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Luke watched the rodent scurry along the windowsill, investigate the open window and wiggle its whiskers.

Back home, his father would immediately have called pest control and then the CDC. Here, though, Luke knew the rodent would look, wiggle its whiskers, and then move on to wherever it was that rodents went. These creatures carried no diseases, did not make nests in peoples’ homes, did not steal food and, in general, did not bother anyone. All the creatures in Shadow Hall lived in harmony with the city’s people.

Although he had been here for two years already, Luke still struggled to accept some things. Back home, on Earth, the implications of having a rodent - especially a rat - anywhere near you, could mean death. As a Healer, allowing these creatures close, or to anyone he held dear, remained difficult. The fear of them was too ingrained in his being to accept that here, on Elveron it was different. He did not chase it away. It did, as he knew it would scurry off eventually, leaving him to return to the books in front of him.

He rubbed his tired eyes and then got off his chair to fetch another lantern. His feet hardly made a sound on the wooden flooring; the thick carpets muffled the sounds. He moved around the tree house with ease, even in the dark, and hardly ever thought of Earth, or electricity, or any of the Flexi gadgets that made studying so much easier.

Luke took the lantern out of the cupboard and went back to his books. There he opened the lantern’s louvres, and the crystal’s light shone out, adding its yellow glow to that of the other already on his desk.

Back on Earth, he had been two years into his medical studies when their mother, on her death bed with cancer, surprised them all by bringing them here, to Elveron, a sister planet of Earth and home to a nation of Elves.

Luke, as well as his father and sister, went through a range of emotions before they came to terms with the fact that Maia, their mother, was an Elf princess and that she had only been on Earth as the final test towards completing her own studies. Now, after near on three years, Luke could not imagine his life any differently.

Maia’s mentor, Silas, was also Shadow Hall’s chief Healer and, after Maia was unable to send them back to Earth, Silas agreed to let Luke finish his medical studies with him. Nothing could have prepared him for the vast knowledge the old Elf possessed, or how advanced the Elves’ medicine was even without the technology Luke was accustomed to.

On Earth, doctors rarely made a diagnosis without first doing a full laser scan. The laser scan became common practice early in the twenty-second century and evolved over the years into a hand-held device the doctor moved over his patients to determine abnormalities within the body. It detected anything from blood pressure and blood sugar to cancer cells, and doctors only approved further investigation after the preliminary laser scan test.

Everything Luke had learned on Earth was based on that first diagnosis, therefore learning to diagnose without this device was Luke’s initial big challenge. He realised how detached people were on Earth. The personal relationship patients once had with their doctors was gone, and everything depended on the functionality of the instruments.

He needed to learn to ask the right questions to determine what was wrong with the patients Silas brought to him. Because of the healthy lifestyle of the Elves, immune diseases were rare, but Luke soon learned that Humans and Elves were not so different from each other.

Elves, like Humans, had moods and emotions and were affected by matters of the heart. Some had character flaws, showed less talent, or had less control over their elemental magic. Some even had physical weaknesses … when compared to other Elves, of course.

In conclusion, Luke found that Elves were only human after all.
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Luke finally closed his books for the night. After so much time on Elveron, he now needed less sleep than he had as a Human, but he still did need to sleep. Most Elves slept on average four to six hours a night, but only because they enjoyed it. Elves could rest as little as two hours in a twenty-four-hour period and not be ill-affected by it.

He shuttered one of the lanterns and took the other to the bathroom. As far as Luke was concerned, this room was a marvel of engineering. They lived in tree houses, some as high as a hundred paces in the air, without electricity or any other modern adaption as he had known on Earth. Yet here was a room that had water flowing from taps and a fully functional, flushing toilet.

His father, an architect on Earth, had been mightily impressed with the water mill from the moment they arrived at Shadow Hall and it was this mill that drove water to the taps and toilets. A network of pipes - so interwoven with the forest itself that one could hardly see them at all - crisscrossed the city, supplied water and carted away the waste. Waste matter was one of the biggest issues on Earth and contributed to steady health decline. The Elves knew the effect waste matter could have on people and disposed of it carefully and immediately.

Turning on the tap over the marble basin inlaid into a chestnut counter top, Luke let the water run and then washed his face. At this time of night, the boiler that provided hot water contained only glowing embers, so he just used the cold-water tap.

After he washed his face, he brushed his teeth. Dental hygiene was another thing the Elves took seriously, yet it had taken the Humans some time to get used to their new dental routine. On Earth, they cleaned their teeth with an Oralator; an electric device that cleaned teeth by inserting it into the mouth for a duration of two minutes. Here, cleaning teeth was a manual task. The Elves used a device similar to that of the toothbrush; something which Humans had not used in over fifty years.

Finally, Luke climbed into his bed made from solid oak and ornately carved, pulling the heavy, duck down duvet over himself. He yawned but could find no sleep.

Too much was happening within Grildor at the moment and, although he was no warrior, it affected him, too. Since Maia brought them here, the Elves had been under attack from Vampyres. In retrospect, Luke thought he had handled everything pretty well. First, they found themselves on another planet. Then, they discovered that the people inhabiting this planet were Elves. After that, the fact that the Elves were threatened by a nation of Vampyres did not seem so far-fetched anymore.

Nevertheless, the threat was real. The Vampyres wanted to take over the elven planet because they had run out of resources on their own. The Elves were now in a constant state of war, either preparing for war or recovering from war. Currently, they were rebounding from the second war. As the season turned to winter, the Vampyres became less active, giving the Elves some respite and time to recoup.

Lord Longshadow was away on a mission to solicit help from neighbouring countries. Jaik now ruled Shadow Hall in his father’s stead and had his hands full with threats around the city. Maia had left on some quest of her own - no one seemed to know what it was about - and his father had taken a Regiment to search for her.

In this time of turmoil, Luke would have understood if Silas wanted to put his training on hold, but the old Elf was adamant that it was more important now than ever. They needed as many trained Healers as they could find, as another war was sure to come. As a matter of fact, Silas now pushed him harder than ever and had set a date for Luke’s final test in the spring.

Luke tossed in his bed, going over what he had learned since arrival. One of his first lessons had been about teas.
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“Do not underestimate the healing power of a good cup of tea,” Silas said. “I can cure issues from a simple headache to internal bleeding, with the right tea. Here, let me show you the herbs we use most often.”

“But we drink tea all the time here,” Luke injected.

“Indeed, which is why it is so effective. Maia uses teas to her advantage all the time. She will add chamomile and lavender to my tea when she wants to discuss something with me that she thinks I may not approve of.”

“You know? And you still drink it?”

“It does not cloud the judgement, but only calms the mind.”

Silas had rummaged through various bags, some made from fine cloth, others from Hessian, yet others from silk. Every bag was tied with a different colour ribbon; to tell which tea it contained, Luke knew.

“But tea is not only for drinking,” Silas continued. “Depending on the ailment, I will use teas as tinctures, compresses, and rinses. It has many uses.”
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With a slight frown on his forehead, Luke swung his legs out of bed and made his way to the kitchen. He shivered slightly as he waited for the kettle to heat and wished he had his mother’s ability to manipulate fire and make water boil faster.

When the water was ready, he poured it over a selection of chamomile and lavender tea leaves in his cup. The fragrant steam twirled in the cool air in front of him as he carried it back to bed.

He had just made himself comfortable again when he heard his sister come home. As a Hunter, she was often out late. Jasmin had taken to elven life from the moment they set foot on Elveron. It was as if she was born to it. Now she had even found love and Luke knew she was happy.

“How are things outside?” he asked with worry in his tone.

“As to be expected,” Jasmin replied. “The people are afraid, and Jaik has his hands full maintaining calm within the city.”

Luke handed her a cup of tea. “And how are you faring?” he asked, knowing she mourned the absence of Archer, who went on the quest with Lord Longshadow.

“Hunting is becoming more difficult with the Vampyres stalking the woods around Shadow Hall. We have to go further and further to find game. It is becoming increasingly dangerous, but we must feed the people.”

“I know,” Luke said. “Silas and I have been checking and double checking the stores for the past fortnight. Cooped up within the city as we are, he worries we might run out of food.”

“Are his fears warranted?”

“No, the stores are full, and the cold weather has ensured nothing has spoilt. Even without rationing, the grains and vegetables will last us until the end of spring. The one thing we are particularly worried about, however, is that the Vampyres will poison the river. Silas has requested that Jaik post archers all along its banks right up to the Shadows Peak.”

Jasmin came to sit beside him. “I am afraid, Luke.”
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The morning dawned with sirens blaring in the distance. Fearing the worst, Luke rose and dressed in a hurry. Grabbing his coat and his medicine bag, he slammed the door shut behind him before descending the staircase from their tree house.

The city below hummed with activity. It took Luke a few moments to take it all in and orientate himself. He knew what the sirens meant - Vampyres. Clenching his jaw, he strode along one of the many paths winding through Shadow Hall.

He could not help with the fighting - he had never been particularly adept with a sword - but where there was fighting, there were bound to be injured. He headed towards The Crags, from where battle sounds and pain-filled screams reached his ears.

Luke never made it to The Crags. Halfway there a Sentinel, locked in battle with a Vampyre, dropped from a bridge crossing the path he was on and they grappled before him, the Vampyre hissing, fangs exposed.

He froze, staring at the thing as it sunk its teeth into the Sentinel. Red, hot blood spurted around the Vampyre’s mouth, drenching the Sentinel’s clothing. The Sentinel screamed. They rolled on the ground, the Sentinel trying desperately to shake the Vampyre off, but the creature clung to him like a leech.

Horrified, Luke noted the volume of blood on the icy ground. Soon the Sentinel would be faint from blood loss and not have the strength to fight back. The Healer in him sprang into action, and he had his scalpel in his hand before he realised he had even taken it out of his bag.

Stepping forward, he grabbed the Vampyre’s sparse hair with his left hand and yanked its head back. With his right hand he slit its throat in one precise, fluid motion.

Luke gagged. The thing gurgled, and all resistance left its body.

The Sentinel weakly pushed the limp form off himself and tried to stand. Luke ducked under his one arm, draping it across his shoulders while supporting the rest of the Sentinel’s body. Luke moved him to just off the road. He needed treatment immediately; no time to take him to the cave. Laying him down on his coat, Luke opened up the rest of his clothing to check the injuries. They were severe, but nothing Luke had not dealt with before, even under these conditions.

As he sutured the Sentinel’s wounds, he thought of Maia’s magic and how she would be able to heal this man. She had a gift as precious as life itself. He swelled with honour knowing he was her son.

Unfortunately, he was not blessed with her gifts of healing and had to rely solely on his knowledge and skill. He now needed to work fast, for the man would soon be hypothermic if he remained on the frozen ground much longer.

Footsteps sounded, and Luke looked up. Jaik came running down the path towards him, looking dishevelled from fighting. The two nodded to each other as Jaik passed.

Worried, Luke finished bandaging the man’s wounds, then heaved him off the ground. He would have never been able to lift the weight of a full-grown man by himself before he came here, but now, with his body more Elf than Human, he was more than capable.

Luke stopped at the first tree house he came to and knocked on the door, hoping someone was home. A woman opened and, taking one look at the injured Sentinel, admitted them into her home.

“Leave him with me, Luke. I will look after him,” she promised. “You go. They will need you out there.”

Without argument, Luke left, running along the many paths of Shadow Hall towards The Crags, to tend to the fallen warriors there. A Commander then directed him to the Elder Hall, where more injured had been taken. There was so much to do; he hardly noticed the passage of time.
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It was late night when he received a message from Silas. Luke read it twice to make sure he understood it correctly before he left his last patient and returned to his home.

There, he changed his clothes, restocked his medicine bag, and had a quick bite to eat. He would need to keep his strength up, for it would be a long night.

Donning his heavy winter cloak and buckling his sword over it, Luke made his way to one of the storage caves along the south-westerly cliff of Shadow Hall, as per Silas’ instructions.

Already, the cave teemed with people of all ages, but mostly elderly women and children. Luke also spotted one of the pregnant women he had been treating over the past few Moons.

“Our forces are getting into position,” a lieutenant told him. “It is imperative that everyone follows their instructions precisely. You will have four guards with you here, but you will be in charge of these people. We have put all the elderly and ailing within this cave. Look after them.”

“Fear not, they will be safe with me.”

“May the Mother smile on you this day.” The lieutenant laid a hand on Luke’s shoulder.

“And you,” Luke replied.

The two men nodded to each other before they separated. Luke walked back up the tunnel a ways to speak to the guards. Within the next hour, they would extinguish the lanterns. By then, everyone assigned to this cave would have arrived.

“Your sister is in cave number three,” one of the guards said. “I saw her earlier, and she said to tell you she is all right.”

“Thank you. Be safe tonight.”

He left the guards and returned to the main area. Jaik had put eighty-four people into his charge, and Jaik now did what he could to keep them calm and make them feel safe.

Over the fire that burned in the far corner, Luke boiled a cauldron of water. Rummaging through the vast stores kept in the cave, he found the shelves containing dried herbs. Selecting lavender, chamomile and hibiscus, he brewed tea for everyone.

During the night, he checked on Chante often, worried she might give birth. Her swollen stomach bulged, blue and strained, and he knew she did not have long to go.

Sometime during the morning, Jaik returned to check on them. The fighting continued beyond the outskirts of the city, and they were ordered to remain inside. Jaik spoke to him calmly, but his underlying tension sent shivers up Luke’s spine. Something was amiss.

Luke paced the tunnel, unsettled by Jaik’s demeanour. If Luke had learned anything in the time that he had lived in Shadow Hall, it was always to trust the instinct of the twins. Maia’s intuitions could sometimes be more accurate than her brother’s, but if Jaik felt some impending doom, then Luke should take heed.
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It wasn’t long before Luke’s worst fears were realised. His father, who he thought away on his quest, came running into the cave. It took Luke a moment before he recognised him; he had changed so much.

“Silas has been mortally wounded. He needs you now. You need to go to the Hall of the Guardians immediately.”

Silas! Panic set in, but then Silas’ lessons overruled his alarm and Luke stopped to think.

“Tell me of the injuries,” he ordered.

Only once his father had told him everything he knew; and told him Rothea had gone with Jasmin to fetch Silas’ equipment; did Luke cease his questioning.

Armed with the knowledge of Silas’ injuries, Luke stocked up on certain medicines from the stores. He had need of them. Then, without another moment to waste, they hurried across the Gathering Grounds.

As Luke entered the king’s chamber, he stared in horror at the scene before him. Silas lay in a pool of blood before the fireplace, with Jaik bent over him in a position of utter defeat.

For a moment, Luke thought his heart might break, and then the Healer within him took over. Filithrin gently removed Jaik from Silas’ body and Glark help Luke turn Silas onto his back so Luke could get to work.

With shaking hands, Luke began his examinations. It was worse than he feared. Lacerations all over his body, broken bones, and the stab wound to his chest and, worst of all, injuries to his abdomen.

From his father’s explanations, he had thought the chest wound the life-threatening one, but unless Luke closed the ruptured intestine, Silas would die of sepsis.

A wet tongue licked his face, and then Wolf settled down quietly close by. Luke looked up and saw Jasmin and Rothea bring in the equipment from Silas’ cave.

Relief spread through him, and his nerves steadied. Clinically, he gave the women their orders, who in turn mobilised half of Jaik’s Guard into assisting with the tasks required.

With his equipment to hand, Luke began the procedures. Clamping off the major veins, he stemmed the blood flowing from Silas’ body. He administered medicine to ward off infection, before making the incision into the stomach. He heard people gag behind him.

All the while, Luke hardly had any thoughts of his own. He had never done an operation like this before, and his knowledge came only from Silas’ lessons. He heard the old man’s voice in the back of his head as he sliced him, washed him, sutured him, and cauterised him where necessary.

His orders to Jasmin and Rothea were short and abrupt, but they complied with alacrity, and he knew he could not have done it without them.

The smell while working on the intestines was almost overpowering, and Luke breathed deeper once the stomach cavity was sealed and the mess cleaned up. He turned his attention to the other wounds, feeling slightly more at ease.

He should have known better. The intrusive surgery had been too much for Silas to handle in his weak state, even with the concoction of medicines Luke had pumped through his body.

Silas’ blood pressure dropped suddenly, and his heart stopped beating. Wolf howled plaintively. All three of them sprang into immediate and co-ordinated action. Luke pumped the heart, while Jasmin breathed for Silas. Rothea prepared a vial of adrenaline; a precious, hard-won liquid Luke kept for resuscitations only.

Luke froze for a moment as Silas’ eyes opened, staring blankly. He thought he had lost him then, but it only made him redouble his efforts with pumping his chest. Wolf’s howling softened, and he crept closer, whining.

Quickly, Luke gave his instructions, worried he might lose the faint, fluttering heartbeat within Silas’ chest. He worked over Silas’ body; having the girls administer medicine at certain intervals to keep Silas in slight sedation and pain-free; attaching sliced tendons, suturing cuts, bandaging abrasions, and putting ointments on bruises that were already turning purple.

At some point, the valiant warrior who had offered to donate his blood looked dangerously pale, and Luke instructed Jasmin to remove the pipes from his arm. Signalling, Jasmin got another to take his place.

Luke wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his forearm, his hands bloody. Rothea brought a bowl of warm water, and he washed first himself and then, with a second bowl of warm water, cleaned Silas of the blood, gore and guts that clung to his body.

Rothea prepared a bear skin rug by the fire, and together they gently moved the old man onto to it. Deathly pale, but his heart now beating evenly, Silas finally rested. They draped a light sheet over him, and Wolf settled alongside, keeping watch.

“I will go home to clean up and get some other herbs, but then I want to come back here to spend the night with Silas,” Luke managed to say to his father.

To his surprise, no one argued against it, but helped him home and then helped him gather the things he would need. Jasmin then walked him back to the Hall of the Guardians, where he spent several days at his mentor’s bedside before he opened his eyes for the first time.
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The tension within Shadow Hall grew over the next few Quarters as no one knew what would happen next. Luke concentrated on seeing to Silas and ensuring none of his injuries festered.

When first Lord Longshadow, and then Maia, arrived back home, the heavy weight crushing his heart finally vanished, and he could breathe again.

“I did the best I could, Maia,” Luke said.

“You did well, Luke. Silas would not have lived without you. In your care, he could eventually even walk again. Alas, we may have need of him sooner, and I fear Silas is tired of lying on this cot. Will you assist me with the magic to heal him?” Maia asked him.

He would do anything for her, especially now. She had changed so much.

“I will do what I can, Maia. Show me how.” 

“I can heal him now, but not by myself. His injuries are grave, although you have done well. My energy will not be enough to set him right. Will you lend your strength to ours?”

“Of course, I will,” Luke agreed.

“Then, ready yourself.”

Luke had no idea what awaited him, but she was his mother, and if she thought he could handle it, then he trusted her. He had always been in awe of her magic and, during the long days and nights that he kept watch over Silas, he had prayed for Maia’s magic every single day.

Blaid, kneeling next to Maia, hooked himself through Luke’s arm. Luke saw Jaik and Jagaer do the same. They all huddled around Silas.

“Are you ready?” Maia asked.

“Aye,” they chorused.

“And you, Silas? Are you ready?” she asked.

“I would not be here today without this son of yours,” he replied in a hoarse whisper, “but I am more than ready to move on from this weak state and regain my full strength. Show me what you have learned, daughter of my heart.”

Luke swallowed hard on the lump in his throat. Typical of the old man to make him cry on a day like today. He resisted the urge to reach up and wipe his tears, as he did not want to break contact with the men around him. It seemed important.

His tears dried forgotten on his cheeks as Maia began her magic and it enveloped them in a soft, white light. Luke could feel a gentle pull as Maia drew energy from him, and Silas sighed softly.

As the light intensified to a brilliant glow, so did her need for his energy. The others bore it stoically, and thus he gritted his teeth and let her take it. He watched in wonder as all the wounds he could see healed right before his eyes.

Maia finally severed the connection she had with them and, for the briefest of moments their shoulders slumped, before all jumped with fright at Silas’ heartfelt laughter.



[image:  ]



With Maia home and Silas back on his feet, Shadow Hall became a frenzy of activity. Now that Luke had seen first-hand what these Vampyres could do, he wanted nothing more than to drive them from the planet.

His plans got derailed, however, when he laid eyes on her. Or, should he rather say, when she laid eyes on him? Princess Siana! Blaid’s sister, and heir to the throne of Caverna Estralis.

Never before had he seen such an entrancing woman and, much to his distress, she kept looking his way. Luckily, her menacing-looking wolf was more interested in Wolf than in anything else. Wolf, tail wagging and tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth, did not mind the female wolf’s attention.

Since Luke came to Elveron, he had grown as a person, become more confident within himself, and amassed a vast amount of knowledge. His body had changed from tall and lanky, to tall and lithe, with fluid, measured movements.

Luke had nothing to be ashamed of, yet her not-so-covert looks made him feel like the gangly youth he had been back in high school. He so desperately wanted to talk to the devastatingly beautiful woman, with her pale skin and black hair, but he found himself tongue-tied.

The preparation for war continued within Shadow Hall, but Luke was hardly aware of it. The quiet, intriguing woman had him under her spell. He saw Blaid joke with her on occasion, saw her blush, and it made him want to punch the Prince of Darkness. Jasmin added her own teasing, and he hated the fact that his infatuation was that obvious.

After the initial introductions, and their inability to communicate with each other besides longing stares, Maia laid a hand on his arm in passing. Luke’s arm tingled warmly where her hand touched his skin, and his heart beat a touch faster.

“She is besotted with you,” Maia whispered in his ear.

Bolstered by her statement, and her strange touch, he approached the princess. Awkwardly, he bowed before her, introducing himself in stammers. She giggled, and then tripped as she rose to return his greeting.

He caught her in his arms, and they stood face to face. He could feel her breath on his lips.

“I apologise,” she whispered, “I am not usually this clumsy.”

“Neither am I, My Lady, I assure you.”

With that, the ice was broken, and they both laughed. Luke discovered that the quiet and shy princess was an outspoken and fierce warrior, who had come here riding a red dragon.

Blaid had not made fun of her for eyeing Luke, but for her sudden inability to speak. Blaid had never before seen his sister lose her composure over a man.

The knowledge drove the blood into Luke’s cheeks, but he did not let it show. If he, a mere Half-Elf, could make a warrior princess lose her composure, then he, the Healer, could remain calm in whatever situation he found himself in.

Or so he thought. Over the next few Quarters leading up to the war, he could barely think of anything but her. With so much to do, they had little chance to talk, but, when the opportunity arose, he was left wanting her even more.

As elven custom dictated, courting couples were never allowed to be with each other unsupervised and he now fully understood the implications of this rule. When Siana was eventually called away with her squadron of battle dragons, he was both relieved and saddened.

With the war at hand, there was no time for dalliances. Maia and Blaid were out there at Greystone battling the raging storm with their magic, and Silas had instructed him to prepare for the worst.

With Luke having saved Silas’ life, both Silas and Maia considered Luke’s apprenticeship complete and had bestowed upon him the title of Master Healer. In Silas’ absence; for he was at the battlefront with the armies; Luke was responsible for those who remained at Shadow Hall, as well as those soldiers who would be brought back from the battle too injured to carry on fighting.

Luke had everything prepared to receive the injured, but that was not why he and Malyn waited this day as they sat through the storm that raged above them.

Finally, they got word, and they waited impatiently out on the Gathering Grounds in the freezing cold. Above, the clouds roiled, but not as ominously as before.

Then, a great, black shadow broke through the mist and Midnight descended upon them, his wings moving the fog into wispy whorls.

The moment the great dragon touched the ground, Luke and Malyn ran up his outstretched foreleg, followed by Maia’s grandparents, Kian and Maël. Never had Luke been this close to him, but this was an emergency and Midnight urged him to greater speed.

“Luke? Mother?”

Maia’s voice was pitifully weak. Carefully they picked her up, while the grandparents took care of Blaid.

For a day and a night, the two Elementals lay in a quivering state of exhaustion, falling in and out of fever dreams.

Luke administered medicine, and the matriarchs fed them broth. They alternated between hot fires and cold compresses and rubbing their limbs with medicated ointments in between.

Luke worried about his mother, and at some point, he thought she would not pull through. When news reached them that the Vampyres had breached and were in full swing, Blaid and Maia finally slept peacefully.

“Do not wake them yet,” Malyn ordered. “They are not strong enough to go back into battle. Let them sleep a while longer.”

Luke clenched his jaw. He knew people were dying by the thousands out there on Menandril Fields even as they spoke, but looking at his mother, he could not bring himself to make her go out there to save her people. Not in her current state.

He spent half the night arguing with Malyn about when the time would be right to send the Elementals back into battle. They came to the uneasy agreement to let them wake up naturally and to let them make the decision. With guilt gnawing on him from the inside, he eventually leaned his head back and closed his eyes. 

When they did wake, Luke made them a fortifying tea and, when they asked, Luke quickly told them how long they had been away from the battle. Luke knew his mother; if she were well enough, she would leave immediately.
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Once the Prime Elementals had left Shadow Hall to return to battle, Luke had his hands full with the soldiers returning to the city. They came in by their hundreds every day and night, some barely alive.

Every man and woman remaining in Shadow Hall assisted where they could, but they could not save them all. Luke felt every death as if he had lost a friend.

Ten days after his mother had left, it snowed. Calm and serenity settled over the city like the snow over the trees. Malyn called it an omen.

A day later, Siana arrived with her battle battalion.

Two days later, the armies, decimated and broken, returned victorious to Shadow Hall.

It was a spectacle like no other Luke had ever seen, but, with such an influx of injured, Luke had little time to rejoice in their victory. Luke, however, did not mind. Siana spent most of her time by his side now that the war was over and she did not see it beneath herself to help him with the injured.

In turn, Siana introduced him to her Fire Dragon, Vulkan. Although Luke had become accustomed to the bulk of Midnight over the years and feared him no longer, seeing the much smaller red dragon up close frightened him.

The beast had darting eyes that watched every move he made. Vulkan cawed somewhat like an eagle and, when his maw closed again, his razor teeth clacked together. He also had movable spikes on his head and neck that stood erect every time Luke spoke.

All in all, the immediate time after the war was exciting and there was much to celebrate, but there was only one matter on Luke’s mind during the time leading up to the three weddings taking place in Shadow Hall.

Although he was thrilled that his sister finally got to wed Archer, and that his father had finally found love in the form of Rothea, and that Jaik would marry his princess Siya, it was his own adventures that now called to him.

Then, that spring day arrived. The day he would leave his family and Shadow Hall behind and venture to a foreign land, side by side with a princess who was destined to rule a kingdom.

[image:  ]



Luke and Siana had spent hours talking about her home, her country, and her people. They even discussed the role he would assume as junior court Healer. All those hours making plans, listening to Siana describe the palace, and telling Luke about her mother, had been so exciting, Luke had not thought about the journey there.

On the eve of their departure, the Longshadow family held a feast within the Gathering Grounds, and the entire city came out to wish Siana and her warriors’ farewell.

“Shadow Hall is truly beautiful in the spring,” Luke said to his sister. “I am going to miss it.”

“It is beautiful, but you won’t miss it,” Jasmin smiled. “You have something much more beautiful to look at every day.”

“I know.” He grinned.

“You are going to live in a castle, serve a queen, or two,” she giggled, “and you get to ride on a dragon all the way there.”

“What?”

“Well, Siana’s mother is still queen for now. It remains to be seen how long she will reign on her own before she abdicates. Only then can Siana become queen.”

“No … the other thing you said.”

“The dragon? How else do you think you’re going to get there?”

“To be honest, I have not given it any thought. I …” Luke blushed.

“You have been too infatuated to think of anything but what’s right in front of you. Oh, Luke.” She took his hand. “I am so happy you have found love. You are an amazing person, and you deserve to be happy. Do not fret about the dragons. Siana knows what she is doing and will keep you safe.”

Luke smiled at his little sister and pulled her in close for a hug. He would miss her terribly. They had never been apart before, but she was married to Archer now, and they had a home of their own. It was time for him to let her go.

“I wish you happiness and peace in your life, Jasmin. And children. If what Silas thinks is correct, then you should be able to bear children easier than the Elves. Make me proud. Write to me as soon as I am an uncle.”

Jasmin laughed, the sound travelling across the grounds like a bell. “I shall, brother.”

After that, the people came and went, speaking their farewells to him, but he struggled to concentrate, his thoughts on the morning and the prospect of sitting atop one of Siana’s red beasts.

He tried to speak to her during the evening, but people crowded them, talking to them, patting him on the shoulders, laughing and joking. Luke ground his jaw, bearing the attention, but he suddenly wanted nothing more than to be left alone.

“Come,” whispered a soft voice behind him, and a gentle, but insistent, tug on his shirt pulled him along.

No one stopped him, and when he saw who had pulled him away, he knew why.

“Maia,” he smiled fondly at her, “you always know.”

“It is my job to know. Now, what has made you so anxious? You look like you might run away.”

They found a bench, ornately carved from a single log of a fallen cedar, away from the Gathering Grounds. The music and the hubbub of voices now faint, they could talk easily.

Luke held out a hand and guided his mother to her seat. He had learned the royal protocols well over the past Moons, and he was glad, for he would need them where he was going.

Taking his seat beside her, he said, “Coming to Elveron has been the greatest adventure of my life, and for that, I want to thank you.” He held up his hand to forestall an answer from her, for he had more to say. “I have learned more here in the last two years than I could ever have learned on Earth. Even without the fancy equipment that the modern world provides, there are no illnesses or injuries that cannot be cured. I am in awe of your advancement in medicine, even if it seemed primitive the first time I looked at it.”

Maia smiled at him indulgently.

“I, as a person, have changed, too. For the better, I think, and I have you to thank for that. You have shown me that true greatness comes not from the equipment we rely on, but the knowledge and intuition within us. Everything we need to be our best resides right here.” Luke pointed to his heart and his head and then reached out to hold his mother’s hand. “I have come to love you more than I loved Lisa, even if she was my birth mother.”

“Luke, I …”

“Maia,” Luke swallowed hard, and a single tear fell from the lashed of his left eye onto his cheek. Maia gently wiped it away. “Of all the people to say good bye to, you are the one I am going to miss the most. Promise you are going to visit us often.”

Maia laughed softly, a sound so gentle and pure, it squeezed Luke’s heart. “It is Blaid’s home, too, Luke. We will be sure to visit at least once a year. The distance may be far, but with the dragons, it is but a short journey.”

Luke’s grip on Maia’s hand tightened at the mention of the dragons.

“Ah,” she sighed, “we have finally arrived at the topic of your discomfort.” Maia laid her free hand over their entwined clasp and tilted her head to the side, smiling reassuringly. “You know, the first time I saw Midnight, I thought he was going to eat me.”

Luke frowned. He had expected her to tell him it will be all right; he should not fear. “Midnight?”

“Yes. You know the story, I have told it to you before. We were in the desert, and I was plagued by moods so foul I fought with my father and ran away. It turned out that my mind had linked with the great dragon stuck in the quicksand in the desert.”

“I remember,” Luke said, still wondering where this was going.

“I was weak, dehydrated, and thought I could not go on when I came upon the massive black beast. His foul thoughts, insults and threats did little to endear me to him, but it was his plight that made me gather my strength.”

“You saved him. You got him out of that quicksand.”

“Yes. I was very young and my magic weak and underdeveloped. I could not have done it without the help of the people who came to rescue me.”

Luke nodded. He knew the tale well. It was one of the favourite stories told around the camp fires during festivals, and everyone would laugh at the ending, for Jagaer had left Maia in the desert thinking there would be no hope for the dragon and a few days later she came flying over the city with the great, black beast. Elves everywhere ran for their lives, hiding, and it took Jagaer an entire day to sort out the chaos and calm the people.

Maia continued, “You see, Midnight was wild and free, fierce and dangerous, but I showed him kindness and love, and I let him know what friendship is all about. I let him see into my heart, and he saw no evil there. We have been inseparable ever since.”

“What you have with Midnight is unique. He is a magnificent Soul Dragon, and worthy of being the companion of a Life Elemental.” He sighed. “I am but a Healer and do not have the power to communicate with animals with my mind, nor do the Fire Dragons communicate with their soul, so they would not understand me if I spoke to them.”

“Luke, look at me,” Maia commanded gently. He looked up into her emerald eyes. “Tell me, how many times have you communicated with Wolf? He is but a Forest Wolf and has no ability to understand your soul or your language. Yet, he listens to you, follows you if you command him to do so.”

Again, Luke frowned. Maia seldom gave straight answers. She preferred it when people came to their own conclusions.

“Wolf has been with you since you rescued him as a pup. You have taught him to obey commands.”

“It is true,” Maia agreed, “but then he should only obey my commands, yet he obeys yours, too. Why do you think that is?”

He thought for a moment. “He did not do so in the beginning,” Luke began, for he remembered that Wolf had little interest in him when he first arrived on Elveron.

“When did it change?” Maia prompted.

“I think when I started to take an interest in him,” he hesitated.

Maia smiled. “Yes. You allowed Wolf into your life. You showed him kindness and that you were not afraid of him. He became your friend.”

Luke began to understand, but it did not make him feel any better.

“Come,” Maia whispered, “let us leave the people to feast without us. We have work to do.”

She rose from the bench, and he hastened to stand to offer his arm for her. Waving him off, she hoisted the dress she had put on for the festivities and sprinted off into the forest.

With a suppressed laugh, Luke followed. Maia might be his mother, but because of the circumstances of how he came to Elveron, she was hardly any older than him. Wise beyond her years, yet as playful as a youth.

When they approached The Crags, Maia slowed. The heavy dragon scent settled over Luke and the hairs on the back of his neck spiked. In the darkness, with only the lanterns along the path shedding some light, the dragons atop the rock formation remained unseen, yet he knew they watched him even as he stepped off the path and out into the clearing.

“I feel your apprehension,” Maia told him, “and so will your dragon. Calm yourself, close your eyes, and breathe.”

She held his shoulders, letting some of her energy flow into him, and he felt the calm spread through him. When he opened his eyes again, he smiled thankfully at Maia and then saw the dragon standing behind her. His eyes widened.

She kept hold of his shoulders, calming him. “This is FyreStalker. His rider was killed during the war, and he has not been the same dragon since. Midnight has been helping him deal with his rider’s death, but FyreStalker is lonely. Siana has chosen this dragon for you.”

“She has?”

“I spoke to her about it a few days ago.”

“Oh.”

“FyreStalker is a male, approximately one hundred and fifty years old. He has seen many battles and sired three offspring. Strong, mature, experienced, and loyal, this dragon will defend you with his life if you believe in him.”

“FyreStalker. I like that name. I’m sorry about his rider.”

“Are you ready to meet him?”

Luke took a deep breath. They would be leaving in the morning, and this would be his steed. This was his opportunity to overcome his fear, befriend the dragon, and then, in the morning, impress his princess. He clenched his jaw and nodded.

“Relax,” Maia let go of his shoulders and turned. Side by side they walked slowly towards FyreStalker, who waited patiently.

Although it was dark, Luke thought this dragon to be a darker red than most of the others. Some of his neck spikes, the caudal spade, and the armoured scales on his legs were of such a dark red it looked black in the dark of night.

Luke hesitated for a moment when FyreStalker lowered his head to look at him, but Maia’s hand on his kept him calm. Making eye contact, Luke stared into the dark depths of the FyreStalker’s left eye.

As a Healer, he had a vast amount of compassion for his patients, and when he saw the devastating sadness within FyreStalker’s eye, his heart broke for him, and he reached out, forgetting his own fear.

“I am here now,” he whispered. “You will be alone no longer.”
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A light mist hung over Shadow Hall in the morning as the warriors marched towards The Crags. Their equipment clanged loudly in the muffled silence around them.

Luke carried his backpack containing his medicine bag and travel clothes, while four Servers carried the heavy parcels containing all of his belongings.

It felt strange to be leaving, but the excitement of the new adventure that lay before him sent shivers down his spine. He smiled to himself as he thought of how FyreStalker had reacted to him last night.

“Are you ready, my handsome Human?” his princess asked him.

“As ready as I will ever be, My Princess.”

The warriors called and whistled to their dragons and, one by one, they flew down from the top of The Crags and settled in the clearing. Siana called FyreStalker for him, and then called her own dragon, Vulkan.

Both landed a few strides away, shuffled their wings and then settled down. Without hesitation, Luke approached his dragon and, when FyreStalker lowered his head, he leaned his forehead against his.

Siana smiled at them. “I am suitably impressed. You are your mother’s son, indeed.”

“She showed me how,” he said honestly.

The Servers came forward and began the laborious task of strapping the parcels over FyreStalker’s back. All four of them had worked with dragons before, but with such a great beast it still took them a while before the task was done.

Finally, everything was ready. Luke ran his hands along FyreStalker’s neck and grabbed the leather rope that hung from the saddle. Even with the dragon lying down, one could not simply climb into the saddle. Using all his strength, Luke pulled himself up on the rope until he could put his foot into the loop attached to the saddle and then swing his leg over it.

He teetered there for a moment, his backpack unbalancing him. FyreStalker rumbled and lifted his head, giving Luke something to hold on to. Relieved, Luke took hold of the flattened neck spike at the base of the neck. He slipped his other foot into the loop and then grabbed the leather reins attached to the simple head collar the dragons wore.

When he looked up, he noticed his family standing along the tree line. A lump formed in his throat as they waved and then he watched in amazement as Siana’s wolf, Lunar; who they had decided to leave behind; ran in circles around Wolf, nipped him in the rump, and then sprinted towards them.

Without hesitation, and without fear, the wolf ran up Vulkan’s leg, jumped across his shoulder, and settled on the saddle in front of Siana, who immediately hugged her tightly.

Wolf stood next to Maia, howling, expressing his sorrow at the loss of his mate. Maia knelt, holding him.

“I am sorry, Lady Maia,” Siana called across the clearing. “I will write to you when she bears his pups.”

“Aye, Lady Siana,” Maia called back.

“Let us be on our way,” Siana turned to her men. “To the skies,” she ordered.

Even burdened with the additional parcels, FyreStalker rose smoothly to his feet. Luke held on tightly as the dragon spread his wings and then pushed off from the ground.

Luke had imagined it to be slow and cumbersome for such a huge animal to get off the ground, but the speed with which FyreStalker now shot into the air took his breath away. He clung on, his grip white, and his eyes closed.
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The upward momentum slowed, and their flight levelled out. Luke’s stomach dropped at the sudden change of direction, and he gasped, opening his eyes.

FyreStalker flew to the left and just below Vulkan, with the rest of the dragons spread out in a V-formation behind them. Luke glanced up at Siana, who laughed at him, the sound carried away on the wind.

Luke eased his grip on the Falten - the flat neck spike - and sat up straighter in the saddle. The dragon’s smooth wing motion made it easy for him to balance and Luke could feel how comfortable and confident FyreStalker was when in the air.

Relaxing slightly, Luke dared to look down. As Siana had promised, their cruising altitude was no more than a quarter mile, but to him, he may as well have been standing on one of the moons.

Quickly, he looked up again, patting FyreStalker on the neck, more to reassure himself than the dragon. A deep vibration thrummed through FyreStalker, making the plate-armour scales along his neck ripple.

Gradually, Luke settled into the flight. Always the academic, he had never taken part in the more adventurous side of elven life. Maia and Jasmin tried to teach him to ride a horse; he knew the basics now and could stay atop if the horse didn’t go too fast. Riding a dragon, though, ranked number one as the most dangerous and most adventurous thing he had ever undertaken. If he had not met and fallen in love with Princess Siana, he would still be on the ground, following his safe and academic life.

Luke laughed out loud, enjoying the wind blowing through his hair. A dragon beneath him, a princess beside him, a squadron of warriors at his back … his new life had begun.
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“You looked like you enjoyed yourself today,” Siana sidled up to him as he patted FyreStalker’s head, “You look good on a dragon.”

“Thank you, My Lady. It is the most exciting thing I have ever done. I could get used to it.” He grinned at her.

“You will have to,” she laughed. “There are many miles to cover before we get home and soon we will have to fly high to get over the mountains. We will take it easy for another day or two until you become more confident in the saddle, but then the real fun begins.”

“Anything for you, Lady Siana.”

They stepped forward and rested their foreheads together. Although they had been given some leeway concerning the courting rules during their time together at Shadow Hall, they had never been allowed to be intimate. No even so much as a kiss.

Even here, away from the city, her warriors acted as chaperons, ensuring decorum was never breached.

“I cannot wait to show you my home,” Siana whispered. “It makes me so happy you have agreed to come.”

“Do not let your warriors hear you speak so gently, fierce princess,” Luke teased, “but even I am happy to be following you home.”

They stepped apart, and Siana showed Luke how to settle FyreStalker in for the night. One of her warriors would have done it for him, but he wanted to learn for himself.

The dragon thrived on the attention. He pined for his old master every day, but the pain dulled with every moment Luke spent with him. To Luke, it was as if he was treating a patient, except this one had no wounds, but rather a broken heart.

Daily they flew higher. Luke hardly noticed it, as they flew over the mountains maintaining a distance to the ground of not more than half a mile. What did change, however, was the temperature. At over four miles above sea level, the air became thin and cold.

Even in the thick fur coat and winter clothes he wore, he shivered for most of the day, struggling to breathe. At night, he huddled around the fire, trying to soak up as much heat as he could.

“The Human part of you struggles with the air,” Siana explained. “You have not been exposed to these conditions since you arrived here, so your body has not adapted yet. It will change, you will see. Hopefully, it will happen before we reach the Elben Torrs, for they are higher than any mountain you have ever seen before.”

“What happens if I don’t adjust?”

“We either practice until you do, or we fly the long way around the south of the range. It will take us longer, but we will still get there.”

“It does not bother you that I am not as you?”

Siana stroked his cheek. “It is why I like you, Luke. You are enough of an Elf to fit in, yet enough Human to be intriguing. I am surprised no other young lady got to you before I did.”

Luke laughed, for none of the young women at Shadow Hall had shown an interest in him. At least, he didn’t think so. He might just not have paid enough attention.

“You can laugh, Luke Nightingale, but I think you are perfect for me,” she winked at him. “Let us retire for the night, for it will be another long day tomorrow.”
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Siana made good on her promises. Luke became accustomed to the dragon beneath him, and his muscles hardened from hours spent in the saddle. Higher and higher they flew, crossing over the Grildor-Bron Mountains and then on down towards Bron.

Bron lay at a higher altitude than Grildor and, as they made their way further west, the altitude climbed. It only dipped to about a mile above sea level in the country of Levandor, before beginning its rise towards the Elben Torrs.

They had seen the mountain range in the distance for days, and Luke could not comprehend their size. They sprawled like a behemoth over the country, ruling it with its sheer mass. Even now, in spring, the peaks’ permanent ice caps sparkled in the sunlight and, as they drew closer, icy gusts blew down from the mountains, rendering the plains before it barren.

“To fly over these mountains is impossible,” Siana told him on the morning before they would cross over into Elbendal. “They are too high for any dragon to fly over, even Midnight. There are ravines and valleys at lower altitudes, a warren of secret routes. Only the warriors of Elbendal have the privilege of this information.”

“I am no warrior of Elbendal.” Luke looked at her blankly.

“You are the consort of one. Besides, I am the princess, so I make the rules.” She patted his dragon on his neck. “FyreStalker knows the way well. Trust him. There will be air turbulence, rain, probably thunder and lightning. Sit your dragon and let him do the thinking.”

Worried, Luke nodded.

“Come, my Human,” Siana laughed. “Time for another adventure.”

Luke watched her as she climbed onto Vulkan. Lunar followed her to sit in front of her on the saddle. Siana’s warriors mounted their dragons and readied themselves for departure.

Sighing, Luke stepped forward. FyreStalker bent his head down and nudged Luke in the shoulder. With the dragon’s head almost the same length as himself, all he could see this close was the dragon’s mottled eye.

“I will be all right, FyreStalker,” he assured the dragon. “You’ll look after me.”

The dragon grumbled. Luke climbed up the rope and swung into the saddle. One of the warriors sounded a horn, and the dragons soared into the sky as one, cohesive unit.

Taking up FyreStalker’s reins, but not guiding him, Luke held on and prayed to the Mother as they entered a world where seasons mattered little, air was of no consequence, snow and ice ruled the landscape, and storms were an every-day occurrence.
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FyreStalker screeched as they plunged into another air pocket. The dragons around them flapped their wings uselessly in the thin air until they sailed through the pocket and into the thicker air beyond.

Luke swallowed down bile. He had nothing else left in his stomach, having voided its contents several times over the last hour.

They saw nothing ahead but the swirling white of the low clouds blowing down from the mountains. Relying solely on the dragons, they trusted them not to fly them straight into the side of a mountain.

Luke shivered, for even dressed in the additional furs the Elves had given him, the icy fingers of the wind found its way through to his very bones. This high in the mountains, temperatures dropped to below freezing and, had it not been for the dragon hide gauntlets, his fingers would have fallen off from frostbite.

The scale of dragons battled on through the afternoon and on into the evening. The light faded and with it, the temperature dropped further. Luke clung to FyreStalker’s saddle, numb and barely conscious.

Close to midnight, they finally broke free of the mountains and sailed over a grassy slope lit by the full moons above. The clouds that hung so low in the mountains did not follow them out into the open. The freezing temperatures also stayed put within the Elben Torrs.

With the dragons grumbling, screeching, and making all kinds of strange sounds, Luke slowly came out of his stupor. He felt FyreStalker’s joy at being home vibrate through him, and it was infectious.

The dragons picked up speed, gliding over the valleys, lower and lower. With the bright moons above, Luke could see enough to know that there was a tall mountain range to their right, probably part of the Elben Torrs, and an enormous valley that spread out to their left and front.

Rivers and small lakes sparkled below and, every now and then, they would fly over a homestead and see its lights twinkle in the dark.

Two hours before sunrise, with the moons’ light fading, Luke’s eyes began to close, the world around him now too dark to make out any features. Only when Siana called over to him to stay awake did he realise they had finally arrived.



[image:  ]



Caverna Estralis lay before them, its lights shining brightly during the darkest hours before the dawn. They flew low over the vast lake leading up to the city and the castle that sat upon the cliffs on the edge of it.

An overpowering thrill of homecoming welled up within him at the sight, and he knew then that this was where he belonged. He had not known what he had been searching for, but now that it lay before him, there was not a doubt in his mind. He felt the same way when he first laid eyes on Siana.

“I am home,” he said to FyreStalker, and the dragon cawed.

At a signal from Siana, the dragons veered right, skirting the city, flying in a big loop to approach the castle from the back. They landed on a field some way off and immediately relieved their dragons of their gear.

“Come, Luke.” Siana took his hand. “My warriors will see to your luggage. Let me show you my home.”

His stomach knotting with apprehension, Luke followed Siana down a tunnel lit by crystal lanterns. Painstakingly hewn out of the bedrock, it carried on in a straight line towards the castle. Their footfalls on the paved floor echoed eerily around them.

“I had this tunnel constructed when we first started working with the dragons. The field proved to be the ideal landing place, hidden from sight and out of the way of usual traffic. We could come and go unnoticed.”

“But now your people know about your dragons?” Luke asked.

“They are proud of our dragons. We have not always had a good history with dragons, but we have atoned for it. They are the protectors of the realm now.”

“Aye,” some of the men behind them chorused.

“What about the wild dragons we left behind at Shadow Hall?” Luke asked.

“Fury is their alpha now,” Siana replied. “Unless Blaid instructs Fury to send the dragons back to Elbendal, they will stay in Grildor with him.”

With only their footfalls echoing off the walls, they walked on in silence for a while, the tunnel a straight stretch of a converging line of ever smaller, shining lights.

“Will you not be needing the dragons here?” Luke finally said.

“The war is won. I know you have known nothing but war since coming to Elveron, but we are, indeed, a peace-loving nation. War amongst the Elves happens rarely. Fear not, Luke, for peace is upon us.”

Siana’s teeth shone brightly in the clear light from the crystals as she smiled at him and took his hand. His heart beat a fraction faster at her warm touch.
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Four Lygers slunk around Luke’s legs, purring, rooting him to the spot. The colourful, cat-like creatures had been evicted from the plush settee the Queen had rested upon when she rose to welcome her daughter home.

The two women now embraced in the centre of the room, Luke forgotten near the door. Only the Lygers knew of his existence at that moment, making him sweat underneath his clothes.

“Merlin, Purrfect,” Queen Sarena suddenly shouted, “that is a guest. Mieu, Emerald, behave.” She came over and shooed them away. “I do apologise. They can be so playful.”

Playful? Luke was sure one of them had eaten a hole into his trousers.

“Mother, may I introduce you to Luke Nightingale, son of Aaron Nightingale, Healer of Shadow Hall, and son of Princess Maia.”

Queen Sarena arched one of her elegant eyebrows. Everything about her was immaculate; from her long, black hair to her porcelain skin, slender figure, and a face like Siana’s.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Luke Nightingale.”

Luke bowed formally. “The pleasure is all mine.”

“Now,” she took him by his hand and led him towards her settee. The Lygers followed, jumping up before the Queen reached it. “I have met your mother, and she does not strike me as the kind of person to have a child out of wedlock. I absolutely have to know the tale as to how you came to be her son.”

“Mother,” Siana protested, “we have just arrived. Surely this can wait until the reception tonight.”

An elegant eyebrow arched again as Sarena took a seat on her settee, letting go of his hand. “I suppose it can wait,” the queen pouted, her eyes sparkling dangerously. “Get Luke settled in and come see me before the reception. Alone.”

“Yes, Mother.” Siana inclined her head but did not bow.

Taking his hand, Siana led Luke from the room, leaving the beautiful queen and her exotic pets behind.
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“Please, forgive my mother,” Siana whispered as they walked down the richly decorated corridors of the castle, following two Servers to the guest wing. “I have been told that the news of my father’s death caused her to be ill for a long while. She only recently recovered enough to retake the throne.”

“She hides her pain well.”

“My mother is an Elderbow. We are strong women.”

“Only on the outside,” Luke observed and held her hand a little tighter.

The Servers led them through ornate wooden doors into the antechamber of the living quarters that would be his home from now on. A dragon statue in the centre dominated the circular room, with foot stools, coat racks, armchairs, and weapons stands arranged along the curved walls.

One of the Servers took Luke’s coat and hung it up, then ushered him through into the sitting room. Here, a marble fire place commanded Luke’s attention, its mantle propped up by marble pillars carved into the shape of dragons. Plush armchairs and settees sprawled around the fireplace, with furs and woven rugs covering the spaces in between. Crystal vases and bowls of fruit decorated elegantly carved tables.

“My Lord,” the Server prompted and indicated for Luke to follow him into another room.

Luke tore himself from the sight of the luxurious space and followed. The bedroom already contained his luggage, the worn leather looking out of place in the elegantly furnished room.

A bed with four posts, dragons carved into them, stood against the far wall. A writing desk and book shelves alternated with windows along the right wall, and wardrobes took up most of the left wall. Plush carpeting covered the entire floor, with furs and cushions thrown over the armchairs in the corners.

The Server indicated a door leading off and, when Luke investigated, he found it to be the wash room with a marble basin, bath, and toilet.

“If there is anything else My Lord requires, there is a cord here,” and the Server pointed to the cord hanging next to the bed, “and there.” He gestured towards the sitting room. “Someone will come if you ring.”

“Thank you,” Luke said, expecting the Servers to leave. After a moment of awkward silence, he said, “You may go.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

Luke’s shoulders slumped as he exhaled his held breath in relief when the Servers closed the doors behind them. He would need to get used to life at court; right now, he felt utterly out of place.
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“You will settle in soon enough,” Siana laughed at him when they met up later.

He had hoped to spend most of his time with her now that they were here, but Queen Sarena had spoken to Siana about the courting rules while the Servers settled him in. She was not allowed in his quarters unless accompanied by a chaperone. Private walks in the garden could also only be conducted with the presence of a chaperone. When out, her warriors acted as chaperons. And Luke was forbidden to set foot in the wing of the castle Siana called home.

“My mother is only worried about me. She does not know you yet. Come,” she took his hand, ignoring the look the chaperon gave her, “let us make a good impression.” She laughed, her voice ringing out like a bell.

With his stomach twisting into a knot, he stepped over the threshold into the banqueting hall. Elders, Lords, and other folk had already gathered to be part of the festivities to welcome Siana home. Luke swallowed down his panic.

“Ah, the lady of the hour has arrived.”

Luke looked up, for the voice struck a chord within him. It belonged to an old Elf, standing alongside the queen’s throne. Luke noticed the absence of a second throne and gave thought to how it must have hurt the queen to have it removed.

Siana released his hand and ran forward, lightly taking the few steps up to the throne platform and hugging the greying Elf. The genuine joy in the old man’s eyes sent a stab of jealousy through Luke’s heart. He approached slowly.

“Luke.” Siana waved to him to come up. He glanced at the queen, and she nodded her assent. “I want you to meet Eladriël. He is our primary Court Healer and advisor to the Queen.”

Luke climbed the last step up to the throne, aware of the eyes that followed him. He clasped arms with Eladriël, surprised at the old man’s strength.

“A Healer, I hear,” the old Elf said, not letting go of Luke’s arm. “And Human as well, I see. Strange, though, for you have elven features. A mix, perhaps?”

“Eladriël, enough.” Siana pulled the Healer away from Luke and guided the Elf to an armchair on the far left of the platform.

She then came back to take Luke’s hand, and they took seats on a settee to the far right of the platform.

“Let the festivities begin,” the Queen called in her melodic voice.
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The bookshelves in Luke’s bedroom gradually filled with books, scrolls, and other research he did in the Moons that followed his arrival at court.

Although he worked closely with Eladriël, and the medical chambers were as elaborate as the rest of the castle, Luke preferred to do most of his research alone.

Working with the old Healer proved beyond difficult. Eladriël did not believe that a Human, even one born to a Prime, could be a good Healer, and he tested Luke every day. He spent Moons rehashing theory he had learned long ago to prove to Eladriël what he knew. The Healer would not let him deal with any cases of illness or injury within the castle, or the city until Luke could prove to him his worth.

Luke had to learn to work with animals, for those were what the old man brought to Luke for healing. The lands around the city were farmlands where most of the food for the city was grown. They kept their herds there, too, so Luke went out almost every second day to see to an animal.

Geese with broken wings. Sheep attacked by wolves. Cows in labour. Goats needing their hooves clipped. A rabbit with a broken tooth.

Luke eventually lost count of the injuries, and the circumstances. He became adept at reaching out to an animal and keeping it calm while he did his work. The farmers soon called on him without calling on Eladriël first.

Siana assured him that Eladriël would see Luke’s talent soon enough and she encouraged him to do his best, even if it meant working with the animals.

Whenever he could, Luke browsed the extensive court library, as well as Eladriël’s collection, which he had been given access to, and studied in his private chambers.

Grudgingly, Luke admitted that working with animals had one benefit; he could experiment. Whenever an animal died, Luke took it to the morgue and cut it open, removing its organs and brain. He discarded the rest, but then took the organs and brain to his rooms, where he studied them with a crystallight. In Human history, a device similar to the crystallight would have been called a microcopp, or something like that. It was more and more difficult to remember the English words for objects.

Luke made his notes diligently, and his shelves filled with information on cellular structure, types of blood vessels, the types of acids found within cells, and other concepts Siana thought utterly strange.

During this time, Luke saw little of Siana, as Queen Sarena had called her in for a private audience not long after their arrival. With the death of her husband, she had lost the will to rule. It took all her strength to present a strong queen to her people, and she could do it no longer. Siana prepared to take her place. By the end of the year, Siana would be crowned Queen of Caverna Estralis and of all Elbendal.

“Our time will come, my love.” She leaned forward and rested her forehead against his.

The chaperon stood uneasily near the door while Luke stroked Siana’s hands.

“I miss you,” he said. “And Eladriël keeps inventing new methods to torture me.”

Siana chuckled. “He is testing you.”

“Oh, I know, but does it have to be with fish?”

“Fish are a major part of our food supply. They need to be healthy.” She laughed again, music to his ears.

“I better get back,” he said, reluctantly. “The master is expecting me.”

“You are becoming as cynical as Eladriël himself.”

“How can I not? If I don’t work with him, I cannot become a Court Healer. What good am I if I have no trade? So, I must endure.”

“And endure you shall.” She rose, still holding his hands. “You’ll see, by the time I am queen, your apprenticeship with Eladriël will be over.”



[image:  ]



Eladriël’s lessons for the day took less time than expected. The old elf had errands to run and dismissed Luke abruptly. With his afternoon suddenly freed up, Luke decided to see FyreStalker. He donned his light leathers, for the summer sun now burned down on Caverna Estralis, sweltering even during the evenings.

Luke took the long tunnel out of the castle, shielding his eyes as he stepped into the bright sunshine of the glade. The dry summer grass crunched underneath his feet.

The dragons roosted within the mountains, a good ten-mile hike from the castle, but Luke only had to traverse the forest surrounding the valley for FyreStalker to hear him when he whistled.

The first time Luke walked through the forest by himself the strange sounds terrified him. Now he could identify them as the owl in the oak tree, the deer behind the raspberry bush, the fox in the undergrowth, the squirrel in the red cedar, and the eagle’s screech high above.

It took an hour to transit the forest, and by the time Luke reached the slope of the mountain from where he could call FyreStalker, the sun had moved further west. He put his fingers to his mouth and gave a sharp, loud whistle. He repeated it three times, the sound echoing across the valley.

With nothing to do but wait, Luke sat on the slope and enjoyed the warm weather. Winters on Elveron were harsher than he had ever experienced on Earth, and he had thus learned to appreciate the summers. He hoped FyreStalker wasn’t hunting, for then the dragon would not hear his call. Knowing the length of time it took for FyreStalker to reach him, he waited patiently.

Plucking a random grass stalk and twirling it between his fingers, Luke unexpectedly shivered as icy fingers trailed down his back. He swung about, searching for the eyes watching him. With his senses on high alert, Luke rose, pulling his dagger from its sheath. The mountain behind him appeared deserted - even the birds did not sing - but the warning chills did not leave him.

A terrifying screech ripped through the deathly silence. Luke nearly dropped his dagger as he crouched, ready to defend himself. A flood of warm blood rushed through his body as FyreStalker landed in front of him amid flapping wings, wafting his heavy dragon smell over him.

“There you are, my boy,” Luke said, trembling with relief. “Let us get out of here. Something is not right.”

Quickly, he ran up the dragon’s leg and settled on his back. Within a few wing beats, they were airborne, and FyreStalker sailed away over the valley, leaving behind the ominous slope.
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“What do you think it was?” Siana asked him during dinner.

“I could not tell you, My Lady,” Luke answered, using her formal address in the presence of the court. “FyreStalker seemed as happy to be gone from the site as I was.”

“I will send my men to investigate tomorrow. It may be nothing, but if there is a threat, I want it eliminated.”

“I do hope it was only my imagination acting up.”

“I have come to trust your judgment, Luke,” Siana said.

“As have I,” Eladriël added, surprising even Siana. “Luke has exhibited a natural talent for noticing when something is amiss. I do not doubt that something was on the mountain with him this afternoon. Let us hope it was nothing more sinister than a mountain lynx.”

“Thank you, Master.” Luke inclined his head.

Eladriël cleared his throat and carried on eating as if he had not spoken. After a moment more of silence, the others around the table also continued with their meals.

Afterwards, Siana pulled Luke aside before he retired to his chambers. “I leave in the morning to visit the city of Erend Farnar. I have business with the Lord and will be away for a couple of days. Promise me; you will not go back up the mountain until my men have declared it safe to do so.”

“I promise, Siana; you have nothing to fear.”

“Very well.” She took his hand. “Take care of yourself, then.”

“Come back to me swiftly, my love.”

Once back in his room, Luke evaluated the strange sensation he felt while sitting on that slope. The sense of danger had been so strong; he could have sworn all blood had drained from his body.

He doubted he would have been able to defend himself, rooted to the spot, paralysed by fear. Only once had he been that scared, but that time he had a patient to look after, and the Healer within him had overridden that fear.

All night, Luke tossed and turned, the thought about what could be out there stuck firmly in his mind. By morning, a gnawing headache made him late for his early session with Eladriël.

When the warriors returned that afternoon with reports that they found nothing on the mountain, the castle breathed a collective sigh of relief, but Luke was not convinced.

He declined dinner with the Lords that night and dined in his chambers, instead. Spreading a map over his large table, he studied the lay of the mountains as he ate.

Luke came to know the mountains well during the last few Moons, regularly flying over them, Siana by his side. She had shown him valleys and gorges, rivers and waterfalls that were so remote, or inaccessible, people seldom visited there.

With a quill, Luke noted the spot where he stood on the slope of Mt Ironside. The map indicated four caves within the south-facing cliff, all hidden behind shrubbery. There were over one hundred caves along the line of peaks that made up the mountain range. Luke wondered if the warriors thought to check them.

“Of course they did,” he mumbled between mouthfuls.

Three rivers ran from the mountain in that area. One came down a narrow ravine to the east of the peak. One flowed through a shallow bed around the west side. The third sprang from a fissure in the cliff itself and ran down a pebbly bed right through the slope and on into the forest.

Luke made notes. Two of the caves, as well as the fissure, were within shouting distance of the spot where he stood. Those areas, besides the narrow strip of forest along the base of the mountain, were the most likely hiding places.

“What am I thinking?”

He put down his fork and pushed the empty plate away. Pigeon breast, a red wine sauce, roasted vegetables, and wild mushrooms. He enjoyed the food here.

Unrolling a different map, he studied the interior of the mountain range. Many paths led up the valleys into the mountains, and the people from the city ventured there every day to chop wood, gather herbs, hunt, and even graze the herds on the lush slopes.

Whoever had been watching him had probably taken one of those paths and had been well on his way to safety before Siana’s men came looking for him.

“Him?”

Luke shook his head. Talking to himself would not clear any of this up. An idea formed in his mind. An idea he liked little, but could not get out of his head. Something about how he had felt struck a chord within him, even if it rang like a badly played lyre.

He settled in for the night, turning down the glow from the crystal lantern, but not shuttering it completely. Pulling up the thin blanket to his chin, he closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep.

When the moons stood at their highest during the night, Luke woke up, shaking and sweating. He reached over to his nightstand and took his water flask from it, taking a deep pull from it, trying to drown his nightmare.

Vampyres!

[image:  ]



The tunnel stretched endlessly before him, the lanterns eyeing him suspiciously as he made his way past them.

Luke had walked through it many times in the Moons since his arrival, now used to the dank smell of the damp soil underfoot, the mossy walls, and the stale air, yet today the tunnel harboured a tangible hostility towards him, seeping into his bones, making him shiver. He pulled his hood up over his head and hitched his bag up higher on his shoulders.

Was the tunnel warning him of danger? He questioned his wisdom in not letting the court know of his plans for today. Briefly, he considered going back, but, if he were right, the consequences would be dire.

Stubbornly, he plodded on and hoped FyreStalker would be at the slope to meet him. He had along his dagger and his crossbow, just in case.

When he finally stepped through the end of the tunnel and into the surrounding shrubs, he noted the thick mist with dismay. The moisture hung thick and heavy in the air.

Luke reached the edge of the clearing they used to land their dragons in and hesitated. He could not see the other side and worried he would not find the path if he tried to cross the clearing through the fog.

Grinding his teeth in frustration, he decided to take the long way around the edge. Walking on the easier footing within the clearing, he kept the edge of the forest to his left, within an arm’s length and just within sight.

Only his breath and his footsteps pierced the silence around him. The thick mist muffled all other sounds, adding to the eerie atmosphere. All of Luke’s senses warned of danger, but he saw none.

His tread lengthened, spurred on by fear. Again, he thought about the wisdom of doing this alone, wishing now he had taken at least some of the court archers with him.

When the path suddenly appeared to his left, he dived into it, clinging to one of the trees, dagger drawn, staring into the white shadow-world before him.

Luke waited only long enough for his heartbeat to stop pounding in his ears before he carried on down the path. The well-trodden earth usually reassured him of his safety, but today he realised he would not hear anything coming for him on this path free of sticks and leaves.

The absence of owl hoots, birds in the trees, foxes in the undergrowth, and all the forest sounds he had grown accustomed to, intensified his terror as he sped along, stumbling in his haste.

Stop, evaluate, consider, and act; his mother’s voice sounded softly in his mind. He stopped. “Maia?”
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Gooseflesh rose on his arms as he turned in a circle, trying to see through the grey murk around him. Instinctively he knew his mother was not with him, but she must have felt his distress — the advantages of having a Life Elemental as a parent.

Luke straightened and slowed his heartbeat, holding the dagger confidently in his right hand. He knew this forest, knew it well, but the thick, swirling fog clinging to the forest like a white blanket had unsettled him.

Maia had often seen mist as some kind of omen, her elemental senses warning her of impending danger. Luke, already of a sensitive nature, took on more and more of his mother’s intuitions the more elven he became.

From the moment he stepped out into the fog, he had known today would be different from what he expected it to be … and he had panicked.

Being halfway through the forest, he could either go back or carry on. He knew, once through the forest, the mist would lighten the further up the mountain he went. Listening carefully, Luke finally heard the usual sounds of the forest, muffled by the heavy cloak that covered it. Lifting his face, he took a deep breath, taking in the wet scent of the pines and cedars around him.

All seemed well, even if his unease remained. In control of his senses once more, Luke strode out towards the end of the forest. He had known when he left this morning that what he planned could be dangerous. He would not let the fog stop him now.
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A stag hurtled out from behind a tree and crossed the path in one great leap. Luke staggered back in fright but did not fail to notice the terror in the animal’s eyes.

Wary, Luke turned in the direction the stag had come from. Wolves hunted in this forest, so did lynxes, and direcats. They usually did not attack Elves, but he would not leave that to chance. He carried on walking; his crossbow now nestled in the crook of his left arm, the dagger gripped firmly in his right hand.

He passed the area where the stag had crossed and peered into the forest at that point. The grey gloom hung between the trees, undisturbed by any movement. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and the tips of his pointy ears twitched. Luke’s body reacted to a danger he could not see. 

Walking backwards, with his crossbow pointed into the forest, Luke strained his senses, listening. He could feel it, watching him. The desire to run, like a white-hot whip, spurred him to flight, but he fought it.

When a twig snapped, the sound muted by the fog blanket, so did Luke’s nerves, and a bolt fired from his crossbow, lodging in a tree ten strides away, just within his range of vision.

It elicited a sound from the creature that stalked him. Luke had expected many things - a growl, a hiss, a yowl - but what he heard made him step forward, towards the creature, the Healer within him overriding his fear.

“Who are you? Why are you following me?” Luke called out.

Carefully, he stepped off the path. He heard it again; the soft snap of a twig. He followed the sound.

“I mean you no harm. Come out.”

Although he had been expecting it, when the Vampyre crawled out from beneath some undergrowth, Luke took a step back and raised his crossbow.

The Vampyre held out his hands, palms up, showing him he was unarmed. As Luke looked at him, he saw what had triggered his instincts; a gruesome wound, stretching along half his body, flesh torn off, and bones broken in his left foot. A Werewolf crawled from beneath the bush and ducked its head under the Vampyre’s arm, supporting him as he tried to stand.



[image:  ]



Eladriël frowned at Luke’s list of items from the apothecary but asked no questions as he packed them in a basket and handed them over.

Relieved, Luke left the Master’s chamber and headed to his rooms. There, he gathered further supplies, as well as the food he had ordered from the kitchen. His hands shook slightly as he stacked everything neatly beside his door.

He donned his formal wear and sat impatiently through dinner with the queen. Eladriël kept glancing his way, and Luke kept his expression neutral.

As soon as he could, he excused himself, citing tiredness for his early departure. Graciously, the queen let him leave, but Luke felt Eladriël’s eyes on his back until he finally shut the hall doors behind him.

“I'm just paranoid,” he told himself.

In his room, he changed into dark clothes, shouldered the packs he had laid out, and then covered himself with a black cloak, pulling the hood deep over his head.

Siana had shown him all the secret passageways of the castle, and he made use of them now. Taking only a hand-held crystal to light his way, he took the convoluted paths that would eventually lead him to the entrance to the tunnel.

This time he hurried along the tunnel as fast as he could, burdened with his supplies as he was. Once out in the open, he ran straight across the clearing and onto the path into the forest.

The mist had lifted as night set in and all around him normality had been restored to the forest. The familiar sounds settled his nerves as he hurried to where he left the Vampyre.

Moving branches out of the way, Luke entered the hiding place he had found for Vlador; for that was the Vampyre’s name; and his Werewolf.

“There is peace now between our races,” he told the Vampyre, “but if they find you here, they won’t be kind. How did you get here?”

Luke laid out a blanket and Vlador moved carefully to it. The Werewolf growled.

“Left behind. ‘iding in mountain after var.”

“How did you get injured?” Luke asked as he sponged the wound to clean it. It had already begun to fester.

“Dragon.”

“Ah, yes, there are many of them in the mountains.”

The Vampyre hissed as Luke scraped off the dried scabs, setting free the puss beneath it. Luke hesitated, acutely aware of the Werewolf watching his every move.

“I vill endure,” Vlador said. “Carry on.”

“How have you survived this long with such a wound?”

“Ve are strong.”

Luke went on with his examination, cleaning as he went along. “Why not just kill me? I know you were out there on the mountain that day.”

“You ‘ealer. I see you ‘eal the animals. You ‘eal me.”

“I might have killed you,” Luke replied.

“Take chance. You kill me, or I die vithout your ‘elp. Now you ‘elp me. Good chance.”

The Vampyre made a sound argument; Luke had to admit. Judging by the extent of his injuries, he would not have lasted more than two or three more days without aid.

“Then, you ‘elp ‘owler.”

Vampyre anatomy differed from Elves and Humans, but not so much that Luke could not heal Vlador. Luke did not have his mother’s elemental powers, but he had powerful medicines and the knowledge to use them. Sceptically, he looked at the Werewolf. He had seen the injuries on the animal but had not dared to inspect them.

Two hours after Vlador had climbed onto that blanket, he sat up, wrapped in bandages, and happily ate the raw meat Luke brought with him. He even drank water from Luke’s flask. Luke did not know Vampyre’s drank water.

“I don’t know how to proceed from here,” Luke admitted once Vlador had finished eating. “You need further care, so you cannot travel, but I am loath to leave you here. You need a clean environment to heal.”

“I stay ‘ere.”

Luke glanced around. They sat in the dirt, surrounded by brambles and raspberry bushes, the towering trees forming a dark canopy above. Although sheltered from wind, rain and cold would still find its way here.

“No,” Luke finally said, “you will have to come with me. I think I can get you into the castle without anyone noticing. It is quite a distance, but the medicine I gave you should keep the pain at bay. Are you willing to follow me?”

The Vampyre narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth, for a moment reminding Luke of the creatures that had killed thousands of Elves but a few Moons ago.

“You ‘eal me in castle? You keep me safe?”

“I will,” Luke confirmed, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

“I vill follow. ‘owler come, too.”

“No, the Werewolf cannot come into the castle,” Luke said, adamantly.’

“Then I vill stay ‘ere.”

Luke closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His jaw clenched as he ground his teeth together. A hundred and one scenarios ran through his head as he considered the possibilities.

“Urgh.”

Holding back the branches, he helped Vlador out of their hiding place amongst the brambles, then draped the Vampyre’s arm around his shoulders and walked with him over the uneven ground of the forest until they reached the path. Howler followed at a distance.

From there, the going was easier. Luke admired the strength of the Vampyre, who, even with his injuries, carried on stoically without complaining once.

They skirted the clearing, keeping within the trees, for the full moons stood high tonight.

Through the tunnel they went, along the secret paths, often halting and hiding when they heard voices, and only once Luke settled Vlador upon the makeshift cot within his clothing chamber, did he finally drop his guard.

Sitting on an armchair, exhausted but feeling accomplished, he watched as the Vampyre’s eyes closed, with Howler settled peacefully by his master’s side.
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“You have been distant since my return. Is everything all right?”

Luke avoided Siana’s searching eyes, got up and moved to the window of the library. Raindrops splattered the stained-glass pane, running down in uneven rivulets.

“Is Eladriël working you too hard? He mentioned you were working on a project.”

“He did?” Luke turned around, the hand in his pocket holding the key to his room in a tight-fisted clasp.

She waved it off. “Oh, he did say it was a secret project. Do not worry,” she laughed, “he did not go into details.” Siana rose from her settee and came to stand by him. “Luke, you should take some time off. You look tired.”

“Not now.” He shook his head as if denying the dark circles underneath his eyes. “There is too much to do. Eladriël will take me to see the people on the morrow. He will let me have my first patient.”

“That is wonderful news, Luke.” She hugged him. The chaperon by the door shifted uneasily. “I knew he would come around.”

Luke doubted it had anything to do with Eladriël’s good will. The old Healer had been working him harder than ever; from early morning until late at night, with only a few breaks in between.

He was required to follow Eladriël everywhere, assist with every patient, and help him collect herbs, mix potions, make splints, and weave bandages. Although it left Luke with precious little time to look after his own charge, he learned some techniques and came to know some medicines that were uniquely suited for Vlador’s and Howler’s injuries.

So, he kept his head down and did not complain about the hours Eladriël worked him. Luke absorbed the knowledge imparted to him and in turn, used it to restore the Vampyre to his former self.

Vlador, after almost a Moon within the castle, had regained most of his health. A thin layer of skin had regrown over the left side of his body; still tender and red, but free of infection. The bones within his left foot were fusing at a satisfactory rate, although Luke would not let him put weight on it yet. Howler’s injuries had been easy to heal, his anatomy being incredibly similar to a wolf.

Hidden within the closet that Luke had now rearranged to make Vlador comfortable, Luke had managed to keep them from discovery even from the cleaning staff. With Luke’s strange experiments, herbs, potions, and implements lying around his room and piled in front of the closet, the cleaning staff did not pry too closely into his affairs anyway.

When Luke met with Siana, they did so in the gardens, the library, the ball room, or the throne room. With her responsibilities as monarch-to-be, he saw less of her than he liked.

“Come,” Luke took her hand and led her back to the settee, “we have precious little time together. Let us talk of other things. How goes your campaign? Are the people accepting of you as their future queen?”

“I have much to learn,” Siana admitted, “but the people have always loved me. I am their warrior, their champion. Now I must learn the finer points of politics.”

“Politics,” Luke sighed. “No good ever came from politics where I come from.”

“From what you have told me of Earth, you cannot compare the two. Politics here means working for the people. Being a ruler means devoting your entire life to your country and the welfare of those who live within it. I may lose some of my freedom in the process, burdened by my responsibilities as I will be, but I will do it with a glad heart.”

Luke looked at her defiantly lifted chin, the sparkle in her eyes, and the aura of strength she emitted, and he could not have loved her more than at that moment.

“You will make a great queen, Princess Siana.”
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The gravel crunched beneath their feet as Luke and Eladriël made their way towards the stables. Morning rays grazed the tops of Elben Torrs and bathed the valley in golden light.

Luke pressed his lips together, ignoring the idyllic scenery around him. His hands balled into fists within his robe and his eyes fixed stonily on the path ahead.

“There may still be Vampyres and Werewolves within our realm,” the senior advisor to the queen, Elder Redfalls, said the night before. “It is your duty to rid the country of this pest to ensure the safety of the people.”

“Those vermin shall kill no more of my people,” the queen had replied, spittle flying from her mouth. “They killed my husband. I will tolerate no more.”

“Indeed, My Queen.”

“Commander Blackrock,” Queen Sarena turned to face him, “I want you to send your Regiments out at first light and patrol the outlying areas of the city and the farmlands. Commander Shadowson, take your Legions and sweep the mountains. Commander Moordragon, let your Scouts know to be extra vigilant and to report suspicious sightings to the Commanders of the Regiment and the Legion at once.”

“Aye, My Lady,” the Commanders confirmed.

“Siana, take your Dragon Warriors and fly along our borders.”

“Mother, these are but rumours. There have been no sightings. The people are just scared.”

“Especially then we must act,” the queen replied. “If the people see we are mobilising our forces to protect them, they will feel safe.”

“Or they will feel that their fears are well founded.”

“I will not have you disobey me on this.” The queen stood, towering over Siana, who stood one step below her.

“Aye, Mother.”

As of this morning, all of Caverna Estralis’ forces were mobilised to hunt for potential Vampyres or Werewolves still within the country. Luke shuddered to think what they would do to him if they found out that he hid both within his chambers.

It had been a calculated risk from the start, stupid even, and he had not thought about the fact that the Vampyres had killed the queen’s husband. All he had understood was that the Vampyre needed him. The only factor Luke had not accounted for was the length of time he would have to accommodate the pair. He’d hoped to be rid of them within a few days, but Vlador’s injuries, as well as those of Howler, had proven extensive.

“You are very quiet this morning, Luke. Is something on your mind?”

Luke started at Eladriël’s question. He had been so deep in thought he had almost forgotten the old Healer was with him.

“No, no,” he stammered, “I’m fine.”

“I can tell, Luke. Something is bothering you. A shared burden is half the burden. Will you not tell me?”

“I am only worried about the current situation,” Luke replied, trying to stick to the truth as much as he could. “This problem with the Vampyres has my stomach in a knot.”

“Does it now? Siana has told me about your heroism on the battlefield. Surely, a Vampyre or two should not unsettle you.”

“I worry less for myself than I worry for the people.”

“Commendable, for sure, but they are well protected. There is something else. Something of a more personal nature. Let us finish our task today, and we shall sit tonight. You can unburden yourself with me.”

“Aye, Master.”

Luke trudged along. A fine mess he found himself in. From Vlador he had learned much about the war. Vlador was a General, a High Born. The Vampyres lived under the oppressive rule of Lord Drakul, the supreme regent of Naylera, their home planet, and not all Generals had gone along with the attack on Elveron simply for the promise of food and raw materials, or blood lust. Some of them saw it as a means to start afresh. Hierarchies would change with the distribution of new property, and Generals like Vlador could finally free their families from the tyrannical rule of their overlord.

Vlador, intelligent, shrewd, and with a certain dry sense of humour, had been a good companion over the past Moon and, grudgingly at first, Luke now considered him his friend.

Howler proved far more intelligent than any kind of wolf he had ever met. Vlador could speak to him in Nayleran, and the Werewolf responded. Soon, with them conversing so much in Elven, the Werewolf started reacting to certain words. It wasn’t long before Luke could talk to the wolf, knowing the creature understood him. He knew, with absolute certainty, that the creature would not hurt him, and he moved around the large animal with ease.

“Ah, here we are.” Eladriël held open the gate to the stable complex.

“Why, exactly, are we taking horses today?” Luke asked, for Eladriël usually preferred to conduct his business on foot, no matter how far.

“The patient is in a neighbouring town,” the old sage explained. “Alas, even I cannot walk that far.”

The Horse Masters greeted them but left them to their own devices in the stables. Luke thought it strange that he had to saddle his own horse. He knew how by now, but as a member of the court, this should be done for him.

“Lady Luck has not had much exercise lately. I think she could do with some attention. Why don’t you take the mare? She’s in stall number three.”

Eladriël moved off to another stall, leaving Luke to find Lady Luck. The name sounded familiar, but he could not place it.

When he reached the door of the stall, he saw nothing but darkness within. He dropped his bag and opened the door. The dark horse, almost invisible in the darkness of the stall, snorted in the corner.

“Shh, it’s all right,” Luke soothed her.

The mare rolled her eyes, showing the whites, as she tossed her fine head. The straw rustled as she stamped her feet. Something had her spooked.

Luke hesitantly held out his hand to her.

“It’s just me, see? Nothing to be afraid of.” He inched closer. The mare reared, kicking out with her front legs. Luke jumped back. “Whoa, little lady.” His heart pounded. “I mean you no harm.”

He tried again. One step at a time. This time, the mare screamed, a piercing whinny that echoed through the stable complex, unsettling the other horses. She kicked out, banging against the wooden walls of her stall. Her coat shone with sweat, fear in her eyes.

Slowly, Luke backed out and closed the door behind him.
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When a heavy hand landed on Luke’s shoulder, he almost screamed as loud as Lady Luck. The hand turned him around, and he stared, wide-eyed, into Eladriël’s stern face.

“She is a sensitive one, Lady Luck. A bad past. A history with dragons. She has a nose for danger and knows how to avoid it. Your mother rode her when she was here. I believe they got along just fine.”

That was where Luke had heard the name before. Eladriël picked up Luke’s bag and steered him away from Lady Luck’s stall and toward the exit.

“You see,” Eladriël handed him his bag to carry, “I doubted you when you first came here. To my surprise, you have so far passed every test I have posed you. Until today.”

Luke swallowed hard.

“I have been watching you, Luke, but I could not be sure of my suspicions. I needed proof. Since Princess Siana has forbidden me to pry into your private affairs, I am unable to search your chambers, but now that you have met with Lady Luck, I no longer need to. She has told me everything I need to know.”

“What did she tell you, Master?” Luke said, only a slight tremor in his voice.

“She told me that you need a bath. You reek of it. The scent is in your hair, on your skin, and in your clothes.” Eladriël leaned in close, taking a deep whiff of his hair. “You have been lucky Siana has been away so much, for else Lunar would have discovered your secret already.”
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Death. By beheading. That was the sentence for treason. A sharp sword, drawn in private, within the Cavern of Doomed Souls.

Eladriël spared him no detail as they made their way back to the castle.

A solemn ceremony, attended by the queen, the Elders, the advisers, and the executioner.

Only seventeen unfortunate souls had ever lost their heads within the doomed cavern for treason during the long reign of the Elderbow dynasty.

When the guards admitted them to the castle, Luke held his head up high as he set foot upon the polished marble of the elegant entrance hall. He half expected Queen Sarena’s Guard to be waiting for him there, but the hall was deserted.

Eladriël marched him across the echoing surface, past ornate doors, suits of armour, intricate ivory carvings, and jade statues. When they reached the doors to the throne room, Luke slowed, ready to face the consequences, but to his surprise, Eladriël kept going.

“Where are you taking me?”

“To your chambers?”

“My chambers? To gather more proof? Surely you’ve had it searched while we were out this morning.”

“No, I did not,” Eladriël replied. “I have been watching and waiting. Counting the signs. You have been exceptionally careful. I am impressed. We shall go to your chambers, where you will show me your progress. I will then see what I can do to help you get out of this mess.”

Luke stared at the old Healer with wide eyes. “Help me?”

“I make you no promises, Luke.”

Shaking his head in disbelief, Luke followed the old Master to his chambers. Waves of apprehension rolled over him as he unlocked his door.

Eladriël looked around with interest.

“They are in here.”

“They?” For a moment, Eladriël hesitated. “Was there more than one Vampyre?”

Luke stopped, a frown creasing his forehead. He studied the old man’s features, trying to read his thoughts. “How did you know it was a Vampyre I had in there? What are you not telling me, Eladriël?”

“It is of no consequence now, Luke. Let us enter.”

“No.” Luke grabbed Eladriël’s arm, holding him back. “If there is something you have to tell me, do it now. What is inside that closet is befriended to me and may not look upon you with favour unless I ask it to.”

“A threat?” Eladriël raised a bushy, grey eyebrow. “You learn fast, young Luke.”

“Well, then.”

“It is a tale made for sitting.” Eladriël sighed and took a seat on the sofa beside Luke’s bed. “Sit by me.”

Glancing at the closed closet door from which a low growl emanated, Luke took a seat next to the Healer.

“I first saw the Vampyre four Moons ago. He was hunting within our mountains but keeping to himself. I thought of reporting it, but then noticed he was injured. It looked to be a torn ligament in his right leg, or something similar. I thought I would give him a chance to heal and then leave our lands.”

Luke had noticed the older injury on Vlador’s right leg.

“When I saw the Vampyre not long after the first time and noted he had an additional injury, probably from a fall, an idea formed in my head. The Vampyre needed to leave our lands, so he needed to be healed. Not knowing much about their anatomy, I began teaching you everything about animal and elven medicine there is to know.”

“You prepared me for this? How could you possibly have known?”

“I didn’t.” Eladriël’s shoulders slumped. “I was helpless. I could not go against my queen’s orders, yet I felt sympathy for this Vampyre that seemed to be so ill-fated. Only with his fifth injury, after his encounter with the dragons, did he seek you out. I knew you had a good heart, but I did not know what you would do.”

“You knew the consequences if I helped him.” Luke rose to his feet, angry. “You could have helped him yourself, but did not want to come into disrepute with the queen. Or be tried for treason. Pah, what is it to lose an outsider? A Human, no less? It matters not. Give me one reason why I should not report you to Princess Siana.”

“I did not do this to get you killed, Luke, you have to believe me. Helping him was the right thing to do; only I could not be the one to do it. Please, forgive an old man.”

“I won’t be able to forgive if I don’t have my head,” Luck snapped. “Did you enjoy that speech you gave me on our way back from the stables?”

“I had to keep up pretences.”

A whispered Nayleran curse word sounded through the closet door. Both of them looked towards it.

“If the Vampyre is healed, I will assist you in getting him out of our country. Luke, if you do this, then all your tests are done. You will be court Healer and my successor.”
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Drool dripped from Howler’s fangs and into Eladriël’s face. Pinned to the floor by the Werewolf’s great paws, the Healer dared not move.

“Howler, come,” Luke ordered, giving the same hand signal Maia always gave to Wolf.

The Werewolf growled deeply, but backed down and allowed Eladriël get up. Howler came to sit next to Luke.

“I am sorry. ‘E listen more to Luke, than me. Not my Werewolf anymore.”

“Vlador, is it?” Eladriël said hesitantly. The Vampyre nodded. “I am glad you are healed well, for the time has come that you must leave. The queen has been made aware of the presence of Vampyres in our country, and the hunt is on. If they find you here, Luke will lose his life.”

“Luke save my life. I vill save Luke life. I am strong now. Ready to travel.”

“I will make the necessary arrangements for you and give any provisions you may need to Luke. Be ready to leave by morning.”
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During the darkest hour before sunrise, Luke fetched Vlador from the closet. Dressed as a guard of the court, the Vampyre could almost pass as an Elf. Howler trotted placidly beside Luke as they made their way through the secret passageways towards the tunnel.

True to his word, Eladriël had supplied Vlador with provisions, clothing, even a weapon, for the journey. The only condition was that the Vampyre leave Elbendal never to return.

“You vill alvays be my friend, Luke of the Elves,” Vlador said to him as they made their way through the tunnel.

“As you will always be mine, Vlador of the Vampyres. It was an honour to meet you. I wish you safe travels home.”

“Aye, no more injuries.”

The Werewolf stopped several paces ahead of them and growled, his head low and his tail stiff.

“What do you hear, Howler?”

Carefully, Luke inched passed the massive creature, to see what had caught his attention. The tunnel ended up ahead; just a dark hole where there were no more lanterns. Howler and Vlador followed Luke, but the Werewolf did not relax his stance, nor did he stop his low growls.

As Luke neared the exit, an all too familiar smell reached his nose. Dragons! He pressed Vlador to the tunnel wall with his left arm and reached out to restrain Howler, but it was too late.

Standing up to his full height, Howler positioned himself in front of Luke and howled, giving justice to his name. The sound started low, gathering in intensity, and then finished in a crescendo that sent shivers along Luke’s spine.

The dragons outside answered with roars and trumpeting, and Siana’s warriors yelled commands. Luke could hear the clink of armour as they ran for the opening of the tunnel.

Grabbing Vlador by the arm, he dragged him along behind him, running back the way they had come, hoping Howler would follow. An arrow whistled dangerously close passed his shoulder.

“Get the creature.”

“Do not let it get to the castle.”

“After it.”

Luke heard Siana’s voice mixed in with those of her warriors, giving orders as she ran. The Werewolf howled again, muting the shouts of the warriors for a moment, then overtook Luke, an arrow firmly stuck in his flank.

“No!” Luke yelled as loudly as he could and dragged Vlador to a halt. “Stop! Siana, it is me, Luke. Stop, I tell you.”

Shielding Vlador with his own body, he held up his right hand, signalling the pursuing warriors to cease the chase. Confused, they slowed, looking to Siana for confirmation.

“Luke? What is going on?”

The look of betrayal on his princess’ face almost broke his heart.

“I can explain. Please, do not hurt them. Let us pass, and they will be off your lands by nightfall.”

“Luke, that is a Werewolf and …” she moved around to the left, suspiciously eyeing the person behind him, “that is a Vampyre. Luke, I cannot let you pass. Hand them over freely, or I will have to use force.”

The warriors skirted around the sides of the tunnel, surrounding them. There was no way out now. Luke’s heart raced as he frantically thought of a way out of the situation.

“Siana, please,” he begged. “Eladriël knew of his existence for several Moons already. When Vlador was injured by dragons, he sought me out to heal him. I have been looking after him for the past Moon. Eladriël has condoned my actions.”

“Vampyres killed my father,” she spat.

“I know,” Luke said softly, letting go of Vlador and approaching Sian. He took her hands in his. “But Vlador did not. He was not even part of the fighting. All he wants is to return home to his family. Would you not grant him his wish?”

Many minutes elapsed as they traded stares and then a single tear spilled from Siana’s left eye, rolling slowly down her cheek. “You are a true Healer, Luke Nightingale, and a better person then I am. You are right; the war is over.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand. “He shall have his wish.”
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“She is beautiful princess,” Vlador whispered as Luke knelt next to Howler to remove the arrow from his side. “I am sorry for ‘er father.”

“We lost many people because of the war,” Luke confirmed, “as did your side. It is behind us now, so let us move forward. Two of Siana’s men will accompany you to Greystone to make sure you get back to Naylera unscathed.”

“Thank you, Luke, for all you ‘ave done.”

They clasped arms in solemn farewell. Howler stood beside them, whining softly, shooting sideways glances at the wolf now with Siana only a few paces away.

“Let’s move out,” one of the men ordered, and two of the dragons took to the air.

Two warriors flanked Vlador, and they moved off along the forest path. Tentatively, Howler followed. Several steps into the forest, the Werewolf stopped and looked back.

“Go on, then,” Luke shouted.

Howler shook his great, shaggy head. He looked towards Vlador, marching away with his guards, and back towards Luke. A plaintive howl escaped his throat. He shook his head again, then turned and ambled back towards Luke.

“No, you silly mutt,” Luke ruffled his fur, “go with Vlador. Go.”

He made the motion for him to go, but it was of no use. He tried to drag him, entice him, push him, and plead with him. The Werewolf had decided to stay. Frantic, he glanced around to look at Siana, knowing she would put the Werewolf to death if he could not make him leave.

“It seems you have made a friend,” she laughed. “Even I cannot deny you a wolf of your own. You may keep him, Master of Werewolves.”



[image:  ]



Snow covered the peaks of the mountain ridge, and frost turned the area around the castle into a glittering winter wonderland on the day of Siana’s coronation.

Queen Sarena abdicated with grace, bestowing all her power on Siana. Eladriël performed the ceremony, placing the silver crown with blue gems upon the princess’ brow.

Elegant in a snow-white, flowing gown, embroidered with blue vines, Siana stood regally before her people and, as her first act as queen, she declared Luke to be her betrothed, with a wedding to follow in the spring.

“Healer of the Court, Master of Werewolves, and now Betrothed of the Queen. You have achieved much since you have come to Caverna Estralis, Luke,” Siana said to him after the ceremony. “What will be next for you?”

Smiling mischievously, he replied, “Children. Little Elf children.”
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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
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