranced beneath her as she waited for Rothea to mount.
 “Let us go to war, my friend. Are you ready?”
 “Aye, My Lady, I am ready.”
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 Jaik reined in Firestorm as soon as he got the mental nudge from Midnight. Quickly he had his men spread out in formation and face the direction Midnight had indicated. Within moments, the horde of mounted Vampyres came into view; their Werewolves running full tilt towards them.
 “Hold your ground,” Jaik ordered.
 Their horses snorted in fear at the sight of the advancing Werewolves and they were hard pressed to keep them steady. Jaik knew they had reason to be afraid; he counted at least seventy Vampyres, if not more, and all of them were mounted. His group only numbered forty-one. He drew his sword.
 “Hold!” he repeated his order.
 He felt the tension roll off his men as the horde advanced but, as they came closer, Jaik realised that these were not Generals, but simple soldiers. At least that was something to be thankful for.
 “Now!” he yelled when the enemy was almost upon them.
 They came together with swords clashing and the hounds and horses screaming. Within moments, Jaik was covered in blood as he slashed and stabbed at the creatures around him. Firestorm kicked out furiously at the snapping Werewolves and more than once Jaik heard a satisfactory yelp as her hooves made contact; she was turning out to be a brave warhorse, just as he had known.
 Soon, though, it was obvious that they were not only outnumbered, but also at a disadvantage; the Werewolves were as dangerous as the Vampyres. Slowly, but steadily, they were driven back and it was not long before he saw some of his men fall to the Vampyres’ weapons. He watched in horror as the Werewolves fell on the downed horses and started to eat them. Some of them were not dead yet and their screams as they were eaten alive grated against Jaik’s nerves.
 He fought wildly on and yelled encouragement to his men, but the situation became more hopeless the longer they fought. His Guard was fighting hard and they were holding their ground. The Sentinels, however, not trained for this sort of battle, were falling one by one. Jaik estimated at least ten of them to be dead already. All seemed to be lost.
 “Fall back!” he yelled, suddenly elated. “Retreat. Ride as fast as you can.”
 His men did not hesitate and they fought their way out of the milling horde and broke free, galloping towards the mountains. Behind them, the Vampyres urged their Werewolves to greater speed, but Jaik knew they stood no chance.
 A wicked grin spread across his face as he heard the first screams and the sound of Midnight’s fire washing over their pursuers. He chanced a quick glance behind and he briefly saw Midnight’s huge, black form emerge from an enormous fire cloud, before he dived back into it.
 As they put some distance between them and the beset Vampyres, the screams began to fade. He knew none of them would escape Midnight’s wrath, yet he did not slow their pace until they eventually reached the tree line of Grildor-Bron Forest.
  
 Jaik led his men through the mountains. There was a path that led to Tarron Heights that was well trodden and safe, but that would have taken them at least three to four days, even at a steady canter. Instead, he took the route the Messengers took. It was steep in places, with unsure footing at the best of times, but it was the shortest way to Tarron Heights.
 He thought about what the man had said. He had left two days ago, and Tarron Heights had been about to fall. By the time they would reach the city, four days would have passed. He wondered if there would be anything left to save when they got there.
 Tarron Heights was a mountain stronghold. It was built on the side of a cliff; tall, white turrets pointing into the sky; narrow, cobbled streets winding through the houses built into the mountain. He had always thought it a wondrous place; a white city clinging to the cliffs, surrounded by forest and the river rushing past it.
 But the city was not just pretty. Its position on the mountain gave it the unique ability to defend itself from any attack below. He knew that Tarron Heights had been under siege for a few Quarters now but, until now, they had no trouble holding the Vampyres off. He did not think that the people of Tarron Heights had run out of food or water, so he assumed that somehow the Vampyres must have found a way in.
He guided his horse over the uneven footing as fast as was possible. All their horses were already sweating and breathing hard; he knew they would be half-dead by the time they reached the city.
 “Hold on, Firestorm, I know you can do this,” he whispered to his young mare and she pricked her ears at his voice.
 His men were equally tired; the fight had been hard on all of them. Had it not been for Midnight, they might not have made it. He shuddered at the thought and sent a silent thank you to his sister, for it was surely she who had sent Midnight to his aid. He wondered where she was now and if she was safe. They had been preparing for war for Moons now but, now that it was upon them, they seemed to be as unprepared as if they had had no forewarning at all. He wondered how they had gotten themselves into this situation. They had taken all the precautions; guarded the Gate, rode patrols, hunted stray Vampyres; so how could their country be so overrun by these creatures? They seemed to be everywhere and this time they seemed to be more organised. They were also well equipped; somehow having acquired uniforms that were undoubtedly elven made. Even their weapons seemed to be of better quality.
 As they rode higher into the mountains, a thick mist started to form, clinging close to the ground. It slowed them, but they did not stop; they had to push on through. Soon their clothing was soaked through to their skin and they shivered as they rode higher and higher up the slopes. None of his remaining men complained, but he knew they were as miserable as he was.
 Eventually they broke through the mist bank, only to be confronted by massive storm clouds brewing overhead. He heard distant thunder roll across the sky and their horses snorted nervously. To be caught on this trail during a storm could mean all their deaths; the rain could wash out what little footing there was and they would plummet down into the gorges.
 He gritted his teeth and urged Firestorm to greater speed. The spirited horse responded, but he knew he could not push her like this for much longer. The others were not faring any better.
 On and on they rode, even as the first raindrops started to fall. Jaik only saw the narrow trail before him; trusting Firestorm to find her own way on the slippery rocks. The breath-taking scenery of the forested ridges and gorges through which they rode was completely lost on him; his only aim was to reach Tarron Heights. His men followed stoically behind.
 Day eventually turned into night and still they rode on. The rain fell heavier the higher into the mountains they went and the thunder was rolling ever closer, echoing loudly through the valleys.
 Sometime around midnight they stopped beside a river to water the horses and to consume some travel bread. His own legs were shaking when he dismounted and he saw that his men fared no better. The horses’ heads were drooping and their dripping coats made them a sorry sight. He hated to have to push them so hard.
 “Mount up,” he ordered, after what he thought had been too long already.
 His men followed his order without complaint and the horses stepped out on the uneven footing of the narrow, rocky trail without faltering; there was still some strength left in them yet. They would need it; Tarron Heights would only come into sight by the evening of the following day.
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 It was easy to follow the spoor the warriors had left as they rode into war and the black mare ate up the ground as if she was flying. He knew he was now not far behind and he hoped to catch them soon. He leant closer to her neck and whispered in her ear. Her ear twitched and he felt her muscles bunch up as she gathered for more speed. She was truly a remarkable animal.
 To his right, he noticed storm clouds building over the mountains and he could not shake the ominous feeling that something terrible was about to happen. He scanned ahead, but there was no sight yet of the people he was following. The mare’s thundering hooves became overly loud in his ears as his worry mounted.
 Finally, he came upon a sight that confirmed all his fears. Before him lay a battleground, strewn with Vampyres and Werewolves, all dead. He jumped off his horse and investigated the scene from the ground. Pools of blood had turned the ground to mud and his black mare snorted disgustedly at the smell as he led her behind him.
 He took no comfort in the fact that there were no Elves, for he knew that had there been casualties; they would have already been removed.
 He spent a short time reading the signs of the struggle and found the place where Maia had fought on foot. Anger built within him at the thought. Why was she not with Midnight? Then he found the place where she had healed her people; at least this told him that she was all right. What he discovered next, though, worried him the most. The main group of warriors had moved off and Maia and another had been left behind. He assumed it was Rothea, her red-haired bodyguard that was with her. The two had not stayed though, but had followed the warriors after a short while. Blaid assumed that Maia had been told to stay away, but he knew she would not.
 He remounted and followed the tracks left by Maia and her companion. Their tactics impressed him; close enough to the main group to catch up with them within moments, but far away enough that no one would notice. Nevertheless, they were moving at speed towards Greystone and even the black mare was hard-pressed to close the distance between them.
 He knew the Gate was not much further; maybe another twenty miles or so; but because of the rolling hills, it was difficult to see more than five hundred strides ahead. He was slowly catching up, but Maia remained out of sight. Therefore, when he came upon the point where Maia and Rothea stopped following the warriors, he almost missed it. Assuming that the main aim was to re-join the warriors once they reached Greystone, he was simply following the broad path left by the warriors. When the two single tracks veered off to the right, it was very subtle at first and, had he not by chance looked that way, he might have never noticed.
 He reined his mare in and studied the ground. From the tracks, he could tell that it was definitely Maia and Rothea but, at this stage, he could not tell what had made them change direction. They were moving slower now, stopping every now and then as if they were trying not to be seen. He kept to a steady trot; fast enough to catch up with them, yet wary as to what was going on. If Maia was being this careful, he did not want to put her in danger by barging in on what could, potentially, be a dangerous situation.
 After about an hour or so, he reached the first trees that marked the beginning of Grildor-Bron Forest. He wove his way between the trees and it was clear here that Maia and Rothea had been hiding from whomever they were following. Steadily, their tracks went deeper into the forest, until at one point Maia’s tracks suddenly crossed those of a group of riders. Scanning the ground, he guessed their number to be around twelve.
 Following Maia and Rothea, he now hurried to catch up with them. There was a smell that lingered here that he was all too familiar with; Elves who had been with Vampyres. Whoever these riders were, they were no friends of the Longshadows.
By the time he finally caught sight of Maia, it had started to rain. The wind rushed through the canopy overhead and even through the thick foliage, he was soon soaked through his clothes. His mare shook her fine head in irritation at the wetness, but then caught scent of the stallion ahead of her. She pricked her ears and danced beneath him. He was worried that she was going to call out, so he talked to her, trying to calm her. His voice distracted her and she remained quiet, but then Fire caught her scent and Maia turned in her saddle to look back.
 His heart almost stopped when he saw her. It was the same every time. She was the most beautiful, perfect being he had ever met and, no matter the circumstances (such as her current, sodden state) would ever be able to change that. She was like a bright light amid the dark, wet forest that shone just for him.
 For a moment, there was complete stillness and he watched her silently form his name with her lips. Then his mare screamed at the two horses, now only about thirty paces ahead, and Rothea charged, sword drawn and held high. Maia yelled and urged Fire after her.
 Quickly Blaid turned his mare to the side and Rothea raced harmlessly past him, before she managed to rein in her horse. The trees were tall and thick here and there was little space to manoeuvre. By the time Rothea had turned her steed and was ready to charge again, Maia was beside him, reaching for him. Their horses pranced around each other; snorting and stomping; but he only had eyes for her.
 “My Lady?” Rothea said behind them, a note of panic in her voice.
 “It is all right, Rothea,” Maia replied and then laughed.
 They held hands for a moment while their horses circled each other, Rothea looking on in amazement.
 “What are you doing here?” Maia finally said.
 “I’ve come for you, of course. Do you know who you are following?”
 “No,” she replied, “but it is strange. I felt something from them that is not right and I am sure they have ill intentions. My father has ridden for Greystone, so we decided to follow them.”
 “I know who they are,” he said, “or rather what they are. They are the traitors that have been helping the Vampyres come through the Gate and outfit them with their equipment. I have met a few of them during the past few Quarters and they have some strange beliefs.”
 “They are only about a mile or so ahead of us. Will you come with us?”
 “I will lead the way,” he replied, “these people are dangerous.”
 He squeezed Maia’s hand before he let it go and then urged his mare into a trot. He felt Maia and Rothea follow him and heard them whispering behind him. It was clear that Maia had not confided in Rothea about what he meant to her and Rothea was visibly upset that Maia could be so relaxed in his company.
 Concentrating on the wet ground in front of him, he picked up the tracks of the people they were following. The spoor was easy to follow. Their horses’ hooves were leaving deep imprints in the mud. They were making their way deeper into the forest but, when the group had reached the wide forest path that led to Shadow Hall, they had crossed it and carried on even further into the forest and higher into the mountains. The forest could be a treacherous place and one could easily get lost. It looked like this group knew the forest well, for they wound their way through the trees with confidence and speed. He wondered why he had not come across this group before, but figured that these must have been the ones stationed close to Greystone and they were now fleeing in light of the fighting that had broken out there.
 “Is that Gothra you are riding?” Maia suddenly asked behind him.
 “Gothra?” he asked, looking back at Maia. “Is that her name? It’s ghastly.”
 Maia giggled. “No-one has ever been able to get close to her. She hates everyone. She suits you.”
 “I will pay for her,” he said, suddenly aware that he had stolen the horse, “but I will not give her back. She is meant to be with me.”
“I can see that,” Maia replied with a smile that took his breath away. “And she is yours. Consider her a gift from me.”
 His heart skipped a beat at Maia’s proclamation.
 “If she is mine, then I shall call her Lilith. Beautiful and dangerous Lilith.”
 “My Lord, Lady Maia.” Rothea suddenly interrupted them, her voice anxious.
 Blaid quickly focussed his attention to what lay ahead. Being around Maia was distracting; he would have to be more careful. He squinted ahead through the rain; the forest now almost dark around them; and then saw what had caught Rothea’s attention. There was the light of a torch; just a flicker of it between the trees, maybe a hundred strides ahead. They would have to be quiet now, or they would be discovered.
 “Let us leave the horses here,” he whispered to the women. “We can get closer on foot.”
 He would have preferred to sneak up on them by himself, but he knew Maia would not listen. This was her quarry and he was only here to help.
 His boots squelched in the mud as he dismounted. Lilith stuck her head under his arm and he laid his hand on her wet forehead. “Stay here,” he whispered in her ear.
 He motioned with his hand to the women and then moved off towards the flickering light. Even though the rain, and now also the thunder, was muffling their footsteps, he was taking no chances and used every bit of cover to sneak up on the people who seemed to have stopped as well. He was glad to learn that, not only Maia, but also Rothea, were accomplished in tracking and walking silently. If he really thought about it, he had not expected anything less. Only the best would have been chosen to protect Maia and Rothea had given proof of her abilities on more than one occasion during the course of the past Moons.
 They were so close now, that they could hear the people talking. The forest was thick here with underbrush and there were plenty places for them to hide as they approached the small clearing the people had gathered in. He saw that he had guessed their number correctly at twelve, but one of them was injured and they had laid him down on the ground. Blaid could feel that the man was close to death and was not going to make it. He was probably the reason the group had stopped here.
 Blaid felt some emotion from Maia wash over him and he glanced over to her. Even though they were looking at their enemy, Maia’s urge to help the man was strong. He could see that she was struggling with a decision. He raised his hand to forestall any action on her part; he wanted to listen first and learn what these men were about. The man meant little to him; he had dealt with his kind before and knew that they would not be kind to them either.
 “We should just leave him here,” one of the men said. “There won’t be a safe place within a hundred miles by nightfall and I want to be long gone by then.”
 “Don’t worry. They will have their hands full with this first wave. No-one will be looking for us,” a second man said.
 “I am not relaxing my guard until we have reached Bron. It is still going to take us days to get there and the longer we stay in Grildor, the more dangerous it will become. You know the plans, Ergrin.”
 “Theodon is right. We cannot let our guard down. There will be warriors streaming in from all parts of the country to protect the Gate. Just because we know what is coming, does not mean we are safe.”
 “At least we know we can safely travel past Tarron Heights,” Ergrin replied to the third man who had spoken. “I must say, those people put up a good fight, holding off Lord Darken for that long.”
 “It’s Lord Drokan, Ergrin, and it still won’t be easy. That is heavy going through the mountains. I think we should rest here now and travel at first light. Sander is not going to be able to travel with us, so we might as well make his last few hours as comfortable as possible,” Theodon said.
“Those royals all sound the same to me,” Ergrin sneered and then cast a derisive glance at the man lying on the wet ground. Then he went to his horse to take its saddle off.
 The others followed his example and began to erect some shelters.
 “The torch is almost out and there is no dry wood to make a fire.” Someone said.
 “No fires,” Ergrin said. “We don’t want to let everyone know we are here. Just everyone keep quiet and get what rest you can. And someone help Sander. His moaning is going to attract the wolves.”
 Blaid had heard enough. He signalled to Maia and then moved away from the clearing. Once they were out of earshot, they took shelter within a thicket.
 “What are we going to do with them?” Maia asked in a hushed voice.
 “They must not be allowed to leave,” Blaid replied. “I think we need to get what information we can from them and then secure them, so that your father might hold justice over them later.”
 “And how do we do that?”
 Blaid looked at her; her dark hair was in a wet disarray and she was shivering with cold. Rothea was hovering protectively by her side and was giving him dark looks. He needed to be diplomatic about the solution to Maia’s question, as he wanted Rothea to report favourably about him to Lord Longshadow. But how to capture these men without hurting them? Besides, he could still feel Maia’s urge to heal the injured man, Sander.
 “I think we will just have to ask them nicely. I have an idea.”
 Quickly he laid out his plans to the women and then they went to take up their positions.
 “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said as he stepped into the small clearing.
 Around him, the horses spooked as he let them see him for who he was. They pulled on their tethers and soon they were fleeing into the forest. The men, just as taken aback by the full force of his Eläm, reached for their weapons and huddled around the man on the ground.
 “What do you want? We haven’t done anything.” Ergrin’s normally derisive voice now had a note of fear in it.
 “No? I must be mistaken then. I thought you might be the ones who have betrayed our nation and sided with the Vampyres.”
 “We…certainly did not,” Ergrin said haltingly.
 “Well, I don’t believe you, so I will be taking you into custody and delivering you to Lord Longshadow.”
 “Ha, you and who’s army,” Ergrin said, suddenly more confident.
 As if on signal, an arrow suddenly buried itself into the earth just in front of Ergrin’s feet. He took a startled step backwards.
 “Even if I was alone, taking you would not prove difficult for me,” Blaid said. “But as you can see, I am not alone. Besides, it is not my wrath you should be afraid of, but hers.”
 Blaid indicated with his head to the right and just as the men looked in that direction, Maia stepped out of her cover. There was a moment of silence, before the men felt Maia’s Prime Eläm and realised who she was. Then two of the men dropped to their knees and averted their eyes. The others, including Ergrin, remained standing, but the fight had gone out of their eyes.
 “You have betrayed your country and your people and I herewith withdraw my protection over you. You are no longer my charges and I have a good mind to let Death do with you as he pleases.”
 Blaid almost smiled; she was truly magnificent when she was angry, even in her sodden state.
 “Kneel before me so that you may be judged,” Maia commanded and without fail, they all complied.
 In an instant, Rothea was in the clearing and started binding the men’s hands behind their backs. Blaid rushed to help her, while Maia stood before them, head held high and looking down at the men with disdain.
 “You will be taken to Shadow Hall. The dungeons await you there until the time that I have decided apt punishment for you. Tell us now everything you know about the Vampyres and I might be more lenient with my justice.”
There was nothing the men could do; the force of the Prime Eläm radiating from him and Maia cowed them.
 It was easy to open oneself to let others see ones Eläm, but to push outward their Prime Eläm like this took incredible energy. Luckily, the men did not know this and so remained on their knees while Rothea secured them and then collected their horses. One by one, the men spoke to him about what they knew, while Maia healed the sword wound Sander had received to his abdomen. More than once Blaid heard Maia gasp at the atrocities that the Vampyres had planned as she listened in.
 Then, stripped of their weapons and tied to their horses, which were, in turn, tied to each other; Rothea led the men away towards Shadow Hall. Just before they were out of sight, she cast one last, worried glance back towards them. Blaid nodded to her and was pleased to see that Rothea acknowledged him with respect.
 “Easy now,” he said as Maia collapsed beside him.
 He knelt in the mud beside her and they hung on to each other for what seemed like hours. He could feel her shaking in his embrace; not just from the cold, but also from exhaustion. She leant her head on his shoulder and he savoured her closeness while they slowly regained their strength.
 Lilith finally brought them back to the present. The mare stood before them; Fire close behind her; and snorted, stamping her feet.
 “It is time to go,” Blaid said. “Time to save Grildor.”
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 The ground was crawling with the foul vermin and he did not know where to fly first. He had lost sight of Bright-Shining-Silver-Star, but felt no danger for her. He scanned the plains below. The Vampyres’ tactics had changed from the last time they had been here. There were not only a lot more of them, but they were also better equipped and more organised. More than once their anti-dragon weapons had pricked his skin as he flew too close. The spears they used were tipped in steel and, although they could not inflict serious damage on him, they were still annoying. The other dragons, however, did not fare as well. The little dragons that were so tame and loyal, yet brave beyond compare, did not have his tough hide and the steel-tipped spears punctured their wings and soft under bellies and brought them down in droves. It infuriated him. He circled overhead once more and then commenced his destruction. He had spent the past few hours trying to destroy as many of the anti-dragon weapons as he could, but sometimes it was difficult, as he did not want to hurt any Elves that happened to be nearby.
 He now screamed his fury and dove on a crowd of Vampyres that were loading spears into a weapon. He heard their screams as they saw him approach, but it was too late. His dragon fire engulfed the machine and the Vampyres alike and he savoured the smell of their burning flesh as he sailed over them.
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 She was cold, wet, muddy, and worried, yet she could not have been happier. Riding towards the battle beside Blaid gave her the kind of hope that she had longed for all these past Moons. Things would be all right now; they would win. They had the information they needed and all they had to do now was deliver it to her father so that they could take appropriate action. There was no doubt in her mind that there would still be fighting, but now it was a fight that they could win.
 Their horses’ hooves squelched in the mud as they cantered through the driving rain. Maia’s hair was plastered to her face and she was shivering. Fire had his ears laid back and she knew he was not enjoying this weather either. Blaid’s horse, on the other hand, had her ears pricked forward and Maia felt an excitement from her that the mare was barely able to control. Blaid patted her neck often and there was a joyous grin on his face, even though he was as drenched and as muddy as Maia was. She wondered how the two had found each other. She would have to ask Blaid later; but it was plain to see that they belonged together. Strangely, Maia felt a small jab of jealousy as the thought crossed her mind.
 “There is trouble ahead,” Blaid suddenly shouted across to her.
 At the same time, she felt Fire tense and she squinted through the sheets of rain to see what lay ahead of them. They reined in their horses and proceeded more carefully.
 “It seems to be a small group,” Blaid said. “No Werewolves.”
 Maia nodded. Vampyres’ Eläm was faint and so different from their own that she often had difficulties detecting it, but she did not need to see their Eläm to know they were there. A bolt of lightning flashed across the sky and lit up the dark sky, briefly illuminating the plains ahead of them and exposing the group of eight Vampyres huddled together about five hundred paces ahead. It seemed that they had not noticed them approach.
 “Let us get closer.”
 Maia urged Fire on to follow Blaid, who kept his mare to a slow walk. Darkness almost as black as night cloaked them, but if the lightning streaked across the sky again, they would also be exposed. For now, the Vampyres were unaware of their presence. Somehow, she felt that whatever these Vampyres were doing here might be of importance and she agreed with Blaid’s unspoken decision to find out what was going on first, before they attacked.
 Afraid that they might be discovered before they could learn what was going on, Maia made the decision to hide their presence. Going to Naylera had enhanced her ability with Air and even in this rain, she now felt confident that she would be able to hide herself and Blaid, as well as the two horses. Slowly she let the energy spread and for a moment the wet air shimmered in front of her. Fire gave a soft snort as he felt the magic take effect and then he stopped, his limbs stiff and his muscles quivering.
 “It’s all right,” she said soothingly, stroking his neck. “Trust me.”
 “Are you doing this?” Blaid asked with what sounded like admiration in his voice.
 “Yes,” she replied. “I am not sure how effective it will be in this rain, but the layer of air around us is thin, so most of the rain should fall through it. How is Lilith? Fire seems to be a little scared.”
 “She is brave. She will go wherever I guide her.”
 Maia smiled; she had no doubt that the horse would do whatever Blaid asked of her. She gave Fire another pat and sent him some reassuring thoughts. She felt her stallion relax and he was soon walking calmly alongside Blaid’s black mare.
 Lightning flashed across the sky once more, followed almost immediately by a crack of thunder. In the brief light, they saw that they were now only about a hundred paces from the small group. As they neared, Maia noticed how miserable they looked; it seemed rain did not agree with them. Soon they heard them speaking in agitated voices. Hearing them reminded Maia about what the General had said before her father had him executed. The General had called her the Princess of Light and Blaid the Prince of Darkness. They were terms she had never heard before, but they seemed appropriate. She suspected that the Vampyres knew more than they gave them credit for. They should proceed with caution; it was clear that orders had been given to eliminate both of them and even this ragged group would know who they were.
“Do you know what they are saying?” Blaid asked quietly.
 “Not all of it,” she replied. “It seems they are arguing about which route to take. They have a map.”
 As lightning flashed overhead again, she was glad she had taken the precaution to hide them. They were now only about thirty paces from the little group and in the bright light of the flash, they would have surely been discovered. As it was, the Vampyres remained oblivious of their presence. Both horses sensed the need for caution and were silent. Maia tried to make out what they were discussing, but it was difficult. The driving rain, the thunder and her haphazard understanding of the language made it difficult for her to follow the conversation. They were also arguing and often more than one was speaking at the same time. She was getting frustrated, but eventually all the different pieces fell into place and it started to make sense. She lightly touched Blaid on his arm to let him know to follow her to a safer distance. Even that brief touch sent tingles along her fingertips.
 “They are talking about prisoners,” she said to Blaid once they were a safe distance away. “I think they were the first ones taken when the Vampyres came through the Gate. It sounds like they are being taken to the dark forest, but I cannot make out who is taking them. But, it seems that this group is supposed to join up with them. From what I understand, the prisoners are to be held until after the battle, at which time they will then be moved to Naylera. Some of the Vampyres disagree with this decision; they think the prisoners should be killed and used as nourishment for the battle.”
 A shudder that had nothing to do with the cold rain ran down her back as she filled Blaid in on what she had learned.
 “Then we will follow them and rescue the prisoners.” Blaid said. “How close are they to figuring out which direction to go?”
 “They should be about ready to move out,” she replied, “but we are needed at Greystone too. We cannot abandon my father and the rest of the army. What do we do?”
 Blaid looked at her for a long moment and she felt her trepidation rise; she knew what he was going to say.
 “We cannot leave the prisoners in the hands of the Vampyres. We need to find out where the Vampyres’ camp is in the dark forest. Who knows how many might be hiding there. Find Midnight and join your father. I will follow this group and see what I can find out and try to rescue the prisoners. I will meet you at Greystone as soon as I can.”
 Maia saw the sense in what he was saying, but she did not want to part with him again. Their power was in being together, not apart. Blaid must have sensed her disappointment, for he reached across and took her hand; his was surprisingly warm.
 “There is no other way. I will be with you as soon as I can. You are strong; you can do this. Find Midnight, do not fight alone. Tell your father everything we have learned. We need to hurry now. The Vampyres are already on their way.” He nodded in the direction of the Vampyres who had now shouldered their packs and were marching towards the south-west. “Be strong, my love.”
 He leant over and kissed her on the cheek. Then he let go and his black mare leapt forward in pursuit of the Vampyres. Fire fought her for a moment; eager to follow the mare; but Maia held him back and watched Blaid ride away. Finally, she turned Fire’s head and headed in the opposite direction. Her people needed her; her own feelings would have to be put aside for now.
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 The thunder drowned out all other sound as she galloped across the plains towards Greystone. In her mind, she replayed everything they had learned from the group of Elves they had captured in the forest. She did not want to forget anything they had said; their very lives depended on her relating every fact to her father. 
 The driving rain and the ever-deepening darkness made it difficult for her to see what lay ahead and she trusted in Fire to find his own way. The stallion was hot and breathing hard, but his strong legs were flying over the uneven ground. She paid attention to his senses, for they would warn her should they suddenly come upon danger.
 An hour later, cold and soaked to the skin, they arrived at the first battle. They were still a few miles from Greystone but, even here Vampyres were scattered over a large area and Elves on foot and horseback were trying their best to hold them off. Maia was unable to distinguish which city the warriors belonged to, as in the darkness of the storm everything looked grey. But she felt their pain and exhaustion and she wished she could help them more. As it was, she only spent a short while riding between the battling enemies and dispatching as many Vampyres with her Fire-Whip as she could in passing.
 Renewed hope and strength now emanated from the warriors and they carried on fighting as she rode on past. She wished there was someone she could draw strength from, giving in to a moment of weakness. But then she pulled herself together and drove Fire on to even greater speed. Her now blood-coloured stallion, his red coat darkened by the rain, responded willingly.
 A little while later, she felt Midnight in her mind. Quickly he filled her in on the current situation; it was worse than she had hoped.
 Midnight did not have news of her brother; he was too far away by now. It troubled her that she had no way of knowing how Jaik was doing, but she pushed the thought to the back of her mind.
 Small battles were raging all across the southern Yllitar Plains and around Greystone. Seeing through Midnight’s eyes, she noticed that there were never more than about two to three hundred Vampyres involved in each skirmish and she assumed that their main army had not made it through the Gate. At least not yet.
 Her father, and the men he was fighting with, had almost reached Greystone and they were driving the enemy hard. She knew his aim was to secure the Gate. They needed to quash the smaller fights and rally their troops around the stones, so that when the Vampyres made their move and sent their main forces, the warriors of Grildor would be ready.
 Maia knew the enemy was coming; the traitors had said as much. What frightened Maia was the fact that the men battling the Vampyres were already so fatigued. She knew there was worse to come. Quickly she searched Midnight’s mind and found Silas fighting alongside her father a few miles towards the north of her location. As far as Midnight knew, Silas had not handed out any of the Silva they had manufactured. It gave Maia a glimmer of hope.
 “Just a little bit further,” she encouraged Fire and his ears twitched at the sound of her voice.
 She knew her stallion was tired, but he had the heart of a warrior. Gamely he strode out and his legs drove him at speed through the rain-drenched grasslands of the plain. Where there had been fighting, the grass had disappeared, replaced instead by ankle-deep mud. She tried to avoid these patches as much as possible, as she knew the going there would be even harder.
 When Greystone eventually came into sight, she breathed both a sigh of relief, as well as despair. On the one hand, she was glad she had finally reached it, but she had not expected the carnage that now greeted her. Most of the men that had been encamped close to the Stones had been slain with the first wave of Vampyres that had come through. Their mutilated bodies covered the ground in all directions, interspersed with dead horses, trampled tents and equipment and she even noticed a few downed dragons.
Her stomach heaved at the sight and Fire snorted his displeasure. Even with the driving rain, the stench of death was almost overwhelming.
 Suddenly, Midnight roared high above her in the roiling sky; a welcome distraction to her current thoughts. She looked up, but the rain blinded her and the heaving clouds still obscured her dragon’s body. He roared again and she followed the sound, glad to be leaving this battlefield behind.
 A few miles later, she came upon where her father was battling the Vampyres. She noticed that the rain had lessened and visibility was better. She was already soaked through to her skin and she was shivering with cold. Nevertheless, she had been glad for the rain, as the Vampyres seemed to dislike it. She remembered her trip to Naylera and judging by the landscape that had greeted her there, rain was a rare occurrence.
 “!!!” Midnight sent his warning just in time.
 Quickly she drew her blades and dispatched the Vampyre that had suddenly appeared to her right. His dark blood gushed out of the wound on his neck and splashed over her right thigh. She gagged at the sight and smell of it, but Fire was past so quickly she had little time to think about it.
 The closer she came to the centre of the fighting, where she knew she would find her father, the bloodier she became. More than once, Midnight swooped down from above and cleared the way for her, but by the time she eventually reached her father, she had lost count of the Vampyres she had slain.
 “Maia!” Jagaer screamed over the sounds of battle as he caught sight of her.
 Fighting alongside her father were not only Silas and Commander Goldsbane, but also Commander Hollowdale. Maia noticed their men spread out around them, protecting their Lord Regent as best they could. The Battle Dragons were fighting along the edges and Maia was glad to see that there were none of the war machines here that had downed so many dragons during the last battle. Midnight now joined the dragons and his fire bathed the surroundings in a blinding light, starkly outlining the low-hanging, grey clouds.
 Fire whinnied in panic as a Vampyre staggered against him. Three arrows stuck out of the Vampyre’s throat at odd angles and, when Maia kicked him away, he immediately toppled over. Angry, Fire lashed out and struck the Vampyre on the head with his hoof. Maia heaved again, sickened by the crunch of the skull being crushed.
 “Father, we need to talk,” she yelled when she was finally close enough.
 Her father cast her a quick glance, before beheading a General who had managed to get through the Elven guard surrounding him. He was wet, dirty and Maia noticed how tired he was. She realised that they had been fighting for hours without respite and, even with Midnight’s assistance, they had only just been able to keep the Vampyres at bay. As it stood now, it seemed that the armies were about evenly matched. Every pocket of fighting, as Midnight had shown her through his eyes, had just enough Vampyres and Werewolves to stall the Elves and prevent them from reaching Greystone. Divided as they were, the forces of Grildor were weakened and Maia could see the Vampyres’ plans coming together.
 “I need to speak to you now.”
 She had put the force of her elemental power behind her words, desperate for him to hear her, and this time she received his full attention. She watched him give some signal and then they were on the move. Commander Goldsbane rallied his men and prevented the Vampyres from following the retreating Lord Regent and his adviser.
 Both her father and Silas were on foot. Their boots were caked in mud, but both strode determinedly away from the battle. Maia followed on Fire, often circling them, using her Fire-Whip again to incinerate any Vampyres that dared come close. She noticed Silas give her an approving look, but her father was only scowling.
 It was another ten minutes or so before they were finally out of reach of the battle. Maia felt her father’s disapproval for removing him from the fight, but there was no other way.
 “This is far enough,” he finally said and grabbed hold of Fire’s reins.
The stallion threw his head in the air, but at Maia’s touch, he stood still. Feeling somewhat apprehensive, she climbed out of the saddle. Her legs were shaky as she landed and Silas caught her just before she fell.
 “What is it, Maia?” Jagaer said, not hiding the irritation in his voice. “I told you to stay away. We know they are commanded to kill you first chance they get.”
 “I know, Father, but I have information. Rothea and I were riding towards the Gate when we noticed a group of Elves heading towards the forest. We followed them and discovered them to be the traitors that have been helping the Vampyres.”
 “More traitors.” Silas gasped at the betrayal.
 “We learned that some masters of Air have been assisting the Vampyres entering and leaving Elveron through the Gate unseen, which is why we were unaware of their movements. If I myself had not been to Naylera, where I also had to disguise my arrival and departure, I would not have believed it possible.”
 “At least now we know how they have been coming though,” her father grumbled. “What else?”
 “The Vampyres’ strategy all along has been to divide our forces and weaken our defences. They are planning a mass attack on the Gate with the bulk of their army. They plan to overrun what is left of our forces and then take Grildor. Their ultimate plan is to spread out to the neighbouring countries and eventually rule Elveron. Plans to attack the other Gates are also underway.”
 “When is this supposed to be happening?” Her father’s voice was hoarse from the fighting.
 “I don’t know how much time we have left. We spoke to the traitors only a few hours ago and they were in a hurry to get away. I do not believe we have much time.”
 “Where are these traitors now?” Silas asked, worry in his eyes.
 “We bound them and Rothea has taken them to Shadow Hall to be put in the dungeons.”
 “You and Rothea did this alone?” Silas asked.
 “We need to act swiftly then.” Jagaer cut in before she could answer. “Rally our forces. We need to get to Greystone before the Vampyres do. Maia, do you know where the rest of our forces are?”
 “Yes, Father, Midnight has shown me. They are spread far and all are engaged in battle, but if I fly with Midnight, I believe I can reach them all to give them your orders.”
 “Aye,” he replied, “so be it. Summon your dragon and bring as many as you can. I will gather what is left of my troops and make for the Gate immediately. Meet us there, but I want you to remain with Midnight. Do you understand?”
 “Yes, Father.”
 “Then go. Fly fast and may the Mother be with you,” he took a step forward and for a brief moment wrapped his arms around her. “I love you, my daughter.” He whispered in her ear. Then he stepped away and, with a nod to Silas, he turned and strode off towards the battle.
 Silas touched her arm and she felt a tingle of his power run through her. Old as he was, Maia knew there was still strength left in him. He would be alongside her father every step of the way.
 She watched them walk away only for a moment before she reached out and summoned Midnight. Her dragon acknowledged her and she knew he would be with her within a moment. Quickly she removed the saddle from Fire’s back and then took off his bridle. The stallion shook his head, unsure of what was happening, but she stroked his face and whispered in his ear.
 “Run now, you have done enough. Stay away this time. Go home.” She kissed him on his wet nose.
 Fire snorted as the wind of Midnight’s wings buffeted them, but then he was running even before Midnight had landed. Maia watched her stallion go, glad in the knowledge that he would be safe.
 It was almost completely dark now. Or maybe it was just the roiling thunder clouds that were making it seem like night. Maia had no sense of the time. It had been early morning when they had interrogated the General in the dungeons. They had been fighting ever since. She knew the men would be tired, but she was about to ask even more of them.
“Time to go,” she said, more to herself than Midnight, and ran up his outstretched leg.
 His wet hide was slippery and she had to hold onto his spikes so she did not fall. Finally, she was in position, holding on to one of the larger spikes on his neck. Kicking off powerfully with his hind legs, he jumped into the air. With a few strokes of his leathery wings, they were soon high in the air and soaring over the battle below. They were already too high for her to recognise her father in the melee, but she knew he was down there.
 Focussing ahead, she thought about what she had to do. From Midnight, she knew where their forces were, but now that she was on her way, she was not so sure anymore that she would reach them all in time. And even if she did, she did not believe that all of them would reach Greystone in time to protect it. Suddenly, her mission seemed futile and she had to fight the rising despair. Midnight gentled her thoughts, but she knew that even he had his doubts.
  
 [image: image]

 
 Although it was barely evening, it was already fully dark by the time he reached the dark forest. This part of Grildor-Bron Forest did not really have its own name. The term ‘dark forest’ was only used to describe its location, rather than its name. People believed that naming such a place would bring to life all the myths the forest was known for. It was notorious for its impassable terrain and dark, dense trees and underbrush. It was a haven for wolves, owls, lynx, and all sorts of forest creatures, including Riven if the stories were to be believed. Now, it seemed, this dark part of the forest had become a haven for Vampires too.
 He had followed the small group of Vampyres all the way from the spot where he and Maia had separated. Even though the Vampyres had been on foot, they had moved at speed. Nevertheless, it had not been difficult for Lilith to keep pace with them. The rain and thunder had muffled her hoof beats and the Vampyres had been oblivious to the fact that they were being followed. They had led him steadily in the direction of the forest and had then disappeared into it.
 Blaid now dismounted and led Lilith behind him. A drooping, wet branch touched his shoulders as he stepped into the forest and it gave him the strangest sensation: fear. Quickly he looked about him, but was unable to detect anything untoward. Even Lilith seemed completely unconcerned and he took comfort from that. He wondered what could have made him feel like that. Other creatures were supposed to be afraid of him. Death did not feel fear.
 He shook the thought off and followed the trail the Vampyres had left behind. It was tough going through the thickets and thorn bushes and the narrow path was treacherous with mud and loose rocks. Soon it was too dark to see and he had to rely on all his other senses to make any progress at all. Elves had incredible eyesight, even at night, but it seemed Vampyres had better night vision yet. He was soon falling behind and, had it not been for the faint smell the Vampyres left behind, he would have lost them completely.
 The trail became narrower and less manageable as he went along and, after about an hour or so, he realised that there was no trail at all. The Vampyres had split up, fanned out, and were making their way through the forest individually. He hesitated for a moment, indecisive as to which trail to follow, but then his instinct told him that they would all be heading to the same place eventually.
 He followed the trail that led straight towards the west, always checking his surroundings to make sure that he was not being followed himself. Although he picked up no traces of Vampyre or Werewolf behind or to the sides of him, the sensation that he was being watched became more intense the deeper he went into the forest. He was wary and proceeding with caution. Even Lilith was picking her way with care and he could sense that she was tense and alert.
 Finally, he picked up some sounds besides the constant dripping of water off the branches above. First, they were almost too faint to pick up but, as he came closer, he could make out the sound of footsteps, muffled voices that were unmistakably Vampyre and the rattling of chains.
 “Stay here, my sweet,” he whispered to Lilith and stroked her wet face. “I will come back for you.”
 The mare shook her head, displeased with her orders, but she stayed and watched after him in the darkness as he headed towards the camp.
 It was not long before the light of their torches came into view. At first there were only two or three, but then the forest thinned out somewhat and more torches came into view. He was startled by the extent of the camp. He spent some time circling it. always careful not to be discovered, and finally estimated the camp to be home to at least a hundred Vampyres. He was also surprised to discover that they had an almost equal number of Werewolves with them. These were not accommodated separately, as you would livestock, but each Werewolf seemed to share the same quarters as his or her Vampyre companion. It brought into focus the relationship between the two species, which he had never noticed before.
However, the camp was divided into two sections; the lower ranking Vampyres, as well as the elven prisoners occupied one side, and the other side was reserved for the Generals. The status of the Generals was clear by the way they were treated; the others tended to all their needs and they were spoken to with deference. Although Blaid could not understand their language, the respect in their tone was unmistakable.
 By just observing, Blaid learned more about the Vampyres than he had ever before. He had had dealings with them often, especially in the Crystal Mountains, but here the Vampyres seemed to be totally at ease and acting as they would at home. It was clear that they felt completely safe here.
 Unfortunately, he had to admit to himself that that was entirely true. There were simply too many of them for him to defeat alone. The prisoners were being held in a stockade, shackled to stakes driven into the ground. The stockade was made from sturdy wood and was constantly patrolled by six Vampyres with their hounds. He estimated there to be about fifty prisoners or more. They had not been given any blankets and were sitting shivering on the muddy ground. Blaid could feel their discomfort, but also their defiance; they had not yet given up.
 He was about to take a closer look at the stockade, when he noticed one of the Werewolves look into his direction. Although the Vampyres seemed to be more relaxed here and less on guard as they would be otherwise, the Werewolves were always alert. Blaid pressed himself deeper into the thicket he was hiding in and completely suppressed his Eläm. If he could successfully hide from Midnight and Wolf, the Werewolves should not prove a problem. He waited and it was not long before the Werewolf lost interest.
 Sneaking closer, Blaid began to notice other things about the camp. There were some items, which were unmistakably from Naylera, such as the black crates that seemed to hold equipment, but most of the items around camp were of elven make. Tents, weapons, lamps; had he not known better, it could have passed for an elven camp.
 Anger rose within him at the degree of betrayal at the hands of his own people. Kanarel’s notions of modernising Elveron and then ruling it were the ravings of one man. How had he managed to sway so many people over to his side? It was madness to think that the Vampyres would honour any kind of promises they had made to receive this amount of assistance.
 As evening became night, Blaid had not made any progress with freeing the prisoners. There were simply too many Vampyres to overcome. He had, by then, circled the camp three times and checked for any weak spots in their defences but had found none. If it had not been for the Werewolves, he might have been able to sneak in and open the stockades. He might even have had time to unlock the shackles. As it was, the Werewolves were all around and it took all his skill not to be detected by them. He would need a miracle to accomplish anything here and he was desperate to get back to Maia. He shuddered to think about what was happening at Greystone and hoped that the main Vampyre army had not come through just yet.
 He was about to abandon his mission, hoping to free the prisoners at a later stage and instead rush off to help Maia, when there was a sudden commotion in the camp and all the Werewolves started howling. The hairs at the back of his neck stood erect as the strange feeling of fear he had felt earlier crept over him again.
 Wearily, he tried to see into the dark forest around him, but was unable to see much in the almost complete darkness. The noise within the camp was getting louder. The Vampyres were now struggling to control their hounds and, within a few moments more, there was complete pandemonium within the camp.
 Blaid struggled to control the fear that spread through him; which he assumed was the same reason the Werewolves were so frantic. But, at the same time, he realised that he could use this situation to his advantage. With the Vampyres and Werewolves so distracted, he finally had a chance to reach the stockade.
Keeping to the shadows as much as possible, he made his way through the camp. A few Vampyres looked in his direction, but they were too busy trying to restore order to worry about him.
 Quickly he dispatched one of the guards patrolling the gate to the stockade. The Vampyre had been wrestling with his Werewolf on the ground and it had only taken a moment for Blaid to slit both their throats. He searched through the Vampyres pockets and retrieved a set of keys. Fumbling in his haste it took him longer to unlock the gate than he would have liked, but then the heavy gate swung open and he was through.
 The prisoners were now all on their feet and looking at him in astonishment. They were an assortment of warriors, some from Rathaés, some from Tarron Heights and even some from Dragonfort. The fear was intensifying within him and he saw the fear reflected in the warriors’ eyes. He knew that they felt it too and that they thought he was the cause of it. Quickly he made his way from one to the next to release them from their shackles.
 “We cannot fight them. There are too many,” he told them as he freed them. “Run into the forest and get as far from here as you can. I will delay their pursuit for as long as I can.”
 The warriors did not have to be asked twice. One by one, they ran out of the stockade and disappeared into the darkness of the trees. Blaid was the last to leave the stockade and was relieved to discover that the camp was still in total disarray. Werewolves howled, tails tucked beneath their bellies, and even the Vampyres now seemed to be able to feel the fear.
 Blaid did not waste time wondering what was going on. The prisoners were free and he wanted to get away from this cursed place as fast as possible. He ducked low beneath a branch and stepped out of the light of the camp. Almost immediately, the fear intensified and it brought him to a dead halt. He stared into the darkness, unable to move, and then he noticed the eyes staring right at him. The eyes were grey, but glowed even in the almost completed blackness of the night. They seemed to look right through him and for the first time in his life, he knew what true fear felt like.
 Then the creature moved. His fear shifted and he was able to think more clearly. He noticed long, black strands. Something waving through the air. Spikes sticking up at odd angles. The swish of a tail. The hiss through sharp teeth. Then, one last time he felt the eyes on him, before the creature was finally out of sight.
 Blinking in the darkness and with the fear receding, he realised that he had been face to face with a Riven.
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 Midnight flew at speed and they covered the distances between armies quickly, but Maia was getting frustrated. There was fighting everywhere; to the north, the east, the south and the west. Even with Midnight, she could not get to all the places in time.
 When she reached the waylaid army of Braérn, she discovered that half the men had already been slain and the enemy surrounded the rest. The fight looked to be at its end and the warriors defeated. She swooped in with Midnight and incinerated every Vampyre and Werewolf pair on the perimeter. Even with her newfound ability with Air, Midnight was not able to use the full force of his dragon fire, but it was enough. Soon the air was rank with the smell of burning flesh and hair. It sickened her.
 The men on the ground rallied at the sight of her and fighting on the ground resumed with full force. Nevertheless, it was another half hour before the enemy had been defeated and she was able to land and give the Commander his new orders. She knew that it would take them at least four hours to get to Greystone.
 It was the same everywhere she went. Although the men rallied when they saw her fighting for them, they were all worn out from the hours of fighting they had already endured. Their troops were depleted and none was close enough to Greystone to be there anytime soon.
 She took little comfort in the fact that, in the process of seeking out the Commanders, every Vampyre and Werewolf on the ground was killed. She made sure none was left standing before she gave the Commanders the order to march for the Gate.
 Night descended on Grildor, but Maia hardly noticed. It had been so dark because of the storm all afternoon, that it really made no difference. Midnight could see perfectly well, even in the dark, and they flew all across the Yllitar Plains, assisting where needed and relating Lord Longshadow’s orders.
 As evening progressed, though, the weather turned for the worse again. Rain came down hard and pelted her skin, stinging. Thunder rolled, lightning flashed, and eventually even Midnight conceded that it might be too dangerous to be flying in this weather. Once, lightning struck so close to them, that Maia could feel the electrical charge vibrate through her body.
 They made their way back towards Greystone and were relieved to find her father’s forces already encamped around the Gate. Midnight landed on the muddy ground, his talons leaving deep furrows in the soft earth. Maia hated to leave him out in the open in weather like this. There was no safe place for him to roost, but he refused to leave her to seek shelter in the forest. She hugged his neck, warm even in this weather, and then followed a Server to her father’s tent.
 The command tent had been set up about half a mile from the Gate. They had set it on one of the highest rises of the rolling hills surrounding Greystone and, from there they had a direct view of the stones. The rest of his men, as well as those that had already managed to make their way here, were encamped in a wide circle surrounding the Gate. Maia noticed the Battle Dragons resting on the western perimeter, looking miserable in the rain.
 The drenched guard by the entrance to the tent admitted her with a bow. Inside, it was blissfully dry, but the howling wind was barely muffled by the tent’s walls. A small fire had been lit in a grate and it seemed that her father’s men had scavenged some furniture from the destroyed camp around them. Her father was sitting on a stool in front of the fire and Silas was studying a map by a lantern. A Server was busy making tea.
 “Father,” she said as she stepped in.
 He rose from his stool immediately and went to her, embracing her in a hug.
 “I am glad you are all right. The weather is frightful. This must be the worst summer storm we have had in a century. How did you fare? Were you able to reach many?”
 “Yes,” she replied and stepped closer to the fire to dry her sodden clothes, “we spoke to every Commander we could find. They are all on their way here. Some, however, are further away than we had hoped and might still take a few hours to get here.”
“You have done well, Maia,” her father said. “Rest for now and warm yourself. We have been monitoring the Gate; there has been no movement in or out.”
 Lightning struck close to the tent and the crack that followed it made them all duck in fright.
 “I think they are also waiting out the storm,” Silas said and joined them by the fire. “They seem to have an unusual aversion to rain.”
 “Thank you,” Jagaer said as the Server brought him his tea.
 Maia took hers gladly and sipped it carefully, the hot liquid warming her from the inside.
 “What is the situation on the plains?” her father finally enquired. “Are there still many of them about?”
 “All of the ones we encountered were involved in battles with the troops. All have been slain, Vampyres and Werewolves alike. We did not come across any others.”
 “At last, some good news,” Jagaer said, retaking his seat by the fire. “We should all get some rest now while we can. Maia, there are some blankets in the corner. Get some sleep.”
 She had been so wound up from the fighting, so cold from the rain, that she had not realised just how tired she was. Here, safe and warm in the tent, she felt the weariness in her body and was suddenly too tired to even finish her tea. Gladly she took the blankets, spread them out by the fire and settled herself on them after taking off her boots. She was asleep almost instantly.
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 The path was treacherous and the pace was gruelling, but Jaik kept pushing. When they watered the horses, he added just a few drops of Silva to their water to keep them going, but he knew they were as exhausted as he was.
 They had been riding all day. Ever since they had left Shadow Hall and then met the man from Tarron Heights. They had ridden right through the night and the storm and only rested for short moments to water the horses. Morning was dawning, but with the heavy cloud cover it was still as black as night. They had lit torches during the night, but they were running out of fuel and Jaik hoped some light would break through the clouds soon. His eyes were tired from scanning the ground ahead for a safe path. He was sure Firestorm felt the same, but the young mare carried him willingly.
 He chanced a glance behind him and it felt as if a vice gripped his heart as he beheld the sorry sight his men and their mounts made. All were sodden and dirty, the mud caked to their horses’ legs and the men’s boots. They all looked weary, with dark rings beneath their eyes and frowns on their foreheads. He knew they would never complain, they had a job to do, but he felt for them and was sorry to have to push them so hard. At this time, he was unsure if they would make it at all. It seemed an impossible task.
 “Just a few more hours,” he encouraged them.
 “Aye.”
 “Just a few more.”
 The answers sounded as weary as the men looked. None of them even looked up, but concentrated on the path ahead. Jaik focussed his attention back to the way ahead. He had ridden this path before, but never in these conditions. It was a difficult route to take at the best of times, but this weather made it a murderous undertaking. Water was gushing down the steep cliffs to either side, flooding the narrow path. The wind had blown branches from their trees and often they had to dismount to clear the way before they could carry on. Mudslides obscured the path in many places and rock falls would block their way. During the night, the storm at its worst, they had to make their way on foot, leading their horses, just to make any progress at all. It had been especially difficult for Glark; the dwarf’s short legs making it difficult for him to navigate the deep mud.
 Now the storm had lessened, the rain abated to a drizzle and the wind was not trying to rip them from their saddles as it had during the night. Even though the clouds still prevented the sun from shining through, the light gradually strengthened and they were finally able to increase their pace. He felt Firestorm perk up at the better weather and easier going and he suddenly felt that it was possible after all.
 The sun rose higher behind the curtain of clouds and slowly the day warmed up. Jaik was reminded that it was summer after all and this storm had been just a freak of nature. He increased their pace and although they had been going for almost thirty hours, their horses responded willingly. He was unsure of the effect of the Silva on the horses. Usually the drink was only used for men; but he was glad for the extra stamina it provided them. Three and a half days ago, Tarron Heights was on the brink of being overrun by Vampyres. The chances that Tarron Heights was still under elven control were slim, but it was his job to save as many as he could.
 A ray of sunlight broke through a thin gap in the clouds and, for a moment, the rain-drenched trees around them glistened like stars on a dark night. It was like a ray of hope that brightened his heart. He thought of his sister and his father, riding to war. He thought of his home and his people. They had so much to fight for, so much to live for. This was their planet and he was not going to let another race take it away from them.
 When they eventually broke from the trees and into the narrow valley that let up to Tarron Heights, it was with renewed hope that he urged his men forward. The city was built on the cliffs on the other side of the valley and soon its white turrets came into view, surrounded by the deep green of the forest around it.
However, today it was not the city’s beauty that made him rein in his horse, but the dark columns of smoke that rose from every corner of the city. Even from this distance, he could see where the outer wall had been breached and where the Vampyres had gained access.
 “Herrod,” Jaik said to the Commander of the Night Watch, “take six of your men and scout the perimeter. There might yet be Vampyres hidden in the forest.”
 “Aye, My Lord.”
 “Archer, Munnar, you’re with me. Fili, you take the rest and scout along the city wall. Make sure the perimeter is secure, then meet us at the breach.”
 The group split up. Herrod and his men rode out into the forest. Filithrin and the rest of the Guard and Night Watch rode for the city walls. Archer, Munnar and Jaik made straight for the breach in the wall.
 They were out in the open now and, if anyone cared to look, they would surely be seen. The sky was still hidden behind thick clouds, but it was light enough to see clearly. Jaik kept checking the wall for archers as they approached, but the city seemed to be strangely quiet. Too quiet. All his senses told him that something was not right. They approached with care, but eventually reached the breach in the wall unmolested.
 It seemed the Vampyres had used some incendiary method to breach the thick stone wall. The white stone was charred black, cracked, and crumbled. The gaping hole was large enough to admit four riders side by side.
 Jaik signalled for his men to dismount. They left their horses in the shade of the wall and carefully stepped through the breach. The streets beyond were wet and strewn with debris, but were otherwise completely deserted. Quickly they checked the surrounding houses and secured the area. By the time Filithrin and the others joined them, they had searched a large perimeter and found nothing, not even dead bodies.
 “I do not like this,” Archer said.
 “Let us proceed with caution. There are Vampyres in the city; we just need to find them.”
 On foot, they made their way through the forsaken streets. Arrows, broken weapons, baskets, clothes, and all manner of things littered the narrow passages between the houses. Broken windows and splintered doors adorned every home. The smell of death hung over the streets and the whitewashed walls of the houses were splattered in blood where the rain had not been able to wash it away.
 Jaik knew the city well. Each street formed a semi-circle around the citadel, which was built into the cliff face. He knew there to be twenty-three rows of streets, each connected to the next semi-circle by a series of passageways. The distance from the outer wall to the citadel measured roughly half a mile as the crow flies, but the way through the streets was considerably longer.
 Their progress was slower than he would have liked, but he was taking no chances. In the maze of the streets, they could easily fall prey to an ambush. Yet, as they went deeper and deeper into the city, they encountered no resistance. On occasion, they would come upon a slain Vampyre, crows already picking at its rancid flesh. The signs of struggle were everywhere.
 “Jaik, listen,” Munnar suddenly whispered.
 They all stopped and strained their ears. Without the sound of their footfalls, they could now hear sounds, not far away. They were now only two streets down from the citadel, the residence of Lord Tallson and his family. Silently they moved along the next passageway and into the last street before the citadel. The sounds were louder now. Keeping close to the walls, they crept along, following the noise.
 “There,” Archer said, pointing towards what looked like a trading store.
 The store was positioned directly opposite the entrance to the citadel. The building was large and it was dark inside, so Jaik was unable to tell how many Vampyres occupied it. From where they stood, they were only able to see the eight Vampyres who stood guard by the citadel’s gate, as well as the four Vampyres pacing back and forth in front of the store. It was clear from the sounds coming from the building that more Vampyres were inside.
Jaik and his men were well hidden behind a low wall, but if they were to attack the Vampyres, they would have to step out into the open. They would lose the element of surprise. He frantically thought about the passages that led into this street, but could not think of another approach. Without knowing the exact number of Vampyres in the building, it would be foolish to attempt an attack. They needed to find another way.
 Suddenly there was the soft sound of wings and Jaik had only a moment to react and to raise his arm, before the hawk landed on his gloved fist. The bird cocked its head and looked at him with dark eyes.
 “It is carrying a message,” Archer pointed to the tiny scroll fastened to the raptor’s leg.
 Carefully Jaik undid the string that held the scroll. Once the paper was loose, the bird took to the air again and was soon out of sight. Quickly Jaik unrolled the small piece of paper and read. He smiled.
 “The Mother favours us this day,” he said. “Lord Tallson and the rest of the city have taken refuge within the citadel. They took heavy losses during the fighting and only half his Guard remains. They are out of arrows and most of their warriors are injured.”
 Archer frowned at him. “That does not sound like the Mother favours us.”
 “Aye, but Lord Tallson also said there are only about thirty Vampyres left. They are all within that building. They appear to be out of arrows too and are not accompanied by Werewolves. We are almost evenly matched. Aari, go back and fetch Herrod,” he ordered. “Once they join us, we attack.”
 Jaik took the time to study the layout of the street and its buildings while they waited for Herrod and his men to arrive. This street was wider than almost all the rest of the streets of the city. It was the main trading street, lined with shops, stalls, and warehouses. On a normal day, the street would be bustling with people, flitting from stall to stall, going about their business. The entrance to the citadel was always open. Visitors were always welcome, and he had never seen the gates closed, nor ever noticed that they were made, not out of wood, but stone. It looked almost like quartz, but he could not be sure. Sunlight sparkled off the doors as if it were studded with diamonds.
 The street was cobbled with stones, smooth from millennia of feet passing over them. Last night’s heavy storm had left them slippery and half of the path was still covered in water. But, even as he watched, the water slowly drained away, flowing down channels along the side of the road and then down into the ground. He knew from previous visits that Tarron Heights had an extensive underground drainage system that managed, not only the rainwater, but also their waste. He wished he knew more about it, considering for a moment that it might be used as an escape route for the people of Tarron Heights. Then, he dismissed the idea. If it were possible for the people to leave the citadel by any other means than the main gate, surely they would have made use of that option by now.
 As afternoon turned to evening, the street became dark. The Vampyres did not light any lanterns, nor did Jaik see any light from the citadel. The moons were hidden behind a thin cloud cover and it was starting to drizzle again. He did not mind fighting in the dark, nor the rain. Herrod and his men had arrived and it was time to make their move. He gave the signal; they all knew what to do.
 Silently, Jaik and Archer crossed the street about two hundred strides from the trading store. There were no stalls on this side of the street; only the high wall that surrounded the citadel. The wall was too high to jump on to, but Archer shot an arrow with a hook and rope attached to it over the wall, hoping it would catch on something on the other side. It struck something, making a dull clanging sound and they both cringed, hoping the Vampyres had not heard. After a moment, they yanked on the rope until it was taut and then quickly climbed the wall.
Once balancing on the narrow precipice, Jaik took a moment to look across the street. In the darkness, he could barely see the other eight men he had sent to climb the roofs of the buildings opposite. They were all up and stealthily moving along the rooftops towards the trading store. He nodded to Archer and they moved along the wall. Then they were in position. He heard an owl hoot to his left and he knew that the rest of his men had also made their way to their stations. It was time.
 Suddenly, the deathly swish of arrows filled the air. Jaik and Archer had fired at the same time, taking out the four Vampyres guarding the storefront. His eight archers on the rooftop had loosened their arrows at precisely the same moment and the eight Vampyres that had been patrolling the citadel gate now lay dead and silent.
 He heard a commotion from within the trading store, but it was too late. The rest of his men moved in from either side of the street and stormed the entrance to the store. Jaik and Archer abseiled from the wall, while the others climbed off the rooftop. Quickly they entered as well and now the silence of the night was broken by the sounds of swords clashing and Vampyres screaming.
 All in all, there had been nineteen more Vampyres in the store. They had been at rest, not expecting an attack, their weapons resting against the wall. It was over within minutes, the Vampyres slain, lying in pools of their own blood.
 “Jaik, look,” Archer said, pointing to the far wall.
 Besides them, one of the Sentinels retched.
 “There must be at least ten of them in here,” Jaik replied in horror.
 “Looks like they drained them and then ate their hearts and livers first.” Glark observed, kneeling next to one of the dismembered Elves stacked in the corner.
 “There is nothing we can do for them now,” Jaik said. “Let us free Lord Tallson. He will be able to give these poor souls the burials they deserve.”
 Feeling nauseated, they made their way across the street. Jaik had seen victims of Vampyre attacks before, but to see them so meticulously dissected for their parts was unsettling to say the least. He wished he could erase the sight from his memory.
 The thought that their entire country might fall victim to a similar fate frightened him. He wondered how his father was faring. Had the Vampyre army breached Greystone? He was glad he had been able to help here, but at the same time, he cursed the fact that he was not there to lend his strength to Grildor’s forces at the Gate. Suddenly, intense worry beset him. He had been gone for two days. For all he knew, Grildor could have already fallen.
 “Lord Tallson,” he shouted up at the solid stone gate. “It is safe. You may open the gate.”
 For a few minutes, nothing happened, but Jaik had the distinct feeling that they were being watched. Then, with a dull grating sound, the two halves of the heavy gate were dragged open. Lord Tallson, followed by what was left of his Guard, stepped through to greet them.
 “Jaik.” Cinaed Tallson embraced him with relief, then remembered whom he was addressing. “My Lord, we cannot thank you enough for what you have done.”
 “I am only sorry we could not have been here earlier.”
 “Up until a few hours ago, there were about two hundred Vampyres at our gate,” Lord Tallson said. “Had you come earlier, you would have been outnumbered.”
 “What happened here?”
 “The Vampyres laid siege to our city a few Quarters back. Most of our Legion and Regiments and whomever else we could spare had already left for Greystone, so we locked all the gates and defended the city as best we could. It seemed a fairly simple thing to do. We had the Guard, most of the Night Watch and the Sentinels. We were about evenly matched and we held them off with very few casualties. Then, four nights ago, a small group of Vampyres arrived from the east. It was not long before they had set up some kind of device by one of our outer gates. The thing exploded with such force that it blew a sizeable whole into the wall and the city was breached. The Vampyres stormed us. My men fought bravely, but they were no match for the vile creatures and their hounds.”
“Aye, we know how difficult it is to fight them.”
 “We retreated to the citadel, hoping that its thick walls would be able to withstand a blast such as they had used on the outer wall. The Vampyres surrounded the citadel for three days, firing burning arrows over the wall. We retaliated as best we could, but eventually ran out of ammunition. All we could do was wait it out.”
 “So where did the rest of them go?” Jaik wanted to know.
 “They left just before noon today, marching towards the dark forest. Only these thirty or so were left behind to guard the gate. I have too many sick and injured inside to have risked an attack. Then I saw you in the street and I knew our messenger had gotten through.”
 “Do you have medicine to see to your injured?”
 “Yes, now that we have access to the city again, we will be fine.”
 “Cinaed,” Jaik said, using his first name, as they were not only allies, but also friends, “there are some of your men within that trading store that will require a burial. Send only your strongest in there to see to them, they have been badly mutilated. I am sorry, my friend.”
 “Thank you, Jaik. We will rebuild the wall and secure the city as best we can. Has there been much fighting elsewhere?”
 “We were riding for Greystone when we came across your messenger. We believed there to be an imminent attack. I do not know what has happened in the meantime, so we will not stay. Our horses had a few hours’ rest while we were in the city and they should be strong enough to carry on. We will follow the trail left by the retreating Vampyres. I have a feeling that, if they moved off towards the dark forest, then they were probably being recalled to the main fight.”
 “Aye, we will give you what provisions we can. Please send my regards to your father. May the Mother ride with you.”
 After some quick refreshments, some food for their horses and a brief farewell, Jaik led his men away from Tarron Heights. His anxiety was growing. Two days had passed since they had left. Two days in which the Vampyres could have killed everyone he loved. He knew it was madness to ride through the night yet again, but this time they were following the Vampyres’ trail and they seemed to be sticking to the main Trade Route for the time being. Even once they reached the edge of the dark forest, the Vampyres had not entered it, but had chosen to stick to the Trade Route. It seemed speed was more important to them now than stealth.
 Something was happening at Greystone and he needed to get back there with haste. He had a bad feeling and the longer he thought about it, the more worried he became. Tired as he was, he kept seeing visions of Maia lying on the ground, bleeding. Midnight downed, riddled with arrows. His father dead and the armies decimated.
 Like a madman, he drove his men and horses to even greater speed, yet deep down he knew he was already too late.
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 It was getting dark by the time they reached the outskirts of Shadow Hall. They had travelled most of the way through the forest, but the storm had been such that, even sheltered by the canopy of trees above, they had all been soaked through to the skin.
 Rothea did not mind so much. She was wearing her leather uniform and armour, which was keeping her warm. Her prisoners, however, had been stripped of what armour they had been wearing and were huddled, cold and miserable, on their horses when they finally reached the city.
 “Halt. Who goes there?” The Night Watch challenged her as she led her sorry group onto The Axis.
 “It is I, Rothea Goodheart of the Regiment,” she replied. “I am here on orders of Princess Maia, delivering traitors to the dungeons.”
 The Night Watch gathered what men they could spare and helped her escort the prisoners to the dungeons beneath the Hall of the Guardians. She felt no pity for the men as she ordered them into the damp cells. She had seen first hand what the Vampyres were capable of and, after hearing what they had planned, she was sickened to think that these men would condone such atrocities. She did not spare them another look once the last key was turned.
 Her focus now was to get back to Maia. She had lost precious hours riding back to Shadow Hall and she would have to ride through the night just to reach Greystone. She had to hurry.
 “Rothea.”
 She turned to look who had spoken.
 “Aaron, what are you doing here?”
 “Word has spread that you rode in with prisoners. Is Maia all right?”
 “I left her a few hours ago. She was all right then, but I fear they might have been riding into danger. I need to get back there with haste.”
 Thunder cracked overhead and all other sound was drowned out for a moment.
 “Let us get out of this weather so we can talk,” Aaron said. “I want to come with you.”
 Aaron led the way back into the Hall of the Guardians. Some of the Night Watch was still inside, receiving their orders as to guarding the prisoners. They ignored them and went to stand in a quiet corner.
 “Aaron, you cannot come with me. It is madness.”
 “Just as mad as it is to ride to the Gate in this weather. The storm is gathering and it will get worse before it gets better.”
 “I do not have the luxury of time. If I leave now, I might still be in time to help.”
 “Rothea, even if the weather was good, it would take you at least six hours or more to reach it. Even that would only be possible with a fresh horse. I am just as anxious as you are but, in this weather, you might never reach Greystone at all. Rest yourself and your horse and we can ride together once the storm lets up.”
 She narrowed her eyes at him. What he was saying made sense, but it did not change what she felt. After hearing what the Vampyres had planned, their armies could use every bit of help they could get. She wondered where Maia was now. Had she reached her father and had she updated him on everything they had learned? Last she knew, the armies were scattered all over Grildor. For them to be able to have any chance against the main force of the Vampyres, Grildor’s forces would have to come together.
 “How many fighting men have you here at Shadow Hall?” she asked Aaron.
 “I am not sure. Half the Night Watch and most of the Sentinels are still here, but they have been tasked to defend the city.”
 “The city is not in danger any more,” she replied. “We have learned that the Vampyre’s main aim is to take out our armies and kill our Elementals.”
 “Kill Maia, you mean?”
 “Yes, they seem to be aware of what she is to us and the danger she can pose to them. When Shadow Hall was attacked, their motive had only been to kill Maia.”
“I see now why you want to leave immediately,” Aaron mused. “The need would outweigh the risks. How can I help?”
 “Find whoever has been left in charge of the Night Watch and the Sentinels. Let us assemble as many as we can and only leave a small force to guard the city. I will talk to the Horse Masters. There are no more horses at the stables, but the brood mares are on the Grazing Grounds. We will need them if we are to reach Greystone before morning. Go now. Make haste. I will meet you back here within the hour.”
 Rothea and Aaron rushed out of the door together. But while he turned right and towards the city, she headed through the Silver Forest and on over the rise to the Grazing Grounds. All around her, the storm raged; cold rain pelted her face, leaves and branches twirled through the air and lightning kept illuminating her surroundings, casting the trees into bizarre creations. She had seen many storms in her lifetime, just never during this time of year. She wondered if it was a bad omen.
 Cold, hungry, and tired beyond words, she eventually arrived back at the Hall of the Guardians, almost fifty horses in tow. Five Horse Masters had agreed to accompany her. She was glad to see that Aaron had done his job. The remaining Night Watch and Sentinels were assembled and ready to march. Aaron was wearing an assortment of battle gear and armour, no doubt borrowed from the Armoury, but his sword hung from his belt and a crossbow was slung over his shoulder. He looked ready for battle. Wolf, tail wagging, was waiting patiently by Aaron’s feet. She was not sure if she was doing the right thing by allowing them to come along, but she doubted she would be able to stop them.
 “Who is left to guard the city?”
 “Everyone who is able to carry a weapon,” Aaron replied. “Even the children have taken to the trees to act as sentries.”
 Rothea nodded. It was not a perfect solution, but she knew the people of Shadow Hall would do anything to protect their home. She tried to remember the number of people still in the city. Besides the Night Watch and the Sentinels who had remained to guard the city, only the very old, very young, or infirm had been left behind, as well as some essential services, such as Sanitors, some Hunters, Luke the Healer, and so on. Every man and woman able to fight had been enlisted into the Legion and were already deployed somewhere across the Yllitar Plains.
 “Let us move out,” she shouted and mounted her own horse.
 Aaron moved up alongside her, still a little awkward in a saddle, and handed her a piece of Travel Bread.
 She nodded her thanks to him and then they were galloping down Warriors Walk and onto Legion Crossing and finally out onto the open plains. They had a war to go to.
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 Maia woke with a start. Thunder rolled heavily overhead and a flash of lightning briefly illuminated the tent. Rain drummed against the sodden material of the tent.
 “What time is it?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.
 “Two hours before sunrise, although I doubt we will be seeing one today,” Silas replied.
 Silas was sitting by the small fire. Her father was sitting on the floor resting against one of the poles of the tent. His eyes were closed.
 Maia threw the thin blanket off her and sat up. Linking with Midnight, she enquired about his wellbeing. He was all right, but she knew he was uncomfortable out in the storm.
 “Any news?” she enquired.
 “Some of the Regiments arrived during the night. Even the warriors of Rathaés and Dragonfort have finally made it here. They had to fight their way through and suffered some casualties, but all in all we now have almost ten thousand warriors encamped around the Gate.”
 Maia rose and went to join Silas by the fire.
 “It still will not be enough,” she sighed.
 “It is more than we had hoped for.”
 “Let us hope more will come. Has there been any activity within the stones?”
 “None,” Silas said, a deep frown on his face. “I even went to investigate myself and found no traces of magic within the circle. At first, we thought that maybe the information you were given was incorrect, but I now believe that it is the weather that has given us this respite. I fear that once the storm abates, the Vampyres will attack. We will need to be ready.”
 “How fare the men?”
 “This weather has not made it easy for them to rest and many of them have spent much of the night marching through the storm. Our troops are exhausted, but our supply of Silva remains largely untouched. I fear we might have need of it soon. Here,” he said, handing her a bowl of steaming broth, “you also need to keep your strength up.”
 “Any word from Jaik?”
 “I am afraid not.”
 Maia took a sip from her bowl, the broth hot and salty in her mouth, instantly warming her. She was worried about her brother, yet she somehow felt that he was safe. At least for now.
 Her father stirred and came to sit by the fire. Maia was worried about how tired he looked, his eyes ringed by dark circles. She knew it was worry that was aging him like this. The fate of Grildor rested firmly on his shoulders. Maia knew what that felt like. Quickly she poured him a bowl of broth as well.
 “While we still have the time, why don’t you tell me more of what you have learned? Any detail you might have left out yesterday might be of help today. How did you come across these traitors in the first place?”
 She almost coughed into her broth at Silas’ question. She felt a flush of heat colour her cheeks. The fact that she had been with Blaid had been omitted during her report yesterday and for some reason she suddenly felt too afraid to tell them. She looked down at her hands holding the bowl, hoping to hide her flushed face.
 “Rothea and I followed you. At a distance, so you would not notice. I am sorry, Father, for disobeying your orders, but I could not sit by idly while you rode into battle.”
 She looked up at him, expecting him to be angry, but there was only concern in his deep, brown eyes.
 “After a while I had the strangest feeling. I cannot explain it, except that I felt some negative forces towards the direction of the forest. We decided to follow to find out what it was. By the time we reached the forest, we crossed their spoor. There were twelve of them, one badly injured.”
 “Twelve?” Jagaer asked. “Yet you still followed them?”
 “Rothea and I were only trying to find out what was going on. Once we realised they were Elves, I knew something was wrong. I had to know more.”
She paused, unsure on how to proceed. She knew the truth would upset her father even more, but she did not want to lie to him either.
 “Carry on, Maia,” Silas encouraged.
 She swallowed hard. A bead of sweat was forming on her forehead.
 “They eventually stopped in a small clearing on account of the injured man. We sneaked up on them on foot and overheard some of what they were saying. They were fleeing the country in light of what was to come. This was when we decided that we could learn much from them.”
 “So how did you manage to overcome twelve Elves and got them to give up their secrets?” Jagaer asked, now with keen interest.
 “I projected my elemental power onto them and cowed them into submission and…”
 “You projected?” Silas asked in astonishment. “When did you learn to do that?”
 “Let her finish, Silas. I am sure she will be able to share this with you later.”
 “While I questioned them, Rothea bound them. I also healed the injured man. The things we learned from them made me shudder, but it put many things into perspective. We have been betrayed, Father, and not only by Kanarel. Although Kanarel seemed to have been the main contact that negotiated with the Vampyres, he had a whole host of people working for him. He had,…has,…spies positioned in every city, all around Grildor. None of our secrets, none of our plans, are safe. That is why the Vampyres always seemed to be one step ahead of everything we do.”
 “But why?” her father asked, the betrayal cutting deep.
 “Kanarel believed that we, as a race, have stopped evolving. We are still doing things the old way, honouring our time-old traditions. He believed that what the country needs, is progress. New inventions. Industry. Even a monetary system. Over the past few years he searched for like-minded people and they formed the Secta Ĕ Novicus. The Sect of Modernisation. When the Vampyres first made contact, he used the opportunity to his advantage, offering them assistance in exchange for certain titles, lands and … me.”
 “You?” Jagaer was aghast.
 “I think he realised that I would never agree to marry him willingly, but with me by his side he would be able to rule Grildor as the mate of a Prime. The men said that Kanarel had drawn up trade agreements with Naylera for when the war was over, but then something happened and the Vampyres decided that Kanarel was not getting things done swiftly enough. They were threatening him with attempts on my life if he did not produce results. After the attack on me at the inn, Kanarel decided to remain close to me, which is why he travelled to Shadow Hall with us after we passed through Braérn.”
 “I cannot fathom what drove Kanarel to such actions,” Jagaer wondered. “Our systems have proven themselves for millennia. Just look at what happened to Brath. Their modernisation killed their planet. Earth is heading the same way. I simply do not understand why anyone would want that.”
 “Neither do I, Father.”
 “Now, tell us about their plans, Maia,” Silas prompted.
 “Like I said, they have been infiltrating the cities and placing their sect members for years. It was a well-established network by the time the Vampyres made contact. Nevertheless, the Vampyres were impatient. Instead of waiting for Kanarel to give them all the information they needed, they decided to attack right away. We won that battle, of course, but for them the war was not over. Having been defeated, they decided to listen to what Kanarel suggested and they took their time gathering, not only information, but also supplies. Kanarel arranged for their entire army to be outfitted with proper armour, weapons, tents, food, as well as providing them with several minor Elementals to assist them with passing into Grildor unnoticed. For Moons, they have been positioning their forces, waiting for the right time to attack. Cities were targeted for the resources they could provide, as well as to split our forces. Their plans worked. Our armies are spread across the country, leaving Greystone all but unprotected. I have seen the war camp on Naylera for myself, so I believe the men when they say that the Vampyres’ army numbers over forty thousand.”
“Unchecked, their entire army could come through the Gate in under four hours. We only have ten thousand warriors at hand, as it stands. Unless more reinforcements arrive, we stand little chance against such overwhelming odds.” Her father sounded defeated.
 “All is not lost yet, Jagaer,” Silas said. “They did not succeed in killing our ‘Princess of Light,” he winked at Maia, “and we do have Midnight. I believe that so far, he has slain more Vampyres and Werewolves than all our forces combined. All we need to do is hold them off as they come through the Gate, while the rest of our forces make their way here. Maia said some were further away than others, but they are all marching for Greystone, even as we speak.”
 “Then let us hope this storm does not break too soon.”
 As if in answer, lightning flashed overhead, followed immediately by the crack of thunder. They were all silent then, listening to the wind and rain battering the tent. The storm had been raging all night; it could not last forever.
 Suddenly, the entrance flap to the tent was opened and a Sentinel stepped in. He was dripping wet, leaving puddles on the floor.
 “Pardon, My Lord, but you requested to be informed should there be any developments.”
 “Speak, what has happened.” Jagaer rose to address the Sentinel.
 “Lord Brimstone has arrived with his Guard and all eleven Regiments. They have also brought with them some of the scattered Legions of various cities. Their total number stands at eight hundred and fifty-three.”
 “Thank you, that is good news.”
 The Sentinel bowed and then left the tent.
 “Stoneloft’s Regiments were posted at the Gate until their city was attacked,” Jagaer said. “Lord Brimstone then had his army march for home. I believe that when he received news that his city had been defended successfully, he turned his army around again. Was he one of the people you spoke to during your flight yesterday?” Jagaer asked Maia.
 “No, but Midnight did inform me that Lord Brimstone was already marching for Greystone, so we did not waste time speaking with him. He must have come across the others along the way. Those were probably some of the ones I saw last night.”
 “Stoneloft’s warriors came from the east. The armies of Rathaés and Dragonfort came from the south. Most of the Regiments of Thala Yll and Alea Yll are already with us, as are about half of the Legions of various cities. Let us hope the rest has only been scattered and not slain. We will need them when the time comes.”
 “We will indeed, Jagaer,” Silas said. “Yet, you have seen the battlefield around the stones. We lost many men before we got here. It is impossible to say how many are dead.”
 “We saw the same during our flight last night,” Maia added. “Every Commander I have spoken to had been in battles and suffered casualties.”
 Jagaer retook his seat by the fire and ran his large hands through his thick hair. Worry made his shoulders hunch.
 “The best we can hope for is twenty thousand,” he said. “We have managed to reassemble some of the damaged war machines and they are positioned around the Gate. Silas, summon the Commanders. Dawn is almost upon us. We need to be ready.”
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 Blaid had spent the night, and the worst of the storm, within the shelter of the dark forest. Yet he had not slept, but had spent his time seeking out the warriors he had freed from the Vampyre camp. They had scattered into the undergrowth of the forest and it had taken him most of the night to track them down. It had then taken him the rest of the night to convince them that they had nothing to fear from him. They had also felt the fear that had gripped the camp; and that had ultimately allowed him to free the prisoners; but they had assumed it had been he that had been the cause.
 With fifty-four men and women, he now stepped out of the forest and onto the plains. He knew the sun was rising to the east, but the dark storm clouds still prevented any light from shining through. They were all wet, cold, and tired and they still had a long way to go to reach Greystone. Even Lilith’s spirit seemed subdued for the moment, following close behind him, her head hanging low.
 He desperately wanted to tell the warriors to make their own way to Greystone, so he could ride there with haste. One look at Lilith told him that he could not do that to her. They had been going for almost twenty-four hours, riding hard and fighting, without rest or food. She was as exhausted as they all were. Yet he fretted about Maia and he hoped she was with Midnight. Somehow, he knew that the Vampyres had not breached Greystone yet; surely, he would have felt it. The storm had been terrible, but it was letting up now. It sill rained and thunder rolled overhead, but the winds that had scoured the land had abated and lightning was less frequent. The breach would come and it would come soon.
 They marched on, as fast as their tired and battered bodies would allow. Strangely, they encountered no resistance along the way, no Vampyres. Yet, as they marched, their numbers swelled. Legions that had been battling to the south, two Regiments that had been involved in fighting near the forest and an assortment of Night Watch, Sentinels, and Scouts; all were returning to the Gate. Some wore the colours of Rathaés, others hailed from Tarron Heights and Shadow Hall, but he even noticed the crests of Braérn and Alea Yll on some of the breastplates. Soon he was at the head of an army almost a thousand strong. He wondered how he had managed to find himself in this position. He was no Commander. He did not lead people. Yet, they all united behind him, trusting him with their leadership for the time being.
 It was a tenuous trust though. Some still regarded him as the enemy, no doubt having heard the stories about him, and he relied heavily on the accounts of the fifty-four he had rescued. To him, it did not matter what they thought of him. His only concern was to reach Maia and help her save her nation. If, in the process, he could win favour with her father so that he might be with her, then that would be reward enough for him. 
 They marched another few miles before he noticed that the rain had abated to a drizzle and that the light was strengthening. He looked up into the sky and saw the clouds thinning. A heavy feeling settled in the pit of his stomach; the time had come.
 He picked up the pace, encouraging the already tired warriors to give even more. They lengthened their strides, their tired legs pounding through the rain-soaked earth. A nervous energy rippled through Blaid and his entire body tingled. It felt like the air was electrically charged, as if he was walking through a lightning storm. The hairs on his arms stood erect and he started to shake. He knew the feeling; he had felt it before. Maia’s life was in danger and he needed to get to her now.
 He turned to the nearest Commander to let him know that he was riding ahead, they were now only about three miles from Greystone, but before he could utter the words, a dull thud shook the earth, followed closely by a mild shock wave. They all stopped, staring towards the north, wondering what had happened.
Blaid knew. The Gate had finally been breached.
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 The meeting with the Commanders had gone well. As the morning progressed and the weather improved, so their forces moved into their final positions. This time, their strategy was different. Thala Yll’s Dragon Guard and Regiments formed a circle around Greystone, about a hundred paces between them and the stones. Behind them were the archers, ready to take out any that slipped past the dragons. Everyone else, on horse and on foot, guarded the rear. The war machines, each able to shoot up to ten bolts at a time, had been placed in different locations; each location chosen in such a way that the machines could be used without inflicting injury to their own men.
 The main difference, however, was that Midnight would be their first line of defence. He was pacing the space between the stones and the Battle Dragons, ready to rain down dragon fire on any that came through the Gate. Without having to worry about any Elves getting in the way, Midnight could unleash the full torrent of his might and incinerate them as they came through. As per Silas’ calculations, Midnight would have about five minutes between intervals. Each time, up to forty Vampyres could come through simultaneously. Midnight confirmed that he could summon his fire in rapid succession, but was unsure of how many times he could do it. If the Vampyre army were indeed forty thousand strong, that would mean a thousand blasts of dragon fire for Midnight.
 Maia was worried about him. She knew he would try, even if it killed him. She sat now on a borrowed horse, alongside her father, Silas, Commander Ridgewell and Commander Willowbay. They were on the same rise that the command tent had been set up on and they had a good view of the battlefield before them. 
 Silas had been given instruction to stay with Maia once the battle commenced. Her father did not want her anywhere near the fighting.
 “We need you to heal the injured,” had been his reasoning.
 Even from this distance, Maia could hear Midnight’s impatient rumble. It was a sound so deep that it was almost imperceptible. The horses all twitched nervously. Maia watched in awe as her father’s plan came together. It looked like a well-rehearsed play; all the pieces coming together to form a whole. Midnight was circling the stones, the other dragons stood still all around him, the archers were already in position and the rest were moving up behind them. They would be ready; it would not be long now.
 Then, Maia felt the air change. Something was wrong. There was a static charge in the air that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand erect and her heart fluttered with the terrible premonition that it brought with it.
 “Father, something is not ri…”
 BOOM!
 Maia watched in horror as Greystone exploded. For a brief moment, she saw a flash of light and the stones broke and tumbled, then the shock wave swept over them, flattening everything in its path. Dragons, horses, and warriors alike were all brought to their knees by the wave. Maia found herself on the ground; her horse fled; eyes closed and holding her ears, which were bleeding from the shock wave.
 When she opened her eyes again, there was pandemonium all around. The Gate lay broken on the plain before her. Vampyres swarmed through; at least a hundred at a time. Midnight seemed to have recovered from the blast and was trying his utmost to burn as many as he could, before they reached the army, which was still trying to recover from the shock wave.
 “It should not be possible,” Silas whispered beside her, also now horseless.
 She looked at him, wondering why he was whispering, but then realised that she could not hear the sounds of battle from below either. There was a loud ringing in her ears and she could barely hear Silas as he continued talking. She looked around, but her father and his Commanders were gone.
 “What is happening?” she yelled at Silas, unsure if he could hear her.
 In reply, he grabbed her by the arm and led her away. She resisted him, but he was strong and determined. They descended the rise on the far side, away from the battle. Once out of sight, he stopped.
“I don’t know how they did it,” Silas said and Maia noticed that she could hear him better now. “Somehow they have managed to enlarge the portal. That is old magic. They should not possess the knowledge of it.”
 “Silas, we have to go and help them,” she pleaded.
 They heard Midnight roar in the distance. The sky beyond the rise was bathed in red light. The air was filled with screams and howls.
 Silas took her by the arms and looked at her. “Are you all right?” he asked.
 “I am fine. We need to go.”
 “Then let us …”
 “Lady Maia,” Rothea suddenly shouted behind them.
 They turned at the sound of her voice. Maia blinked at the sight before her and then Wolf ran to her, jumped up and licked her face. She ran her fingers through his fur, baffled as to what he was doing here and looked at the people. Rothea and Aaron leading an army of Night Watch and Sentinels, their horses caked in sweat and mud. Rothea raised a hand and someone came forward, leading Fire.
 “We found him along the way. I thought you might have need of him yet. What has happened? We felt the earth shake beneath us.”
 Maia gave Wolf another pat and then stepped forward to mount her horse, falling in beside Rothea. She gave Aaron a brief nod. He looked determined. Another warrior gave up his horse for Silas.
 “The Gate has been breached. The Vampyres are coming through faster than should be possible. Midnight is trying to hold them off, but I fear there are simply too many of them. We need to ride now.”
 Without another word, they urged their horses forward. They crested the rise and then galloped down towards the battle. The scene that greeted them took Maia’s breath away. In the short time that she had been hiding behind the rise, Vampyres had overrun the battlefield. In the centre, Midnight was creating a pyre with the bodies of Vampyres that he burned, but there were so many, that most of them slipped past him. Werewolves besieged every Battle Dragon. It seemed that they had been ordered to specifically target the dragons and take them out of the equation. The archers were shooting their arrows, felling the Vampyres as they came on, but more and more came through, taking the places of the ones who had gone before.
 Maia tried to see where her father was, but in the chaos before her, everyone looked the same. The fear she had seen on the warriors faces after the blast had been replaced with determination. Everyone was charging into the fight, Maia joined them, Rothea and Aaron by her side. Wolf ran ahead, snarling. She thought she should be worried about Aaron and Wolf, but they looked as fierce and determined as any of the other warriors around her. Besides, they needed every man; and wolf; they could get.
 There was a moment, just before they entered the melee, that Maia had a perfectly clear picture of her surroundings. Everything slowed down, the scene laid out in detail before her. Midnight, huge and magnificent, bathed in a mantle of his own fire. Battle Dragons, most of them rider-less, tearing into Werewolves, ripping them to pieces. Archers, still trying to hold their formations even in the face of the onslaught, loosening arrows faster than the eye could count. Warriors, on foot and on horseback, fighting with swords, knives, lances and all manner of other weapons, their faces grim. Low-ranking Vampyre soldiers, with their grotesque, angular faces, and taught skin, attacking mercilessly. Generals, more refined than their lower-ranking counterparts, were fighting with equal ferocity, slaying everything in their path. Things were so clear to Maia that she saw every drop of blood, every slash of a sword, every arrow fired. Then the world swam before her as a wave of nausea suddenly overwhelmed her and she almost toppled out of the saddle.
 A strong hand grabbed her arm and steadied her. Rothea nodded to her, a question in her eyes. Maia steeled her resolve and then they were upon the enemy. Fire screamed as they met their first Werewolf, but Maia’s Twin Blades sliced its throat before it had a chance to do her horse damage. Rothea shouted beside her, voicing her battle rage. Maia had lost sight of Aaron and Wolf, but Silas was still fighting beside her. In the midst of battle, she was unable to tell where anyone else was. All she saw now was the enemy in front of her.
On and on they came, an endless stream of creatures from another world, intent on taking theirs. The smell of burning flesh and fur was choking the air, as was the smell of blood. Maia lost all perception of time as she wielded her weapons, concentrating only on the next foe ahead of her. If she thought about it too much, it would debilitate her. She wished Blaid were here, taking from her the affliction that assailed her when she killed.
 She felt herself become weaker and weaker. She had lost count of how many she had slain, but it was taking its toll on her. Her vision started dimming and her arms became heavy, but there was no respite. A Werewolf opened a gash on Fire’s rump and Maia had to rally to defend her horse. Then two Generals singled her out and, had it not been for Rothea, she would not have had the strength to fight them off alone. Everything became a blur; she felt the pain of everyone around her, felt every bite, every cut with the sword, every arrow piercing skin. Maia knew she had nothing more to give. She swayed in the saddle as Fire stumbled, his wound weakening him. She turned to look at the extent of his injury, but the sight of the large chunk of flesh hanging off his rear was the final straw. Everything around her went black and then she felt herself fall.
 Strong arms caught her just before she hit the ground. The tenderness with which they held her brought her back to the present and she opened her eyes to look into Aaron’s worried face. Wolf, Silas and Rothea surrounded her, protecting their downed princess. It looked hopeless, they were surrounded. Maia thought it could not be any worse, but then a sound so terrible filled the air, that even the Vampyres around them cringed in fear for a moment. The sound rallied her; she had never heard her dragon this angry, nor in this much distress. Still leaning on Aaron, she looked up into the grey sky and what she saw there frightened her more than all the Werewolves and Vampyres combined.
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 The blast temporarily disorientated him, but he shook it off. The force with which the shattered rocks pelted his skin angered him beyond anything he had ever felt before. All around him the vermin that meant Bright-Shining-Silver-Star harm, swarmed over the fallen rocks. Outraged, he shot a blast of fire over the advancing creatures and the rancid smell of their burning flesh delighted him. Their screams were music to his soul. He flew around the centre of destruction, unleashing his dragon fire on anything that moved. There were so many of them, swarming all around him. Wise-And-Older-Than-The-Hills had warned him that there would be many. He struggled now to contain them to the centre and many of them escaped his wrath. However, the sounds of battle behind him infuriated him even more and he concentrated his fire, roaring as the flames burned up his throat and engulfed the vile creatures before him.
 Soon, spears were flung at him, pricking his skin, irritating him. He turned, trampling, and burning the despicable devices the Vampyres had brought with them. Anything else in his path was obliterated in the process. He was starting to enjoy himself.
 Then he felt the distress from Bright-Shining-Silver-Star. She was in danger and feeling ill. He turned, taking out a group of creatures that had just come through the Gate with his tail. Scanning the battle before him, he searched for her. The mate of his soul was in danger. He had to find her. Everywhere he looked, her kind was battling the vermin. She would not take kindly to him killing her people, but he was prepared to face her wrath later, if it meant saving her life now.
 He located her and crouched low to take flight. He had just spread his wings, when something heavy settled on his back and a burning pain shot through his body where long talons ripped through his hide. He screamed first in pain and then in anger. What kind of creature was this, that could inflict such damage to him?
 Folding his wings, he dropped to the ground and rolled. The creature screeched as it scrambled out of the way.
 “Dragonzzz” It hissed at him.
 Midnight looked at the creature before him. Neither bat, nor dragon. A third of his own size. Red as blood, with a black spiny ridge along its back. Two legs to walk on with sharp talons. Two wings to fly with, tipped with long claws. Its ugly maw was a mess of needle-like teeth. It hissed at him again as they circled each other.
 Memories centuries old; memories of his ancestors; rose to the surface. It was an age-old foe, long forgotten. It was a Lava Bat. They were native to Naylera, known to roost in volcanoes. Besides the Werewolves, they were the only other fully sentient animals on that planet. They were demented; if the stories were to be believed. He searched its soul now, found it to be mildly intelligent, but with an undercurrent of vicious thoughts that made his spikes stand on end.
 As the creature attacked, he had no time to wonder what had made it side with the Vampyres. The Lava Bat rose into the air and launched the attack. Midnight met him half way, unleashing a stream of fire so intense, the people below screamed.
 “Firezzz” It taunted him, in no way harmed by the flames.
 Higher and higher they rose, circling. The Lava Bat used the talons on its hind legs to scratch at his belly. Midnight tried to grab hold of the creature with his front legs, so he could bite its neck, but the Lava Bat was agile. Again and again, it managed to avoid him. He screamed his fury at the beast, but it just hissed at him as he chased it through the sky. They twirled and dove, rose and plummeted, each seeking the advantage. Midnight was learning its manoeuvres and flight patterns. It might be fast and agile, but predictable. At the next turn, he angled his body and lashed out with his tail, slicing through one of the creature’s wing membranes with his caudal spade. The creature screeched in pain and flapped about for a moment, adjusting to the tear in his wing. Midnight took the chance and went on the attack. He took hold of it with his claws and while it struggled in his grasp, he bit down hard on its leathery neck. Immediately, acrid blood filled his mouth, burning his tongue and he had to let go.
The Lava Bat flapped pitifully for a moment longer, before it could sustain flight no longer. Midnight watched as it dropped to the ground.
 “Dragonzzz”
 He whipped around at the sound. Two more Lava Bats hovered right behind him. The one to his left went on the attack right away, going for his underbelly. He warded it off with a downward swipe of his tail, but then the second creature was on his back, digging its talons into his hide and sinking its teeth into his neck.
 He arched his neck, erecting his spikes in the process. The Lava Bat screeched, but it held on. The other one had taken advantage of his momentary distraction and lacerated his softer belly skin with its sharp claws as it flew by beneath him.
 Screaming with fury, he unleashed a torrent of fire all around him. The pain was building his rage. He felt his blood dripping off him. The creature on his back still held on, deepening his wounds. The other was making passes, slicing here and there, as it went by.
 Midnight, mightiest of all dragons; he who had defeated the Mad-One; would not be taken down by these low creatures. Furious that they had so far managed to get the better of him, he changed his tactic. Just as the second one came in for another pass, Midnight dropped out of the sky. Folding his wings tightly to his sides, he let himself fall. The creature on his back held on, but he could feel its distress.
 The ground rose up to meet him. He was so close now. Just before the moment of impact, he spread his wings and turned in mid-flight. It was a dangerous manoeuvre for such a big animal, but it served its purpose. The Lava Bat connected with the ground with a sickening crunch, dislodging it from his back as he soared on back up into the sky.
 Quickly he sought out the remaining creature and went on the attack. He did not try to out-fly it; it had much greater manoeuvrability, but rather tricked it into coming to him. Two, three times, it flew past him, opening a new cut with each pass. Then it was his turn. He waited for just the right moment. Angling his wings, he changed his position. Then he spun, slicing his tail through the air as the creature came past and with the satisfying sound of tearing flesh, ripped the creature in half.
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 Blaid urged his tired horse forward. Lilith had already done so much for him, but she had more to give. They covered the remaining distance to the Gate so fast, that he had barely time to take in the scene before him as it came into sight. Shattered stones, almost invisible beneath the heaving and writhing bodies of the enemy scrambling over them. Midnight, concentrating his fire into the middle of the circle, light so bright, that it rivalled even the most brilliant sunrise. Warriors, fighting for their lives and their land, the sounds of their weapons not quite drowning out the screams of the wounded.
 He crashed into the outer ring of fighting, swinging his blades. Two, three, then four Vampyres fell in quick succession to his sword. He tried to orientate himself; he had to find Maia; but there was fighting all around him. He fought on, slashing as he pushed forward. Lilith lashed out with her legs, ears laid flat against her head, but Blaid felt no fear from her. She was in her element.
 Then he felt it; Maia’s distress. He screamed in rage, taking out a Werewolf that got in his way. Turning Lilith’s head, he headed the other way. He had to get to the other side of the battlefield and the fastest way would be to go around. Beheading two Generals, he eventually broke free of the fighting. He urged Lilith to a gallop, but the scream that washed over the battlefield at that very moment brought her to a quivering standstill.
 His heart raced as he watched Midnight rise into the air, fighting what looked like a smaller, red dragon. Although smaller, Blaid could feel the danger from it and Midnight was having obvious difficulties. He put his hand on Lilith’s neck to steady her and then urged her forward once more. Every minute, more Vampyres came through Greystone, bringing their Werewolves with them. In the short time that it took him to circumvent the battlefield, at least a thousand more had come through. With Midnight fighting his own battle in the air, the Vampyres were now free to swarm the battlefield.
 Once, he thought he saw Lord Longshadow, surrounded by his Commanders, locked in battle with a number of Generals. He rode past, however, Maia his main concern. More than once, he was waylaid, adding to his frustration. It seemed that no matter how hard he tried, he simply could not reach her. He yelled for her, but the sound of battle drowned out his voice. He needed to get back into the middle of the fight if he wanted to find her.
 “Run, my sweet,” he said to Lilith as he jumped off her and gave her a slap on the rump.
 She neighed in defiance, but he had already turned and was striding towards the nearest Vampyre. Soon he was in the thick of it and Lilith out of sight. Within moments, he was covered in blood, killing without pausing. The fact that he could not find Maia, was bringing on his black rage. He tried to suppress it, knowing Elves would pay with their lives if he were to give in to it.
 Then, the strangest feeling suddenly overcame him. He still felt the black rage building, stronger than ever before, but it was held in check as if by a gentling hand. For a second, he closed his eyes, feeling Maia within his mind. When he opened his eyes again, they were cold and focussed. He was Death and he had a job to do.
  
 Watching Midnight fight the red creatures, had almost brought her to tears. She felt so weak. Fire was gravely injured. Aaron still held her up and Rothea was doing her best to keep the enemy off them. All looked lost; she had nothing left to give.
 Then, suddenly, she was angry beyond words. It was a similar feeling to what she had felt during the battle at Shadow Hall where she had slain all the Generals. For a moment, she did not understand, struggling to control the rage. Then it became clear to her and a deep calm settled over her. For a second, she closed her eyes, feeling Blaid within her mind. When she opened her eyes again, they were cold and focussed. She was Life and she had a job to do.
She pushed herself away from Aaron and stepped past Rothea. She did not hear the words they shouted at her, but only saw the battle in front of her. In her mind, she saw Blaid somewhere else on the battlefield, and although they were not physically together, they were now fighting as one.
 Like the last time they had fought together, the power that now coursed through Maia was too much to contain. She unleashed it upon the foe, unafraid, relentless. Like a tornado, she whirled through the throng of Vampyres, Werewolves, Elves, and Battle Dragons, placing her Twin Blades with such precision that with each swipe an enemy fell.
 She did not see the stunned faces of the warriors around her, nor did she notice how they rallied around her. All she felt was Blaid in her mind and all she saw were targets. Tirelessly, she fought on and on, slaying the Vampyres by the hundreds. How much time passed, she would have been unable to say. Nothing else mattered, but to save her people. She cared nothing for the small cuts she received from passing blades, nor did she care about the gash on her forehead from a club. She felt no pain.
 The sun rose higher into the sky, now peeking through the cloud cover in some places, shining bright spotlights down upon the battlefield. It was grotesquely beautiful; the sunlight illuminating the bloodied and mutilated bodies left in Maia’s wake. Those who watched Maia dance through the scant sunlight, dealing death as if she were born to it, were left feeling awed and somewhat richer for having been allowed to witness it.
  
 By noon, the Vampyre army was decimated. What was left of them, were either desperately fighting to escape, or had surrendered and were huddled amid the shattered stones. Slowly, Maia came back to her senses, the danger over. For a moment, she stood, in a pool of her own blood, surveying her surroundings. The stench of blood and gore was suddenly all she could smell and the familiar feeling of nausea settled over her. Fatigue draped her like a heavy blanket. Her multiple injuries pained, as if she were receiving them anew. She gasped as the senses overwhelmed her and with a long, rasping sigh, she collapsed to the ground.
 For a while, all she felt was the pain. The world around her did not exist. She did not hear, nor see, so she was oblivious to the commotion around her. However, after a while, the shouting became louder, intruding even through the heavy fog of pain.
 “…ever touch her.”
 She was not sure if it was her father who had spoken, but the anger in the voice was unmistakeable. She drifted off again for a moment.
 “…not here while she was fighting,” she was sure it was Aaron who was speaking this time. “Maia was the one who won this battle for us.”
 She felt nauseous. The world spun behind her closed eyes. The pain burning within her like fire. For a while, the ringing in her ears prevented her from hearing more. Then she heard her father speak again.
 “You have done this to her. Look at her,” he shouted. “She is almost dead because of you. I hereby banish you from Grildor and forbid you to see Maia ever again. Leave at once. Do not ever come back. I shall put a price on your head should you ever step foot in our country again.”
 Maia wanted to sit up to find out what was going on, but she was unable to move. She tried to lift her head, but to no avail. She tried to speak, but no sound came out of her mouth. She was so tired. So sore. She felt herself drifting off again and she fought it with what will she had left. She must have failed though, because what she heard next was only the end of a sentence, spoken by Blaid.
 “…then I will leave and never bother your clan, or Maia, ever again.”
 She thought it would have been impossible for her to feel any more pain, but as she heard Blaid utter those words, her heart ripped asunder and her world shattered. How could he leave her? She was only whole if they were together. She needed him. The sob stuck in her throat and she felt the salt of her tears sting the cuts on her face. Finally, tired of fighting the pain and exhaustion, she gave in to her weakness and drifted off into a feverish sleep.
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 A Moon had passed since they had defeated the Vampyres for a second time. Many had given their lives for the victory. Lord Longshadow had decreed that day an official day of mourning, which he added to their calendar and it was to be observed every year from now on.
 The twelve traitors had been sentenced to imprisonment. Many had voted for them to die, but Jagaer hoped to get as much information about the Vampyres from them as he could. The threat of the Vampyres remained.
 Maia had been unable to attend the burial of their own fallen, due to her injuries. Silas and Luke treated her in the cave, with her family and Aaron, Jasmin and Rothea often sitting by her side. They were worried, as she was taking too long to get better. Although some of her injuries had been severe, with the medicine administered by Silas and her own healing powers, she should have been back on her feet within a few days.
 Yet, day by day, she lay on her cot, feeling like the world had ended. She had no motivation to get better. Blaid was gone from her life. He would never come back.
 At first, she did not even speak to anyone but, as she started healing, she could not avoid it any longer. Everyone came to visit her. Family, friends, the warriors whose lives she saved.
 And Aaron. He was with her every day. Sometimes the entire day. As she got better, she also noticed that Aaron and her father had become close and they would often sit around the fire in the cave, deep in discussion.
 Yet Maia cared little about what was happening around her and it was many more days before she spoke in more than one-word answers.
 “It is time for you to get up,” Silas announced. “You have been here for a Moon already and there is nothing further I can do for you.”
 He sat by the fire, his back turned to her, and had not even looked up to speak to her. His back was hunched and he looked old and tired. She knew that her state of mind weighed heavily on him, but she could not change it. Her heart was broken and no herbs or powders could heal it.
 “And you should really see to Fire,” he added. “We have done what we could for him, but without your magic, I don’t believe that he will ever be the same again.”
 Maia frowned. She remembered the horrific injury Fire had sustained during the fight. A Werewolf had slashed his rump and the flesh had hung off his rear, bleeding profusely. A rush of adrenaline shot through her at the thought that she had forgotten about her horse in her misery. And Midnight? She knew he had been injured during the fight with those red creatures, but he had not mentioned anything to her during their mind links while she had been in the cave.
 She asked him now and, although he assured her that he was fine, she could tell that he was hiding something from her. She probed his mind, but he shut her out.
 Could she feel any worse? Not only was her heart broken, but now the guilt of neglecting the ones she still had in her life and whom she did love dearly, completely overwhelmed her. She started to cry.
 “Maia,” Aaron said gently and sat down on the bed next to her, draping his arm around her shoulders.
 She leant her head against him and let herself cry. She had not shed a tear since she had overheard her father speak to Blaid. The pain had been too much. However, the thought of her neglect was finally bringing it all to the surface. She let it out, letting Aaron hold her. She did not know for how long she cried, but she felt better for it. 
 Finally, she rose from the bed.
 “Thank you, Silas, for your care. I will be a burden no longer.”
 She nodded to Aaron and then packed the few things that had been brought to the cave for her. Whether she liked it or not, she was still alive. Life had to carry on. Somehow.
Aaron accompanied her out of the cave and they walked together to her home. He carried her satchel for her. It was a beautiful day, so very different from the storm that had raged during the days of the battle. Sunlight dappled through the trees, birds flitted about in the canopy above, the stream gurgled to their right and she could hear singing from somewhere across the Gathering Grounds.
 Along the way, people stopped and bowed when they saw her, a look on their faces she had never seen before.
 “They revere you,” Aaron said to her. “You saved us all.”
 “I did not do it alone,” she replied.
 “Our armies were losing, Maia. Had it not been for you, the ending would have been much different.”
 She wanted to tell him that it was Blaid who had helped her save the people, but the words stuck in her throat. She could not bear to think of him.
 Her home was empty and they dropped the satchel on the stairs and headed for the stables. Aaron had told her that Rothea was with the Regiment, for the moment taken off guard duty. Her mother was probably in the pottery workshop and her father had his affairs to tend to. Strangely, she felt relieved that she did not have to speak to anyone.
 It felt good to be walking in the fresh air, but when they reached the point where, but a few Moons back, Maia and Blaid had made love in the forest, she almost lost her composure. Aaron was quickly by her side, assuming it was fatigue that had made her stumble. They walked the rest of the way with Aaron holding her. She did not mind; his calm demeanour was making her feel better.
 They eventually reached the stables and she went straight to Fire’s stall. Her stallion whinnied when he noticed her and limped over to the door. She caught her breath at the sight of him and tears rolled down her face.
 “Silas and Luke, with the help of some of the Horse Masters, had to cut off a fair amount of flesh, before they were able to sew the wound closed,” Jaik said behind her. “They are still treating it every day to prevent infection.”
 “Jaik,” she said and he opened his arms for her.
 It felt good to be in his embrace. No one else could ever make her feel this way; he was her brother and they had a connection so deep, that it could never be shaken.
 “See to him first, then we can talk,” he said, then kissed her on the forehead.
 With shaking fingers, she opened the latch to the door. Fire immediately came to her and stuck his head under her arm. She rubbed his soft nose and stroked his neck, then she went to see his hind leg. She moved her hand over the deep indentation, his skin puckered and still crusty in places. Fire twitched and she knew it was still sore. They had done what they could for him and he would live, but he would never be able to run again the way he used to. There was little she could do for him now, except finish the healing and take away his pain. Even she could not grow back what had been cut away.
 She concentrated and let the energy flow out of her. After spending a full Moon in bed, she had plenty to spare. Maia talked to Fire quietly while she healed him as best she could. From time to time, he snorted, but he stood still for her until it was done. She was crying again. He was still a magnificent stallion and could still be used for the stud and produce beautiful offspring. However, he would never be able to gallop over the Grazing Ground or round up his herd of mares.
 “I am sorry, Fire,” she whispered before she closed the stable door behind her.
  
 That evening they all gathered at the royal home. Her entire family was there, including her great-grand parents and grand parents. Aaron and his children were there, as was Archer. Rothea had come and so had Silas and his life-partner, Becci.
Maia understood that they were trying to help her cope with what had happened, but it was difficult for her to smile for their benefit. The only time she felt truly interested, was when Jaik told her of his adventure at Tarron Heights.
 “Once we had secured the city, we rode immediately for the Gate. I had a terrible feeling that something had gone wrong, which, of course, was confirmed once we arrived there.”
 “Were you there during the fight?” she asked, unsure if she had seen him during the battle.
 “No, we were still at Tarron Heights while you were fighting,” he said. “We only arrived two days later and helped dispose of the dead. By that time, you had already been taken home. We rode as fast as we could, but then came across the rest of the Vampyres that had attacked Tarron Heights. We managed to kill most of them, before the rest managed to escape. We lost five good men in the process, including Munnar.”
 “I am sorry, Jaik.” Maia took his hand, knowing how much each of his Guard meant to him.
 The evening progressed and they ate dinner and then had tea around the hearth. Maia was quiet as she listened to her family and friends. She loved them all dearly and she realised how lucky she was to have them all in her life. They were the ones who made her who she was. They were the reason she fought, they were the reason she was. She was their Prime.
 Nevertheless, the heartbreak gnawed at her and she wished she could still it. It was like a black serpent that slithered its way around her soul, devouring her happiness. Without realising it, she leant against Aaron for comfort and he cradled her in his arms, his tenderness comforting.
 Her father cleared his throat and stood. She looked up at him.
 “There is a matter that we have been discussing since the war and I think now is as good a time as any to speak to you about it.”
 She sat up straight, wondering what matter he could be talking about.
 “Since the Humans have come to live with us, they have proven to be productive members of our clan. Aaron has built himself a reputation as a Builder and has done well for himself. In light of this, I see him as an equal to any good man of our own people. Considering all that has happened, your mother and I believe that it would be in your best interest that you marry. I have given my consent for Aaron to court you and, if you agree, a wedding date can be set for next spring.”
 “Father, I…” She did not know what to say.
 “Maia,” Aaron said and knelt down in front of her, “I know what you have been going through and how difficult this must all be for you. Let me take care of you. Let us be a family and make you whole again. I promise to respect you, cherish you and love you with everything I have. You have been my wife once and I would like that to be again. You can take as long as you need to recover, as long as you agree. I will wait, for however long it will take.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring. “I know that this is a tradition we have on Earth, but will you accept this ring as my promise to you that I will look after you for as long as I shall live?”
 Her body trembled. She looked at him. He had grown into a handsome man; the elven magic had wrought many changes within him. His hair was now long and dark, held together at the back with a leather band. His skin was smooth and youthful. His grey eyes sparkled with intelligence and the love he had for her was written all over his face. She thought about everything he had done to win her approval, not least winning his category at Spring Feast and then riding into war to save her.
 She did not love him, but he was a good man. The man she wanted had been banished and wanted nothing more to do with her. Riker, whom she had genuinely liked, had been killed. What else was left for her? A life alone, in misery? If she married Aaron, at least she could be with Luke and Jasmin every day. A single tear ran down her cheek.
“Yes, Aaron, I shall be your wife.”
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 He walked. There was nothing else he could do right now. Being one with Maia during the fight had been the most amazing moment of his life. She was the other half of his soul.
 Then to see her broken and bleeding on the battlefield had ripped his heart asunder. He had rushed to her, but the others had gotten there before him. The clouds above had darkened, as if in anticipation of what was going to happen. All he had wanted was to be by her side in her time of need, but Lord Longshadow had seen him as a threat. Somehow, Maia’s father was convinced that everything that had happened to Maia was his fault, yet everything he had done since he had come into Maia’s life was to protect her.
 Lilith nudged him from behind. He had not heard her follow him and he was surprised to see her. At least she knew him for who he was. He stopped and took the bridle and saddle off her and dumped them on the ground. She deserved to be free. He carried on walking.
 The emptiness he felt inside was consuming him; like a black hole, it was threatening to devour him, never to be seen again. He felt only pain and disappointment. What was his life without Maia in it? What had made Lord Longshadow react to him the way he had? He recalled every word that had been spoken on that battlefield.
 “She needs my help,” Blaid had said.
 “You shall never touch her. Not for as long as I live,” Lord Longshadow had replied.
 “I have only ever tried to help her. To help you. Do you not see?”
 “You were not here while she was fighting. Maia was the one who won this battle for us. I did not see you do anything that helped us win this battle,” the Human, Aaron had said.
 “You have done this to her. Look at her.” Lord Longshadow had then shouted. “She is almost dead because of you. I hereby banish you from Grildor and forbid you to see Maia ever again. Leave at once. Do not ever come back. I shall put a price on your head should you ever step foot in our country again.”
 The announcement had taken him aback. Never to see Maia again would surely kill him. He could not live without her. Yet, there was nothing he could do about it right now. Lord Longshadow’s army surrounded her and they would not let him get to her. He had to let her go. For now.
 “You cannot keep me away from her for ever. We are meant to be together. One day you will come to realise this and let us hope it will not be too late by then.”
 Lord Longshadow had made a strange sound at the back of his throat, but Blaid had carried on before the King of Grildor could interrupt him.
 “Only if Maia speaks the words herself that she does not want to be with me, then I will leave and never bother your clan, or Maia, ever again.”
 He had turned, before anyone could speak again. He had needed to get away. The pain had been too great.
 Lilith snorted behind him and brought him out of his reverie. He had not realised she was still following him. He did not even know where he was going. All he wanted was to get away from this pain and emptiness. Absently, he reached out and stroked her neck. Strangely, she was shaking with fear.
 He stopped and looked around. They had entered the dark forest. How had he gotten here? What had made him come here? He felt Lilith quiver beneath his touch and suddenly he felt it too; that debilitating fear, that had gripped him while he had tried to rescue the prisoners from the Vampyre camp.
 “Go, Lilith, get away from here,” he told her and then watched as she ran back onto the open plains.
 A plan was forming at the back of his mind. He was consumed by emptiness and pain. What if he could replace those feelings with something else? Something that would make him forget, at least for a while, the ache within him.
He drew his weapons and carried on deeper into the forest. Suddenly, he was spoiling for a fight. He needed the distraction. As he progressed deeper into the forest, so the fear intensified. He wondered how the Riven managed to project such fear upon others, but he was grateful for it. For the moment, the pain was forgotten and all he could think of was the fear. He carried on regardless.
 Suddenly a black shadow crossed the narrow gap between the dark trees ahead of him. His heart raced. He readied his blades. All his senses were alert, but the danger seemed to come from all sides. He spun, trying to see into the thick undergrowth of the forest. Even during the light of day, the forest was almost completely dark. He strained his eyes, but the creature was so well hidden, that he only saw it when it leapt down on him from a branch above.
 If asked, he would have been unable to describe the creature to anyone. It was black, but at the same time, it was the colour of the forest around it. Its hide was smooth, yet had the texture of tree bark, or moss, or river stones. It had four legs, then two. It had claws, then wings. It had fur, then feathers. The image of the Riven changed a hundred times in the blink of an eye; and it moved just as quickly.
 Blaid had the presence of mind to raise his blades as the creature leapt and it hissed, or growled, as it connected with his swords. He spun, searching for it, but it was hiding again.
 “Come on; fight me like you mean it,” he yelled at the beast.
 Faster than should have been possible, the Riven swept down from a tree and slashed its tail, or whip, across Blaid’s legs. Screaming, he fell to the ground. He felt the blood oozing out of the gashes on his calves and with it came a burning sensation, such as is felt when poisoned.
 Grimacing, he struggled back onto his legs. He turned wildly, swinging his swords. The Riven roared, or screamed, and with one smooth swipe of his arm, or wing, slashed his rib cage open.
 Blaid pushed his hand against his chest, but his hot blood poured over his fingers, dripping dark red to the ground. He was having trouble breathing. The forest spun before his eyes. A raven, or a bear (he was obviously not thinking clearly) suddenly knocked him to the ground. Teeth sunk into his neck and the weight on his chest stopped him from breathing.
 Then it flew, or crawled, away. The world around Blaid had gone completely black. He could feel the blood leave his body, felt the poison spread through his veins, heard the faint beating of his heart.
 Ba-bum, ba-bum, ba-bum…
 He was getting weaker. His hands were slick with blood. His veins burned as if they were on fire. His heart slowed.
 Ba…bum, ba…bum…
 He thought of Maia. His last thought. With him until the end.
 Ba…bum.
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 Shadow Hall
  
 The Royal House of Longshadow
 	Jarra Longshadow - Maia’s great grandfather, father of Jadae
 	Algen Longshadow - Maia’s great grandmother, mother of Jadae
 	Jadae Longshadow - Maia’s grandfather, father of Jagaer
 	Ikari Longshadow - Maia’s grandmother, mother of Jagaer
 	Jagaer Longshadow - Maia’s father, Lord of Shadow Hall & Elderlord of Grildor
 	Malyn Longshadow - Maia’s mother & wife to the Lord of Grildor
 	Jaik Longshadow - Maia’s twin brother, prince of Grildor & Commander of the Guard
 	Maia Longshadow - Princess of Grildor & Life Elemental
 	Wolf - Forest Wolf, honorary member of the Longshadow family

  
 The Noble Houses of Birkenheart & Elderken
 	Maël Birkenheart - Maia’s grandmother, mother of Malyn
 	Alandrien Birkenheart - Maia’s grandfather, father of Malyn (deceased)
 	Kian Elderken - Maël’s life partner
 	Danyar - Giant Hare, honorary member of the Birkenheart-Elderken family

  
 The Noble House of Chesterfort
 	Emrik Chesterfort - Maia’s great grandfather, father of Maël
 	Maraël Chesterfort - Maia’s great grandmother, mother of Maël

  
 The Noble House of Moonswain
 	Ramaer Moonswain - Elder & father of Riker
 	Lilonda Moonswain - Wife of Ramaer
 	Riker Moonswain - Son of Ramaer & member of the Guard

  
 The Noble House of Nightshield
 	Silas Nightshield - Healer, Elemental, royal advisor & mentor to Maia

  
 Elders of Shadow Hall
 	Jadae Longshadow
 	Emrik Chesterfort
 	Ramaer Moonswain
 	Lamar Oakencrest
 	Dictennia Hollowberg
 	Eilin Shallowaters
 	Livarion Summerlot
 	Janeke Oldenrift
 	Beccithalia Nordenfall
 	Falorien Deepsword
 	Baltor Owen

  
 The Guard of Shadow Hall
 	Jaik Longshadow (Commander)
 	Argar Fairwen (2nd in Command)
 	Riker Moonswain
 	Boron Flowersfield
 	Filithrin Overmer
 	Munnar Shallowaters
 	Tallson Robynreed
 	Royander Dragonthorn
 	Somas Birkenstock
 	Aari Fyrlane
 	Glark Gnarkstrov (Dwarf)

  
 The Warrior Houses of Shadow Hall & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Jaik Longshadow
 	The Regiment - Commander Rowlean Ridgewell
 	The Legion - Commander Calemir Willowbay
 	The Sentinels - Commander Livan Summerlot
 	The Night Watch - Commander Herrod Goldsbane
 	The Scouts - Commander Aduial Mellowood
 	The Horse Guard - Commander Caran Kastenbrink

  
  
 Death
 	Blaid Elderbow - Death Elemental

  
 Braérn
  
 The Noble House of Swiftfisher
 	Kyreon Swiftfisher - Lord of Braérn
 	Amandel Swiftfisher - Wife of Kyreon
 	Kanarel Swiftfisher - Son of Kyreon

  
 The Noble House of Sparrow
 	Elothrin Sparrow - Elder of Braérn
 	Soniana Sparrow - Wife of Elothrin
 	Siya Sparrow - Daughter of Soniana & Jaik’s love interest

  
 The Noble House of Falconfall
 	Burindor Falconfall - Owner of The Falcon’s Nest guest lodge
 	Selest Falconfall - Wife of Burindor
 	Selena Falconfall - Daughter of Selest

  
 Elders of Braérn
 	Solara Coldfire
 	Kaidan Darkblood
 	Florian Moongloom
 	Ciël Ravenken
 	Ilaya Countbay
 	Asgarr Redbrook
 	Zevrion Hightop
 	Atras Eaglesea
 	Ikanin Ebongrove
 	Athras Locklan
 	Pilasan Lowilds

  
 The Guard of Braérn
 	Liatriël Sweetsky (Commander)
 	Masa Frostwell (2nd in Command)
 	Shiril Forgehammer
 	Menna Havenvoid
 	Kenyla Silverson
 	Fille Lyrpalm
 	Josrion Redwallow
 	Huralan Countbay
 	Namall Fallhill
 	Ashavan Cavevault
 	Uthorim Emberbury

  
 The Warrior Houses of Braérn & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Liatriël Sweetsky
 	The Regiment - Commander Lenall Neverstar
 	The Legion - Commander Ghenon Bridgeburgh
 	The Sentinels - Commander Nenren Millshear
 	The Night Watch - Commander Misa Freyfair
 	The Scouts - Commander Pasiara Rosehaven
 	The Armada - Commander Ihsh Drymore

  
 Thala Yll
  
 The Noble House of Hazelwatch
 	Skylor Hazelwatch - Lord of Thala Yll
 	Kariana Hazelwatch - Wife of Skylor
 	Sky Hazelwatch - Son of Skylor

  
 Elders of Thala Yll
 	Emorion Sunwell
 	Sasuna Timberhold
 	Kaneki Rimesalt
 	Nerube Stormfreeze
 	Brivra Farmeadow
 	Fenlen Overland
 	Lerdon Pondmaw
 	Javen Horseborn
 	Savin Oxenyoke
 	Vardor Oldgardens
 	Ashalora Grimcall

 
 The Guard of Thala Yll
 	Elandor Arkenbay (Commander)
 	Riro Feyhorn (2nd in Command)
 	Harsan Lavender
 	Leron Redstalk
 	Alaros Wiseowl
 	Teneroc Dierhall
 	Aelythri Thunderdrum
 	Agwar Brinkwater
 	Genhanon Sunfer
 	Mithari Horseborn
 	Aracil Oxenyoke

  
 The Warrior Houses of Thala Yll & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Elandor Arkenbay
 	The Regiment - Commander Evandeor Hollowdale
 	The Legion - Commander Lyandor Eastmire
 	The Sentinels - Commander Owenden Lightfrost
 	The Night Watch - Commander Venarel Swiftfalls
 	The Scouts - Commander Ranhorn Quickchill
 	The Dragon Guard - Commander Vrayla Oldpeak

  
 Alea Yll
  
 The Noble House of Plainspar
 	Durinn Plainspar - Lord of Alea Yll
 	Alena Plainspar - Wife of Durinn
 	Dalton Plainspar - Son of Durinn

  
 Elders of Alea Yll
 	Ebligon Duskstar
 	Vyrlynag Wildecoast
 	Sminda Treeburn
 	Brila Cloudcrest
 	Panon Freyspell
 	Lemmaêl Shieldall
 	Riondon Blossomtree
 	Lensas Brownhawk
 	Ganala Oldwood
 	Vasawyn Haretrap
 	Onnesh Southall

  
 The Guard of Alea Yll
 	Cencaur Blackcloak (Commander)
 	Folwin Shortstep (2nd in Command)
 	Iliphar Foxwell
 	Gormarden Oldwood
 	Veallahan Freyspell
 	Sayia Snakefield
 	Imucia Woodland
 	Leyran Wyrmwood
 	Kuchan Cattlecreek
 	Dighyll Southall
 	Myuen Onyx

  
 The Warrior Houses of Alea Yll & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Cencaur Blackcloak
 	The Regiment - Commander Kayverii Thornbird
 	The Legion - Commander Libraanich Redcloud
 	The Sentinels - Commander Layciel Pondgrass
 	The Night Watch - Commander Nithroël Snowfield
 	The Scouts - Commander Imperion Redrun
 	The Wolf Guard - Commander Adorellan Hillward

  
 Tarron Heights
  
 The Noble House of Tallson
 	Cinaed Tallson - Lord of Tarron Heights
 	Mikana Tallson - Wife of Cinaed
 	Mekindra Tallson - Daughter of Mikana

  
 Elders of Tarron Heights
 	Reandor Lothbrooke
 	Haemir Sailbill
 	Kymeron Evergreen
 	Thalar Carverer
 	Varkin Lynxcape
 	Theondal Shrew
 	Para Deerfall
 	Lanné Winterhare 
 	Fiora Bluepyre
 	Merrinna Ravencroft
 	Sorsser Storkbill

  
 The Guard of Tarron Heights
 	Erendal Baywater (Commander)
 	Arabas Winterfoe (2nd in Command)
 	Argon Strongsteel
 	Lemren Cattbar
 	Ylthorn Molewright
 	Zathraël Bergen 
 	Taevin Treadfast
 	Balaras Oakenkin
 	Grendor Creek
 	Iolas Yellowfields
 	Kellam Northfolk

  
 The Warrior Houses of Tarron Heights & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Erendal Baywater
 	The Regiment - Commander Briedenley Bluetop
 	The Legion - Commander Lirethorn Shadowbourne
 	The Sentinels - Commander Panthius Houndhill
 	The Night Watch - Commander Vichelle Crowlake
 	The Scouts - Commander Ziaan Farseer

  
 Rathaés
  
 The Noble House of Firestone
 	Hanno Firestone - Lord of Rathaés
 	Medina Firestone - Wife of Hanno
 	Minna Firestone - Daughter of Medina

  
 Elders of Rathaés
 	Bronsen Firehold
 	Aghtias Burnwood
 	Avatey Hotstone
 	Lintey Bogden
 	Minaam Coalmill
 	Sukitaan Flameshield
 	Abantus Ironstar
 	Evera Whitecross
 	Shigtaan Boneshell
 	Cait Crystalvault
 	Muisay Lavarun

  
 The Guard of Rathaés
 	Annitue Burnwood (Commander)
 	Xiveral Greywolf (2nd in Command)
 	Tenninas Pygmyant
 	Suzari Sprinpost
 	Beetran Fyrhound
 	Sira Flameshield
 	Trialan Pyrehill 
 	Rumivah Steamguard
 	Keathlen Hotwell
 	Soavira Brownkite
 	Esolla Inkstar

  
 The Warrior Houses of Rathaés & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Annitue Burnwood
 	The Regiment - Commander Dorius Bloodaxe
 	The Legion - Commander Aladon Ironstar
 	The Sentinels - Commander Buroden Sourwater
 	The Night Watch - Commander Beyth Blackbear
 	The Scouts - Commander Lyva Dawnyard 
 	The Burning Spear - Commander Luriaan Nightadder


 Dragonfort
  
 The Noble House of Middleclaw
 	Elgan Middleclaw - Lord of Dragonfort
 	Tannina Middleclaw - Wife of Elgan
 	Ethran Middleclaw - Son of Elgan

  
 Elders of Dragonfort
 	Mikitaan Wyrmhole
 	Sayren Treehelm
 	Souguh Darkwood
 	Rorikus Dragonhood
 	Kay Slaygrove
 	Picharen Pinenymph
 	Llantey Raspberry
 	Veruen Wildbean
 	Sichaani Lizardrift
 	Shelline Logvale
 	Kainen Fyrmoss

 
 The Guard of Dragonfort
 	Divari Woodfort (Commander)
 	Liinay Springforest (2nd in Command)
 	Ruzia Dragonhood
 	Korshius Silverwing
 	Eblamey Mothcroft
 	Nishaan Oldenoak
 	Yltran Willowroot
 	Hagen Redweed
 	Mallek Primrose
 	Thildor Elderflower
 	Varin Wildbean

  
 The Warrior Houses of Dragonfort & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Divari Woodfort
 	The Regiment - Commander Terikus Elderflower
 	The Legion - Commander Gviraan Riverfloat
 	The Sentinels - Commander Nerki Oldenoak
 	The Night Watch - Commander Onitey Deepfalls
 	The Scouts - Commander Osaria Claybeetle

  
 Stoneloft
  
 The Noble House of Brimstone
 	Lothri Brimstone - Lord of Stoneloft
 	Hellena Brimstone - Wife of Lothri
 	Lurin Brimstone - Son of Lothri

  
 The Noble House of Gemsson
 	Ender Gemsson - Noble of Stoneloft
 	Melindil Gemsson - Wife of Ender

  
 Elders of Stoneloft
 	Killian Granitson
 	Leth Brimstone
 	Thurvah Marblehall
 	Anaar Firestone
 	Larius Hardrock
 	Thiborn Underfelt
 	Shay Stonecroft
 	Vorus Eversmooth
 	Sigilah Hammersbay
 	Laylee Lintel
 	Evosirah Flagstone

  
 The Guard of Stoneloft
 	Sioryn Hammersbay (Commander)
 	Rilodaan Darksky (2nd in Command)
 	Agrador Lovemore
 	Vird Bluebird
 	Lerikan Hardrock
 	Eldaren Softleaf
 	Kagu Goodsmith
 	Theros Underfelt
 	Vianten Eversmooth
 	Keachay Featherpen
 	Raiken Marblemoss

  
 The Warrior Houses of Stoneloft & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Sioryn Hammersbay
 	The Regiment - Commander Amandray Riverken
 	The Legion - Commander Charen Dewdrop
 	The Sentinels - Commander Skyver Minedeep
 	The Night Watch - Commander Eman Softleaf
 	The Scouts - Commander Pheylaar Coversmoke

  
 Crook Harbour
  
 The Noble House of Silverman
 	Argur Silverman - Lord of Crook Harbour
 	Natala Silverman - Wife of Argur
 	Arun Silverman - Son of Argur

  
 Elders of Crook Harbour
 	Evon Fishawk
 	Lethron Eelwright
 	Eya Silvershell
 	Zifaan Ria
 	Sumon Lettergood
 	Thiolus Seadragon
 	Keytay Waverider
 	Aren Smoothsailor
 	Meylah Goodfisher
 	Lovden Isledown
 	Efketeri Sanderson

  
 The Guard of Crook Harbour
 	Lavangen Isledown (Commander)
 	Evoslen Fishawk (2nd in Command)
 	Averi Summerbay
 	Verioma Crabnet
 	Yandior Sealot
 	Thorle Mapmaker
 	Eflen Booktown
 	Ikerion Fastrider
 	Shayron Reedbasket
 	Illosri Chandler
 	Tayro Seadragon

  
 The Warrior Houses of Crook Harbour & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Lavangen Isledown
 	The Regiment - Commander Keafaan Leadwood
 	The Legion - Commander Morius Goodfisher
 	The Sentinels - Commander Cristaan Dragonwing
 	The Night Watch - Commander Liathor Whirlpool
 	The Scouts - Commander Chianden Rivermouth
 	The Armada - Commander Bayeflen Goldleaf

  
 South Point
  
 The Noble House of Seafarer
 	Konder Seafarer - Lord of South Point
 	May Seafarer - Wife of Konder
 	Mina Seafarer - Daughter of May

  
 Elders of South Point
 	Lanall Wetland
 	Kanowen Boatsman
 	Rinneor Farmwell
 	Mitharien Hawthorn
 	Velarrill Noblekin
 	Devethra Pebblegrove
 	Shanne Bogfast
 	Brivrea Oarsman
 	Seraltor Stormken
 	Brindor Wetbank
 	Namanowen Troutferry

  
 The Guard of South Point
 	Shivren Bogfast (Commander)
 	Chilenron Topsail (2nd in Command)
 	Fearon Fillsafe
 	Kion Shortreef
 	Leylaan Wetland
 	Tivis Oldenborn
 	Hespen Longship
 	Etherien Greensail
 	Memophen Hawthorn
 	Akelor Thornybay
 	Garoth Newtown

  
 The Warrior Houses of South Point & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Shivren Bogfast
 	The Regiment - Commander Dray Longmoat
 	The Legion - Commander Tiavon Oldenborn
 	The Sentinels - Commander Xenos Longdale
 	The Night Watch - Commander Quanden Redrose
 	The Scouts - Commander Abathen Thornybay
 	The Armada - Commander Tey Yeoman

  
 Arrow
  
 The Noble House of Leatherman
 	Lucien Leatherman - Lord of Arrow
 	Eldena Leatherman - Wife of Lucien
 	Lucan Leatherman - Son of Lucien

  
 Elders of Arrow
 	Lero Leatherman
 	Siuslah Oakenrift
 	Velkion Wildcat
 	Annavii Oldenspice
 	Therrenon Marshland
 	Borrium Brightshine
 	Diusara Manyword
 	Mathall Maplehall
 	Torien Bard
 	Bariël Quartzblock
 	Fershay Densebush

 
 The Guard of Arrow
 	Whandar Redsands (Commander)
 	Lucan Leatherman (2nd in Command)
 	Zuraken Eastplain
 	Tiaan Yellowstalk
 	Veyleran Hunter
 	Ninden Fleetdeer
 	Ferwendor Loftborn
 	Sofarion Whitehorse
 	Losfarri Shorebird
 	Dorlen Manyword
 	Lensi Silverdole

  
 The Warrior Houses of Arrow & their Commanders
 	The Guard - Commander Whandar Redsands
 	The Regiment - Commander Layloth Strongarm
 	The Legion - Commander Keth Goodhaul
 	The Sentinels - Commander Sigorion Oakenrift
 	The Night Watch - Commander Lucinden Leatherman
 	The Scouts - Commander Emmen Tightnet
 	The Armada - Commander Dominder Broadship

  
 The Warrior Houses
  
 The Guard: Elite group of eleven warriors to serve and protect their Lord and Elders
  
 The Regiment: Eleven groups of twenty elite warriors
  
 The Legion: General fighting force, enlisting is voluntary and numbers depend on size of city
  
 The Sentinels: General city guard and watchmen
  
 The Night Watch: Night watchmen and patrols
  
 The Scouts: Elite group of trackers and messengers
  
 The Horse Guard: Special guards of Shadow Hall
  
 The Dragon Guard: Special guards of Thala Yll
  
 The Wolf Guard: Special guards of Alea Yll
  
 The Armada: Seafaring warriors of the cities on the shores of Nithril Deep
  
 The Burning Spear: Special guards of Rathaés
 The Moons of Elveron
  
 Spring
 	Melt Moon
 	Moon of Rushing Waters
 	Victory Moon
  
 Early Summer
 	Moon of Songs
 	Watcher’s Moon
 	Hunter’s Moon
  
 Summer
 	Moon of the Dragon
 	Blood Moon
 	Bright Moon
  
 Late Summer
 	Fire Moon
 	Harvest Moon
 	Moon of Plenty
  
 Autumn
 	Fall’s Moon
 	Still Moon
 	Frost Moon
  
 Winter
 	Moon of Darkness
 	Snow Moon
 	Moon of Storms

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR
  
 Born in Germany on 1976, Toni Cox has been living in South Africa since 1991. Although she has spent much of her working career in the timber wholesale business, she is also an accomplished horse rider, has a diploma in project management, photography and nutrition. She has a passion for books and all things fantasy and is a firm believer in dragons.
 From a young age, her dream had always been to put her imagination into words - give life to her stories. When she was diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis in 2013, she decided life is too short not to follow her dream. With the support of her husband and three children, she began writing book 1 of the Elemental Trilogy in January 2015.
  
  
  
 Follow Toni Cox here:
  
 Twitter: @tonicoxauthor
 Instagram: @tonicoxelemental
 Facebook: www.facebook.com/authortonicox
 Website: www.tonicox.co.za
 WordPress: tonicoxelemental.wordpress.com
 OEBPS/Cover.jpg
L

THE ELEMENTAL TRILOGY: BOOK 2

\AC
e T

n





